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Chapter One
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“You okay?” Melvin asked his cousin, when he saw the expression on his face as he looked through the glass doors from the patio, into the dining room. They were currently standing outside, because both of them had received phone calls, and didn’t want to disturb the activities going on in the house.

“Yeah, I guess,” Andy Ball turned to the person joining them with a frown.

“Andy, this is Raymond, he’s Caryn’s fiancé.” They shook hands and Randy passed out beers to everyone.

“Doesn’t it bother you?” Unable to keep his thought to himself any longer, Andy demanded of Ray. They had moved inside, and everyone stopped to look at him at the question.

“Does what bother me?” Raymond asked as he went over to Caryn, Andy’s cousin, and Melvin’s sister.

“All that.” Andy pointed to all the paperwork taking up the entire dining table.

“This is our wedding plans, Andy,” Caryn said in shock.

“I realize that, and don’t get me wrong, I’m happy for you, but why do it?”

“Do what? Get married?” Melvin asked in confusion.

“Son, you need to clarify your statement,” his Uncle John said. “From your expression, you’re confused about something, so spit it out.”

With no malice coming from his family, Andy drew in a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “I’m not against the institution of marriage. Matter of fact, I encourage it. This is just my personal opinion, but why go to all the expense? Again, this is just me talking, but why pay thousands upon thousands of dollars for your friends and family to help you celebrate your day? Shouldn’t they be paying you to be included? And what about all that money you’re spending on just one day? Why not take that money and put a down payment on a house? Isn’t that a bigger long-term investment than only one day? I feel that marriage is for the long haul. The wedding is just one day out of the rest of your lives. That’s where the investment should go.” Andy looked around at the shocked expressions on his family’s faces, and sighed. “But, again, it’s just my opinion.”

“And you’re entitled to have it,” Aunt Helen said. After several seconds, she bit her tongue, and grinned. “You’re more and more like your parents every day.”

“You take that back!” Andy pointed to her and demanded, but there was no heat behind his words.

“I can’t wait until you meet the girl of your dreams. You’ll see, you’re going to want to have a big wedding to let all your friends and family celebrate with you.”

“God forbid. No, if I ever find a woman I want to spend the rest of my life with, then we’ll do a civil ceremony with only a couple of people as witnesses, down at the local courthouse. It’s only a ceremony. I’m going to concentrate all my efforts on the actual marriage, not the wedding. As I just said, in my humble opinion, that’s more important than how or where you get married.”

“You’d disappoint your mother like that?” Helen asked.

“Please, my mother wouldn’t care. Look at how she and dad got married.”

Helen grinned. “Okay, you have me there.” She turned to Raymond with a grin. “My sister is a little...”

“Wacked,” Andy grinned. “Off her meds? Psycho?” 

At his explanations, Melvin spat out the sip of his beer he had just taken.

“Come on, it’s not that bad.”

“No, but still. I love my parents with all my heart, I do. But I swear to god, Mom was wacked out on some sort of hormone overload when she named us kids.”

“What’s wrong with Andy?” Raymond asked in confusion. When his whole future in-laws burst out laughing, he frowned.

“Andy is his middle name,” Melvin laughed. “I think he was three when he demanded everyone call him Andy. If I remember correctly, he even refused to answer anyone that called him by his legal first name. His parents and siblings are the only ones that call him by his given name and live to see another day. I won’t say it, because I don’t want the shit beaten out of me.”

“Can I ask what it is?” Raymond frowned when everyone either giggled or snorted a laugh. They all turned to Andy for his reaction.

It took several silent minutes, before he groused, “Fine, since you’re marrying my cousin, then I guess I can let you in on the family secret.” He sat down and picked up a water, pushing his half-drunk beer aside. “My last name is Ball. Mom got it in her fool head that somewhere down the line on my father’s side, we’re related to that famous redheaded actress, Lucille Ball. I don’t think we are, but you’d have to understand my mom to realize it’s her wacky way.” He looked over at his aunt, and she only grinned at him.

“This is your story.”

“Fine, anyway, if my parents had been born twenty years earlier than they were, they would be what you’d classify as hippies. Now, they call themselves New-Age hippies.”

“How far does it go?” Raymond asked. At their confused looks, he shrugged. “I’ve known some people that call themselves that, and they only do it to smoke pot. Then, they play at being vegan or vegetarian, but they’re only that way when it suits their purposes.”

“Oh, Sunshine and Levi are true New-Age gurus.” Andy sighed. “Everything they do is organic. They own and operate a small business where they sell anything from soaps, and shampoos, to herbal remedies. I swear, the last time I was in my mother’s store, they sold everything that you could buy at any store in the nation. However, in my family’s establishments, everything is home-grown, organic, or herbal. Absolutely no chemicals of any sort are in their products. Hell, last I heard, they even made everything themselves to stock the shelves in their store.”

“Five,” Helen said with a grin, and waved the fingers on one hand at him.

“Five what?” Andy frowned at her.

“They own and operate five stores. There’s the one you probably mentioned, the flagship store, your parents still run that one, but your siblings have opened a store where they live.”

“Holy shit,” Andy looked at her in shock.

“When was the last time you saw your family?” Melvin frowned at him.

“I don’t know. It’s been several years. It’s not like they want to come to Montana to see me. I know I should get down to see them, but the road to my house runs both ways. I talk to them on the phone all the time, but we never talk about the business.”

“Because, you don’t want to.” John nodded at his statement of fact.

“This is true.”

“Are you on the outs with your family?” Raymond asked.

“No, but I don’t agree with all the New-Age organic, herbal, nature crap. What’s wrong with going to the store and buying what you need? Anyway, to get this conversation back on track, when mom was pregnant with all of us kids—there are five of us—she had to rest most of the time. I think that’s the only time in her life she’s ever watched TV.”

“It was,” Helen said. “Sunshine always loved nature, and was outside as much as she could be when we were growing up, but when she was pregnant, it wiped her out, and she was confined to the bed, or at least to rest. When she was pregnant for Andy, that’s when she got the idea of opening her first store.”

“That’s not the only idea she had.” Andy scowled at her. He looked at Raymond, and this time, his statement had some heat behind it. “I’m going to say this once, and only once. If you repeat it, I will knock you on your ass.”

“Okay,” Raymond said, after several moments of silence, and when he saw no help coming from his future family.

“My actual name is Monk Andrew Ball. When mom was laid up with me, she not only designed and planned her store, but she binge-watched TV. She’d never done that before. Last time I visited her, there wasn’t even a TV in her entire house. But, she did that with each of her pregnancies. I’m the oldest of five children. Each one of our first names is from a television show she couldn’t get enough of.”

“So, you’re named after that crazy, washed-up detective? The germaphobe one?”

“Correct.”

“That’s not correct,” Helen said as she held up her hand to stop what he was about to say.

“Huh? Yes, it is. That’s what Mom said.”

“It might be what she said, but it’s not correct. You forget, I am older than your mother. Do you want to know the entire story?”

“Of course.” Andy scowled at his aunt and ended up crossing his arms over his chest to glare at her.

“Our mother, your guys grandmother, was a true hippie. She was the one that named you. The timeline isn’t correct if your mother watched that show about the detective. She told you that’s what she watched, but she actually watched re-runs of the Monkee’s.”

“Huh?”

“You know that nineteen sixties show with the guys that sang, ‘Hey, hey, it’s the Monkee’s?’ That’s the only thing I can remember from the entire show. Because Mom was the one that convinced Sunshine to name you after her favorite character in that show, Sunshine couldn’t decide so she used the word Monk.”

“Do you mean Davey Jones?” Caryn asked in shock. She looked at Raymond with a grin. “I had a crush on him when I used to watch re-runs whenever I visited grandma.”

“Yep, your grandmother would have that show on twenty-four seven is she could. When it came out on DVD we didn’t know that she’d ordered ten copies of it, and she watched them until the tapes finally gave out. Next time you see your mother, ask her about it. I can’t believe she told you she named you after that other guy.”

“Well, she didn’t actually come right out and admit it, I asked her once if I was named after the guy on TV, and she said yes. I assumed it was that detective guy.”

“It wouldn’t be the right age group. You and your siblings were already born when it came out. If memory serves, you might even have been ten when it started.”

“Oh, damn, I never even thought she could have gotten my name from anyone else.”

“Again, it was our mother that told her what name to give you.”

“Got it.” Andy hung his head and pinched the bridge of his nose after releasing a gigantic sigh. He looked at his aunt and shook his head. “It’s still wacked.”

“What about your siblings? I’m sure I’ll meet them at the wedding, but I’d like a heads up on their names.”

“As I said, I’m the oldest, we are all roughly two years apart, give or take a couple of months. Like I said, my name is Monk, then there’s Ren, Mac, Pip, and Liv.”

“That doesn’t seem so bad.” Raymond frowned when the people present snickered, or giggled. “What am I missing?”

Monk sighed heavily. “Ren is for Renegade, Mac is short for MacGyver, Pip stands for Pippi, and finally Liv is short for Olive.”

“The first two I understand, but why Pip and Liv?”

Caryn snorted a laugh as she looked at her cousin. “I’m sorry, Andy, I don’t mean to laugh. But honey, Pip is for Pippi Longstocking, and Aunt Sunshine named Liv after Olive Oyl from the Popeye cartoons.”

Raymond’s mouth dropped open in shock as he stared around the table, waiting for them to all tell him it was a joke. When they didn’t, he shook his head in wonder. “Oh.” Not knowing what else to say, he only shook his head.

“Yeah, now you know why I go by the name Andy. The others only used the shortened version of their names I mentioned earlier.”

“I understand.”

Just then a phone went off, and everyone looked at theirs. Andy picked his up, and said, “It’s mine, I’m going to take it outside.” He rose, but didn’t answer the phone until he stepped out on the deck.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Ball, this is Marvin, when can we meet?” the caller demanded, without even a greeting.

“Mr. H, I’ve told you in the past, I’ll be back in Montana after the holiday.”

“What holiday? There aren’t any holidays at this time of year.”

“Mr. H, I’m talking Memorial Day weekend. I’m currently at my cousin’s home just outside of Austin, Texas. I’ll be home in a week. If you can’t wait that long for me to arrive, then hire someone else.” Andy had learned early in his career that if he wasn’t firm, then his clients would try to walk all over him. If he stayed firm and true to himself, then it worked in everyone’s favor. He wasn’t about to back down, because this client happened to be rich.

“Fine, Mr. Ball, when can I expect you in my office?”

“Monday of next week. I’ll be there at 8 a.m.”

“Make it seven, and come to my home.” Mr. H. rattled off the address, and though the older man couldn’t see him, Andy nodded. 

“Yes, sir,” he said, before the call ended. Sighing, he pocketed his phone, and rubbed the back of his neck.

“Problem?” his cousin, Melvin, asked from beside him.

“Not right now, but I have a feeling it could be in the future.”

“If you need any help, let me know.”

“What can you do? You’re still active military and live here in Texas. I live all the way up in Montana.”

“I understand that, but don’t forget, though I’m still in the military, I’m great with computers. If you need any help, let me know.”

“Thanks,” Andy said. “I shouldn’t have any problems with this case.” He chuckled, then looked at Melvin sheepishly. “I’m taking on a cheating wife case for a very, very rich and powerful man. I’m sure all it will involve is a few late nights with a high-powered lens on my camera. Nothing too strenuous.”

Melvin laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “Better you than me. But I’m serious, if you run into any problems, give me a call.”

“Thanks, Melvin. I’ll keep you in mind if I run into anything unusual.”

“That’s all I ask. Just know that you’re not alone up there in Montana. We’re all just a phone call away.”

Andy didn’t know what to say, so he remained silent. The two turned and looked into the house at the others, and Andy turned to Melvin.

“My family really has five stores?”

“They do. At least, that’s what Mom told me. When was the last time you talked with any of them?”

“I talk to them all the time on the phone, but the last time I physically saw them was when I got out of the Marines.”

“That was what? Two years ago?”

“Four. They only had the one store then. Mom and Dad tried to convince me to open one, but I couldn’t do it. That way of life isn’t for me.”

“I’ve always wondered, why Montana? Why didn’t you stick around California?”

“I love them, I really do, but I felt smothered by my family. Pressured into opening another New-Age, guru-crap store. That’s not for me. How can I sell shit I don’t believe in? A couple of guys I served in the Marines with are from Montana. Though I’m not in their back pocket, I’m close to them. Or at least a couple hours, and a phone call away.”

“Do they work as a private dick with you?”

“No.” Andy chuckled. “One guy, Patch, he’s a trauma doctor in a major hospital in Helena. Then, Finn, lives east of the town where I live, or at least, his family does. I’m unsure where he actually lives, but I do know he is beginning to take over his family’s foundation. Not that it matters, but he’s mega rich, and just got engaged.”

“So, you at least have friends you can hang out with? I worry about you sometimes. You’re not a loner, Andy. You’re best in a crowd of people, even if you stand off to the side and observe.”

“Thanks, but I’m doing okay. I like my single life, and I’m starting to make friends. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“I know I don’t, but I do. Anyway, the offer still stands. If you need my help for anything contact me.”

“Thanks, Melvin.” Andy gave him a man hug and then turned back to look inside. He smirked at his cousin. “Do you think I threw your future brother-in-law a loop, telling him about my family?”

“Probably, I know Caryn hasn’t talked about them like you did. We’ve all mentioned that we have cousins, and only called them by their nicknames. He’ll meet them soon enough.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. At least my brothers and sisters aren’t as wacked as Mom and Dad.”

“Eccentric, Andy. They’re eccentric, not wacked.” The two shared a laugh before returning to the others inside the house.
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“Where do you think you’re going, young lady?” Kristen Hepplewaite screeched at her daughter. “We have some things to discuss. I need you to focus.” The woman snapped her fingers in her daughter’s direction, trying to get her attention.

Lorna Hepplewaite stopped in her tracks, turned, and glared at her mother. “What now? You’ve already told me you’re leaving tomorrow for a three-month cruise, Mother. What do you need to discuss with me?”

“You need to make sure the staff do their jobs.”

“What jobs? You won’t be here, and I clean up after myself. Give them the time off, Mother. They deserve a vacation every once in a while. What will they do while you’re gone?”

“They have their jobs. That’s what I pay them for.” Kristen stared down her nose at her daughter, like she’d just said the worst thing in the world.

“Whatever, don’t wait up for me.” Lorna started toward the door again, and had to stop when her mother started screeching again.

“You will not leave this house until I’m done talking with you!”

Gritting her teeth, Lorna turned back toward her mother, took three steps toward, got into her face, and bit out. “I’m going to be late for work, Mother. You know, that thing that pays the bills? A job. I can’t be late today. Finn’s making an important announcement.”

“Why did you allow that dirty upstart of a farmer take your man away from you? If you had followed my instructions, you’d be the one marrying him, instead of that tramp.”

“Don’t ever call my best friend a tramp, Mother. You won’t like what happens if I hear you call Ronnie that again. Second, Finn doesn’t do anything for me.”

Kristen snorted a nasty laugh. “What’s that mean? All you have to do is lie on your back for a few minutes, and the money starts rolling in. As long as you keep them happy in the bedroom, then nothing else matters.” She stared hard at her daughter. After studying her expression, she burst out laughing, but Lorna cringed when it sounded like a witch’s cackle.

“You disgust me, Mother.” Lorna curled her lip at her. “When I marry, it will be for love, and forever. I take the wedding vows seriously. Like in sickness and health, richer, or poorer. Not a wham bam thank you, sir, let me fuck you, and I’ll gladly take your money, then, when the times get rough, you divorce them, take them to the cleaners, then move on to the next man to fuck over, both literally and figuratively. That’s not me. I can’t wait to get the fuck out of this house.”

“You’ll do no such thing! You are not allowed to move out until you’re thirty.”

Lorna ignored her mother, turned on her heel, and stormed toward the door. “Whatever, have a good trip finding your eighth Mr. Right Now. Don’t wait up for me.” She stormed out of the door and to the garage for her car. She noticed her hands were shaking as she tried to open the door and gave a little squeal when a hand covered hers.

“Murphy, you scared me.”

“Sorry about that, Ms. Lorna, but I overheard your argument with your mother. You don’t want to drive while you’re this upset. Would you like me to drive you?”

“Thank you, but no. I won’t be coming home directly after work. I’ve got a late meeting, and I plan to go out and celebrate.” She looked over both shoulders, then giggled as she leaned closer, to whisper, “I didn’t want to tell Mother this, but I may be getting a promotion at work today. I don’t need her to tell me how to live my life. I’m twenty-seven years old, it’s time I started doing shit for myself. Things are going to change around here, but I’m taking the coward’s way out, and waiting until Mother leaves.”

“Would you need my help? I’m asking, because I’ll help you in any way I can.”

“Thank you, Murphy, and I’ll probably take you up on that. But, for now, I need to get to work. Thank you for talking me off the fucking ledge.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek, then with her good nature restored, she waved, climbed into her car, and drove away.

*****
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Lorna arrived at work with twenty minutes to spare, and was able to get her coffee from the break room. Before she finished fixing it, she felt a presence beside her, and grinned at her co-worker.

“Marc, how are you this fine Friday morning?”

“Good, you?”

“Better now that I’m here.” Lorna sighed and wrinkled her nose at her friend. “Had a run-in with Mother this morning.”

“She’s up this early?” Marc asked in shock as he looked at the watch on his wrist with a furrowed brow.

Lorna giggled. “Yep, she’s leaving first thing tomorrow morning for a three-month cruise. I can’t wait until she’s gone. I have big plans.”

“Can you share?”

“Maybe later, once they’re done, but can I call on you if I need some help?”

“Absolutely.” Marc nodded. He picked up his own coffee, looked at his watch, then drew in a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.” She looked at him, and said, “Whatever happens, know that I am still your friend.”

“You too.” Marc took her hand and squeezed it. As they left the break room they made their way to Finnegan Larson’s office. In the last year he’d been here, there had been a lot of shake-ups in the office, and in Lorna’s opinion, it’d all been for the better. This meeting they were going to was part of that shake-up. They were about to know what their fate with the company was. For the last three months, Finn had interviewed everyone and changed people’s positions. Marc and Lorna were the last two to be interviewed. She had told Murphy that she might be getting a promotion, but in reality, she might be losing her job. It didn’t matter that her best friend in the entire universe was engaged to Finn. Ronnie had nothing to do with the running of The Larson Foundation. With Eric retired, and William moving into his position, Finn was now taking over from his father. Both of the older Larsons had given Finn free rein to run his part of the company as he saw fit. They realized what worked for them, might not work for Finn.

As they approached the office, Lorna paused long enough to laugh, bend down, and scratch the ears of the dog waiting outside the office.

“Morning, Major, is the boss in?” She laughed when the dog gave a small woof and went through the door before them. The pair smiled as they watched Major begin to close the door behind them, and Finn had to put his hand out to stop it from being shut in his face.

“Whoa, there, boy. At least let me in before you shut the door.” Finn hurried inside, and the door closed behind him. Major lay right there with his head on his paws, and heaved a sigh.

“Well, guess someone woke on the wrong side of the bed this morning,” Finn joked as he took his seat behind his desk. He indicated for the others to take the seats before him.

“Good morning. I’m going to get right to the point here. As you both know, I’ve been talking to all the employees for the last three months. Have you heard what’s being talked about?”

“No.” Lorna frowned as she looked at Marc and saw him shake his head.

“Good, I had everyone sign an NDA before I talked with them. When I started these talks, I had one position to fill. I had it narrowed down to the two of you.” Finn paused, then frowned. “You do know what I’m talking about, right?”

“Yes, Janis’s job,” Marc said.

“Correct. I have narrowed it down to the two of you. However, I ran into a few problems last night, and I think I might have a solution.”

“Okay,” Lorna frowned. “What problems? Maybe we can help you with it.”

“Last night I had a talk with Simon. However, Dad and Grandpa were here when he came in for his talk. One thing led to another, and Grandpa went over my head and fired his ass.”

“Holy fucking shit!” Lorna yelled, then slapped her hand over her mouth. “I mean, holy monk balls!” She grinned at their confusion. “I’m trying to quit swearing, so I’m going to say monk, or monk balls from now on.”

“No monkey balls?” Marc laughed.

“No.” Lorna said this next part so seriously, the men gawked at her. “I’m not into bestiality, so I can’t really tell someone to go suck big hairy monkey balls. It wouldn’t seem right.” When she winked, they laughed. 

Finn shook his head at her. “We have to get back on track here.”

“Oops, sorry.” Lorna grinned at him.

“It’s okay, and I’m glad you’re trying to clean up your language. Now, to get on to why I called you in here. Before last night, I only needed to fill one position. But, after the fiasco with Simon, another person put in their notice. They’ll be leaving the company in two weeks.” Finn paused and saw the shock on both Marc and Lorna’s expressions. He drew in a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “Maggie Pennyworth gave me her notice.” They continued to stare at him in shock, so he proceeded. “As I said, we need to fill three positions. However, Maggie won’t be leaving until two more weeks. I’m going to be honest here, and tell you that you are both equally qualified for both Maggie’s and Janis’ job. But...” He held up his hand when they went to say something. “I’m going to leave it up to you two to decide what job you want to do.”

“How the hell, can you do that?” Lorna demanded. “Shit, I mean, monk balls. How the monk can we decide what job to take?”

“Because, I know who I want to see in what position, but I’m giving you the opportunity to figure it out for yourselves.” Finn leaned forward and looked at a paper on his desk. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Marc, you have an appointment with Maggie at nine. Lorna, yours is at ten thirty. I want you to talk to Maggie exclusively. Ask any question you want regarding her job responsibilities, and what it will mean to you if and when you decide to take the job. But remember, the two of you, regardless of who takes which job, will still be working closely together.” When he saw he had their undivided attention, he nodded and continued, “Then, I want you both to take a two-hour lunch, to talk to each other. Discuss the pros and cons of each job. Together, you two decide who wants Maggie’s job and who wants to fill Janis’ empty position. Then, meet me back here at three, and we’ll discuss it.”

“What about Simon’s position?”

“I’ve come to the conclusion that both Janis and Simon did the same job, and only one person needs to do the same thing as the two of them did.”

“Will there be a raise involved?” Marc asked.

“Yes, however, I don’t discuss employee wages in front of others. Once you decide what position you want, then I’ll talk to you about a raise.” When he saw them frown, he stated, “Individually.”

“Ah,” they said together. After being dismissed by Finn, the two went to their desks, and Marc said, “I know what position I want, but I don’t want to say anything until I talk to Maggie, first.”

“Me too. Let’s get all our information, and when we meet for lunch, we can say what we wanted first, then if that changes we can discuss any issues we might have.”

“Agreed.” Marc nodded and sat at his desk. He picked up his ringing phone and began work for the day. Lorna sat at her desk, and pulled the file for the fundraiser she’d been given at the end of business the day before.

“Lorna,” Marc stood before her desk, and had to call her name several times before she looked up.

“Shit, I mean monk, you scared me, Marc. Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I’ve been calling your name for the last five minutes. It’s your turn to go see Maggie.”

“Oh,” Lorna looked at her watch, then grabbed a pad of paper and a pen. She waved and said she’d be back in a jiffy. She didn’t see Marc shake his head after her, with a look of longing on his face.
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Chapter Three
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Lorna reached up and knocked on Finn’s door, and grinned when Major opened it. She scratched behind his ears, and asked if his owner was available. He woofed, then stepped back to allow Lorna and Marc to enter. After getting the approval from Finn, he shut the door. They all settled in and Lorna started the conversation.

“I’ll go first. After talking it over with Maggie, and then with Marc, I’d like to take Janis’ job.”

“Are you okay with that?” Finn asked Marc.

“Absolutely. As much as I enjoyed my previous job, I have to be honest here, I don’t like making all the phone calls, and going to the people and begging for donations. I don’t think I’m as good a people person as Lorna is. The opportunity to stay behind the scenes, but still do good work appeals to me. So, yes, I’m okay with Lorna taking Janis’ position. I’ve coveted Maggie’s for some time now.”

“Good, that was exactly how I would have placed you, had the decision been up to me. I don’t want to put someone in a position that they would come to resent. I agree with both of you. Marc, you’re a great behind-the-scenes guy, while Lorna is a great up-front person. Do either of you have any questions?”

“What all does Janis’ job entail?” Lorna asked. “I have a good grasp on it, but not everything.”

“What you’ve been doing for the last year. You’ve been doing what Janis was supposed to do when she worked here, not pawning it off onto you. The only thing different will be that you will move into an office, and your desk will be filled by an assistant. I haven’t hired anyone for that job yet.”

“Which office?”

“You can pick between Simon’s or Janis’. Simon will not be replaced. As a matter of fact, you are his replacement.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It turned out that your two predecessors were lazy and divided their jobs in two. You’ve been doing both their work since I fired Janis. Marc’s been helping you with the overflow, but in reality, it’s all been you.” Finn looked over at the man, and sighed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound like you didn’t carry any weight in doing your job.”

“Don’t worry about it. I understood what you meant. I did the background work, while Lorna did the in-your-face stuff.”

“Exactly.” Finn nodded. “Now, I have a meeting to get to that I forgot about. If I don’t make it, I think the wedding might be called off.”

Lorna laughed. “Ronnie wouldn’t do that. Tell her I said hi.”

“I will.” Finn stood and lifted two envelopes. After handing them to each person before him, he nodded. “That is your raise. The number on the paper inside reflects your annual salary. If you don’t agree, we can negotiate on Monday.” The three of them walked out, and Lorna gripped her envelope tightly, then walked directly to the ladies’ room. After making sure she was the only one inside, she ripped it open and gasped at the number staring back at her. She whipped open the door and yelled, “FINN!” and rushed down the hall toward him.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, but when does this start?” She held up the torn envelope. “When do we start our new positions?”

“Monday. Take the rest of the day and the weekend off. Celebrate, you both deserve it. But, come Monday morning, you’ll need to buckle down and get to work. It’s my understanding we have three large fundraisers over the summer.”

“We do.” Lorna nodded and stepped back. “Tell Ronnie I said hi, and that we’ll get together soon.”

“I will.” Finn stepped into the elevator and was gone in seconds.

Walking on air, Lorna went back to her desk. She stuffed the envelope in her purse, and looked at Marc, who had stuffed something in his briefcase. They only grinned at each other.

“Did Finn tell us when these new jobs start?” Marc asked in confusion.

“Monday, I caught him before he got onto the elevator. He said to take the rest of the day and the weekend to regroup, and start Monday morning.”

“Sounds good, but I have some stuff I’d like to finish.”

“Me too,” Lorna admitted as she pulled the folder she’d been working on before her meeting with Maggie.

At seven that night, Lorna sat back and stretched. Happy with the work she’d done, she called it a night, then as she left the building, her stomach growled. Making a quick decision, she backtracked and walked in the opposite direction of her car. There was a hotel three blocks away that served a killer burger, and she decided to treat herself to a real meal, instead of what her mother thought she should eat. Thinking of her mother, Lorna shook her head. It wasn’t like she was as fat as her mother implied, or even her previous boyfriends. She was curvy and loved her figure. It wasn’t her fault if others couldn’t deal with a confident, independent woman who liked to be in her own skin. With her head held high, she strode into the hotel restaurant, then ordered the burger and fries, and enjoyed every morsel of it.

After leaving there, she strolled leisurely down the street. When she heard music, she decided to investigate. Lorna grinned when she saw the sign to the nightclub she’d heard several women at the office talk about. Looking down at her work attire of a button-up blouse, pencil skirt, and heels, she shrugged and unbuttoned the top two buttons, then strode to the door. After paying the cover, she entered, and took a step back at the noise that greeted her.

Laughing, she made her way to the bar, and it didn’t take long to order her drink. In minutes she stood back, and turned in a circle to take it all in. Just as she took a step back, she bumped into someone, who grabbed her hips to steady her.

“Easy,” came a deep, gravelly voice in her ear. Lorna’s insides woke from a long sleep, and she turned toward the voice, then sucked in her breath at the sight before her.

“Mmm,” she murmured as she licked her lips. “Monk balls, sorry about that.”

“What did you say?” The man demanded of her.

“Monk balls.” Lorna sighed, then never one to cower from anyone in her life, she stood tall, threw her shoulders back, and nodded once. “I’m trying to stop swearing, so whenever I think I’m going to swear, I say monk, or monk balls.” She frowned at the look on the man’s face.

“How would you use it if you wanted to say fuck?”

“In what capacity?” Lorna grinned. “I mean I could say, what the monk were you thinking. Or, how the monk did you do that, but then again, I could always say, monk, monk, monk, monk, gosh darn monkity monk. Or my personal favorite. Monk balls.”

The man before her wore such an expression of shock, she didn’t know how to react. Deciding she’d said too much, she reached up and put her hand on his face. “Thank you for being my savior. Preventing me from falling flat on my ass.” She clarified at his confused look. “Oops,” she giggled. “From falling flat on my monk. If you’d like more stimulating conversation, come find me later.” She turned on her heel and left to go to the other side of the dance floor. In under ten minutes she was out there gyrating with the rest of the crowd.

“What was that all about?” Andy’s friend asked. The two had known each other since Andy got out of the Marines and moved to Montana. Not being best friends, only acquaintances, when Paul had called and invited him to the new club, Andy had been bored and agreed to meet him here. Little did he know Paul had set him up on a blind date. Had he known, he never would have agreed to come out with him. One of his biggest pet peeves was not being in control of his own life. He could handle it when the Marines ordered him around, but he was out now, and is life was his. And being set up on a blind date with no warning was at the top of his list. If he wanted to date, he’d find his own woman. Not someone else’s idea of what he wanted. No one, not even members of his own family knew what he looked for in a woman. He figured when he was ready to get serious, he would start looking. Until then, he liked being single.

“Nothing,” Andy waved the question away. “She stumbled and I caught her before she fell. That’s all.”

“Well, if she’d lose some weight, she wouldn’t have been unbalanced,” the woman Paul had set him up with said.

“What did you say?”

“I said, she needs to lose some weight. Or at least wear flats. People that size shouldn’t wear heels.”

“And what about your size?” Andy asked sarcastically as he looked her up and down with a disgusted look on his face. “I personally feel that people your size should eat more.” Andy felt his temper rise. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this. You might be a nice person, but then again, after that comment you just made about a perfect stranger, you’re probably not. So, with that being said, I’m out of here. Paul, I’ll talk to you later.” Andy turned on his heel and walked away from the man, leaving him with two women. He had no qualms about leaving him. He didn’t get upset often, but when he did, it was best to remove himself from the situation, before things got ugly. He relied a lot on his military training to control himself, but sometimes, he just had to walk away.

Besides, he’d liked the feel of the woman’s hips in his hands, and the surprising conversation they’d had. After leaving his party, he made it to the other side of the vast room, to brood in the corner. Several minutes later, his sour mood improved when he saw the woman from earlier out on the dance floor. It made him happy that she danced her way, and didn’t seem self-conscious about anything.

Biding his time, until a slow song came on, Andy made his way out onto the floor, and walked up to the woman from behind. He put his hands on her hips, like he’d done earlier, and felt his cock become instantly hard. “Dance with me,” he whispered in her ear, and felt her entire body shiver. Feeling on top of the world, Andy twirled the woman around, and wrapped her in his arms. Neither said a word as they began dancing.

Once the song ended, Andy took the woman’s face in his hands, leaned down and kissed her. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Okay.”

Taking her hand in his, he began pulling her through the crowd, and was out on the street in no time. Without saying a word, they walked hand in hand back to the hotel where Lorna had dinner, and right up to a room.

Once inside, Lorna placed her hands over his lips. “No names. This is only for one night. I’m not married, nor am I dating anyone.”

“Agreed on all counts.” Andy nodded, then kissed her. As his mouth worked over her lips, his hands began unbuttoning her blouse. He smiled against her, when he felt her hands doing the same with him. It took what felt like hours, but was mere minutes before they were both naked.

Andy tossed her on the bed, only to quickly follow. With his hand on her stomach to hold her down, he kissed his way to her ear, then down to her shoulder, and across her collar bones.

“Your skin is so soft.”

“Thank you,” Lorna whispered, and tried to kiss him, but he kept moving away from her. When she felt her nipples being pinched, she gasped and arched her chest into his mouth. It didn’t take long for Andy to settle between her legs.

“Damn, you’re soaking wet.”

Not knowing what to say about that, Lorna remained silent. Then screamed, “MONK BALLS!” when she felt his tongue on her slit. He must have liked that, because he chuckled against her, and the vibration set her first orgasm of the night off. By the time she came down, she was spent. With a quick thought, she reared up and took his head in her hands.

“Can I be on top?”

“Why?”

“Because, my previous partners said I was too big to be on top.” She looked him up and down, then grinned when his cock jerked. “I see you’re not a small man, in any sense, and I just want to know what it feels like to be on top.”

“Oh, fuck me.”

“I’m planning to. So, is that a yes?”

“No, that’s a hell yes!” Andy reached for his wallet and pulled out a condom. After quickly donning it, he flopped over onto his back, and grinned at her. “Climb on.”

“Can I try something else first?”

“Will it hurt us?”

“God, I hope not.”

“Darling, I’ll try anything once, twice if I like it.”

Giggling, Lorna threw her leg over him, but she didn’t face him, her back was to him. “You’ll have to help guide him in.” She wiggled her ass to him and felt his cock at her entrance. Slowly, she followed his instructions to ease back onto him, and after what felt like hours, slowly felt him fully seated. They both sighed in pleasure.

“Now what?” Lorna asked.

The man chuckled from behind her. “Now, you move. I’ll help.” He gripped her hips and lifted her off him, then gently set her back down. It didn’t take but four strokes before Lorna lost it and became a wild woman. At one point, she kept repeating one word over and over again, like a mantra. “Monk, monk, monk, monk, oh my monk.” When Andy reached up and slapped her on one ass cheek, then the other, he didn’t know if it was a good thing or not. Her inner walls tightened so hard on him, he could barely move. When he slapped her again, she screamed.

“MONK!” Andy felt the burst of her orgasm on him, and unable to hold himself off, he joined her. 

It was several minutes before he realized she had fallen forward onto the mattress between his legs. After disengaging himself, he took care of the condom. Instead of moving her, he moved the pillows to the foot of the bed, and grabbed the blankets they’d kicked off before they’d started. 

He leaned over, and whispered in her ear, “That was fan-fucking-tastic! You can scream, ‘Monk’ to me any time you want.” Covering them both, he wrapped his arm around her and snuggled up to her. The last thing he remembered before falling asleep was that he wanted to get to know this woman better, because this was the type of women he would choose for himself if he was into dating.
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Chapter Four
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Lorna woke with a start, and looked around in confusion, then remembered what had happened. With a smile on her face, she turned toward the man lying beside her, and grinned. Never in her wildest dreams would she ever think that someone as handsome and well-built as this man would have any interest in someone like her. Not wanting to spoil the experience, she eased out of the bed, gathered her clothes from around the room, and eased into the bathroom. After using the facilities and getting dressed, she quickly left the bathroom. Not wanting to wake the man, she found the pad of paper provided by the hotel and wrote a quick thank you. She signed it with only her first initial, then she eased herself out of the door, and breathed easier when she made it all the way to the elevator without him coming after her.

Not once in her entire life had she ever done anything like that before. Somehow, she felt liberated and free. That feeling took her all the way to where she’d parked her car earlier that day when she’d arrived at work. After starting it up, she grinned when she realized it was two in the morning. Three miles out of the city, she ran into a road block. Knowing that she had no alcohol in her system, she eased up to the police, and rolled down her window.

“Where are you coming from?”

“Honestly?” Lorna grinned. She felt that good.

“Please.”

“The hotel. I picked up a guy in the nightclub, and we went back to his room. I’m now heading home.”

Her statement must have stunned the cop, because he stood there with his mouth hanging open. When Lorna eased her car forward, he only waved her by. She didn’t start laughing until there were no more lights in her rearview mirror.

“MONK YEAH!” She laughed most of the way home. Once home, she made her way to her room, and quickly showered, and changed into her pajamas. Too keyed up to sleep, Lorna silently made her way to her mother’s wing of the house. After a severe internal debate, she opened the door to Kristen’s bedroom, and sighed in relief when she realized it was empty.

Lorna made her way down to her mother’s writing desk and found a note there. After reading it, she grinned. Her mother had left a day early for her three-month cruise, leaving instructions for Lorna. Excited from her one night with the most handsome man she’d ever met, and the best sex ever, she thought she’d go into overload to learn her mother had left. Running through the house and back up to her room, Lorna quickly accessed her e-mail, and gave a shout in joy.

For months now, Lorna had been making plans on moving out of her mother’s house, but she had no privacy to do it without alerting her mother
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