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            Chapter One

          

          
            Angeline

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been eight months and two days since I’ve had sex. Not that I’m counting, but if you give me a minute I could probably narrow it down to the hour. It’s been that kind of dry spell.

      And sure, for about seven months and six days I didn’t mind. I didn’t even really notice because I was nursing a broken heart/wounded ego. That will happen when you find sexts on your fiancé’s phone to someone named Rachel. Problematic because my name is Angeline and we were fucking engaged. No, I wasn’t snooping. Eli asked me to grab his phone from the coffee table where he left it and there they were on the screen. I’ll spare you the gory details. Let’s just say, a shit show ensued, ending with me leaving Manhattan and moving back “home” to upstate New York with my father so I could pay off my debt. Yes, rent-free living is A-MAZING. But honestly, what self-respecting thirty-two-year-old woman moves back in with her father without taking a serious blow to her pride? Not this one.

      So the fact that my sex drive had all but parked? Not exactly a shocker. But sometime in the past few weeks, my libido has woken up again and I’ve been climbing out of my skin with need, want, lust – whatever you call it when you’re horny as hell and don’t even have a booty call in your contact list.

      Which is still a pretty poor excuse for the fact that I’m teetering on the edge of hooking up with Jack Reese tonight. Because not only is he flirting hard, he is damn hot. And yes, that is the vodka talking because no way in hell would I admit it otherwise. If this place had a decent wine selection, I wouldn’t be admitting it either. I can hold my Shiraz with the best of them. Vodka, not so much.

      “Are you sure you want to encourage him?” My best friend and self-professed work wife, Melissa, tugs on the hem of my tank top as Jack goes to the bar to get me another drink. “I didn’t even think you liked him very much.”

      “I don’t have to like him to want him.” In fact, it’s easier that way. I tip the last of my vodka tonic into my mouth.

      “You know, lots of people have a vibrator for this kind of thing.” Melissa’s mouth twists in a half-smile. “If you’re too embarrassed to buy one yourself, I can get you one because that’s the kind of friend I am.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’ve been wearing out my damn vibrator the past few weeks. I just need the real deal once and I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t know. What if you have Jack and you can never go back?” Melissa barks out a laugh. “It’s possible, you know.”

      “I seriously doubt that.”

      Although an hour later when Jack’s tongue is scraping along my collarbone, well… my vibrator doesn’t do that, that’s for sure. I’m pressed up against the counter in his kitchen and already writhing, my hands fisting his T-shirt. There’s no AC in here and his skin is hot through the thin cotton, but when I try to lift it, he grabs my wrist.

      “Patience, sweetheart.” He sucks gently at the skin behind my ear, making me gasp.

      “I don’t want to be patient.” I wrench my hand free. “Patience is for round two.”

      Jack’s chuckle rumbles through his chest. “Is that so?”

      “Unless you’re a one and done type of guy?” I raise my eyebrows. “But I would have thought you’re better than that.”

      “You would have thought right.” Jack spins me around so my ass is pressed against him. He hikes my skirt up in one smooth motion and slips a finger inside my panties, letting it slide along my slick center. It’s all I can do not to come on the spot.

      “It’s been a long time. I’m not sure you want to do too much of that.” My words come out breathless and I moan as Jack slips one finger inside, then two. Holy. Shit. I grip the counter like it’s a lifeboat and I’m about to drown.

      “Are you wet because you want me or because it’s been a long time?” Jack’s voice is a low growl in my ear.

      “Does it matter?”

      Jack doesn’t answer, just thrusts his fingers into me again, while circling my clit with his thumb. I gasp and he increases the pressure of his thumb. Part of me doesn’t want to come this way – I came here for sex, dammit – but the other part of me is so eager, so ready, that if he doesn’t stop in the next ten seconds, I’m going to…

      “Christ, Jack. I told you I can’t hold on.” I squeeze my eyes shut as I ride the beginning of the wave.

      “No one’s asking you to, sweetheart.” Jack’s other hand moves up to my breast and pinches my nipple. And I come against his hand so hard it’s a wonder I don’t black out. As it is, I’m grateful his arm is still wrapped around me because even my arms are shaky gripping the countertop.

      It’s three deep breaths before I extricate myself from Jack’s grasp and turn to face him. “Wow, that was um…wow.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.” One corner of Jack’s mouth is turned up, but he doesn’t look amused. Everyone says he looks like Henry Cavill, and I admit, I see it. But I see it a lot more when he keeps his mouth shut. Because when he speaks, he’s pure Jack. Case in point? “Was it me you wanted, sweetheart? Or was I the most viable option?”

      “You say that like we’re finished.” I raise my eyebrows.

      “We might be.” Jack’s eyes narrow. Not a lot, but enough so I notice.

      “Leaving yourself high and dry?” I glance down at the obvious tent in his shorts. “I didn’t think that was your style.”

      “I don’t usually fuck where I eat.” Jack pauses, but not long enough for me to say anything. “But you seemed desperate.”

      “Asshole.” Heat rises in my face, a mixture of anger and embarrassment.

      “Hey, no judgment.” Jack takes a step back and shoves his hands in his pockets. “I mean, we all have needs, right?”

      “My God…” I stop because I don’t even know how to finish that sentence. My God, I can’t believe I just let you finger fuck me? My God, I can’t believe I forgot who you actually are? And I let you finger fuck me? My God, I have to see you tomorrow– and every day for at least the next couple of weeks – and I let you finger fuck me?

      I don’t think I’ve said any of those things out loud, but I can’t be sure because the next words out of Jack’s mouth are, “Don’t worry, sweetheart. This can be our little secret.”

      “You know what? I have to go.” I reach for my bag on the counter and dig for my phone. “Let me call an Uber and I’ll be out of here.”

      “I can take you home, Angeline.” Jack’s tone softens.

      “No. You can’t.” I don’t even remind Jack that we took an Uber here because we’d both been drinking. The truth is, he didn’t have more than one – maybe two max – and for all I know his car is right outside and he’s perfectly capable of driving it. I just grab my phone and open the app, keeping my eyes on the screen. It takes almost a minute for me to get a car because I fumble on the screen, but finally I book a driver – six minutes away – and look up at Jack’s shoulder. “Done. I’ll wait outside.”

      “Ang--” Jack starts then stops just as quickly. “You know what? If that’s what you want, fine.”

      “I’ll see myself out.” I pull my bag onto my shoulder and make myself meet his eyes. “I’m not embarrassed about this, Jack. That said, I would appreciate keeping this just between us.”

      And Melissa because she knows I left the bar with Jack, but we live by the Girl Code.

      “Who do you think I’m going to tell, sweetheart?” Jack raises an eyebrow at me.

      “Guys at the office?” I swallow hard because I have to make myself say it so it’s out there. On the record. “My boss?”

      “Do you really think I’m going to tell my mother I finger banged you in my kitchen tonight?” Jack doesn’t roll his eyes, but it’s implied. “If I didn’t tell her about Karen Kline putting her hands down my pants in the back of the bus in seventh grade, I’m sure as hell not going to tell her about this.”

      “I know. I just…” I stutter because I can’t help it. I need my job as managing editor of Pink magazine and I need Victoria Buchanan (formerly Reese) to believe I’m cool and competent and in control. Pretty much exactly the opposite of how I’ve acted tonight. “This was a mistake and I don’t want it to hurt me professionally.”

      “Like I said, it can be our little secret.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.” I let out a long breath because judging by the look on Jack’s face he means it.

      “Always glad to be of service.” Jack pauses. “Sweetheart.”

      God, I hate that tone. Ass hat.

      I cross the kitchen and yank open the door leading to the stairs, letting my heels pound on the wooden steps as I clunk down them. Every step reverberates in my head and by the time I’ve reached the sidewalk in front of Jack’s house, all the endorphins from my earlier orgasm have vanished.

      It wasn’t worth it. I let my body overrule my head and made the worst possible choice. The only worse one would be if I’d propositioned Victoria herself. Instead I picked her son – and now I’m going to have to trust that he’s not going to make me look like a fool at the office. The sole saving grace is that we don’t actually work together. He’s a carpenter and is building display cases for the lobby area. It’s not even like we need to speak to each other.

      Yet, as I step into my Uber when it arrives, I glance up at the window and see Jack standing there. Watching me get in the car. And even though I think he’s doing it to make sure I don’t get mugged standing outside alone – fat chance because East Rochester is not a hotbed of criminal activity – my heart sinks. The reality is, I’m going to see him. Even if he wasn’t doing a project at Pink, he’s my boss’s only son. He’s generally around.

      And my body, traitor that it is, will remember what happened tonight – and what didn’t. It’s going to wonder what it would have been like if that hard cock I felt pressed up against me ended up inside of me. No matter how much my head tells me I need to forget.
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      As far as I know, Jack has stayed true to his word. He’s also stayed out of sight, although, unfortunately, not out of mind. Our little tryst sneaks into my head at odd moments – when I’m ordering lunch from the bagel place across the street, driving home from work, and yes, when I’m in bed. Alone. My vibrator stays locked in its drawer, not because I don’t want the release it will bring, but because I don’t want to have Jack in my head when I get it.

      The only time I don’t think of him is in the office. Ironic, I know, but for the first time since I’ve started working at Pink, I’m glad we’re understaffed because I’m totally snowed under. Putting out a weekly magazine is no joke, even in a market like Rochester, New York. When Victoria swoops into my office and says we have a lunch meeting to talk about a new feature, I’m so frazzled I don’t question it. Or check with Melissa to see if there’s an agenda for the meeting in my calendar.

      Rookie. Mistake.

      Going to lunch with Victoria without an agreed-upon agenda almost always means she has an idea for a new feature that’s bat-shit crazy enough for her not to want to bring it to a general staff meeting. The last time this happened I ended up doing a feature on Teacup Chihuahuas. Did you know that some breeders charge up to $11,000 for those dogs? Crazy, right? But not as crazy as Victoria’s latest idea, which makes Teacup Chihuahuas look Pulitzer-worthy.

      That Pink is in dire straits? I get it. As the managing editor, I see the revenue reports and can’t help noticing their recent decline. That a blind dating feature could help bring in untapped advertising dollars? It’s unconventional enough for Pink that it could be great. But that I’m the right person to do said dating feature? I’m not on board at all. Despite the certainty on my boss’s face.

      “You’ll be perfect. People like you,” says Victoria, flicking her fork over her plate. I haven’t seen her eat anything, but that’s pretty par for the course. I think her superpower is surviving on air. “Look how many letters we got after you went to that Rochester Women in Business gala on my behalf.”

      The letters we got were because Pink was there at all, and they were all along the lines of Finally! The only women’s magazine in upstate New York is actually attending an event honoring women. It felt like a no-brainer to me, but to Victoria, it was a new and exciting opportunity. Well, no. Not so new or even very exciting, just an invitation Cath, the former managing editor of Pink, didn’t find interesting enough to accept.

      One of the many reasons she’s the former managing editor, but I can’t help thinking Victoria wouldn’t dare ask Cath to do a blind dating feature. Cath was tall, glamorous, and imposing, much like Victoria herself, who, even in her late fifties, is more Anna Wintour than I’ll ever be. I’m more like Anne Hathaway in The Devil Wears Prada. Pre-makeover. Although if I could afford a makeover, you bet your Chanel suit I’d do it.

      I sigh and stab at my chicken, pausing before I take a bite to say, “How would it work?”

      Victoria widens her bright green eyes and her eyebrows disappear under heavy auburn bangs. Just when I think she’s made of pure Botox, her face does something crazy and moves like it’s supposed to. “We can work out the specifics, but I’m thinking something simple - readers nominate your date, you go on said date, and write about it. All those dating apps are so impersonal. Swipe right. Swipe left. This is almost retro, yes?”

      Retro isn’t the word I would choose, but I take that bite of chicken to buy myself time to think. Victoria has a lot of money, which is why she’s the publisher of Pink in the first place, but her attention to detail leaves more than a little to be desired. Which is where the rest of the worker bees and I come in. Not that I mind – she hired me on the spot eight months ago when I was so desperate for a job I was seriously considering asking my brother, Theo, if he had any openings in his dental practice. I had even – shudder – started investigating qualifications to become a dental hygienist.

      The thought sobers me. Spit, blood, and teeth with a side of halitosis or writing a blind dating feature? The choice is clear.

      I nod at Victoria. “We need to capitalize on this by doing both online and print. Maybe have the nominations come in online and make the write-up exclusive to the print edition to encourage people to buy print?”

      “I like that idea.” Victoria nods and scrapes her fork along the rim of her plate. “And maybe we’ll get some men interested, too, as they scope out their competition.”

      “We need to stick to our target demographic, which is women age twenty-five to fifty-four, or we’ll lose focus.” My tone is firm when I say this. Pink is struggling and trying to be all things to all people isn’t the way to remedy that. We’re a women’s magazine selling the notion that maybe women really can have it all. And who knows? Maybe they can. I’ve seen no evidence, but that doesn’t mean it’s not possible, right?

      “I’m not proposing we lose focus, Angeline. I’m proposing we use this feature and pull out all the stops because if we don’t see a dramatic improvement, I’m going to be forced to take Pink down the online ‘zine route.” Victoria leans forward, pointing her fork at me to emphasize her words. “I don’t want that, and I know you don’t either, but what choice will I have?”

      Victoria isn’t one to make threats, so the fact that she’s mentioning the online-only zine at all means she’s thinking about doing exactly that. No more Pink in print, no more shiny pages, and most likely, no more need for a managing editor.

      She could cut costs by using freelancers and a few good web developers. And I’d be in the same spot I was eight months ago when I moved back here – jobless, sans prospects, and panicked. The panic would be different now, but it’s not like Rochester, New York is a hotbed of journalism jobs. I’d be begging Theo for a job faster than you could say Novocaine.

      Or moving. Again. And while I have a vague plan to go back to New York eventually, I want it to be when I can use my managing editor title at Pink to land a decent job. That won’t happen with less than a year of experience. Hell, moving back to New York without at least two years as managing editor means I’d be right back where I was when I left – making a barely livable wage as an associate editor at a big consumer magazine. Glamorous in theory, but in practice? Let’s just say I had a favorite brand of instant ramen and my daily coffee was compliments of my corner bodega, not Starbucks. Eli, with his hedge fund manager’s salary, was a Godsend. Until he wasn’t. Obviously.

      “So when do you want to start this?” I ask. “We need a snappy name and some great graphics first, and I’m sure Patrick will need some lead time.”

      “I’d like to start the feature next week, so a staff meeting as soon as possible wouldn’t be out of order.” Victoria stabs a piece of lettuce in her Caesar salad, but doesn’t put it in her mouth. Instead she frowns – there go those eyebrows moving again – before glancing back up at me. “I know this feels like it’s coming out of left field, but I’ve been getting a lot of pressure from Phil to retire so we can travel, and his case becomes much more compelling if the magazine is dying a painful death.”

      Phil is Victoria’s…something. Partner? Boyfriend? Companion? She’s been married a few times and says she’ll never have another wedding, so I’m not sure of his label, but he’s one of those distinguished older guys who has a tan year-round and wears boat shoes a lot. Melissa says he used to own a transportation company and is rich enough to buy half of Rochester. If he was the publisher of Pink, we’d have folded by now, but Victoria’s adamant about keeping her work and love life separate. Which also means she’s not going to get a last-minute save from Phil if Pink’s downward spiral continues.

      I muster up a wide smile. “Well, we’ll just have to make sure the magazine lives another day.”

      Victoria smiles, too, although hers isn’t as wide. “From your lips to God’s ear.”

      The thing is, I don’t think Victoria wants Pink to fold any more than I do. Travel with Phil would be amazing, but if she wanted to do it, she would have pulled the plug already. “So we need a name. What do you want to call this thing?” I ask.

      “Something cute but not saccharine. It needs to have broad appeal. We want our twenty-somethings to be as eager to read about your dates as our bored housewives.” Victoria pops the piece of lettuce into her mouth and chews for three seconds before saying, “Too bad The Bachelorette is trademarked.”

      “I’m going on a few blind dates, not looking for a husband.” To be fair, I was never looking for a husband, even when Eli came along. But post-Eli, men are lower than a bikini wax on my list of priorities. “How about something like “Blind Dating for the Modern Woman”?”

      “That sounds like something your grandmother would have read sixty years ago in Good Housekeeping. Right beside a feature about creative leftovers.” Victoria gives me a steady stare that’s way more effective in communicating her disdain for my idea than anything she could say.

      “Okay, how about the ““Blind Date Diaries””? Kind of like Bridget Jones’s Diary, but I refuse to record my weight.” I take another bite of chicken to emphasize the point. I like food and the one time I thought I wanted to be a size six, I realized pretty quickly food wasn’t going to be part of that equation so there went that idea.

      “The “Blind Date Diaries”?” Victoria nods. “I like it. We can make the layout really pink and ask Patrick to throw some clip art hearts on the page?”

      That sounds awful, but I nod. Patrick, the head of graphics, has a way of taking a vision and making it better than you thought it could be. “Sure. We’ll see what he comes up with. Now all I have to do is find a date for diary entry number one.” For next week. I could always ask my elderly widowed neighbor, Mr. Webster. He’s cute in that way shuffling eighty-eight-year-old men are cute, and he likes me. Says I remind him of his granddaughter. I bet I could bribe him with cake and a promise to walk his dog?

      “Well, I have a thought about that.” Victoria’s eyes drop and she takes another stab at her salad, which makes my palms go a little clammy. Victoria taking two bites of actual food in the course of a meal can only be bad news for me.

      “Oookaay?”

      “We need to front load this feature with a sure thing, so what do you think about Jack?” Victoria puts the lettuce in her mouth and chews, her lips pursing as she does it.

      “Jack, as in your son, Jack?” As in the Jack who had me bent over his kitchen counter two nights ago? I’m amazed I’m not choking right now, that’s what I think. I also think of his hand on my bare skin, which I’m sure isn’t what Victoria was angling for when she asked the question.

      “I know, readers might find that suspect, but we have different last names, and I can’t imagine anyone bothering to dig that deep.” Victoria pauses, and her tone is careful as she continues, “I also know he can be a bit, well, rough around the edges, but he’s polite and educated, and he’ll be a good date.”

      Polite? Not the word I would use. Sexy, arrogant, and frustrating, on the other hand, are on the money. I see Jack’s face turned up in a smirk as he calls me ‘sweetheart’ and I can’t imagine going out on a date him. Even before the other night. So for us to go out on a date on which my job depends has disaster written all over it. But saying that to Victoria, who not-so-secretly thinks the moon rises and sets on her only son? Bigger disaster.

      I take a deep breath. Then another because I can’t get the words out. But when I do, they’re strong and sound so genuine I almost believe them myself. “If he’s game, I’ll do it. I mean, why not, right?”

      Besides the obvious reason, well… There’s no reason not to. No reason at all.
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      Avoiding Angeline Sinclair doesn’t mean she’s not starring in my shower fantasies. Pathetic, I know, but I was too caught up in being a self-righteous prick the other night to finish what I started when the woman herself was ready, willing, and bent over my kitchen counter. I’m not even sure Angeline picked up on the self-righteous part, but she didn’t miss my dick behavior. I made sure of that.

      Which proves again that I should’ve given her what she came for because at least I wouldn’t have left myself with a raging case of blue balls. And maybe I would’ve gotten her out of my system once and for all.

      Because, yeah, I’m that guy. The guy who has a thing for the woman who hates him. It feels dumb to call it a crush. I’m thirty years old and “crush” is all teenage angst and shit. I didn’t have much angst about it before Monday night, her dislike for me aside. Now…maybe it’s a crush after all.

      “Who the hell hooks up on a Monday night?” I ask my friend Chris, sitting across the table from me as I take a bite of my sesame bagel with melted Swiss. His bagel/sandwich place, Oh My Bagel, is across the street from Pink and I’m sitting here to delay going there. A tactic he’s made clear he thinks is asinine.

      “Hey, there are worse days. Like Wednesday. Brings new meaning to the idea of hump day, though.” Chris grins. “You know you’re going to have to pull up your socks and go over there, right?”

      “Who says shit like that? Pull up my socks? Really?” I roll my eyes.

      “Show her your sensitive side.” Chris says. “From what you’ve said, she doesn’t even know you have one.”

      That’s because my first impression on Angeline was awful and, apparently, she’s not one for second chances. My mother was having a ladies’ luncheon at her Pittsford McMansion and I waltzed in – unshowered, unshaven, and dressed in dirty clothes after the power had been off at my place for three days. I’m not that much of an asshole. If I knew she was having a party, I wouldn’t have gone. But my mother doesn’t clear her social calendar with me, it was January, and I was sick of freezing to death in my apartment.

      Mom was fine with me barging in – or at least as fine as she is when her plans are disrupted – but I was embarrassed as fuck. So I did what I do best and overcompensated. I sat down at the table next to Angeline, reached across her for a roll, and made a sarcastic comment when she recoiled.

      Stellar start, right?

      The thing is, the more I saw her around, the more I noticed her. The way her lips puckered a little when she was trying not to laugh. The curve of her shoulder. And yes, her ass. I’m an ass man. Sue me. I even had grand thoughts of asking her out properly. But she wrote me off as a jerk based on our initial meeting and I’ve played the part perfectly.

      “Maybe I should –” I start.

      “Darling. There you are. I was on my way up to see you.” My mother pulls out the chair next to Chris and gives him a close-mouthed smile. “Christopher. It’s always a pleasure. May I please have a black coffee? And what are your specials today?”

      “For the vegetarians I have an It’s All Greek To Me – feta, cucumber, tomatoes, black olives, and schmear of black olive cream cheese on a spinach bagel. But I see you going for That’s Some Spring Chicken, which is grilled chicken, spring onions, ranch dressing, and arugula on a cheese bagel.” Chris rises from his chair. “Can I get you one on the house?”

      “No thank you. I have a lunch meeting, but Phil was asking.” Mom gives a vague wave of her hand. “I’ll text him and let him know.”

      She makes no move toward her phone, which means Chris and his specials will be out of mom’s head before she walks out the door. On the one hand, she’s got a great head for business. Pink was her baby and she’s built it up from nothing. On the other, she loses her reading glasses almost every other day. Mostly when they’re propped on top of her head.

      “Speaking of lunch, my break is almost over.” I point to my empty coffee cup. “Did you need something or were you coming by Pink to check on my progress?”

      “I was actually coming by Pink because I have a proposition for you.” Mom eyes me like she’s looking over her reading glasses, even though she doesn’t have them on.

      “A proposition.” I raise my eyebrows in a silent question. I know better than to even say okay when she looks at me like that, in case she takes it as assent.

      “We’re trying a new feature for the magazine called the “Blind Date Diaries”. Sort of a Bachelorette-Lite, with Angeline as the bachelorette.” Mom pauses and I still don’t say anything, but the minute she says the A-word, you bet my attention is riveted. “We want the series to kick off quickly, which means fudging the first date a bit. That’s where you come in.”

      “Me?” I’m not stupid. I know where my mother is going with this. But I’m going to need her to spell it out.

      “As Angeline’s first date.” Mom sits back in her chair and clasps her hands together. I’d bet a custom dining room set she has no clue about my feelings for Angeline, but you wouldn’t know it by the Cheshire cat expression on her face.

      “Does she know about this?” I can’t imagine her reaction, but something along the lines of ‘when hell freezes over’ comes to mind.

      “We had lunch yesterday.” Mom nods. “She’s on board.”

      Okay, that’s a surprise. Next question. “Why me?”

      “Why not you?” Mom smiles. “You’re fabulous and I think you’d be a good match.”

      She doesn’t mean it that way. But I can’t help but say, “I think you might be the only one who thinks so.”

      “Angeline had no objection.” Mom’s eyebrows go up, even though she didn’t phrase it as a question.

      “None?” I lean forward in my chair. I might look overeager, but this is important.

      “I mean, she didn’t want to record her weight, but that wasn’t on the table, was it?” Mom scoffs.

      “I don’t even know what that means.” I hold up my hand as she opens her mouth to explain. “But whatever. The “Blind Date Diaries”? What do I have to do, exactly?”

      “Take her on a date. The bulk of the work lies with her.”

      “Okay.” That’s not how dating works in my experience, but a thought occurs to me that’s suddenly more pressing. “If I do this, though, we’re even.”

      “Even?” My mother says the word like she’s not sure what it means.

      “I’m paid in full.” I make myself hold my mother’s gaze, which is harder than normal. “No more holding the business loan you gave me over my head. Either this makes us even or you let me pay you back in cash.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Jack. That was a gift.” My mom waves her hand like the topic is finished.

      But not with me, it’s not. “It was a gift with strings attached. While I’m grateful you helped me get my design business off the ground, I need to run it my way.”

      Which means no more random redesign of my business cards, for starters. I like a script font as much as the next guy – so basically not at all – yet that was my mom’s recent contribution to Jack Reese Designs. To the tune of a thousand printed cards charged to my damn account that are only going to be used for a bonfire one of these days.

      “I’m just trying to help. You may or may not have noticed, I’ve run a successful business of my own for quite some time.” Mom’s tone hardens.

      “I know, and I appreciate all you’ve done for me.” I dig my knuckle into my thigh so my voice stays even. “But I’ve been doing this for six years now, and I need Jack Reese Designs to reflect Jack Reese, not Victoria Buchanan.”

      I also should have had this conversation with my mother a while ago, but the ten thousand dollars she lent me back in the day is a persuasive argument for letting her have her say. Sure, I’ve made her a bunch of custom pieces and probably paid her back and then some, but the truth is, it’s always felt like the scales tipped in her favor.

      “So you’re proposing that you go out with Angeline in exchange for me staying out of your business?” Mom rolls her eyes a little. “Both literally and figuratively?”

      I know she’s giving me a chance to back out, but I can’t. I won’t. “Yep, pretty much.”

      My mother spends a solid minute studying me. It’s an old trick of hers that worked when I was a teenager. Now? Not so much. I stay so still I could be mistaken for the chair I’m sitting in.

      “Fine.” Mom nods once. “The date will be Friday. Afterwards, Angeline will write it up as a diary entry for Pink. Since we’re using this to boost revenue, she’ll sell the date, the place, and the series in her write-up without making it read like she’s selling it at all.”

      “Friday?” My eyebrows go up. I’ll think more about Mom’s agreement later. “As in three days from now? Is there a date already arranged then?”

      “Well, no. Of course not.” Mom’s brow furrows. “That’s your job.”

      My mind races. “Where am I supposed to take her?”

      “That’s up to you, Jack.” The furrow in Mom’s brow deepens. “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

      I will. I mean, obviously I will. If I’m really doing this. Am I really doing this? I want to be free and clear of my so-called debt, but damn if I’m not second-guessing it. “Are you sure I’m the right choice to do this for Pink?”

      “Well, I think so.” She pauses. “Is there a reason you don’t?”

      Besides the fact that Angeline thinks I’m an asshole and I’ve blown every opportunity I’ve ever had with her?

      Aloud I say, “Nope. I’m sure it will be great.”

      “I am, too. Just ask her what she likes,” Mom says, picking up her coffee. “It’s not like it’s a true blind date. She knows you.”

      That’s the thing. She doesn’t. But she thinks she does. And this might just be my opportunity to prove her wrong.
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