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Chapter One

 


Maybe she should adopt a cat, Jane mused as
she unlocked the door. Drops of water rolled off her jacket onto
the worn wood floor. Leaving her shoes on the mat, she flipped the
light switch illuminating most of her cozy apartment, which was a
far cry from the spacious home she’d left behind. The silence was
the hardest thing to get used to. A clang echoed off the bare walls
as she dropped her keys on the counter next to the copy of her
divorce decree. She figured the signed copy had hit her lawyer’s
desk that morning. She shoved the bundle of papers in the nearest
drawer. “Out of sight. Out of mind,” she mumbled and padded with
stocking feet to her bedroom and changed into a pair of sweats and
her old Rutgers t-shirt.

​ She
checked her phone as she headed back to the kitchen and opened the
fridge to survey her options. No messages or texts from Tyler. She
pulled out some leftovers and a bottle of Cabernet Blanc and turned
on the news. The drone of the television was a welcome diversion.
Empty Nest Syndrome had arrived earlier than she had expected when
Tyler, her only child, had jumped at the opportunity to take a
summer class and move into his college dorm early. Her phone buzzed
on the counter next to her plate. She glanced at the screen, hoping
for a text from her son but smiled at the message from her friend,
Charlotte.

I have a surprise for you. Check your
email.

Charlotte had a way of lightening Jane’s
mood even when she wasn’t around. Jane uncorked the bottle and
poured a generous glass. She left the food container on the
counter, carried her wine to the desk in the living room, and
flipped open her laptop.

“What’s up her sleeve
now?” Jane took a sip, logged into her e-mail and clicked the
subject line: Giddy Up.

Jane,

You’re my best friend in the world and I
love you to pieces, but all work and no play has made Jane a dull
girl. It’s time to get back in the saddle and what better place to
do it than on your trip to San Antonio? So pour yourself a glass of
wine (or two) and click this link. For once in your life, do
something completely selfish. Do it for you…

Xoxo ~ Char

P.S. I’ve already signed you up (user name:
JaneK PW: RideEm). Don’t bother to call and yell at me. I’m
boarding a flight to LA.

Intrigued, Jane clicked the link and was
directed to a landing page containing a picture of a cowboy hat and
boots along with the words:

The Cowboys, A Personal Service: Are you
searching for a companion with no strings attached? Look no further
than our cowboys for hire.

“What the heck?” Jane
explored the website and discovered a whole new definition of a
cowboy. The cowboys on the website didn’t wear dusty jeans and ride
horses. They wore well-cut suits and drove sports cars. They spoke
a range of languages, were versed in opera, wine, and art, and were
perfect companions during getaway weekends or cocktail parties … at
a cost.

The Cowboys was a high-end male escort
service.

Jane poured another glass
of wine. She took a healthy gulp and leaned back in her chair
putting distance between herself and the screen. A bundle of
emotions, mostly anger, raced through her veins. Charlotte, her
happily single best friend, always had a steady stream of men at
her door. Did she think Jane was so pathetic she had to
pay a man to take her
out? A vision of a greasy guy wearing a shiny shirt and gold
jewelry flashed in her mind.

“No way.” She shook her
head and clicked around the site looking for instructions for
deleting her account. Charlotte was damn lucky she was thirty-five
thousand feet in the air because Jane had a few choice words for
her. Jane clicked “About Us” in hopes of finding a phone number to
call. No number was listed, but she jotted the e-mail address and
continued reading.

According to the website, escort services
were legal as long as the escort was not compensated for sexual
services. It went on to say if chemistry developed between the two
parties, romance might occur, but it was never contracted.

A few client testimonials followed…

I travel all over the country on business.
When I need to kick off my shoes (and other articles of clothing),
I call The Cowboys. Their escorts are as charming and intelligent
as they are good looking. I've never had a bad experience.

Instead of a spa weekend, I schedule a date
with Paul from The Cowboys. My tension automatically melts when I'm
with him, and he gives a great massage.

I'm recently divorced and had been feeling
unattractive and unwanted. Jack from The Cowboys treats me like I'm
the only woman in the world. One evening wasn't long enough, so I
booked him again for next weekend. The entire weekend.

She hovered the arrow over the “Meet Our
Cowboys” page and clicked. A half-dozen pictures of men filled the
screen, many appearing to be not much older than Tyler. She was
about to close the site when brilliant blue eyes leaped from the
screen and caught her by surprise.

She drank in the image as she refilled her
glass. A shock of dark hair framed his chiseled features. He wore a
gray t-shirt that teased the promise of warm skin and thick
muscles. Mr. Tall, Dark, and Incredibly Sexy poked at her long
neglected fire that had turned into a pile of barely warm coals.
She clicked his picture, which opened his bio and more images.

“Hello there, Ryan
Zeigler,” Jane slurred.

 


​
Chapter Two

 


A familiar pickup truck squealed to a stop
in front of Ryan Zeigler’s house.

“Hey, buddy!” Joe shouted,
as Ryan dropped his gym bag onto the backseat of his
convertible.

“Morning, Joe. To what do
I owe the honor of seeing you this early in the morning?” Ryan
asked, knowing too well what his brother-in-law wanted.

Joe cut the engine and stepped out of the
truck, slamming the rusty door behind him, with two disposable
coffee cups in either hand. “I have a job down the road and thought
I’d bring you a cup o’ joe from Joe, you know?”

“Thanks.” Ryan took the
cup and waited for the inevitable request.

Joe’s gaze darted over Ryan’s yard. “You can
use a good weeding and mulch. Want me to send one of my guys
over?”

Ryan breathed out slowly. “What do you want,
Joe?”

“I’m a little short this
month again. Got hit with some unexpected things. Isabel needs
braces, and Maya’s throwing another damn party.”

“You’re not drinking
again, are you? If you are I’ll kick your—”

Joe held up his hands. “No, Ry. I’m clean. I
swear.”

Ryan studied his face. “Gambling?”

Joe shook his head. “It’s nothing like
that.”

Ryan rubbed the back of his neck. “I told
you after the last time I gave you money, that was it.”

“I know, and I didn’t
think I’d have to ask you again. I feel like such an asshole for
doing it, but I don’t have another choice. I hoped you were still…”
Joe had always acted uncomfortable with Ryan’s profession as a male
escort, but he never seemed to mind asking for the money Ryan
earned doing just that.

“Gave it up. The
restaurant takes all of my time now.”

Joe shrugged. “I don’t know how you can walk
away from all that cash.”

“I have to. I need to
separate from it, and I need to do it now.” Ryan’s heart raced as
the words tumbled from his mouth. It was the first time he’d
admitted it to anyone except Camille. Not that there were many
people to tell. Ryan kept that part of his life from everyone
close. His brother-in-law had discovered Ryan’s secret quite
accidentally.

“You gotta do what you
gotta do, you know? Don’t worry about us. I’ll figure something
out.” Joe shuffled to his truck and yanked the door open. The
screech of metal against metal tore through Ryan’s head.

“Hey. I should be able to
help. We can’t have Izzy running around with crooked teeth, can we?
I’ll get back to you later.”

The lines around Joe’s eyes softened.
“You’re the best, Ry. I’ll pay you back someday. You know that,
right?”

“Sure, Joe. I’ll call you
later.” Ryan had a better chance of making a clean break from The
Cowboys Escort Service than he would recouping the borrowed money.
His brother-in-law knew how to pull at Ryan’s heartstrings. He’d do
anything for his sister, Maya, and his niece, Isabel. Family was
family after all. Ryan climbed into his convertible and started his
drive toward the tall office buildings and hotels dotting the
morning San Antonio skyline.

****

​ Ding. Ding.
Beep. Ding. Ding. Beep.

Ryan remembered a time when that familiar
rhythmic ring had sent electricity through his veins. The
excitement of what followed that call was close to what he’d
imagined being high felt like. Now he dreaded the sound of the
unique ringtone he’d assigned to The Cowboys. He pulled his phone
from his pocket and glanced at the display, not that he had to. He
knew Camille was on the other end of the call, tapping her red
fingernails on her desk, waiting for him to answer. He considered
sending the call to voice mail, but Camille was a piranha when she
wanted something, and she’d call incessantly until he answered.
He’d given his notice the same night he’d broken off their twisted
relationship. The problem was Camille didn’t believe him. In the
past, she’d contacted Ryan for two reasons, and it was too early in
the day for a booty call. By process of elimination, Ryan deduced
she had a client waiting in the wings for his services. He poked
the screen and raised the phone to his ear.

“Hoping I was just kidding
about quitting the business?”

“How’s my favorite
cowboy?” Camille purred.

“Ex-cowboy.”

“You’ll always be a cowboy
to me.”

“Is the word ‘no’ in your
vocabulary?” Ryan descended the stone steps to San Antonio’s River
Walk as the early morning sun chased the chill from the air. With
the exception of a few joggers, the walkways were empty, showcasing
the waterfalls, gardens, and nooks and crannies that made the River
Walk one of a kind.

“I didn’t get to where I
am by taking that word seriously. If I did, I’d still be slinging
drinks at a local dive. Come to think of it, so would you.” Camille
never wasted an opportunity to remind Ryan of her part in his rise
to the most sought after male escort south of Dallas. He often
wondered if he would’ve been better off without her
help.

“How’s business?” Ryan
asked, changing the subject.

“Booming, which is the
reason for my call.”

“I figured you weren’t
calling just to hear my voice.”

“You do have the best
bedroom voice in the business. If I’m not mistaken, it’s the first
thing I noticed about you.”

“Before you corrupted my
morals,” Ryan said, wishing he were joking.

“You mean before I made
you a lot of money.”

“More like before I made
you a ton of
money.” The truth was, their partnership had been mutually
beneficial. She was right. Without Camille, he’d have spent years
dancing and tending bar to save the capital necessary to open his
restaurant, but anything to do with Camille came at a
cost.

“It must be expensive
owning a restaurant with equipment and food to buy and people to
pay. How’s it going?”

He rolled his eyes. “Come on, Cam. You don’t
care how Vine is doing. What do you want?”

“I have an opportunity you
won’t want to pass up.”

“I’ve heard those words
out of your mouth before, and look where that got me.”

“Let’s see. Where did it
get you, Ry? Rich, fucked, and richer.”

“You’ve always had a way
with words.” Ryan crossed the brick patio and stopped in front of
slatted double doors. With the phone sandwiched between his
shoulder and cheek, he slipped the key into the lock of Vine. He
pushed the door open and surveyed the quiet elegance of his
restaurant. He was still in awe of the place and the fact it was
his. It was very different from the dive bar where he’d met
Camille.

He recalled the first time he’d seen Camille
LeVan. She’d stood out in Le Tigre like a five-hundred-dollar pair
of designer shoes in a row of flip-flops, and for good reason. She
owned the place along with a host of other strip joints in the
vicinity. The clubs did well, but it didn’t take Ryan long to
discover Camille’s real reason for owning the establishments. They
provided her with a free flowing inventory of recruits for her
online escort service, The Cowboys. It wasn’t long before Ryan
became her protégé. At twenty-six, Ryan had had a few years on most
of the fresh-faced boys who crossed through the doors of Le Tigre
looking to make a quick buck on their gym-built physiques, unlike
Ryan, whose muscles were sculpted from framing houses and laying
roof shingles under the sweltering summer Texas sun. Five years
passed, and before he knew it, Ryan was Camille’s next in command,
charged with training new recruits, not to mention fulfilling
Camille’s every sexual whim and fetish.

“We made an unstoppable
team,” Camille said in the same tone she’d use to order her
lunch.

“At one time that was
true.”

“It still could be,” she
snapped back.

Not a
chance. A vision of walking in on Camille
straddling one of the new dancers continued to taunt him. She’d
tried to compare the situation to Ryan sleeping with a client. “It
was just business,” she’d explained. The scene served as a beacon
signaling Ryan to rise above the murky darkness of sex and deceit
masquerading as passion and love.

Ryan took a deep breath. “As you always say,
time is money, and I have a restaurant to run. Get to the
point.”

“Fine. I’m in a bit of a
bind. I have a last-minute weekender coming into town. She’s a new
client, and she requested you.”

“You didn’t take my
picture down yet?” His free hand rolled into a fist. He should’ve
done it himself before he quit.

“Haven’t gotten around to
it yet. I’ve had a hard time keeping up since you left. You
should’ve given me more notice,” Camille said.

“I gave you plenty of
notice to train a new boy toy. What about the guy you were treating
to a personal new hire orientation a few months ago?”

“Zackary? He’s just a
baby. He’s not you.”

“A guy half your age is
good enough to take to bed, but not good enough to handle your
website?”

Camille laughed. “You’re getting cranky in
your old age. Do me a favor and take this client for me. I still
owe you last quarter’s commissions. I’ll double the payment as a
bonus.”

“You’re like a lioness in
heat.”

“You know I like to make
the impossible possible. So you’ll do it?”

He turned the key and pulled the door
handle. “Whoa. I didn’t say that. Give me a second to check my
calendar to see if it’s possible to make the impossible possible.”
He strode pass the bar toward the hallway that led to his private
office, unlocked his office door, and flipped the light switch
before sinking into a chair and opening the date book on his desk,
the one reserved for private and large-party bookings. Ryan made a
habit of jotting any personal appointments and dates in it, as
well, not that he had many. “Okay. When?”

“This weekend, but you’d
do the initial meet and greet Friday night over drinks.”

He leaned back in his chair. “Friday as in
tomorrow?”

“You got it. Are you
in?”

He raked his fingers through his hair and
glanced at the curly handwriting in Sunday’s box on his date book.
His sister, Maya, had charged in last week to remind him about the
date. “There’s no getting out of the party, little brother. I’m
writing it in your book.” He’d been dreading the date for weeks.
One of the curses of being not only the youngest, but also the only
male sibling was that he’d always had more than one mother. His
oldest sister, Susanna, had married a Marine and moved out of San
Antonio, so Maya had taken over as mother hen. He loved his
sisters, but didn’t love their Spanish Inquisition about how he
worked too long and played too hard. Even his sex life was up for
discussion, as far as they were concerned.

“I have plans on
Sunday.”

“Take her with you,”
Camille countered.

He tapped a pen on his agenda book.
Entertaining Camille’s client would earn him enough money to solve
Joe’s current dilemma. Plus, he’d have enough left over to buy the
floor-to-ceiling wine bottle chiller display case he’d had his eye
on for Vine. His gaze moved across his desk to the brochure left by
the commercial bar-equipment salesman.

A beep signaling another call interrupted
his thoughts. “Send me the details and I’ll give you an answer by
lunch,” he said before ending the conversation with Camille and
connecting the second call.

“Boss, I’m at the fish
market, and the scallops are the size of quarters. We can’t run the
special today. They won’t do,” Chef George barked.

“How’s the shrimp look?”
Ryan asked.

“Shrimp! Where’s the
shrimp?” George called. A rumbling of voices flowed through the
phone. “Ah, here they are. They’re beautiful and plump.”

“We’ll do coconut shrimp
instead of bacon-wrapped scallops today. Get as much as we need,”
Ryan directed.

“Got it, Boss. See you in
a few.”

Ryan dropped his phone on the desk. The
scallop crisis was one of at least fifty split second decisions he
was sure would come his way that day. He understood why some owners
couldn’t handle it, but for Ryan the pressure fueled his fire.

He opened his laptop and made the change to
the specials before sending the daily menu to Gretchen, Vine’s
general manager, for printing.

Ryan rose from his chair to brew a pot of
coffee in the kitchen when his phone sounded again. He peered at
the caller’s name on the screen and dreaded taking the call almost
as much as Camille’s. He swiped his finger over the screen and
tapped the speaker button. “Hey, Joe.”

“Hey, Ryan. Look, I’m
sorry about steamrolling over you this morning. That was shitty of
me.”

“It’s all right, man. I’ll
have the money for you next week.”

“Thanks. But I don’t want
you to do it at a cost to yourself, if you know what I mean. If you
feel like you can’t do it, don’t go against your principles for
me.”

“I don’t know what my
principles are anymore,” Ryan muttered.

“What was that?” Joe asked
as a motor revved in the background.

“Nothing. Sounds like
you’re on a job site. I forgot to ask you how things are going with
the business.” Ryan almost hated to ask. He’d injected Cortez
Construction with a large capital investment. Joe promised to turn
the business into a profitable venture or sell it and find
employment elsewhere.

“Well, I’ll start with the
good news. The new crew you helped me hire is doing great. I’m even
pulling in some referral work. Business is picking up
slowly.”

“I told you it’d pick up
if you stayed on course.” Ryan said, softening his words. Not too
long ago he’d put his brother-in-law up against a wall and told him
he’d kick his ass if he didn’t stop drinking and started paying
attention to his construction business, which was bleeding red ink.
He’d made Joe a deal. Ryan would pay his way out of debt if Joe
sobered up. Ryan had made good on his word, and he hoped Joe
continued his end of the bargain.

“I am. I swear. But after
paying the crew there’s not much left over to live on. I’m having a
hard time keeping the lights on at home, and Maya insists on
hosting every family party. Something’s got to give.”

“Have you told her
that?”

“Seriously? You know Maya.
She’d overreact. Anyway, it’s just temporary. Construction is on
the rise. I’m sure I’ll be making bank in the next year or two. I
couldn’t do it without your help, and I appreciate you not saying
anything to Maya about the money. I’ll pay you back as soon as I
can. Everything. With interest.”

“No problem. I can do it.
I’ll send a case of wine over for the party and will see you
Sunday,” Ryan said and headed to the kitchen to prepare for his
staff’s arrival.

****

Well?

The one-word text was his only message when
Ryan checked his phone after the lunch rush. He ran his hand
through his hair. “Gretch, keep an eye on things. I have to make a
call.”

“No problem,” she called
to him from the bar.

Ryan closed the door to his office, flipped
open his laptop and clicked the unopened message from Camille.

Here you go. I’m counting on you…

Jane Keegan, 39

Divorced

In town on business

Preferences: 35-45, dark hair, tall, medium
build.

Photo attached

Ryan wasn’t an exact fit within Ms. Keegan’s
parameters. Thanks to his Spanish-German genes, he’d inherited a
shock of thick, almost black hair from his mother and his over
six-foot stature from his dad. To his sisters’ horror, Ryan was the
only Zeigler sibling to inherit their father’s blue eyes. He’d
argue that his build was on the higher side of “medium”, thanks to
muscle built through years of working construction. His age tipped
below her range, having just celebrated his thirty-second birthday
a few months before.

He clicked the .jpg file attached to
Camille’s e-mail and stared idly at the screen as the picture
loaded.

Ryan sucked in a breath and held it for a
few moments when the image finally appeared on the screen. He
blinked a few times before pushing the air from his lungs slowly
through his teeth. Glossy golden brown hair tumbled in controlled
waves over her shoulder as she shot a staged smile at what looked
to be a selfie picture with the second woman cropped out of the
shot. As attractive as she was, her grin never quite reached her
eyes. The green-flecked hazel eyes were etched with a sadness she’d
tried to hide. He wasn’t a stranger to that look. Faces like hers
stared at him from the other side of the bar on a daily basis.

Baggage. He could tell Jane Keegan had lots
of it. He had hoped the new client was a lonely corporate executive
looking to blow off steam for the weekend, possibly topping it off
with a sizzling night between the sheets. The woman staring back at
him was in search of much more. Closure. Acceptance. He wasn’t sure
exactly what motivated her to shell out big bucks for a weekend
with a stranger, but after five years of working as an escort, he’d
learned how to read people. Contrary to what other people thought
of the profession, an escort was more than wining, dining, and
seducing. He’d played the roles of shrink, best friend, confidant,
daddy, lover, and bodyguard, among others.

Ryan shook his head,
realizing he’d been staring at the picture while thinking of all
the troubled women he’d serviced over the years, and, most
importantly, why he quit the business. “I hope I can help you find
what you’re searching for, Querida.”

Click. Her picture disappeared from the screen, and he tapped a
text message to Camille.

I’ll do it for you as long as my picture is
taken off the website. I’m no longer a Cowboy.

Camille responded immediately.

Consider it done.

 


​ Chapter Three

 


Ryan made his rounds, greeting the hungry
and thirsty Friday night patrons with an extra bounce in his step.
From the moment he woke, Jane Keegan’s intriguing eyes hadn’t been
far from his thoughts. Maybe because he knew it was his last
assignment, but he couldn’t remember a time when he looked forward
to meeting a new client as much as he had that day. He’d checked
The Cowboys website, and surprisingly, Camille had made good on her
promise. His pictures and bio were gone. Jane would be his last
client.

“What are you so jazzed
about today?” Gretchen asked, interrupting his thoughts.

“Jazzed?”

“Yeah, jazzed. You’re
bouncing around like a kid before Christmas. And you’re smiling.
You never smile. You feeling okay?” she asked narrowing her
eyes.

“Never better. Remember,
I’m heading out early tonight. You’re okay to close up?”

She snapped her fingers. “Ah, that’s it. You
have a hot date. Anyone I know? Is she a customer?”

Ryan stifled a chuckle. If she’d only known
what type of “customer” he was scheduled to meet. “Sorry, Gretch,
no hot date. Just meeting a friend of a friend who’s in town on
business.” It was an easy alibi he’d used over the years when he
had to explain his whereabouts.

She eyed him suspiciously. “Uh-huh. Well,
try to have a little fun. You’ve been stressed out lately.”

Ryan resisted a retort in the interest of
showing up on time. He double-checked the text message from
Camille, even though he’d memorized the details: Nine o’clock at
the Omni Hotel’s second-floor lounge.

Ryan stepped outside and headed toward the
Omni, leaving Vine in Gretchen’s care. Convention season had just
begun, and the River Walk was crawling with tourists. As he passed
the countless rowdy themed restaurants and bars that dotted the
sidewalks, he appreciated the subdued elegance of his own
establishment.

Finally, he turned toward the entrance and
pushed open Omni’s heavy glass door. As he did, an unexpected slew
of memories flooded his mind. He couldn’t begin to count the number
of women he’d escorted through those doors over the years.

Bypassing the bank of elevators, he turned
toward the stairs instead, jogging up them two at a time leading to
the lounge on the second floor.

Ryan slowed his pace as he entered the bar,
letting his eyes adjust to the dim lights. He scanned the bar,
looking for a dark head of shoulder-length hair, and spotted her
instantly at the end. He’d already figured, from her picture and
the scant information listed on her bio, that she wasn’t the “look
at me” type. He’d expected someone like Jane Keegan to find a seat
off to the side, where she wouldn’t be the center of attention. Her
unassuming ensemble of jeans, sandals, and black blouse confirmed
his assumption. There were things about Jane that hadn’t been
evident from her bio and picture, like how even the dim lighting of
the lounge picked up the brilliant highlights in her hair as she
twirled a lock around her finger and let it spring back. Or the way
she nervously kept her hands busy by circling a fingertip around
the rim of her wine glass. Or the way her blouse hugged the curve
of her waist. One look confirmed his initial impression of Jane
Keegan. The difference between Jane and the majority of his escort
clients over the years was like the difference between a
multi-layered Napa Merlot and a bargain bottle at Wine Depot. He
was convinced there was much more to Jane Keegan than her profile
and picture.

He stopped just inches away, close enough to
inhale the clean citrus scent of her perfume. “Jane?”

As she swiveled her seat, he knew he had the
right woman. Her eyes were just as sad as they had seemed in her
picture, although she tried to mask them with a friendly smile.

“I’m Ryan,” he said, and
offered his hand.

She took it in her own, the warmth of her
flesh capturing his as she squeezed lightly.

“Hi,” she said, locking
gazes with him for a moment before a laugh bubbled up to her lips.
At the sound of it, her palm shot up to cover her eyes. “That was
brilliant, wasn’t it? I’m not good at stuff like this.”

Ryan chuckled, enjoying the pink rising in
her cheeks. “Believe it or not, neither am I,” he said. Gesturing
to the stool next to hers, he took a seat.

“I don’t believe that for
a moment,” she said, and picked up her wine glass.

“No really. I suck at the
introduction phase.”

“Well then, we can suck
together,” she said, then slapped her hand to her mouth. “Oh my
God. I can’t believe I just said that. Please order a drink or
something, and put me out of my misery.”

Ryan ordered a beer before he met her stare.
“Something wrong?”

“At first I wasn’t sure if
you were the same guy I saw on the website, but you’re definitely
him. I can tell by the scar on your cheek.” She pointed to the left
side of his face.

“Football injury. You
should see the other guy.” He shot her a crooked smile.

“Bad?”

“Not a scratch on him.”
They both laughed, lightening the mood.

“I tried to find your
picture again so I’d recognize you and it wasn’t on the website, so
I figured you wouldn’t be the one showing up. I thought it was some
kind of bait and switch thing.”

“Not much of a trusting
type, are you? You must be from New York.”

“No fair. You knew that.”
She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and laughed.

“I can’t get anything by
you.” He winked. “So, what brings you to San Antonio?” he asked,
avoiding the subject of the disappearance of his image from The
Cowboys website. “Okay, now who sounds like a dork? The ‘what
brings you here’ pick-up line must be the oldest in the
book.”

She smiled and glanced down. Her dark
eyelashes fanned over her cheeks that were pink with a growing
blush. “Here’s the thing. You don’t need to use a pick-up line on
me.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Apparently I’m a
paying customer.”

Ryan chuckled. Most of his escort dates
stuck with the premise of a real date. Jane’s candor was
refreshing.

She smiled again, and this time her eyes
crinkled at the corners in a way that enhanced her natural beauty.
“I’m here on business. But you probably already know that, along
with my height, my weight, what I had for breakfast this morning,
and whatever else Charlotte added to my bio.”

“Charlotte?”

“My meddling but lovable
friend. This was all her idea. She’s the one who signed me up for
this,” Jane admitted, and laughed. “It seemed like a bad idea then,
and an even worse idea now.”

Ryan feigned a look of shock. “Am I that
bad?”

“No, not at all. Really.
It’s not you, it’s me.”

He smiled. “Ah. The ‘it’s not you, it’s me’
line.”

She shook her head. “I’m sure you can tell
that I’ve never done anything like this before.” She took a sip of
her wine, then another, seemingly relying on it to pump her with
courage. She pointed at the glass. “I shouldn’t be drinking this.
Wine is the reason I’m here. I believe I drank a whole bottle
before confirming the weekend date with the service. This whole
thing is just not me. I’m not sure how women do this.”

Ryan tilted his head.
“Wine makes a great scapegoat. I’m curious. What do you
think this is?” he
asked, genuinely interested in her answer.

She shifted in her seat. “Well, for
starters, women pay you to treat them like they’re beautiful and
desirable. I suppose I understand the appeal of it, but I’m too
much of a realist. In the back of my mind, I don’t think I could
get past the fact that it’s just pretend. The fantasy would be lost
on me.”

“I think that’s where you
have it wrong. Yes, women are paying for companionship, but the
arrangement is very real. I couldn’t be with a client I didn’t find
attractive. That’s why the client and escort meet before the
session ever begins, like we’re doing now, to make sure it’s a good
match for both parties.”

“So why do women choose to
hire an escort?”

Ryan took a sip of his drink before
answering. “Lots of reasons. Some do it just for the good time.
It’s a chance to have a little fun, with no strings attached. Some
use it as a stress reliever. They just want to blow off some steam.
Others are coming off a bad relationship and need a session with an
escort to get back in the saddle, so to speak.” He’d experienced
them all.

Jane narrowed her eyes. “I think my friend
Charlotte used that same expression.”

“Is it safe to say you’re
in the last category, then?”

She nodded. “I’ve been separated for almost
a year, but my divorce became final recently. Charlotte thought
this would help me jump back into dating. I’m just not sure this is
the right way to do it.” Jane’s gaze moved to her drink. “I’m a
real downer, aren’t I?”

“Not at all. Your life is
in a state of upheaval. What you’re feeling is completely normal.
Maybe you’re not saddle-ready yet,” Ryan said, sensing she was
about to give him the boot. It had only happened a couple of times
in his career.

She smiled. “Actually, I think I am, but not
like this. I’m sorry. I’m sure you’re a hot commodity and women
throw themselves at you, but like I said—”

“It’s not for you,” he
said with a smile.

“Exactly.” She tilted her
head. “I deserve to be with someone who wants to be with me, not
who’s getting paid to be with me. I’m going to hold out for that
person.” Jane pulled the strap of her purse, which hung on the back
of the chair, and fumbled with the clasp. “It was nice meeting
you.”

“Have you eaten yet?” Ryan
asked, even though he was sure she’d drunk the glass of wine on an
empty stomach by the way she wobbled on the heels of her sandal as
she stepped from the stool.

“Um, no. I just got into
town a few hours ago. I’ll just grab something.”

“Have you ventured down to
the River Walk yet?”

“Out there?” She pointed
to the bank of windows. “My room overlooks that area. It seems a
little crazy.”

“It can be, but it also
boasts the best places to eat in town. Care to join me for
dinner?”

“You do understand that I
just canceled the date, right?”

“Officially, yes. That
doesn’t stop me from asking a hungry out-of-towner to dinner and
because I want to, not because I’m being paid,” he said, purposely
using her words.

He enjoyed watching her shift from foot to
foot considering his invitation. “You don’t have anything better to
do on a Friday night than hang out with a stranger?”

“Frankly, I can’t think of
anything else I’d rather do.” Ryan hooked the strap of her purse
under his thumb, slid it over her shoulder and tossed a few bills
on the bar.

“Shall we?” Ryan offered
her the crook of his elbow. After a moment of hesitation, she
accepted, sliding her small palm around his arm.

 


​ Chapter Four

 


Ryan led Jane to the bustling walkway, and
he studied her face as she scanned the crowd.

“You’d never know how loud
it is out here from inside the hotel.” Jane shouted.

Ryan bent his head to get closer to her ear.
Her hair caressed his cheek as a faint scent of citrus tickled his
nose. “You’re lucky you’re staying at the Omni. The nicer hotels do
a great job of shielding their visitors from the frenzy down here.
This section of the River Walk gets to be overwhelming, especially
in tourist season, or when the big conferences are in town.”

“This section? Is there
more?”

Ryan pointed as they continued walking. “It
extends for twenty-one miles that way. The original plan was a big
sewer project to control flooding of the river, but the city’s
conservation society decided it should be a beautification venture
and the River Walk was born. Most of the stretch isn’t like this,
but when out-of-towners hear ‘The River Walk’, this is what they
expect.”

“There’s certainly a lot
going on,” Jane said as they passed a group of people circling
around a lively mariachi band.

“Something for everyone.
You can get Mexican, German, Italian, Irish, Spanish, Greek, or
plain old American food here. If you want to dance, sing, yell,
wear your napkin on your head or take a boat ride, there’s a spot
for you. Anything and everything goes here.”

They turned to the right and headed across
one of the many bridges over the river. Jane stopped at the middle
and watched as a gondola filled with people floated under them.

“What are you in the mood
for?” Ryan asked.

“You’re the resident
expert. What do you recommend?”

“I’ve been to them all.
Let’s walk around and you choose. After you.” Ryan’s fingertips
brushed her shoulder. He followed her across the crowded bridge to
the other side, using the opportunity to get a glimpse of her
curves as she made her way to the sidewalk. Jane stopped at a few
restaurants as they walked, but nothing seemed to interest her
enough to stay.

They continued on the path along the river
where the bar noise faded into gurgling fountains among lush
greenery. “How about that place?” Jane pointed ahead.

Ryan smiled. “Good pick. What caught your
attention?”

Her gaze washed over the exterior as they
approached. “I don’t know. It’s quiet, but it has an inviting vibe.
It’s almost as if the others were trying too hard. This place says
‘Come on in, and you’ll be happy you did.’ Have you eaten here?”
she asked, flashing a quirky grin that warmed his insides.

“A few times. How about a
table outside?” Ryan waved his hand toward the brick
patio.

“Perfect.”

Ryan turned toward the hostess stand and
pointed at a free table at the end. “Gretch, is that table
available?”

Gretchen’s gaze bounced from Ryan to Jane
and back to Ryan. She shot him a grin that warned him she’d grill
him for information. “Sure. I’ll send Victor out to take your
order.”

Ryan grabbed a menu from the stand and led
Jane to the table. He held her chair for her and placed the menu on
the table in front of her.

“I take it you come here
often.”

“You could say that. I own
it.”

Jane stared at him. “You own this
place?”

He smirked. “You sound surprised.”

“Only because I am.” Jane
turned in her chair and surveyed the restaurant, giving it an
appreciative nod as Victor approached the table and filled their
water glasses.

“Good evening. May I
interest you in a bottle of wine or a cocktail?”

“Do you like sangria?”
Ryan asked Jane.

“Love it.”

“Please bring a large
carafe of our new summer sangria.”

“Right away,
boss.”

Jane was still wide-eyed.

“You’re surprised that a
guy who rents himself out to women owns a place like this?” Ryan
asked, chuckling to soften the bite of his words.

Jane lifted her water
glass. “Actually, that’s not it at all. What surprises me is that
you didn’t lead me here. I chose it from all the other restaurants
and bars we passed, and you own it.” Her eyes narrowed. “Wait,
don’t tell me. You’re some eccentric billionaire, and you
own all the
restaurants here, but you pose as an escort to screw with lonely
women’s heads.”

Ryan laughed, genuinely amused. “Great
story, but nope. Just this one, and that’s enough. I don’t think
I’d have the energy for another, even if I had the funds. But I’m
amazed you picked Vine, too. You made my night.”

Jane smiled and picked up the menu. “What do
you suggest?” she asked Ryan.

“Any food allergies?
Vegan? Gluten-free?”

“No, no, and
no.”

“Great. Then this will be
easy. Leave your palate in my hands. You won’t be sorry.” Victor
returned and served the sangria. “Let’s start with the tomato crab
gazpacho, some of the Louisiana oysters, and two filet
tenderloins.” His gaze flicked to Jane. “Medium okay?”

“That’s how I like
it.”

He could almost see her stress melt and her
posture relax as he kept the conversation moving and light. He
entertained her with stories about opening Vine a few months
previous.

“I take it this is the
reason your listing is off The Cowboys site.”

“In a nutshell, yes.
Opening a restaurant has been my dream for a while, but I wanted to
do it on my own and not have to answer to investors. So I worked a
bunch of different jobs to earn quick cash.”

“How did you get into
escorting anyway?”

He chuckled. “One of my jobs was at a male
revue joint. The owner, Camille, recruited me into The Cowboys, and
everything fell into place. I was able to gather the start-up money
in just a couple of years.”

A smile played at her lips as her cheeks
turned a rosy pink. “You used to strip?”

“Yup. I was a dancer for a
short time, but I mostly tended bar there. It wasn’t my scene




































































































































































































































































































































































































cover.jpg
lightful story full of characters
(. 1 didn't want it to end!"

5 SANDRA RENEE APPET






tmp_52b58b326dfb7c00663ecf39b105e5b0_c5hi29_html_2f0a6a87.jpg
ERNIGHT PUBLISHING o
i |

MIDNIGHT

"Fire and Midnight is a delightful story full of characters
you won't soon forget. I didn't want it to end!"
—New York'Times bestselling author Stephanie Evanovich

s SANDRA RENEE APPET:






