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Chapter
1

 Jacob

“You’re an idiot.” Terence seethes.

“Yeah, well, you’re an asshole.” I bite back.

“I can’t believe you’re doing this to dad, you selfish little
prick.”

“I’m not being selfish, Terence. And dad is fine with it, so
keep your dirty little nose out of it.”

“Sure, he’s fine.” Terence is facetious. “Yeah, just, up and
leave, right in the middle of one of the biggest deals we’ve ever
had. We can just…pick another one of our sales guys…oh, wait…you’re
it!” his voice raises an octave, and a bead of spittle lands on my
face.

I wipe
it off slowly, glaring at him. “Look, I’m doing it. Like it or
not.”

“So, you’re going to run off to Texas, for some chick.” He
says flatly.

“That’s not why, jerkwad, and you know it.”

“Yeah.” He scoffs. “Sure.”

“That’s not why, Terence.” I insist, raising my voice. “Dad
wants me to go check out a location for a new building. Dad wants
to open something in Dallas. You know this, stupid.”

“That’s awfully convenient, Jacob. And dad has never mentioned
it, but I believe you did, you cocksucker.”

“You’re just jealous, Terence.”

“Jealous of what?” he guffaws, grunting self-righteously. “The
fact that your cock-whipped to some chick with a Texan accent, who
could beat your ass from Dallas back here to Louisiana?”

“That’s not true, asshole. What me and Salina have
is…”

“You don’t fucking know, because you’ve been doing the
long-distance shit with her, so you’re taking a huge fucking risk
going out there.”

“So?” I taunt. “At least I’m doing something, Terence. At
least I’m not a pussy like you.”

“I’m not a pussy, you jackass. I have sense.”

“Sure.” I jibe. “And you have your head straight up dad’s ass,
too, you little shit.” Mom and dad divorced when Terence and I were
small. Since then, we’ve been divided. Terence sucks up to mom,
while she’s off with some other asshole, and then he stabs dad in
the back, kissing his ass along the way. Meanwhile, dad loves
Salina, and he supports me heading out there for a little while.
Sure, we haven’t exactly decided to open up in Texas, but I have
the time to figure that out. Terence is pissed because he’s
jealous. Not only because I met the girl of my dreams, but also
because of how much dad loves her.

“Fuck you.” I seethe, walking away from him. I leave the
conference room, where we just wrapped up a meeting, and as I stomp
my way down the hall, Terence follows me.

“Don’t you walk away from me, Jacob.” He hisses, being smartly
cautious to keep his voice down. I ignore him and keep making my
way to my office. As I pass dad’s office, Terence backs off, like
the true pussy that he is. He’d never do a thing to upset dear old
dad. I mean, neither would I, but at least I’m not creating a
spectacle. As I reach my office, I attempt to close the door, but
Jacob sticks the heel of his hand against it. I can feel eyes
watching us, so I relent, allowing him access. He closes the door
behind him. “I don’t know why you’re pulling this shit now, but I’m
sick of it.”

“Like I’ve done this so often, asshole.” I sneer.

He
ignores my point. “You’re lying about dad.”

I
gesture towards the door. “Go ahead. Ask him yourself.”

“And you’ll twist it all over, won’t you. You manipulative
little shit.”


Smirking, I steeple my fingers together, as I sit in my
chair. Terence is right. With dad, I can wrap him around my finger,
way better than Terence can. It’s an inherent gift I’ve used since
I learned how to do it. Like a saint, though, I don’t use my
superpowers for evil. Case in point: Salina. I would never steer
dad in the wrong direction if my gut told me not to. Salina’s a
good person, and the best part of it is, she’s rich, too, so I know
that she’s not after me for my money. A genuine person, my girl is
wholesome, strong-willed, and sometimes I wonder who loves my dad
more: me or her.

Not
entertaining Terence’s accusation, I change the subject. “Our sales
team can handle the launch fine, Terence.”

“Fine?” he paces back and forth on the dark, glossy marble
floor underfoot. “You think that’s what this deal needs? Fine? We
need fantastic. Out of this world.”

I hear
the back-handed compliment. I am good. Terence knows it. Dad knows
it. I know it. But I don’t let it get to my head. My brother is
scared. I get it. He doesn’t want to see dad flip out when things
don’t go his way, which is rare, but when it does happen, it’s
ugly. This agreement in the works is to buy out a fairly successful
beverage line from a company that doesn’t have the collateral or
contacts to bring the products to new heights like we do. Normally
we introduce our own offerings, procured by us, not by sabotaging
another company, but this is something that dad’s had his eye on
for a while, and he’s had an inside track.

“Terence. Stop being so dramatic. Dad has this in the bag, and
you know it.”

He looks
at me like I just told him that I have two assholes. “Are you
crazy? Dad doesn’t have all the facts. I’m surprised he didn’t tell
you.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

He
informs me of a missing link in this whole deal: the fact that one
of the partners of the company isn’t in agreement with the
acquisition. “So, what does that have to do with me?” I asked,
confused. “Why are you so worried about my sales ability if it has
nothing to do with that?”

He
scoffs angrily. “Are you stupid? You can sell products as well as
ideas, man. What’s the matter with you.” Another guffaw. “This
chick sure has your head all fogged up, man. I can’t believe you’re
going to flake for this.”

I’m
getting irritated. “I told you, Terence. We’ve got even bigger fish
to fry. Expansion? Ever heard of it?”

“Why expand if we don’t get this acquisition?”

I pound
my fist on the desk. “Dammit, Terence! Don’t you fucking listen?
We’ve had this Texas thing on the back burner for years. There’s a
great location just outside of Dallas that I found out about
through…guess who? Salina!”

He backs
down, stopping dead in his tracks. I have his attention.

“How the fuck did she know about it?” he says, his voice low,
laced with contempt.

I screw
my face up, annoyed. “What the fuck do you mean, how did she know
about it? She…knew. We talked about it. She got the inside track on
this building on a prime piece of land, and the goddamn thing’s not
even on the market yet. This is perfect timing to head out there
and put an offer in.”

“Why not do it remotely? You don’t have to go running to
goddamn Texas, Jacob. And besides, why the fuck does Salina care so
much about this business? Doesn’t her daddy’s business keep her
busy enough?”

I don’t like his insinuating tone. The way he says ‘daddy’
makes my skin crawl. “Why wouldn’t
she care? And she’s invested in her father’s
business just as much as we’re invested in this one. Plus, you know
that all good business deals happen in person, Terence. That’s rule
number one in dad’s books.”

By the
look on his face, I can tell that I scored a point. “Fine. But I’m
not sure I like the idea of her being involved with this,
Jacob.”

“You saying you don’t trust her?”

“I’m saying…” he trails off, measuring his words. “I don’t
like it. Take it as you like. You’re heading out there to meet lots
of people and if she’s there, it’ll cloud your mind.
You’re…different when you’re around her.”

“That’s because I love her, Terence. And you’d better get used
to it.”

“I will. But what I can’t get used to is how you’ve changed.
You don’t have that fucking eye anymore, man. That…Eye of the
Tiger. You’re not in it all or nothing since Salina’s been
around.”

“All this from a person who just said not five minutes ago
that I don’t know anything because I’ve been in a long-distance
relationship.”

“It’s enough.” He says, and then he starts towards the door.
“Just…be careful, man.” Then he stops in his tracks again, making
me roll my eyes. What is with him today? “Hey, why don’t I go with
you.” He says levelly.

I fold
my arms across my chest. “Now who’s starting to talk crazy? You
just said…two minutes ago…that you can’t handle it if I’m not here
during this acquisition, and now you want to leave, too? Get some
sense, man.”

“I just…if you’re going down there to strike a deal, I want to
make sure you’ve got your head on straight is all. Dad can handle
things fine out here.”

“You’re reaching, Terence. I’m going. Dad and you can manage
here without me. I’ll be fine out there. I’m done talking about
this shit now.” My phone rings and I look at the display. Terence
looks at me expectantly. “It’s Salina.”

“Well, aren’t you going to answer it?”

I give
him a look. “Are you going to just stand there?”

He
hesitates, but then walks away, quietly closing the door behind
him.

“Hey, what’s up?” I answer cheerily.

“Hey, babe. What are you up to?”

I
hesitate, but answer. “I was just…talking to Terence. He said the
stupidest thing ever.”

“What did he say?”

“I just had a fight with him, like usual, but now he’s
thinking he should come with me to Dallas…the idiot.”

“Well, that’s not such a bad idea, babe.” She says, and I pull
the phone back to look at it, making sure I heard her
right.

“Why the hell should he come?”

“Well, don’t get upset, Jacob. It’s just…two heads are better
than one.”

“And that’s precisely why he should stay here and oversee this
acquisition.”

“Your daddy can handle it. What with the army of sales
people.”

“Who all suck…according to Terence.”

“He’s a wise man, Jacob. You should listen to him.”

I look
at the phone again, scrunching my face. “You haven’t been into the
Benadryl again, have you?”

Salina
has a severe allergy to milk products. When she comes into contact
with anything of the sort, she blows up like a balloon. She had a
hospital visit recently, and now she carries an Epipen as a
result.

“No, Jacob.” She says levelly. “I just think that Terence
joining you would be a good move. I know you don’t get along with
your brother, but the two of you together are like yin and
yang.”

She’s
got a point there. As much as I hate to admit it, Terence and I,
although we’re on opposing sides much of the time, opposites
attract, and whatever the challenge is, we seem to find a way to
rise above it. “Fine. I’ll bring him. But if he so much as lifts a
defensive hand when I want to get the ball rolling on this new
building, he’s out of there.”

“It’s your call, Jacob.” Salina says kindly. “I just think
it’s a good idea. You being out here all alone with a bunch of
realtors and business execs…I think they’ll figure they’ve got a
leg up. Strength is in numbers, babe. That’s what my daddy always
says.”

I nod.
“Okay. I’ll bring him along. But he’s not staying with us at your
place, okay?”

“Up to you, Jacob.”

The tone
in her voice says that she’s got something more on her mind, but I
don’t find out what it is…for ten years.

 



***

 


The ride
to Texas is quiet, thankfully. Terence is busy on his phone,
updating his notes, making business calls, while I drive, and then
we switch places about halfway there. He didn’t make a big deal
about it when I relented about him accompanying me, so I decide to
let him off the hook and keep quiet on the way there. When I come
into town, I usually stay with Salina at her parent’s place, where
she lives, in their mansion. She’s never bothered to move out,
since the place is large enough to house fifty people, and I know
that she’s waiting for marriage to take that step.

We’ve
discussed marriage, but both Salina and I are very career-oriented
and focused on our family business, so we know that neither of us
wants children for a long time, and we figure why rush into
nuptials if we don’t intend to procreate for a while. Her parents
don’t pressure us, especially since her siblings are married with
children, two of which still live in the family dwelling. The other
three live in Texas; one in Houston, the other two in El Paso. With
a family of six, a family business, and two sets of grandparents to
look after, Salina’s mom and dad don’t put the spotlight on us at
all, and that’s fine by us.

When we
arrive, of course, as expected, her parents insist that Terence
stay with them, too, and they’re happy to welcome both of us into
the home. Isabelle, Salina’s nanny-turned-housekeeper, takes us up
to the second floor, to the guest rooms, and we settle in, while
her parents head back to the office, after coming home for a quick
lunch.

“I’m going to head over to the building for a while, man. I’ll
catch up with you later.” Terence says, knowing that our
appointment to meet with the realtors isn’t for a couple of hours,
and we have another meeting with a developer right after
that.

“What’s the rush, Terence?” Salina asks, her shoulder-length
brown hair is pin straight.

“I want to go check the place out mid-day. See what kind of
traffic we’re dealing with.”

“Why don’t we go along?” Salina offers.

“Don’t you have to head back to the office with your parents?”
I ask. The perfunctory hug I gave her when we arrived has worn off.
I’m staring at her lips, trying like hell to focus on the fact that
my brother is standing on the other side of her, and the
still-sixteen part of my brain wants to ask her to stay back and
let Terence do the dirty work, but the twenty-two-year-old part of
my brain is cracking the whip, saying ‘down boy!’, and preventing
me from intervening.

Always
the professional, level-headed one, Salina frowns. “We had a lunch
meeting while we were home. We knew you two were coming, so we
worked from home this morning. I have another meeting, but it isn’t
until three o’clock.”

“You don’t have to come along, Salina.” Terence insists. “I’m
just checking the place out. You can bring Jacob in a bit, after
you catch up.”

Salina
waves. “No, nonsense. Let’s go.”

 



***

 


Turns
out, the building has another offer on it, and the deal was just
signed moments before we arrived. The whole thing was a goddamn
waste of time, and both Terence and I are so pissed off, we decide
to blow the whole thing off and go for a beer at two o’clock in the
afternoon.

“Don’t let it get you down, boys. It’s the name of the game.”
Salina says, raising her hand to summon the waitress.

“Why the fuck didn’t that asshole call?” I growl. “He knew I
was coming all the way from goddamn Louisiana to meet with
him.”

“Because you were his safety net.” Terence interjects. “He
didn’t have the ink on the papers yet, and he didn’t want to miss
out. He knew you were hungry.”

“Fucking shit deal.” I scoff, as Salina orders us a round of
beers. What I love most about her is that she’s all polished, but
she can suck back the brewskies like a college boy. It makes me
smile just watching her tip her head back, taking a pull from her
bottle. I’m instantly feeling my blood pressure return to
normal.

“I had a feeling this wasn’t meant to be.” Terence says. “I
had a bad feeling about it since you said it. That’s why I wanted
to come along.”

I’m
smirking my distaste at my brother, since I hate it when he’s
right, but he has a sixth sense about this kind of shit. “Why
didn’t you warn me, man?” I mutter, pissed.

“I tried to.” He practically squeaks, and I feel my blood
starting up again.

“Yeah, well, the message wasn’t fucking received.” I mutter
under my breath.

“What’s that, shithead?” he says, pursing his lips.

“Never fucking mind. I’m going to the john.” I say, rising,
after taking a pull of my beer. Salina gives me a sideways glance,
well used to the way Terence and I bicker and pick at each other
constantly. I feel a little guilty for making her feel any
discomfort, since all her siblings seem to get along very well, but
I can’t help it. Terence, on a good day, makes my fucking skin
crawl.

Salina
purses her lips into a smile at me, as I walk away from the table,
half expecting her to follow me, and give me a pep talk, as she
sometimes does, but this time she doesn’t. I leave the table, with
a half-full bladder, knowing that I’m just buying time away from my
brother, so I don’t punch him in front of my girlfriend and make
for a very awkward couple of days with her. The only way out of
this without it being a total bust is to get laid while I’m here.
I’m sure punching my brother out won’t help with that cause,
especially if he decides to split early, booking a flight on a
redeye instead of getting a ride back with me.

As I
drain my bladder, taking in deep breaths, calming myself, I decide
to forget about all this shit and make the best of it. What else
can we do? We’ll spend the night at Salina’s place and head back
early, so we can make it for the other important meeting with dad,
after all. I resign myself to try to remain amicable with Terence,
and smooth it over, but I get the distinct feeling when I return to
the table, that I missed something.

 



***

Terence

My jaw
muscles are working as I watch Jacob leave the table. The beer
hasn’t started working yet, to my chagrin, and being alone with
Salina always gives me the willies. I’m about to go run up to the
bar and order a pizza, since they advertise it all over the place,
but then I remember about Salina’s allergy, and I sit there, trying
to figure out another way to leave the table.

“Don’t worry about Jacob, Terence. He doesn’t mean to get so
upset like that.” She says. She’s sitting across from me, but she
inches her way over, so we’re face-to-face, and she takes my hand
in hers. I feel my body unconsciously push back, like when my dad
drives too fast in the car, and my feet look for the brake
pedal.

“We’ll get past it.” I say, lifting the hand that she’s taken,
pretending that I have an itch on my eyebrow.

Her hand
isn’t touching me, but her eyes are still trying to make a
connection. For the first time ever, I can’t wait until Jacob gets
back.

“You shouldn’t be so hard on him, Terence.” She says, eyes
giving me a searing gaze, too warm for just friendly. “You know
that he’s jealous of you.”

I crane
my neck slightly. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

“He is.” She reaches for my hand again, but this time, I have
no reason to lift it, hard as I try to come up with one. As she
cradles my hand in hers, I keep my gaze across the room, not on
her, as much as I can feel her eyes try to melt me. “He knows that
you have a better eye than he does.”

“Bullshit.” I say, pulling my hand away, not giving a damn if
I offend her or not.

“And he knows that you have that certain…je ne c’est quoi…that
he doesn’t have.” She pulls in closer, and I swear to God if she
rises and sits next to me, I’m leaving. She’s bold, I’ll give her
that. Jacob could come out of that bathroom at any time. I knew I
should have gone with him. It would have been the lesser of two
evils. I hope there’s a lock on the bedroom door at her house, or
I’ve got to come up with some swift idea why I have to hit the road
tonight.

“I don’t have anything more than he does. We’re brothers.” I
say firmly, hoping that she’ll read between the lines.

Her eyes
go down to my lips. “Yes.” Is all she says.

I turn my head towards the bar, thinking maybe a fucking
cheese pizza isn’t such a bad idea. It’ll be like Kryptonite for
her. She won’t come within six feet of me if I mow down on one of
those. But then Jacob will tear me a new one, and I think better of
it. Drawing in a deep breath, I let it go and look at her, with a
‘level with me’ expression. “Look, I don’t know what the fuck
you’re up to, but Jacob is my brother, and you’re
his girlfriend. Whatever
twisted fucking idea you’ve got in your head, get it out. I’m not
interested in you, and my brother, as much as I hate to admit it,
he loves you. So back the fuck off.”

The
moment I use the word ‘love’, her eyes are downcast.

“Terence, I…” she starts, but then Jacob appears from the
bathroom, and she just lifts her beer to her lips, acting like we
didn’t just have a very awkward conversation.

“I should go.” Salina says, setting her beer down. “I’ve got
that meeting at three.”

Jacob
leans in and gives her a kiss as I turn my head, wanting to
puke.

“Okay, babe. I’ll see you later?”

She
looks at him and nods. “Yeah.”

I notice
her eyes flick over to me for a second, and my nostrils flare at
her, as my jaw clenches. A tiny flicker of something crosses her
gaze, and I see a glimmer of what I think is a tear
form.

…’Cry all you want to, bitch’, I say to myself in my head, as I
watch her turn away.

If she
were a dog, her tail would be between her legs.


Chapter 2

 Jacob

We don’t
even finish our beers. Terence is soured by this whole deal. I want
like hell to leave for Louisiana, but I think Salina would be
heartbroken, based on the way that she looked as she left the bar.
“You want to conference call dad? Break it to him gently?” Terence
offers as we drive back to Salina’s house.

“We should cancel the goddamn developer meeting first,
shouldn’t we?”

“I already texted them.”

I give
him a look. Sometimes I wonder if he does things with his eyes
closed. “Fine. I’ll see if Isabelle will let us set up shop in the
home office. I’m sure it won’t be a problem.”

“Or we could just say fuck it all and head home.” Terence
shrugs with a non-comedic chuckle.

I give
him another look. “I haven’t seen my girlfriend in two months,
Terence.”

“Alright, so pick her up from work early, get your shit done
with her, and we head home after supper.”

“Love her and leave her, right.” I mutter. “Whoever ends up
with you, man, is one lucky gal.”

Instead
of uttering an insulting retort, Terence just looks out the
passenger side window. I purse my lips into a smirk. He must be
really fucked up over this shit. Looks good on him for a change.
With a satisfied puss, we drive back to Salina’s, where Isabelle is
all but too happy to get us set up in Salina’s dad’s home office.
We call dad and he’s pissed off to say the least. Terence and I
take our licks and end the call with our tail between our legs. But
one thing that did sweeten the pot was Terence and his big mouth,
kissing ass, saying that we’ll be home tomorrow for the acquisition
meeting.

“Thanks, asshole.” I spit as we hang up to dad. “You sure know
how to fuck me over.”

“I thought you were so hell bent on being part of this,
shithead.”

“Yeah, well, think of how Salina’s going to feel.” I point
out, lifting my hand in the air, frustrated. “She’s going to think
that that’s the only reason why I came out here.”

“It’s the only reason why I
came out here, man.” Terence says, not giving a
shit about anyone else but himself.

“Fuck you.” I rise, slamming the lid down on my laptop, for
dramatic effect, even though I’m not finished with it yet. “Why
don’t you just eat shit and die.”

“You should watch it, Jacob.” He warns. “I could grab a flight
out of here right now if I wanted to. I don’t need your shitty car
and attitude for a seven- hour ride home.”

“Why don’t you, then.” I offer, but the last thing I want him
to do, is get to dad first. “Be a pussy. Go suck up to dad like you
always do.”

My phone
beeps on the desk. It’s a text message from Salina, saying that her
three o’clock meeting was a no-show, so she’s coming home early. I
let Terence know what’s going on. “Why don’t you go talk to the
developers, while I take Salina out for an early dinner. See if
they have any inside info about any other buildings, and then we’ll
head home when I get back.”

“So much for not loving her and leaving her, huh.” Terence
taunts.

“Look, cut me some fucking slack here, Terence. I’m trying to
keep everyone happy here, okay?”

He
considers that for a moment, and, fairly, he accepts. “Fine. I’ll
see if they’ll meet up with me. Shouldn’t be a problem, since we
had a meeting scheduled now anyway.” He gives me a look. “So much
for sucking up to the in-laws, huh.”

“I’ll cut my losses, asshole.”

 



***

 


Salina
devours her dinner at this new restaurant that just opened up in
Dallas. “You going to eat the rolls? You haven’t even touched
them.” I was careful to pre-order her meal, letting the chef know
about her severe allergy, and offering him a handsome tip, if he
could make her her favorite corn bread rolls, and he did. But the
meal itself is so delicious, she hasn’t touched them, and has left
them off to the side.

“I’m stuffed. I’ll take them home in a doggy bag.” She says,
satisfied, leaning back in the chair.

“I missed the shit out of you, babe.” I say, taking her hand
in mine.

“I missed you, too.” She rubs her thumb across my
knuckles.

We’re
silent for a beat, just looking at each other. Finally, I break the
silence. “I was thinking…you know…when we find a place out here in
Dallas, that you and I…we might think about living
together.”

Salina’s
eyes twinkle. God, I love her. “I’d love to, Jacob. But what about
Louisiana?”

I lift
her hand to kiss it. “Well, babe, if we’re ever going to take the
plunge and be together, you know, do the permanent thing…one of us
has to make a move, and since we’re expanding, I figure this is
perfect timing.”

Salina’s
family business, although fruitful, isn’t making any expansion
plans. They haven’t been in it for more than four decades like my
dad’s business. Their family started it when her parents married,
so they’re not quite there yet.

“I don’t want you to move out here just for me, Jacob.” She
says fairly, even though I see a twinge of hope in her eyes. “I
know how much you love being close to your dad in
Louisiana.”

“But I want us to move along, too, Salina. I can’t ask you to
move out my way, can I?” I ask rhetorically.

“It means a lot
































































cover.jpg
W

Sandy Appleyard





