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The Billionaire’s Fake Dating Game

(Part One)

 

By K.L. Zales


Chapter One

 

 

The last thing I expected that night was a surprise date.

It started out as a typical evening, with me doing a digital painting for an author who needed a dragon on their book cover.  I was just filling in a scale when there was a knock on the door that did not sound like either of my roommates.  Chastity always just jimmied the door to the old house we shared.  Donovan always pretty much barged in, breathing like Darth Vader.  This rap was a slow, unsure, polite knock.

I waited for someone else to answer the door, but Donovan must be sleeping on the couch in the den or worse, enjoying some porn with the door open.  Chastity wouldn't return for the next couple of hours.  It was up to me.  I saved the image--I didn't want to lose a four hundred dollar commission--and went to open the front door.  

A massive troll stood on the porch.

I stared with one hand on the doorknob, not sure what to do.  The ogre shifted and accidentally kicked the tin can cat Charity had made last summer.  It toppled into the bushes.  I didn't think he noticed.  

I blinked.  In the dying light of the old suburb, I realized it was a man.

He was a hulking young man with a military buzz cut and a body like he spent mornings, afternoons, and evenings at the gym.  I didn't have anything against working out.  I had done it plenty of times myself when I lived at home and could use Mom and Dad's lifetime membership at Fitness World.  But this guy had overdone it to an extreme, causing me to mistake him for something other than human.  

It was also my first time seeing a real bodybuilder in person.  

I opened the door all the way, waiting for him to say something.  So far, he hadn't tried to barge in and kill me, and the look on his face was friendly, if not nervous.  

"Um..." I managed.  "Can I help you?"

The second thing registered.  The man was wearing one of those polo shirts with an alligator on it.  It bulged over his enormous pecs, and I swear one of them flexed a little bit as he smiled.  The collar looked ready to rip over those huge muscles between his neck and his shoulders.  What did they call those?

"I'm Duncan," he said, confused.  "You're Abbie, right?  I'm your date."

I was sure that I stood there, mouth falling open.

"My...date," I managed.  

I had never talked to this guy, in person or online.  In fact, I didn't even know who the heck he was other than that his name was Duncan and he was some champion bodybuilder.  I hadn't gone out with anyone since I was twenty-two and still living at home.  Three years.  I had horrible luck with men mainly because they never passed Mom and Dad's screening techniques (do you have a steady job in finance, sir?) or they got referred to me from my parents themselves.  (He's a bank manager so he must be a great guy!)  The whole experience had given me a bad taste in my mouth when I even thought of dating again.  The bank manager, Chris, thought it would be a great idea to make a spreadsheet of every mile I put on my car.

I'd broken that off as soon as I felt the reigns tightening.  

I didn't understand this.  Maybe Chastity had set this up because the thought of me not kissing a guy in three years mortified her.  Yes.  That had to be it.  Chastity had set up a surprise date.

Duncan smiled again, which was charming.  His eyes were a dark chocolate brown--serious, but not too serious.  My hands ached from working all day.  He couldn't be a controlling banker, right?  Chastity would never do that to me.

I smiled back.  "Duh.  Of course," I said, glancing down at my paint-stained jeans.  I'd had zero intention of leaving the house today.  "I got so wrapped up in my work that I didn't realize what time it was.  I'm sorry."

"I hope I'm not too early.  I drove all the way from Walton," he said.  

"That's a long drive."  I'd only lived over in California for a year, but I knew it was fifty miles away.  

I grasped the doorframe so hard that my hand went numb.  I couldn't stop staring at those huge pecs, at those muscular thighs, at those abs that were showing through his shirt.  I wondered how his ass looked.  Chastity hadn't done badly.  Duncan smiled again and leaned against the awning support.  It creaked under his weight and threatened to give way.  "I'm ready when you are."

"I'll change my pants," I said, closing the door most of the way.  

That was all I could manage.  I'll change my pants.

"I'll wait here," Duncan said, flashing me another grin.  But then Duncan flexed his bicep.  Veins popped against muscle fiber.

It was kind of gross and took me out of the moment, but I closed the door and ran up the stairs like an excited kid on Christmas morning.  I could forgive that if the rest of the date made up for it.  I hadn't realized how much I missed human interaction--especially male human interaction--until now.  Dating hadn't been exciting since high school when I  could better hide it from my parents.

I had forgotten how free I was now.

I had escaped the bank they owned and the teller counter they wanted me to spend my life behind.  I'd packed three garbage bags and gotten into my old beater to come live with Chastity, my partner in crime.  Mostly, I did commissions to keep the lights on, pay my part of the rent, and make my loan payments to keep our art gallery, the Art Haven, from getting repossessed by the same bank Mom and Dad owned.  My older brother Gavin and I had taken the loan out in secret and, being the awesome older brother, Gavin sent me half the money through Paypal each month to make it work.  

I made my way up to my bedroom.  The pink space was glowing in the late day sun.  I tripped over piles of clothes and found a pair of black dress slacks that didn't have too much cat hair.  I waved Beatrix off my bed, and she meowed, then skulked under the bed to hide for the rest of the night.  

"Come on," I said.  "I just need some clothes, and you have to be laying on the black ones."  I picked a few white cat hairs off a dark blue polo shirt that almost matched Duncan's.  It would work.  He must have something a little more upscale than a family restaurant in mind. 

My heart raced as I pulled on the dress slacks.  I hadn't kissed a man since the age of the dinosaurs and hadn't had sex since the first amoebas swam in the sea.  Well, it had been two and four years.  I'd liked Nate, but Mom and Dad had scared him off for wanting a career as a freelancer.  They had threatened to disown me if I dared stay with him and Nate broke it off, saying that he didn't want to cause me so much trouble.  

I crept downstairs, checking for extra cat hairs.  When I opened the front door, Duncan was leaning against the awning support, checking out his ass.

His ass wasn't that bad looking especially in his tight jeans, but I was beginning to wonder if this was a mistake. 

"I'm ready," I said.

Duncan jumped.  A bit of heat rushed to his face.  "I didn't think you'd be out so fast.  Most women take forever."

"I don't usually wear makeup," I admitted.  Maybe I should have.  I was rusty at this dating thing, rustier than Chastity's old Grand Am.  "So, what do you think?"

"You look great without makeup," Duncan said.  "Some women go overboard, and I don't like that."

So far, so good.  Maybe I could handle the sprinkle of narcissism if Duncan didn't find a pool of water and admire his ass in it until he fell in and drowned like that guy in the Greek myth.

"So, what do you want to do?"

"I was thinking of a nice dinner," Duncan said like he was rehearsing some lines.  "Remember that place we were talking about online?"

So Chastity had gone to a dating site.  I wished she'd given me some heads up.  A clue, at least.  Even a, "why don't you take the night off?"  "It's been a long day," I said.  "Work and all.  That one restaurant, right?"

Duncan's eyes flicked back and forth as we walked across our un-mowed lawn and towards the vehicle he had brought here, a silver pickup that looked as if he had just driven it off the new car lot.  It towered over the road, and I had to climb to get into the passenger seat.  

"So, what do you do?" Duncan asked, getting into the drivers' seat.  "For work, that is?"

"I'm an artist.  I do digital art for people.  I also help run the Art Haven.  You probably wouldn't know where it is if you come from Walton.  My roommate and I are getting ready to teach classes for kids next month.  We already have twenty kids signed up."

Duncan closed the door.  "Hey--that works."

I wasn't sure what to make of that.  Maybe I was just paranoid because my parents tended to stick up their noses at creatives.  I'd grown up the family disappointment for wanting nothing to do with Tell Bank, where both my sisters were tellers and Gavin was the help desk guy.  

More than once, Dad had taped a job application to Tell Bank over my computer screen when I was still living at home.

They couldn't understand that I would suffocate and die in a nine to five existence.  

We took off.  The distant mountains were purplish blue between the old houses of my street and looked almost magical, which was a contrast to my nerves.  Duncan asked me again if I knew the name of the restaurant.  I searched my mind for the fanciest one in Marlan.  It was an Italian place no one in my current household had ever set foot in, mainly because it belonged to another universe, one of jackets, ties and business talk.  

"Appegio's," I said.  "That's its name."

"Yes.  That's it," Duncan said.  "It's not quite a suit and tie place, but it's a bit on the upscale side.  I didn't want to take you to a fancy place if you didn't have an evening dress.  Apeggio's looks like more of a fun place."

Chastity had mentioned that for me.  "That sounds good," I said.  

"We might be meeting a couple of my friends there," Duncan added.  "I'm sure you won't mind."

"A...couple of your friends," I parroted.

I was rusty at the whole dating thing, but this made Duncan sound like he was a pile of spare car parts on the ground.  In the rain.  

Maybe he was just nervous and hadn't thought this out right.  

Apeggio's was close, close enough to prevent a full conversation between us.   Soft lights were on outside and people filed in and out of the glass doors as Duncan pulled into the lot.  Apeggio's was a building with lots of big glass windows so you could see everyone inside.  Plants stood inside the restaurant along with people who dressed as if they had just come out of office jobs.  I eyed my polo shirt, the only one I owned, and hoped it wouldn't draw stares.  There were still a couple of Beatrix's hairs on it.  

"It's a bit more formal than I thought," Duncan said as we got out of the truck.  "Oh, well.  It'll work."

Even from here, I could hear music from inside.  The restaurant was playing modern alternative.  Not bad.  We stepped through the threshold.  The song playing was something about being stressed out and about childhood dreams dying.  For a second I wondered if the universe was trying to tell me something.  

No.  I was just nervous, and it would take me a while to get over my dating fear.  I'd gotten burned too many times, and I couldn't let Mom and Dad ruin that part of my life.  For three years, they had, even if I hadn't seen them a lot during that time.  

People chattered loudly inside, and we weaved around a long table filled with suits.  I bumped into a young guy in a suit and apologized, heat rising to my face.  The song changed to one of a woman singing in an almost baritone voice.  Paper lanterns hung from the ceiling and cast a yellow glow on everything.  

"I didn't realize this was here," I said.

"Me, neither," Duncan said.  We planted ourselves in a booth close to the suits, and a peppy waitress took our drink orders.  Before I could voice what I wanted, Duncan ordered us a beer pitcher, and it arrived, foaming and brown.  Duncan's pecs looked even bigger through the glass.  Well, the left one.  

It was hard not to laugh.  I imagined what Chastity would think.  

"So," he asked.  "How long have you lived over here in Marlan?"

"A year," I said.  So my alter ego hadn't told Duncan much online.  "I used to live in Baltimore.  I had to get away from sh--from stuff."  I remembered the etiquette.  "Start a new life, you know?  It was scary, but I think I'm doing okay.  I left because--"

"Oh," he said.  "I've lived in Walton for my entire life.  My parents run the Gorbin Law Firm.  I’m in law school right now.”

Law school.  I had always wondered why so many lawyers also had parents who were lawyers.  It must run in the family like banking.  

“I heard that’s hard.  You must be pretty smart.  Do you like it?"

“Of course I like law,” Duncan said.  “I’m getting ready to take the bar this fall.  I’ll admit I’m a little nervous, but I’ve been studying hard between trips to the gym.  Working out helps my brain.”

"Me, too," I said.  “I like to walk on warm days and ride my bike,” I said.  "There are a lot of good trails around Marlan."

Duncan was trying not to make it obvious, but I caught him studying my body.  I kept pretty thin, but not perfect.  

And then he licked his lips a bit.  It was almost imperceptible, but it was there.  I hoped he was just trying to moisten dry bacon strips, but he didn't seem to have that problem.

 “When I was in high school, I used to be on the wrestling team,” Duncan said.  “I got first in the region two years in a row.  I still have the trophies at home.  My parents made a case to display them in.  They still have it up even after all these years.  Now I just work on weights.”

"I'm glad things are working out for you," I said.

The waitress asked for what I wanted to eat, then Duncan.  I ordered some fish in lemon sauce, and Duncan got a steak.  "Got to feed these," he said, patting his chest.  "As I was saying, one year I won the regional championship in wrestling.  I'm going into competitive bodybuilding.  I have to get my body fat down to four or five percent next month to compete."  He paused as the waitress brought us some water and set it next to the beer.

"Next month, I'll be doing art for the Dark Mages card game," I said.  "I got accepted.  It's going to be awesome."

"Dark Mages?" Duncan asked.  He shot me a look I'd gotten from my family lots of times.  You do what?  "Isn't that some game that geeks play?"

"Well, it is," I said.  "Hey.  I'm a geek."

This date was officially going south, but Duncan didn't seem to notice.  He smiled again and took a swig of his beer, leaving a bit of a foam mustache.  The song changed to a sadder tune.  Yes.  The universe was trying to tell me something.  

Duncan’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it out.  I ceased to exist.  I poured my beer and watched him.  The phone glowed in his face as he scrolled down through Facebook and uploaded a new picture.  It was of himself bench pressing what had to be two hundred pounds worth of metal with another guy standing over him, waiting to catch the weights if he were to lose his grip.  He uploaded another photo after that, a selfie of him on a leg press machine and flashing his smile.  This date was all about Duncan.  The narcissism was much worse than I'd thought.  He had already fallen into the pool of water and drowned.  Then he got done uploading and tucked the phone away.  

By then, the beer had taken on a strange taste in my mouth.  I had barely touched it.    

"Anyway," Duncan said.  "I'll be competing in a televised competition on October fifteenth.  You'll be able to see it if you--"

"Duncan!" 

Two guys came out of the depths of the restaurant.  They both looked like they spent almost as much time at the gym as Duncan did and the first, a blond guy, patted him on the back.  "So what's going on?"

Duncan and his friend shared a fist bump.  I still didn't exist.  The date wasn't just going south now.  It was in Antarctica.  If I could sneak out, I could walk home and leave Duncan with a bill for uneaten food.  This experience wasn't worth it.  If I didn't know better, I'd think my parents chose this guy instead of Chastity.

I tried to stand to excuse myself to go to the bathroom.  I'd be talking with Chastity.  My house wasn't that far, and I could walk.  But the two guys were blocking my way out of the booth and Duncan made no motion to have either of them move.  The second guy had me trapped.  The blond was talking about the competition in October.  "So, we placed a bet on you getting the prize."

"I already got one," Duncan said, thumbing to me.  I was still half crouched in the seat, trying to get out.  

The guys laughed.

South, south, south.  

"At last," the blond guy said.  "It's about time."

The date was beyond over.  "Excuse me," I said.  

Duncan leaned across the table and slapped his hand on my stomach.  "Soon, this will be big with my seed."

The two guys laughed again but stopped as soon as I slapped Duncan on the arm, then across the face.

Silence fell.  Even some of the tables around us went quiet, including the long table with the suits.  

"Did I give you permission to touch me like that?" I asked.  "No wonder you're single.  I bet you're going to stay that way."

Redness crept into Duncan's cheeks.  "Abbie, I was just kidding.  Can't you take a joke?"

"Have a good night," I said, trying to push my way out of the booth.  That wasn't very successful because I still couldn't exit.  "I can already tell this isn't going to work.  Who set you up with me, anyway?  Chastity must have been hung over."

"You wanted it!  I told you I have a sense of humor."

"Excuse me, but is this guy bothering you?"

Everyone at our booth went silent.  One of the suits had come over to my booth.  It was the man I'd bumped.  He stood right behind the blond guy.

The new guy was younger than the others at the meeting--a lot younger.  The guy was about my age, with a clean, trimmed beard, a chiseled jawline, and hazel eyes that the pale yellow light of the restaurant brought out.  His suit molded to his body and a fleeting thought crossed my mind.  He would look great in a painting.  He was, to put it mildly, striking, like one of those men from those cologne ads.  

The blond guy turned to face him.  "Hey," he said.  "Do you have a problem?  Sir?"  He finished that last word with a fake posh-posh accent.

"Yes, I do," he said.  "The three of you are bothering this young woman, who would like very much to leave this establishment and be on her way."  He mocked the blond friend's fake accent with each word, and I wanted to crack up.  Then he seized the guy's shoulder with a gentle strength.  "Kindly back away, sir."

There was an air of control around this new guy as if everyone around us should bow.  He just carried himself in that way.  I'd never seen someone like this before.  My breath was leaving me.  

Duncan stood in his booth as the color drained from his face.  "Just do it," he told his friend.

The friend didn't have it, but at least Duncan's other friend had backed up enough to let me out.  I scrambled out and waited to see what would happen.  Every inch of a fight was brewing, probably the first in all of Apeggio's history.  The blond and the suited young guy stared each other down as the seconds dragged on and a waiter came out of the kitchen.  He was a skinny guy who stood no chance of breaking up a fight, so he, like me, waited.  The silence stretched out.  It was the bystander effect, all right.

The suited guy moved to stand between me and the muscleheads with incredible grace.  The blond man clenched his fists.  "I know who you are," he said.  "I know you types.  You think that money makes you better than us hard working people, don't you?  Go drive your Ferrari into the river and stop poking your nose into other peoples' business."

The fake accent was gone.  There was no humor here now.

"Hey," I said, stepping into the middle.  I wanted to defend this stranger.  My body brushed the suited guy and faced the blond.  "We don't need to fight."  I fluttered my eyelashes, something very uncharacteristic of me.  "Maybe he worked hard to be where he is, you know?  Why don't we all sit down and settle this like civilized people?"

Duncan's friend softened a bit.  "Sorry," he said.  "I just don't like it when people barge in on other people.  It's rude, you know?"

I laughed.  

And to my surprise, the suited guy laughed with me.  "I've seen lots of examples of that," he said.  "Come on.  I'll walk you out.  No.  Wait.  I'll buy you a drink first."

I turned to face him, heat rushing to my face.  

We were standing about a foot apart.  The man stood about one head taller than me, but his eyes were more immersive than ever.  They were powerful and confident but with the hint of a laugh.  I'd never seen anything like them.

"Sure," I managed.  This guy was getting me away from Duncan, and that was a major improvement to the whole situation.  

"Hey," he said to the waiter.  "Can you get this lady a glass of red wine?"  Then he cleared his throat and faced me as we walked away from the booth, leaving Duncan and his friends to stew.  "I'm sorry.  Do you have a preference for wine?"

"You don't have to do that," I said.  "You just made my night."  I spoke the last word loud enough for Duncan to hear it.  Behind me, he muttered some things I didn't want to hear, but this guy was so confident that I had the feeling he and his friends wouldn't try anything.   

A waiter brushed past us with our food, including the fish that I now wouldn't touch.  I might not ever order lemon fish again.  Duncan cursed again and tried to explain to the waiter that the fish was no longer needed.  His blond friend offered to eat it when the waiter told them that the bill still stood.  Duncan had just been humiliated.  He deserved it.  

"Hey, you're not my date," Duncan said.  "You are not eating that."

I couldn't hold back another laugh, so I stifled it with my hand.  The suited guy smiled at me.  "Hilarious, isn't it?"  He was ready to crack up, too.

"Sorry," I said.  We were still standing in the middle of Apeggio's.  "Any wine will work.  I've never, you know, tasted a lot of wine.  My parents did at business meetings before I left home."

I was spilling my history to a stranger.  This man was the sort of guy who looked like he had a good job in finance.  I'd had bad luck with them before.  But it wasn't like I'd see him again, anyway.  

We stopped at a small round table on the other side of the restaurant.  Duncan and his friend continued to argue, but now their voices were drowned out by the chatter in the rest of the building.  Now that the fight had ended, things were settling back to normal.

"Have a seat," he offered.  "I won't be leaving for a while since my meeting's going to go on for another two hours so that might give you time to find a ride home.  You do have one, don't you?  If not, I can call you a cab."

"I can text my friend."  Chastity wouldn't be home from the Art Haven for another hour, but she could swing by and get me on the way.  Something about Duncan made me a bit nervous about walking home, and I wasn't the type of woman to freak out about walking at night.

"What sort of wine would you like?"  The waiter appeared at the small round table.  I felt strange sitting down while everyone else was standing like everyone was turning their attention to me.

"Um..." I said.  I wasn't an expert on wines and had never even gone to a tasting.  My parents had been to many when planning my sisters' weddings, but I had been too young to go at the time.  "The red kind will work.  There are different colors, right?"

"Merlot will be fine," the suited young guy said.  He placed one hand halfway in his pocket.  I wondered how he was so successful so early in life when most of my friends back home were still flipping burgers or mopping floors.  Maybe he was one of those geniuses that went to college at the age of thirteen and already had a degree, or he'd inherited a vast estate from his family.  Either way, my mind churned trying to figure him out.

"Merlot it is," the waiter said.  "Bottle or glass?"

"Just one drink," I said.  "I know the bottles are expensive."

"It's a non-issue," the suited man told me.  He smiled.  "You need a glass of wine after that ordeal.  That guy was so rude to you.  I hope it was the first date."

"And last," I said, emphasizing the second word.

"And last."  The man's face fell a bit.  "There are better men out there than him," he said.  "You just have to find them.  Dating sites are, well, cesspits full of swimming alligators.  There are some good fish in there, but mostly alligators.  That's what all my lady friends tell me."  He leaned in the chair a bit but didn't sit down.  Behind him, his meeting waited.  

What if he did sit down?  Would that count as a date?  Speed dating, even?

I didn't have the heart to tell him that I hadn't even chosen this guy.  I was going to have a very long talk with Chastity when I got back to the house.  Outside, it had turned to full night and Duncan's second friend was eating the fish I'd left behind.  The first hung around the booth, blocking the way for people and being annoying.  Two waitresses were on the edge of the room, eyeing the table and having a discussion amongst themselves.  These guys wouldn't be welcome in Apeggio's after this.  I had the feeling that I might not be, either.  I'd slapped someone in a public establishment.  A manager in a gray shirt had come out to talk to the ladies, and one of them gazed at me for a second.  

The suited man didn't move from the other side of the table.  He looked at him as if he could read my mind.  "They're talking about the incident," he said.  "Let me go take care of that.  You don't deserve to be kicked out."

"Really.  You don't have to," I said.  I'd been on my own for a while, even before leaving home.  

But Mr. Confident was already striding across the room and started talking to the employees.   I shifted my gaze to his meeting.  The empty chair at the end was empty.  My new friend had been sitting at the head of the table.

My glass of wine came as I texted Chastity for the ride home.  She responded with a simple sure.  There was no indication that she was expecting the date.  Then she texted back, why are you at Appegio's?

Something was very, very strange here.

I sipped the wine and watched Mr. Confident talk to the manager.  The manager walked over and gesticulated to Duncan and his friends as he spoke.  One of the waitresses slapped a black bill holder on their table, and Duncan's face flushed red.  They weren't allowed in here anymore.  The three of them got up from the booth and stalked towards the door after paying, leaving their awesome food half-eaten.  I had finished the wine by now and was feeling a bit warm.  

I watched Mr. Confident walk back towards me.  "Those guys won't be coming back in here," he said.  "Are you okay?  I have to return to my meeting.  I'd love to talk more, but unfortunately business calls."

"I'm all right," I said.  "Thanks.  For everything."  I wanted to get out of here.  I wasn't the type who wanted pity.  I already felt bad that he'd bought me a drink.  I knew drinks weren't cheap.  

"What's your name?" I asked.  

But Mr. Confident had already turned away and headed back to his meeting, where he took his place at the end of the table.  He was running the show.  I couldn't help but watch him as he spoke in a low voice and the others at the table leaned forward like he was dishing out their fates.  

He probably did little things for people all the time.  He must have the cash.  I was the good deed of the day.  

I left my empty wine glass on the table and headed outside.

Chastity was pulling into the parking lot as I left the building.  A headache was building, and I wanted to go home and get back to my commission.  Better yet, I wanted to flop into bed.  

"Why are you here?" Chastity asked as I climbed into the dirty car and let my feet settle among fast food wrappers.  "And in your only polo shirt?"

"So you didn't set up the surprise date."

Chastity gunned the old Grand Am out of the parking lot, which clunked and popped as it turned.  "Surprise date?  I would have at least given you a warning first.  What kind of person do you think I am?"

It was right at that precise moment that my phone buzzed with another text.

So, how was the date?

Love, Mom.


Chapter Two

 

 

"I never thought my parents would do something like this when they're across the country!" I shouted as soon as Chastity and I stepped over the threshold of our creaky old house.  The door made a matching sound as it closed behind us.  

"Parents are parents," Chastity said.  "Sometimes I think they try to live through us.  Maybe your mom likes hunky men?"

"You don't understand," I said, pulling a stray Beatrix hair off my polo shirt.  "They're like constipated movie directors, and I'm the film.  My scenes have to play out the way they envision or it's 'cut.'"

"That goes with the territory of being an artist or any creative," Chastity said.  "My mother wanted me to be a nurse but frankly, I throw up at the sight of body fluids.  She's not as bad as your parents, though."

"The only thing my parents want for me is to me to live like them.  They wanted me to marry a guy who kept track of the miles on my car with a spreadsheet!  They just want to find a good minder for me."

"You sound like that girl from Titanic."  Chastity opened the fridge.  "You want some vodka?"

"I just had some wine.  A guy who wasn't my date bought it for me."

"That night out must have been awful in that case.  Tell me.  Did you leave the jerk sitting at the table with two plates, looking stupid?"

I had told Chastity about Duncan slapping me on the stomach but about the rest.  "I sure did.  It felt good."

"Yes!" She gave me a high-five.  "Was the guy who got you wine hot, at least?"

"You could say so, but he was heading some meeting.  I didn't catch his name.  Oh well.  I'm cursed.  It's best if I don't try.  I've been trying to tell you that."

"You'd never know.  Maybe there was something there."

"I was the good deed of the day.  Maybe he needed to look responsible in front of the people he was trying to impress."

"Possibly," Chastity admitted.  "But you'd never know.  Did you at least get his name?"

"I wasn't going to interrupt his meeting and ask for his number."

Her face fell.  "I'm sorry you had such a bad night."

Before I could say that I still had to respond to Mom's text, my phone rang.  It didn't do that often anymore.  

My awesome older brother was calling me.  He must have heard.  I needed to talk to him.

"Hey," I said into the phone.  I walked into the main living room and paced around the messy coffee table.  My project was still glowing on the computer screen.  I had forgotten to close it out.  "Did you hear?"

"Abbie, I have bad news," Gavin said on the other end.  "Dad found out about the secret loan."

I let the words sink in.  The room expanded and then closed in on me.

"And?" I asked.  

His normally reassuring voice was terrifying now.  I could hear the torment in it.  "The good news is that Dad can't close out the loan, but I have to stop helping you with it."

“But you're an adult.  You're thirty-seven!"

"I know I am," Gavin said.  "Things are complicated.  Well, there might be something we can do.  We can find a way to get more money.”

“The loan payment is five hundred per month.  That’s on top of the rent and the bills I owe from living over here.  I can’t tell my roommates that I'm going to shirk on that just to make the loan.  I don’t have anywhere else to live.”  The horror of the situation grew larger and larger in my gut, threatening to make me run to the bathroom.  “I don’t know anyone else on this side of the country.”  I tried to keep my words level, but they were teetering like that amusement park ride Gavin and I had ridden back when we were in junior high.  The image popped into my mind as I let those words sink in.  It was something called the Terrible Tornado.  I was screaming.  Gavin wrapped his arm around me and made the ordeal a lot more bearable until the fair stopped rising and falling around us at an alarming rate.  

Now the world was doing all that, and more.

Mom and Dad had discovered how I had managed to live my dream and now they were out to destroy it, to drag me back to the bank.  

“How did they find out?” I croaked, hating that I sounded like the little sister he had to help off that ride.  

The one who puked in front of everyone within a fifty-foot radius.

“Well, being the owner, Dad has access to all of Tell Bank's data.  I think he knew I was helping you out.  I’m sorry I couldn’t get a loan through another bank.  When they see I'm the help desk guy, well, it's not an easy thing.”

I sighed.  

“I know you couldn’t.  Gavin, this isn’t your fault.  You’re doing your best.  Mom and Dad are control freaks.  I should have known this was going to happen.”

Tell Bank would repo the Art Haven if I didn't keep up with the payments.  Chastity had paid for the remodeling through another loan but she couldn't keep them away.  Dad would sell it off and I'd have no choice but to crawl back home after a few more months and ask for a job at the bank.  My commissions weren't regular and the Art Haven's classes and donations kept most of the rent money coming in.    

"What did they threaten you with if you kept helping me?" I asked.  Silence.  "I know there's something.  That's the way Dad works."

"Dad threatened to have him and Mom not to see the kids anymore.  And you know Mom won't have the backbone to go against him."

"They're what?" 

“They threatened to stop visiting Claire and Bobby.  Yeah.  They said you need to get your priorities straight and I was stopping you from doing that."

"That sounds like them."  I loved Claire and Bobby.  My niece and nephew were awesome kids who hadn't felt the dark side of Mom and Dad.  So far, my parents had shown all the goodness to them in the world and I didn't want to take that away.

I stood there, watching the happy cat clock tick on the wall as it hit me.  Chastity continued to go through the fridge in the other room.  

“Gavin—I’m sorry.”  I wanted to throw up and my guts were beginning to heave.  

“I offered to help you with this.”

“I know.  And I appreciate it,” I said.  "I'll see what I can do.  Don't punish your kids to help me.  They're more important than me.  I can do more projects."

“Abbie, you’re busy enough,” Gavin said.  “I’ll see if I can scrounge up some money for the next couple of payments.  Well, money that Dad doesn't know about."

"That's not fair to you.  You're also busy."  I paced in a circle.  I hadn't done this since the day before I set out on my own.  “Don’t make this hard on Claire and Bobby.  Tell them I love them.”

I swiped to end the call.

"Fuck."

I’d have to give up sleeping now.

“Abbie?”

I turned.  Chastity stood at the foot of the stairs, twin braids around her shoulders.  She leaned against the railing with one hand, trying to keep weight off her sore ankle with the other.  She'd twisted it mowing the entire lawn.  Donovan hadn't done his half.  

“What’s wrong?" she asked.  "Don’t tell me it's nothing.  I know that look on your face and have ever since we met on the forum.”

"You never saw my face on the forums."

"I still knew your face.  Now, open up."

I tried to mold my features into an expression of happiness and calm, but it was too late.  As much as I didn’t want to tell Chastity the horrible news, I had to burst.  

I told her everything Gavin had said to me.  "He can't help me out anymore.  Dad can't terminate the loan, but he can keep Gavin from helping me pay for it.  He's got his strings.  I know he's been trying to find the right ones to pull since I left."

"Well, you have to get away from toxic people," Chastity said.  "You did the right thing.  You and Gavin will figure this out."

"His children will lose their grandparents if he keeps helping me."

“Shit,” Chastity said, turning in a circle and pounding an invisible object.  “Shit, shit, shit.  We can't have the Haven go to the bank.  They'll sell it to someone who wants to turn it into a crappy bar or something."

"I can get another job," I said.  "That can cover the loan."

“But that won’t leave you much time for anything else,” Chastity said.  “You still have your commissions and your clients.  If you get a regular nine to five, you'll never be able to teach at the Art Haven."

“I’ll learn to live on less sleep.  My parents are not taking this from me.  I promised you we were going to keep this gallery open and I'm not going back on that.  This crap won't last forever.  Just the next...four years."

Chastity rummaged through the fridge and pulled out some orange juice.  "I'll join you in the search.  Two is better than one.  You sure you don't want some vodka?"


Chapter Three

 

  

"Abbie.  Wake up!"

My eyelids fluttered, and I wasn't sure where I was at first.  But then I opened them, and the familiar glow of my pink curtains greeted me.  The sun came through them, casting my small bedroom in a soft salmon light.  Beatrix was curled up in a ball next to my head, purring.  Home.  I was back in my house, and Chastity was yelling up the stairs.  

And I had a slight headache.  We had stayed up all night looking for jobs on the computer, and I'd given in to Chastity's offer.

"Huh?" I asked.  I blinked away job hunting sites and Craigslist posts.  We'd searched so much they had followed me into my dreams.  

"Get down here!" Chastity yelled.  "You won't believe this."

She was excited.  Her energy got me out of bed, dressed in a sweater and jeans, and tumbling down the stairs like a kid on Christmas morning.  She had found a way to keep the Art Haven open.

Chastity was all smiles when I got down into the den.  She sat at the computer while Donovan snored on the couch.  He must have been up late watching movies again.  Chastity had the computer open to a nice-looking website.  It was the page for the Los Angeles Art Gallery, complete with a marble background and pillars on either side of some otherwise plain black text.  

 “Someone wants an artist.  Can you believe that?” she said.

 

ART SHOW AND CONTEST

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 20th AT THE LOS ANGELES ART CENTER

MAXWELL BANK CEO'S SON THOMAS MAXWELL SEEKING PERSONAL ARTIST

WINNER TO GET APARTMENT ON MAXWELL'S ESTATE

$5,000 PER MONTH INCOME ON AVERAGE

SEE INSTRUCTIONS BELOW

 

I felt my mouth falling open.

"Is this serious, Chastity?  Where did you find this?"

"On the Internet."

"Don't be stupid.  Really.  This ad has 'too good to be true' written all over it."

"I was browsing on the forums.  Someone by the name of Sparkling Gator mentioned that this opened up today, but spots are going fast."

"What does it cost?" I asked.  "Things like this always cost more than artists have.  Places forget that we're supposed to be starving."

Chastity whirled around in her chair.  "Nothing.  We just have to go up to the Gallery and show them some of our artwork, and we can get spots if they think we're good enough."

"Well, how many of those are there?"  I knew better than to get too hopeful. 

"Fifty," Chastity said.  "There are fifteen spots left, so if we're going to get to the gallery, we need to do it now.  I just hope the Grand Am doesn't end up on the side of the road again, waiting for a date with a tow truck."

"I'm in," I said.  "So we need to impress some rich guy's son.  That won't be hard."

Chastity and I spent the next hour digging out our oil paintings.  I had a couple of a cafe with happy people sipping expensive latte's on sidewalk tables, watching as people walked by.  They were the classiest ones I'd done.  A CEO's son would probably be going for that sort of thing over, say, dragons and sorcerers.  But just in case, I grabbed one of my dragon paintings too, one of the few I hadn't sold.  Those went fast.  

Chastity and I packed her cat paintings into the trunk of the Grand Am and covered them with protective blankets.  The day was hot, and I hoped the heat wouldn't affect the pictures too much.  They were easy to mess up.  The gallery would have air conditioning, at least.

"Maybe the CEO's son likes cats," she chirped as she got into the drivers' seat.  

"He's a CEO's son," I said.  "He was born with a silver spoon in his mouth.  He's probably more into, like, poodles."

Chastity laughed.  "You'd never know," she said.  "He might be one of those guys with a tiger.  Wouldn't that be awesome, living on an estate with a tiger?"

"Not if it was hungry."

"Think about it.  This guy's got to be rich.  Maybe he wants someone to paint naked people on the ceiling of his mansion.  I'm all up for that."

Butterflies raced through my stomach.  We probably weren't even meeting the guy today.  We were just going to see if the gallery wanted to give us spots.  The event wasn't even for two weeks.  

When we got to the gallery--the huge gallery filled with imposing statues of Greek gods, historical figures, and blobs that could be anything, an old man greeted us and let us unload our paintings.  We set them up on stands in what felt like a marble ballroom while he and an equally old woman perused them with mild interest.  Chastity and I stood there like scared children while the old people talked amongst themselves in low voices, deciding whether or not we were good enough to show our work to the CEO's son.  I wished we'd had time to research him first, to see what his tastes might be.  A portrait of himself, maybe.  Those rich types were usually full of themselves.  I knew.  My father was one.  Well, upper middle class.    

I was beginning to wonder if this was a good idea.

The old man shuffled over to us after what felt like fifteen minutes.  "You will be entries forty-one and forty-two," he said.  "Bring your best work.  I wish the two of you luck."

 

* * * * *

 

On the morning of the big competition, I woke with knots in my stomach.  

Chastity and I had counted our chances of one of us getting the best job in the world today at four percent.  "I'm bad at math," she said, "but I think two people out of fifty is a four percent chance.  Right?"

I looked down to make sure my jeans weren't the stained ones.  Check.  "I think that's it," I said.  I knew the reality.  We were up against forty-eight others all vying to get into the rich man's estate.  I just wanted to save the Art Haven.  Our little gallery in downtown Marlan wouldn't survive more than a couple more months before it got taken by Tell Bank.  Other jobs had proven to be elusive and not just the art ones.  

"Well, it's better than no chance, right?" Chastity asked.

"The guy is a banker," I said. 

"A banker's son," Chastity said.  

"I know one of those," I said.  "My brother.  It's hard to break that mindset.  He's a great guy, but Dad always looms large in his life."

"But I like your brother.  I only met him twice, but he seemed nice."

"Dad still rules his life.  And Maxwell Bank is a lot bigger than Tell Bank.  My parents weren't super wealthy.  This guy is going to be."

Chastity and I had done our research on some business websites.  Thomas Maxwell was the son of Norman Maxwell, and he was supposed to inherit Maxwell Bank.  Well, maybe.  He had a brother who might do just that.  Norman Maxwell had died recently, but things were still up in the air with the family. Forbes hadn't given a lot of details, but that was the gist.  So I was sticking with the cafe paintings.  They were the ones Dad would like the most if he were going to buy art.  That, or a dim mural with some naked people in Roman rags.  I had packed a couple of dragon paintings just in case, and Chastity had even painted her landscape scene--her first in years--just for this event.

We were mostly silent on the hour drive to Los Angeles.  The hot sun crept over the horizon and we spotted the lavish homes on the hillsides, the ones with swimming pools that overlooked the city and gave swimmers a great view of the mountains.  Traffic slowed and moved again, slowed and moved again.  I was starting to worry that we wouldn't get to the gallery in time when Chastity pulled off an exit, and we drove through a different part of town, one filled with ethnic markets.

We got there in time and parked in the back.  The old man walked around with more energy today as if he were excited about the arrival of Thomas Maxwell.  The guy must be popular among the elite community.  Already, other artists were unpacking paintings and sculptures.  

There were also a lot more women than men.  The few guys I saw among the females looked like they each had a two percent chance of being straight.

"Um, did we stumble into some dating contest?" I asked.

Chastity looked around.  "An artsy dating contest.  I've never seen one like this.  It might be interesting."

"Seriously," I said.  "Are we on some reality show?"

"I don't think we are," she said.  "If they film this...oh my gosh."

We parked at the end of the back lot where the old man directed us.  I got out and opened the trunk.  Three women got out of the car next to us.  They were all chattering excitedly.  I caught one mentioning Thomas Maxwell.

"This Maxwell must be hot," Chastity said.  "Abbie, we should have dressed better!"

Her horror filled the air, and I absorbed every ounce of it.  She was right.  The women around us were all in sleek, classy dresses.  The men, dress slacks, and tucked-in shirts.  I felt like we'd landed in some upscale adult prom.

"But we don't have dresses," I said.  "We couldn't have dressed better."  I could have put on the polo shirt but wanted zero reminders of Duncan as long as I lived, and besides, that wouldn't have competed here.  The old man stood nearby, and he smiled at us.  "Welcome!" he said.  "The entrance is through the doors under the awning there."

"He didn't seem to care," Chastity said after he walked away.

"Then he's blind," I told her.  "We just blew this."  I had allowed some hope to build inside of me on the way here, but now it was deflating like my bank account.  

"We can still try," Chastity said.  "You'd never know.  Maybe this Thomas Maxwell won't care about what we put on."

"But this is like a job interview!"  I cursed my stupidity.  The gallery site hadn't specified how to dress.  These people all seemed to know more about Maxwell than we did.

"We can't go back now," Chastity said.  "Hey.  I still have more vodka in the fridge for later."

"That sounds good.  Really good."

We got to work unloading our paintings.  I even got out the dragon one.  If we were going to look like fools in front of everyone, we might as well go all the way.  The gallery inside was spacious, with marble pillars separating each area.  An announcement came over the intercom when we entered, stating that Maxwell would arrive in one hour.  

"We can always put up our work and leave," I told Chastity.  "We might even have time to go find new clothes."

"With what money?" she asked.  Then she smiled.  "I still think we should give this a shot.  Come on, Abbie.  You were brave enough to leave everything you knew and drive across the country in a car that was about to puke to chase your dreams.  You can't stop now."

"This kind of stuff makes me nervous.  You know I have bad luck with men."  The whole atmosphere of this event had sent my warning signals going.  The man who would be examining my artwork was the kind of man Dad would want in my life, as an employer or no.  I felt like I was getting pushed towards a scary place.

So to keep my nerves down, Chastity and I busied ourselves setting up at the booth labeled Abbie Tell and Chastity Duvale.  At least they had given us a place together.  The other women and the few men did the same all around us.  People were quieting now that the time was getting closer.  Thankfully, we also had a booth with cheap fold-out metal chairs and a bathroom nearby, because I had to visit it more than once.  

I just wished Maxwell would get here already.  Then I could get my humiliation over with and move on with the job search.  Chastity and I stayed behind the booth, hiding our jeans behind the black tablecloth.  We got some stares from the other women and even a couple of the guys each time they passed.  Chastity got quieter and quieter as the old pair paced past us.

"It's amazing we haven't been thrown out yet," I said.

The old man's phone buzzed, and he took it out.  "Everyone," he announced in a surprisingly powerful voice.  "Maxwell will be arriving in about five minutes.  Place get in your places."

Chastity and I were already there.  The other women all scrambled back to their places.  I looked at her and gulped.  We were farthest from the double doors, on the end as if the gallery didn't want to make a bad first impression.

A new sound filled the air like a rumble, very faint at first.  But then it got louder and louder until it sounded like it was over the building.  

"Is that a helicopter?" I asked, a bit too loudly.

"I think it is," Chastity said.  "You think it might be Maxwell's?"

"He'd have to be loaded."

"Um, he is extremely wealthy."

The helicopter sound shifted to the back of the building, and I leaned over to see out the large doors.  They were glass, and the awning was in the way, but it was enough to show that Thomas Maxwell's helicopter was landing in the parking lot, right in between everyone's vehicles.  

I let my face fall to my open palms.  "Can I die now and get it over with?"

The helicopter's blades slowed, then stopped, leaving an awkward silence.

Two full minutes crept past.  The other artists all sat in silence.  The nerves in the room were palpable.  The old man rushed to open the door for Maxwell.  A figure was on the other side, adjusting his tie.  I couldn't see his face because the old man was in the way at first, but when Maxwell came through the door, I felt like I was going to pass out.

It was him.

The young man who had bought me wine at Appegio's.


Chapter Four

 

 

I'm not sure what I muttered, but Chastity looked at me with her mouth falling open.

"That's him," I whispered, glad that we were in the back of the room.  "The guy from the meeting who got me wine."

"Thomas Maxwell bought you wine?"

My mind spun.  Thomas would come down here.  What if he didn't even remember who I was?  He had probably traveled around and seen hundreds of people in the last couple of weeks.  His life must be a rotating door of folks, different ones each day.  It might even be a rotating door of women.  I hadn't dressed as well as I had at the restaurant, after all.  It would make this whole situation even more humiliating than it had to be.  

"I have to leave," I said, rising.

"No," Chastity said, seizing my arm.  "You stay right here.  He might remember you.  You'd never know."

"If he does, he'll remember a girl who slapped her date."  No one would want to hire a girl who went around hitting people.

"But he bought you wine for it."

"That was because he felt sorry for me.  He went back to his meeting after it, after all."

I was doomed.  

Thomas Maxwell hugged the art director, slapping him on the back the way guys do.  "Elmer!" he said warmly and loud enough for his words to echo through the chamber.  "Thank you for organizing this event for me.  It makes things so much easier with the
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