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​To God who gives all good things.

 

“Our help is in the name of the Lord, 

Who made heaven and earth.”

Psalm 124:8

 

To my readers and my behind the scenes team.
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The Story

 

You know he’s evil, but she loves him. . . 

 

Desperate business partners Jennifer and Amber, sign a shady deal to keep their advertising firm afloat with the highly successful Blackwood Advertising.  A deadly love triangle ensues when Jenn–having been in her own fledgling relationship with an NYPD officer–finds herself in the throes of CEO William Blackwood's dark yet irresistible charms.  

 

But Amber had already fallen hard for him, and when Jenn suspects Blackwood is part of a devious scheme, her friendship with Amber begins to crumble. How far must she go to unmask Blackwood, be with the man she loves, and keep her friendship and business from being destroyed? 
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Chapter One

 

 

Saturday

 

If Amber hadn’t asked me to pick up a latte for her on my way to our ad campaign pitch presentation, I would have not run into the man who turned out to be our worst nightmare. Or if the java shop by my apartment building in Lower Manhattan offered a half-decent selection, then I wouldn’t have had to stop at the coffeehouse near my new work place and accidentally meet my future boss. And if I had a better handle on my temper, William and I would have only made our acquaintance in the Blackwood Advertising boardroom. 

I guess it was meant to be that way.

I turned my red Volkswagen Bug around the corner and parked in front of H2O. It’s an organic café, serving “holistic to organic” foods and drinks. The name is cheesy, I know, but the food is delicious and well-priced. The store is spick and span and elegantly-furnished, with comfortable white-and-red leather chairs and antique-looking tables. Connie, the owner, is a sweet old lady. She’s Canadian, hence the color scheme of the coffeehouse taken from their flag. 

Amber and I got our caffeine fix at H2O about every other day on our way to our office and as we ran all over New York City for meetings. We own a small ad agency, Creative Advertising, which we founded shortly after graduated from Georgetown University ten years ago. We had about twenty or so regular clients at any given time. But because of the way the economy is going, we’d lost about half of our clients and almost one-third of our revenue. 

So we were now trying to secure some freelance work. A company would bring in an ad agency or a creative team for their products or services. The agency would then hire freelancers like us to come up with ideas for these campaigns. We hadn’t landed any projects yet, but we were quite hopeful for today’s meeting with William Blackwood, the President and CEO of Blackwood Advertising. Amber and I worked well past midnight to put the final touches to our presentation. We were one of the three companies short-listed for the pitch today. And we felt pretty confident we were going to be awarded this contract.

I swung my purse over my shoulder and fixed my hair, as I checked my reflection on the store’s mirror-glass door. And I thought of James, my neighbor in the apartment across the hall, and his compliment this morning, about how he loved my long black curls and my gorgeous smile. James Harris, a handsome man and handyman, is a cop with the NYPD. James is truly infatuated with me, in an enchanted fairy-tale sort of way. He calls me “princess,” “buttercup,” and the like. He helps me with my groceries, open doors for me, comes over and fixes things that need or perhaps don’t need any fixing. Yet, he hasn’t asked me out, and I have no idea why.

I like him too. Who wouldn’t? James is a tall and fit man, not overly muscular, but his chest and arms are tight in all the right places. He has dark wavy hair that he keeps trimmed and tidy, soft chocolate-brown eyes, and a sharp aquiline nose. The strong square jaws and his defined chin round up his clear olive-skin complexion. The dimple on his chin is the cherry atop this eye-candy cake.

A middle-aged woman walked toward the store’s exit struggling to balance a cardboard coffee tray in her trembling hands. I held open the door for her, and she thanked me. I wished her a fantastic day and re-flattened the collar of my gray pinstriped suit. Then I thought about the curling iron left on my bathroom’s counter as I rushed out my apartment’s door. Did I unplug the iron? I’m sure I did. I shrugged and pushed open the store’s door. A slight jingle announced my arrival as I stepped over the “Welcome” mat.

“Good morning, Jennifer,” Connie called from behind the counter. It was her custom to greet her loyal patrons by name as soon as they entered her establishment, her “castle” as she often referred to her coffeehouse.

“Good morning, Connie. How are things today?” I made my way to the counter and joined the line. 

Four other customers were in front of me. One was picking up her tall coffee and moved to the side, to the other counter with Stevia sweetener drops, coconut milk, and other condiments to enhance your drinks. Another customer was just placing her order with Leah, Connie’s associate.

“Perfect, my dear, things are perfect,” she gave me her usual reply. “Business is good,” she added as she replaced an empty coffee carafe with a new one. “How about yourself?”

“Uh, things can get better.” I shrugged. “We have an important presentation pitch today,” I added in a hopeful voice full of excitement.

“You’ll knock it out of the park, I’m sure of it.” Her voice carried the same amount of enthusiasm as mine.

I hope so. We have to.

“Thanks,” I said and stepped forward with the moving line.

Connie disappeared through a small door that led into the back of the store. I drummed my fingers on the redwood countertop and checked my smartphone. No e-mails or text messages.

The jingle’s joyful tune rang out as the coffeehouse’s door swung open. I turned my head and saw the best-looking man that had caught my eye in perhaps two or three months. He was a blond man in his early thirties, with a full beard not much thicker than a five o’clock shadow. His high cheekbones added to the powerful look. The strong attraction stemming from his clear aqua-blue eyes behind black-rimmed glasses was almost magnetic. I just couldn’t gaze away. He had an Ivy League haircut, parted on the left side, and styled to perfection, with not even a hair strand out of place. The man was dressed in a casual black blazer, a crisp white shirt, and a black tie.

He swaggered across the coffeehouse with a confident gait as if he owned the place. I followed his moves, his elegant strut. His jacket fit quite well around his broad shoulders, and I imagined he had solid muscular arms and a great body.

I stopped undressing him with my eyes and with my mind, and feigned I hadn’t even noticed him. I expected him to stand behind me in line, and then I would nonchalantly turn around, give him an impassionate glance, and strike up a conversation with him.

But he continued his walk toward the other end of the counter by the pick-up till. He ignored my gaze and the customers patiently waiting for their turn to place orders. The blond man in the suit leaned over the counter and interrupted Leah’s exchange with a paying patron. “Are my coffees ready?” His firm warm voice rang with just a tinge of impatience.

Leah tipped her head toward the left and checked the other counter behind her. A tray with four cups was sitting near one of the utensils containers. “Will, right?” she asked the man.

“Yes, that’s me.”

“They’re right here. Let me finish with this customer, and I’ll get them for you.”

Will shrugged as if to indicate he had no other choice.

I felt disappointed Will would leave right away. But that’s life, I guessed. I took one step to my right and stole a glimpse of the man, wishing he would turn his head and at least make eye contact. And flash me his smile. I knew he would have a great smile. Will. That’s short for William. A knight’s name. A king’s name.

Amber would say I’m very gullible, yet desperately romantic. I’m always willing to take chances and not sit and wait for Love with the big “L.” I truly believe everyone deserves their fair chance, as there is good or the potential for good in everyone. I also know there’s a prince in shining armor out there looking for his perfect princess. I just have to find him.

Leah closed the cash register and turned her attention to Will. She handed him the tray and waited for his payment.

I expected Will to go for his wallet, but instead he lifted the lid of one of the cups, took a big sniff and a small sip from one of them. Then he puckered his lips and put the tray and the cup down on the counter. “These have gone cold and are no good to me. You’ll have to redo them.” His voice had turned ice-cold and harsh, a dramatic change from just a few moments ago.

Leah blinked back her disbelief at his words. “They were perfect when we poured them. Ten minutes ago. On the phone, someone said you were coming to pick them up right away.”

Will shook his head and wagged his finger in Leah’s face. “Something more important than your stupid coffee came up. Now why don’t you get them right this time? And make it pronto!”

My prince had turned into a jerk in a matter of seconds and over such a small unimportant issue as slightly cold coffee. Amber would laugh at me and how I had almost fallen for this jerk. But this was no laughing matter. I wanted to jump in and put this miserable Will in his place, but Leah could handle herself. I had seen her in action when dealing with verbally abusive customers.

She took the tray away from Will and placed it on the back counter. Good move. Remove the potential weapon. I had seen online videos of numerous outbursts of enraged patrons throwing hot liquids or foods at their clerks or servers. And Will seemed to be on the verge of such a violent outburst.

Leah looked at Will with calm eyes. “You’ll have to wait until I’ve served all customers ahead of you, sir.” She kept her voice flat but firm, without any hint of frustration, even though by all rights she could be incensed at Will’s behavior.

“I don’t have time to wait in line. I’m already late for a meeting.”

As if you’re the only one heading to a meeting today. I glanced at my wristwatch. Ten minutes. Blackwood Advertising offices were located in the tower across the street. If Will stopped harassing Leah, I would be able to get my bulletproof coffee and Amber’s latte and make it on time.

Connie stepped out of the back room. “I heard the brouhaha. What’s going on?” she asked Leah.

“We’ve got an upset customer and a line jumper,” she replied and pointed at the coffee tray on the back counter.

Connie peered at Leah and cocked her head, as if doubting her ears. Then she gave Will a curious glance. “Sir, we’re going to replace your order. Please step this way.” She gestured to the end of the line right behind me. “And wait for your turn.”

“I think you have a hearing problem, old lady.” Will crossed his arms in front of his puffed-up chest. “I said you’ve got to make my coffees, and my turn is now.” His raised his voice to a shout as he mouthed the last word.

I could take it no more. I hate people with an outrageous sense of entitlement. Jumping the line, even if Connie and Leah had allowed it, was insulting to all of us waiting patiently. It was a theft of our time, a stomping on our dignity, a trampling of our rights. At least that’s how I viewed it.

I took a few steps forward and tipped my head toward Will when I was a couple of steps away from him. “Hey, I think you have an attitude problem. You come here all gruff and barking orders as if you own the place, and treating these people with the utmost disrespect. They don’t deserve any of this, and you should be ashamed of yourself.”

I had rehearsed what I wanted to say in my mind a few times when I had witnessed such jerks taking advantage of others, and I had stood silent and bit my tongue. It felt great to unload my frustration on Will. It felt so liberating.

The thin young man with a black Che Guevara-style beret in front of me—who had removed his wraparound headphones during my monologue—offered a strong head nod. “Yeah, dude, you’re waaaaay out of line, man.” He hunched back his thumb. “That way, or I’ll stab your face.”

I was sure Will could take the wannabe fighter with just one hand, but as this situation had illustrated, I was not a very good judge of people. And the young man had said, Stab your face. Who says that, unless they actually have a knife somewhere on them, and they have no problem sticking it into someone else’s face?

In any case, the overall opposition made its intended impact. Will shrugged, then threw up his hands in a dismissive gesture. His jaw dropped into a scowl, but he said nothing for a long moment. Then, he fished his wallet from his jacket pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. He tossed it toward Leah. “You can keep your stupid coffee. I’m taking my business to a real store, not a two-bit dump, like this . . .” He shook his head, turned around, and headed out.

“What a jerk,” said the young man.

Connie shrugged. “We’ve had worse. But think positive. It’s Saturday. It’s coffee time. And the next drinks are on the house.”

The young man nodded. “Oh, yeah.”

“No, you shouldn’t,” I said. “I’d like to pay for my order.”

“No, honey, don’t even start to think about it. Thank you for standing up for me. A free cup of coffee is the least I can do.”

I nodded and smiled.

Leah served the young man and Connie took my order. I usually went for a bulletproof coffee, but it was a complicated drink that took a lot of steps and a lot of time. I was running out of the latter, so I got a large cup of a bold Peruvian coffee brand Connie was running as the “exotic flavor of the week.” And I also picked up Amber’s regular latte, with two shots of espresso and a thick layer of coconut milk at the top.

I had only three minutes to make our nine o’clock meeting. So I bolted across the empty street, as I grappled with my coffee tray, my purse, and my briefcase.

I made it to the office tower, ran through the hall while nodding to the security guard at the reception desk, and made a beeline for the elevators. I kept pressing the button, saying a little prayer for the elevators to come as soon as possible.

As I waited, I tapped my foot nervously and wondered if I was already late. Amber was a freak for punctuality, and after the episode at H2O I didn’t need her lecture. After all, being one or two minutes late was not the end of the world.

Connie had said to think positive. So I dropped my briefcase to the ground and took a very small sip of my coffee, since it was still hot.

The elevator pinged and I dashed in. I punched in number thirteen and checked my watch. It was nine-o-one. C’mon. C’mon.

The ride up couldn’t be fast enough. But finally the doors opened and I burst out into the right floor. “Late for a meeting,” I said as I flew by the red-headed man behind the reception desk near the entrance hall to the offices of Blackwood Advertising.

I threw a fleeting glance at the letters and the numbers on the doors, searching for the Blue Skies boardroom. My smartphone beeped inside my purse with the sharp tone of a text message. Probably Amber wondering about my delay. I ignored the beep and quickened my steps. Where is our meeting room?

I turned the corner and almost bumped into a middle-aged man in a black suit stepping out one of the offices. “Pardon me,” I said without slowing down or stopping, “Blue Skies room?”

“Straight ahead, then left.”

I redoubled my speed, sensing my tray was balanced very precariously and feeling the sloshing coffee in the cups. A few more seconds and I got to the boardroom. The door was open and about eight or so executives were sitting around a long rectangular table. Amber was standing near a projector screen, tapping her foot and fumbling with a remote control on her hand. Her face was blushed with anxiety and frustration. She brushed away a couple of hairs that had fallen to the side of her face. She hated public speaking, and I was the one usually giving the presentations.

I zeroed in on an empty spot at the end of the table near Amber’s laptop and her binder. “I’m very sorry I’m late,” I said as I rushed in. My eyes caught Amber’s gaze and her frown. But she also seemed relieved to see me.

“My partner, Jennifer Morgan, will be delighted to show us what we at Creative Advertising can do for Mystique’s new fragrance line,” she said.

I placed my briefcase and purse near the swivel chair. I set the coffee tray on the table, then pulled out a manila folder from my briefcase. It contained a printout of our pitch presentation and a couple of documents with figures and data about our previous ad campaigns. 

I slid the folder over the desk and gave the room a sweeping gaze. My eyes ran from one executive to the other. One or two offered a smile and nodded at me, and I nodded back. I didn’t know any of them, but I was glad they weren’t frowning and didn’t seem angry at my delay.

Then my gaze reached the head of the table. I froze at the sight and couldn’t believe my eyes. I blinked and shook my head in disbelief. 

No, this can’t be happening.

My entire body shook and my left hand jerked involuntarily. I bumped the coffee tray. Amber’s latte tipped to the left. The lid popped off, and the cream and the coffee spilled out.

I was still standing.

Petrified.

The man at the head of the table was William Blackwood, the CEO of Blackwood Advertising, the jerk from the coffeehouse.
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Chapter Two

 

 

Saturday

 

Amber hurried to my side and pushed away the folder with our presentation materials. But it was already too late. The cream had reached the edge of the folder, was advancing toward the laptop, and had created a white sticky mess all over the expensive-looking mahogany table.

“I am . . . I am so . . . so very sorry. I don’t know what . . . what happened,” I stammered my quiet apology.

I reached for my purse, pulled out a Kleenex box, and mopped up the mess as best as I could. Amber joined in and we contained the spill. My thin tissues soaked up the cream and then got stuck to my fingers. I felt my cheeks hot with embarrassment, guilt, and regret. My heart started to thump hard in my chest and my throat felt tight, as if I were having a seizure. I actually wished for one. It would give us a way out of this humiliating situation.

But nothing happened. Everyone’s eyes were on us. I avoided Blackwood’s gaze. When our eyes had met a few moments ago, he had given me this snarky peering gaze and mischievous grin, his left lip curled up in devious amusement. As if he were enjoying the spectacle unfolding in front of his eyes. As if he were glad I was in this hopeless situation.

I glanced at Amber. She offered me a reassuring nod and a refreshing smile. “You can do this, girl,” she whispered as she brushed past me and took the crumpled goopy tissues from my hands. “Show them who’s the boss.”

I nodded. “I’ll do that,” I whispered.

Amber didn’t know about my close encounter with Will and how I had yelled at him in front of the entire store. I was planning to tell Amber all about it at the right time.

I took a couple of deep breaths and began to feel more relaxed. I hated disappointing Amber, and so far I had done nothing right. I was late for our meeting, although through no fault of mine. I had splattered coffee all over the boardroom’s table, and I had let my temper get the best of me. 

No more. 

Time to turn things around. I had to do this for Amber and for our company. And I wasn’t going to let Blackwood have the satisfaction of flashing me his spiteful grin. We might not get the contract, but I wasn’t going out without putting up my best fight.

I took in a last deep breath, and said, “All right, again, my apologies for the delay and for my clumsiness. But why don’t we get started? Amber, do you mind turning off some of the lights, if that’s okay with you all? It will be easier to see the screen.” 

And I wouldn’t have to keep avoiding Blackwood’s smirk.

A couple of nods around the table, so I gestured to Amber and picked up the remote control. Once the room sank into half-darkness, I clicked and gestured to the first slide. It was a picture of the new Mystique perfume bottle and the word “Why.” “We start with ‘Why,’ as this is the most important question. Why should people be drawn to this fragrance and not one of the competitors?” 

My voice was wavering, as I was still regaining my composure, and my tone was a bit high-pitched. I swallowed, then continued, “Why should they buy it for themselves or for their loved ones? Not because of what it is—what qualities does it have, how does it compare to the wide range of similar products out there, what newness does it bring—but why should you, the consumer, own the new product?” My voice was steady and clear, firm and sincere.

I paused for a few moments for effect, as Amber gave me a slight nod.

I clicked to the next slide, which showed a handsome man in a suit descending a flight of stairs outside his red-brick townhouse. “Because it’s a part of your life. Your fragrance is who you are.”

It was a slogan Amber and I had come up with the first day we embarked on this project. I admit, it wasn’t original, and it echoed De Beers’ well-known phrase A diamond is forever. But it was sufficiently different, and it had helped us make the shortlist.

I flipped to the other slide and I showed the Blackwood Advertising team a few concepts about the ads we would use on digital media: websites, blogs, and the like. We used common positive terms that we thought carried the idea of a bold, brave, unique fragrance. We wanted our ad to be different, yet similar to the ones already in use by the brand. Clients would recognize it immediately and make a strong passionate association in their mind between the fragrance and their feelings.

I fielded a few questions about our objectives, strategies, and our use of celebrities and venues for the photo shoots. Amber handled a few questions of the more technical nature, like resolutions and interactive features. We had all the answers and we felt pretty confident about the way our meeting was unfolding.

Blackwood hadn’t asked any questions and hadn’t said a word during the entire time. His silence unnerved me. I was expecting him to at least express his doubts about our skills and abilities to handle this project. The worst-case scenario developing in my mind included scenes similar to those in the coffeehouse, with Blackwood erupting in a humiliating tirade at me and Amber. But none of that happened. He had said no word throughout our entire twenty-minute presentation. And because of the low lights, I couldn’t see him, so I couldn’t read his body language.

I ended my presentation on a high note, highlighting the main points in a brief summary. Then, I asked, “Any questions or comments?”

I heard nothing for about five seconds. “Amber, do you mind turning up the lights?”

She did.

Only then did I look for Blackwood. He was beaming, a big genuine-looking smile.

I didn’t know what to make of it. He had acted like a jerk, yelling at and insulting an innocent old lady. Then he wore that wicked grin stretching from ear to ear, as if he couldn’t wait for me to make a mistake and then pounce upon me with all his might. But now he seemed . . . happy. With the presentation? With my delivery of the presentation?

My confusion must have been stamped clearly on my face, because Blackwood said, “Ms. Morgan, you did a wonderful job. It was a powerful, impressive pitch. And you had all the right answers. Both you and Ms. Moore have put a lot of work into this project.” His voice was soft, warm, reassuring. Just as it had been when he first had spoken to Connie, before assaulting her with a torrent of insults.

I glanced at Amber, who didn’t hide her satisfaction. Her blue eyes were glowing and her lips had formed a smile the size of Texas. She gave me a strong nod that made her large silver hoop earrings jiggle.

Blackwood leaned back in his chair and folded his arms behind his head. “I have to think about your pitch, and I’m sure I’ll have follow-up questions. I found it difficult to focus on a few aspects of your presentation.” He paused and loosened his black tie’s thick knot. “It’s not your fault; I just had a rough morning.”

His gaze pierced right through me, and I looked away at a still-life painting of pears and strawberries in a bowl hanging on the beige wall.

“So, I will take some time to review your pitch today and then seek the input of my team.” He gestured around the table. “We’ll get back to you sometime in the next week.”

I returned my gaze to Blackwood. His eyes had a kind spark about them. But I knew better. I had seen that the man had the potential to turn into a bombshell at the slightest meaningless irritant.

Amber said, “We’re looking forward to your questions, Mr. Blackwood. Please do not hesitate to call us at any time. And if the rest of your team has any questions or comments or we need to clarify any point, we’d be happy to do so.”

“Thank you, Ms. Moore and Ms. Morgan. It was good to meet you in person.” Mr. Blackwood stood up.

The rest of his team followed suit. We shook hands, then Amber and I gathered our materials. Blackwood’s men and women left the boardroom, but he was still standing near his chair, fumbling with his smartphone.

“You did a terrific job, girl,” Amber whispered. “I think we hooked this whale.” She cocked her head toward Blackwood.

I said, “He’s more of a shark. And it’s too early to celebrate.”

“Whaaaat?” Amber’s voice took a high pitch, but she still kept it to a hushed whisper. “You’re worried about his ‘thinking.’ We can handle him and all of them.”

“I’m sure we can,” I said, but my words lacked confidence. I knew something Amber didn’t. And something I needed to tell her sooner rather than later.

Blackwood was coming toward us in a slow pace, his hands buried in his pants’ pockets. “Hmmm, listen, I already thought about a couple of questions and was wondering when I can talk to you about them.”

I avoided Blackwood’s eyes and looked at Amber. She said, “Would you like to talk now?”

“No, now isn’t going to work. I have meeting after meeting all day. But I want to close off this deal ASAP.” He paused for a moment.

I stole a glance. A frown had formed on his face and he seemed to be contemplating whether to say or not his next words. “Yes, how about dinner? Ms. Morgan, are you free tonight to talk about your pitch over a business dinner?”

His proposal was not unusual, as business lunches and dinners were common in our line of work. But what made his proposal very forward and strange was our shared experience in the coffeehouse. Had Blackwood already forgotten it? Was this a peace offering? Or was it a low-blow tactic?

I hesitated, trying to come up with the most plausible excuse. The first reply that popped into my mind was going to cost us our contract on the spot. I shook my head slightly to dismiss that thought. “I . . . I don’t know. I think I’m going to a show at the—”

Amber cut in. “No, that’s tomorrow, Jenn. We’re both going to see the Philharmonic. They’re playing selected classical works from Mozart, Strauss, and Brahms. I love classics.”

I frowned, but couldn’t blame Amber for trying to help. She had no idea of the monster lying underneath Blackwood’s kind and caring appearance. But perhaps I was overanalyzing the small scene at H2O and was giving Blackwood an undeservedly harsh judgment. Perhaps he was having a bad day because of another business deal. Or someone cut him off in traffic. He was counting on enjoying a wonderful cup of coffee and when his dream was shattered, he blew up at Connie. Accumulated and misplaced anger.

“Ms. Morgan, what will it be?”

Amber gave me an encouraging look and a nudging nod.

I sighed on the inside.

“Yes, of course, since I’m free tonight . . .” I gave my voice a warm tone but without showing too much enthusiasm. I didn’t want Blackwood to get any ideas. This would be a strictly business meeting. And maybe, just maybe, I could still save the deal. But I wasn’t going to sell my soul for this contract.

“Wonderful.” Blackwood sounded too excited for what he had described as a business dinner. “A new French restaurant opened up two weeks ago. I’ve heard only great things about it. They serve fantastic seafood. Do you like seafood?”

“Oh, Jenn loves lobster,” said Amber.

I mustered a small smile. “Yes, seafood will be fine,” I said.

“All right, then. I’ll e-mail you the address. It’s just a few blocks away from the Times Square. Six o’clock is fine?”

“Yes.”

“Wonderful,” he said again and offered to shake our hands.

We obliged.

Blackwood held my hand a moment longer than the handshake warranted and gave me an enigmatic smile. His hand was strong but cold. I couldn’t help but compare it to touching a snake. I had done that once in a zoo, when I held a viper. The reptile was cold. It gave me the heebie-jeebies, and I felt the need to scrub my hand. The same feeling I was getting at this exact moment.

Blackwood escorted us to the reception desk. We waited for the elevator, and I kept my gaze glued to the metallic panel with the two buttons, wishing for the cabin to come up as soon as possible.

“Wouldn’t it be great if we landed the contract and you landed Mr. Blackwood? Or should I say, laid Mr. Blackwood?” Amber bumped me with her elbow. 

“Ha, ha,” I faked a laugh. “You’re hilarious, Amber.”

“Why, you disagree? He’d be a great catch. He’s smart, handsome, rich. What else do you want?”

Polite. Respectful. Patient. But I kept my thoughts to myself.

“The only thing he did wrong was not asking me out on this date,” Amber said in a low voice dripping with desire.

“You’re welcome to go in my place. And this isn’t a date, but a business dinner.” I kept my voice hushed but I was sizzling on the inside.

“Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard that before. Bedroom business maybe?” She punctuated her question with a wink.

“Eh, uh, no, of course not.” 

I raised my eyes and caught a sliver of Blackwood’s impeccable face through the closing elevator doors. He might have the body of a saint but hosts the soul of a demon. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure, but it seemed Blackwood gave us, gave me, a flash of his trademark grin. His parting shot.

I shook my head and heaved a sigh of relief as the elevator picked up speed. “We’re still headed to the gym today, right?” I fired the quick question at Amber, very eager to change the subject.

“Of course we are.” Amber offered me an are-you-crazy-girl look.

Unless we had a business meeting or other event that couldn’t be postponed or cancelled without too much consequence, it was our tradition, no, our ritual, to spend at least two hours at the gym every Saturday morning. Our bodies weren’t going to stay in shape if we sipped latte after latte after bulletproof coffee. Those fats might be organic, but they were fats nonetheless and gradually became a part of my love handles, something I’d been struggling to get rid of for the last couple of months.

“Oh, I almost forgot, on our way to the gym, we’ve got to stop at the puppy place. Schnitzel is almost out of food.”

Schnitzel was a salt-and-pepper schnauzer Amber loved to pieces. She had rescued the little pup from the local animal shelter three years ago, and they had become best friends since day one. Amber had named the little fluff ball after a cartoon movie character.

“Sure thing.”

We got out of the elevator and the office tower and headed toward my Volkswagen. As we crossed the road and walked on the sidewalk in front of H2O, Connie waved at us from inside the store. Her gesture reminded me that I needed to tell Amber about Blackwood and his jerkish attitude toward the coffeehouse clerks. But not now. I was going to wait until we got the contract, otherwise Amber might freak out. Nobody likes freakouts, and Amber can become very illogical and mean during hers. We didn’t usually lie to one another or withhold information, but there had been a few times when we’d told each other a “lite version of the truth,” as Amber liked to call it. Or the end justifies the means, as Machiavelli made his point in The Prince. 

I waved back and so did Amber. 

“Connie seemed to be thanking us,” Amber said and slowed down her pace.

“Uh . . . for our continued support of her business, I guess.” I shrugged off her comment.

Amber gave me a sideways glance, but didn’t press me for more on the matter.

The gym was a short drive away, inside a bright and shiny glass-and-steel building that had been recently renovated and restocked with state-of-the-art equipment. Wall-to-wall treadmills, elliptical trainers, and all sorts of free weights. Amber and I changed into our gym gear and warmed up with lunges, pushups, and waiter’s bows. Then we ran through our usual Saturday training routine, which included three supersets with eight sets each of pretty much everything: chin-ups, close-grip bench presses, leg curls, Russian low split squats, and kettle bell swings. We took more-or-less thirty-second breaks in between, just enough time to breathe.

Then, as we were swimming in a sea of sweat, Amber guided us through a butt-shaping routine she had downloaded from one of her favorite training websites. We used one of the remote corners of the gym and turned our backs to the wall. Still we couldn’t avoid the occasional stare from the men flexing their muscles across the hall. At one point, I was fed up and wanted to let them have a piece of my mind, but Amber stopped me. She didn’t mind their unwanted attention, and reminded me there was a time we came to the gym to check out the all-you-can-stare buffet. Well, for me those days were over. Not so for Amber.

“How are things going with Jeff?” I asked her as I reached for my water bottle. 

We had finished the last of our routines, and I was half-lying and half-sitting over my pink yoga mat.

“Jeff and I . . . we’re done.” Amber said between huffs and puffs. She rested her back against the wall and began to rearrange her hairband.

“Done done or just done?”

Amber had a history of ending her relationships on an impulse. She would give me a tearful call on a Friday evening, imploring me to rush to her place to watch comedies and bury her sorrows at the bottom of a chocolate ice cream gallon. Then, we’d work out on Saturday and shake off those extra calories. Monday morning, I’d meet Amber in the office only to hear she was going on a date that evening with the same man she had broken up with last Friday. We were at opposite ends when it came to men and relationships.

Amber sighed and kept fixing her unruly hair. “No, it’s over. Jeff started to act like a jerk. He wasn’t answering my calls. Then he began to dodge me when I stopped by at his clinic. He was always ‘busy with a patient.’ His receptionist asked me to make an appointment. As if I was like his other patients. Imagine that!”

I nodded, then stretched my arms and my neck. “Do we have to run our three miles?”

“We do, girl, sure we do. We need to earn our chocolate coconut fudge.” Our regular treat at Giacomo’s Gelato across from the gym.

“Oh, I think we’ve earned it already.”

“C’mon, Jenn. You know you’ll want it. That second piece of fudge, I mean.” She nudged me with her elbow.

I sighed and took another sip of water. My bottle was almost empty. “All right. But I have to fill up first.”

We ran the three cursed miles, with Amber cheering me up to “keep on keeping on.” I huffed and puffed and swore a couple of times, as every muscle in my body hurt. I wanted to quit so bad, but Amber kept me going. She kept both of us going, as she had often done when we started our fledgling business, when we secured our first client, when we paid down the rent deposit for our office space. Amber had taken me in when I lost my first and only decent job I’ve ever had. I worked for a little over a year as an RA, research assistant for my Georgetown marketing professor until he was transferred to UC Berkley in California. Amber had always been there for me. And I was going to be there for her. I was going to my business dinner with Blackwood, I would endure his scowls, and perhaps get rewarded for my patience with the lucrative contract. 


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Saturday

 

“Why would you want to go out for dinner with Jennifer Morgan?” Cheryl asked Will as she leaned over his desk. She placed both her palms at the edge of the black mahogany wood, which had recently been refinished with a perfectly smooth veneer. It was an expensive desk, one of the many prized possessions in his office. Cheryl’s voice was high-pitched. Tense. Accusative. “What do you even like in that woman?”

“The challenge. I like the challenge she represents.” Will played with the knot of his black tie.

Cheryl rolled her eyes, let out a sigh of disbelief, and folded her arms across her chest in a quick demonstrative gesture. “The only challenge here is where we are going to find the money to buy her silence so she doesn’t sue us. Like Susan, Gretchen, Lucy, and all the other women before them.” Her little brother never learned from his mistakes.

“Relax, would you? And no need to bring the past into this conversation. I’ve changed. I’ve gotten better.”

“No, you’re still the same. The only thing that has gotten better is that leash around your neck, which has gotten tighter and shorter. But you’re still too stubborn to see and understand your situation and the consequences of your reckless behavior.”

Will shook his head, then raised a cautionary finger at Cheryl. “You know, I don’t appreciate your tone. You may be the older sister and may own the majority share in our company, but don’t forget that you need me. You need my shares, my money, my help.”

Cheryl sighed. “I need it like I need a heart attack. Listen, Will. These escapades of yours have to stop. Enough is enough. You’ll have to grow up at some point and realize the danger of mixing business and pleasure. Before a lawsuit razes our company to the ground and lands you behind bars. Or worse.”

Will cocked his head to the left. “It seems my sister is more concerned about the price of her stock then about my life.”

Cheryl ignored his jab of sarcasm. “Or worse. One day, one of these women you seduce will take matters into her own hands. Or she’ll talk to her boyfriend or her brother. And they’ll be less inclined to resolve the matter in a ‘civilized way,’ as you call our endless lawsuits. You’ll be staring at the business end of a baseball bat or a golf club. Perhaps even a gun.”

She paused to let the words sink in. But they seemed to have gone over Will’s head instead of inside it. If threats don’t work, then perhaps I’ll try another tactic.

Cheryl wheeled over one of the white leather chairs from Will’s conference table at the other end of his office and sat across from his desk. “Listen, Will, I’m only trying to look out for you, and for us, the two of us. Mom would want you to be happy, to marry the girl of your dreams, to start a family—”

“Cheryl, please, please don’t use the Mom card on me. It never works because we never knew what Mom wanted. She left us when you were five and I was three. Remember that?”

Will’s words had taken Cheryl by surprise. She blinked to wipe away the tears beginning to well up in her eyes along with the bitter memories of their orphaned childhood. They were shuffled from one foster home to another for what felt like an eternity. But the ordeal had only forged their iron-strong determination. 

Once they were of age, they had begun to work on building a life for themselves, etching a living by any means they could, legal or illegal. Staying just a step away from the law, they had been able to stow away enough money to start a legitimate advertising business. Their street and business savvy had allowed them to expand their company over the next fifteen years. Blackwood Advertising was now worth about fifty million dollars, give or take, depending on the value of their stock on any given day.

Cheryl sniffled. “All right, Will, I will not lecture you or preach to you, call it whatever you may. But I want you to know I care about you, your personal well-being, as well as the current state and the future of our company. Now, at least tell me what questions you’re planning to discuss with Ms. Morgan?”

Will nodded with a grin of satisfaction. The conversation was going in a direction to his liking. “I want to clarify some of the figures about market reach, especially through their Facebook and Twitter campaigns. And I need a bit more info on their approach to local and national digital media. My goal is to avoid another maelstrom like the one with Rutherford.”

Cheryl’s face contorted into a smirk. “Yes, the Rutherford disaster. It cost us our best client and a two-million-dollar contract. Never again.”

“Right. Never again.”

Cheryl leaned forward and rested her chin on the palm of her left hand. “But that should take you only five minutes. Clarifying those issues, that is. Why the dinner?”

Will smiled. “Well, a man has to eat, right?”

Cheryl made a dismissive hand gesture. “Cough up the truth, brother. What game are you playing with Ms. Morgan?”

Will’s face tightened. He swallowed hard for a moment, then unlocked his jaw. The smile returned to his face. “No games. But I’ll make her an offer she’ll find hard to refuse. Their business is cash-strapped, so they’re not going to think long and hard before accepting my deal.”

Cheryl’s eyes sparked with excitement and anticipation. But there was also a glint of nervousness. “So you’re going to keep this dinner a purely professional engagement?”

“Oh, I can’t promise you that.”

“Can you promise me that you’ll be careful?”

“Extremely.”

Cheryl held Will’s eyes. She didn’t trust her brother, but what he was about to do was, in her view, a necessary evil. “Remember that Ms. Morgan may have a pretty face, but she’s not dumb. She’ll see through your lies. The deal needs to look legit and not sound too good to be true.”

“Yes, yes, I know. You’ve told me this before.”

“And I’m telling you again because this is a sensitive deal. We need to set it up right, or it will blow up in our faces. And the lawsuits that may follow—”

“You’ll not have to worry about lawsuits. Once I’m done with Ms. Morgan, she will be the one hiring a lawyer to fend off charges against their company. Negligence. Fraud. Tax evasion.”

“I wouldn’t be so cocky. Pride goes before—”

“A fall, which will not be mine. Anything else?”

Cheryl studied her brother’s face for a long moment. She was fully aware of all details of their operation. It had worked in the past, and it might work again. Especially if her brother could think with his brain instead of another part of his body. Their company was in dire need of those five million dollars they stood to benefit if they pulled off this scam.

“No, nothing. Be careful.”

“I will.”
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Chapter Four

 

 

Saturday evening

 

I finished curling my hair and was putting the final touches to my makeup, preparing for my business dinner with Blackwood. I had spent about an hour reviewing my presentation and the details of the offer we had submitted to Blackwood Advertising. I wanted to be ready for anything he was going to throw my way.

I looked in my closet, but I couldn’t make up my mind about the proper attire for this function. We were going to Elegance, a chic French bistro, and I didn’t want to wear a business suit. I spent a few minutes wondering whether I should slip into the black V-neck dress I favored for such occasions or try on a new red strapless number I had bought a week ago and still hadn’t taken out of the box. Finally, I decided to go with what I knew and had tested, opting to save the red dress for another event, perhaps a proper date.

I picked up my smartphone to check my e-mail before I headed out. There was a brief message from Amber: Have fun. Xoxo. I scrolled down and saw the e-mail Blackwood had sent me earlier with Elegance’s address. I clicked on it to double-check the avenue’s number. The e-mail system asked me if I wanted to add Blackwood to my contact list. 

He had sent me the e-mail from his private account, something he had not done before, even though we had communicated a few times about our proposal. I peered at the screen, at Blackwood’s face in the top left corner of the e-mail. His picture was tiny, but his eyes still carried that malicious glint I had seen in them at the coffeehouse. The scene of him yelling at Connie replayed in my mind. It was as vivid as when it had taken place, but in this version Blackwood was meaner, his voice more violent, his demeanor more humiliating.

My smartphone slipped through my fingers.

It dropped to the hardwood floor on its side. The back cover snapped off and I think the screen cracked. 

But I couldn’t care less about the phone.

My heart began to pound so hard I thought it was going to explode in my chest. The room began to turn, the trees outside the windows twisting and twirling in a nauseating spin. My legs and arms began to tremble. Unable to keep my balance, I fell backwards on my bed. I struggled to breathe and felt like someone was gagging me, and I was going to throw up.

Panic attack.

I recognized the symptoms, for this was not my first time. Panic attacks were my body’s way of warning me of an immediate danger, triggering my survival instinct to fight or flight. But I hadn’t had an episode since last December, when I went out with Kyle, in what turned out to be a disaster, one stop short of a nightmare. I hadn’t paid attention to my body signals at that time and had almost ended up a victim in the hands of a psychopath. I wasn’t going to repeat the same mistake.

I lay there on my bed with my eyes closed, hoping, praying for my anxiety to wash over me. My forehead was full of sweat as if I were in a sauna. I was trying hard to catch my breath and not choke on my saliva. I was no longer dizzy, but my hands were still shaking.

It’s Blackwood. The jerk is giving me a panic attack.

I sighed and shook my head gently so that I wouldn’t make myself dizzy again. I kept my eyes closed for what seemed like a long time, but I knew it wasn’t more than two-three minutes. My breathing had returned to normal. My heart was no longer racing and my carotid artery was no longer pulsing at the side of my neck, threatening to erupt at any moment. 

But I didn’t feel well. 

I didn’t feel safe.

I didn’t feel like spending even a second with Blackwood.

Tears came out before I could stop them. I shut my eyes tight but bitter tears kept rolling down the sides of my face. I tried to be strong, to think positive, to remember something happy, something good. It didn’t come easy but it worked. I pictured myself at my graduation day from Georgetown. A glorious day when I had made my mom proud and had achieved what most people had told me was impossible for someone like me, growing up dirt poor and coming from a broken home. No one could take my degree away from me, or the feeling of accomplishment, the satisfaction of knowing I could realize any one of my dreams. Any one.

I wiped my eyes and noticed the smudges my makeup left on my fingers. I didn’t care. I wasn’t going out with Blackwood.

Once I felt strong enough to get up without falling, I sat at the edge of the bed. The room was no longer spinning, but now I felt the first stab of a headache from the left side of my forehead. I rubbed it gently and massaged the skin. It felt better, but only for a moment.

My eyes found my dismantled smartphone. The screen had cracked in three different places and I couldn’t find the battery. I searched under the bed, and finally fished it out from underneath one of the nightstands. I didn’t want to cut myself with one of the slivers. So I put all the pieces on the nightstand.

In the washroom, I cleaned off my makeup and washed my face. I had smeared it when trying to rub away my headache. The cure for the stabbing pain was in my magnesium oil bottle in one of my drawers. I coated my forehead with a few drops and quickly felt the pangs disappear.

Feeling refreshed, I put on my favorite gray lounge pants and my gray Georgetown T-shirt. Loving, familiar and comforting. Exactly what I needed at this moment.

A chill speared down my spine. I shivered and decided to make some decaf. Amber had gotten me this Columbian free-trade batch from H2O, and I loved it.

The coffee machine began its typical gurgling noise, which I found reassuring. I stood there leaning over the beige counter, my eyes following the coffee drops into the pot. I followed their rhythm for a few moments. They reminded me of raindrops. The noise in the background sounded like ocean waves gently splashing on the beach.

Waiting for the end of the brewing cycle, I fired up my laptop. I dreaded even thinking about it, but I had to let Blackwood know I wasn’t going to make it to our meeting. So I opted for the most mechanical and distant form of communication: e-mail.

I kept it to the point and told him I was feeling sick. But he could e-mail me his questions and I’d get back to him ASAP.

The coffee maker fell silent, and I reached for one of the largest mugs in my cupboard. I filled it almost to the brim, then I remembered the Flor de Cana rum bottle at the bottom of the other cupboard. Amber had brought it for me from one of her trips to Mexico. Flor de Cana was the pride of Nicaragua, with a smooth and spicy taste, and a hint of coconut. I thought about spiking my coffee, but I changed my mind before I opened the cupboard’s door. Nothing good ever came from alcohol, and I didn’t want to lean on a crutch to overcome my panic attack or forget about Blackwood. I was going to do this on my own. Sober and alert.

The hot coffee hit the right spot and I wolfed down half the mug, ignoring my burning throat. The coffee was decaffeinated, but it packed a punch, since it still had about ten percent of its initial caffeine. I refilled my mug, then decided to give Amber the bad news about skipping dinner.

She picked up her phone after the third ring. “Hey, girl, shouldn’t you be at your date?”

Her voice was overly excited and she placed the emphasis on the last word.

“Hmm, about that. I’m not going. I’m sick.”

“What? What happened?”

I told her about my panic attack, sparing her the excruciating details. Amber offered to take me to the hospital, but I declined. I felt fine, and if I stayed in, I had a better chance of relaxing and recovering, instead of sharing the waiting room of the emergency unit with other people who were truly sick and end up catching any of their diseases. Then she wanted to come over and spend the evening with me. I turned down that offer as well. I didn’t feel like discussing my condition with Amber.

“Do you think I should go in your place and seal our deal with Blackwood Advertising?” she asked at some point in our conversation.

I want to shout “no,” and warn Amber about Blackwood’s true nature. But something held my tongue. Perhaps it was a faint hope that we could still save our contract and salvage our pitch to the company. Or perhaps I felt I had nothing more than the scene at the coffeehouse and my vivid premonition against Blackwood. Were they sufficient to condemn him without giving him even the chance to explain himself? My gut feeling was telling me “yes.” I had seen enough and knew enough to stay away from Blackwood and his malice. But was it going to be enough for Amber?

“Jenn, you’re still there?”

“Yes, I’m here. Just thinking.”

“Don’t think too hard. It’s not like I’m stealing your man.” Her voice rang out with a sincere laugh.

“I’m . . . Blackwood is not . . . my man. And he shouldn’t be yours either.”

“Hold on, there, sister. If you ain’t interested in him, it’s open season for the rest of us.”

“Blackwood is bad news, Amber.”

“Oh, why is that, Jenn?”

I hesitated. “He just is. Trust me on this one. You’ll end up burned badly if you let him close to you.”

It was Amber’s turn to be silent.

A moment later, she said, “Something you’re not telling me?”

I sighed. “Yes, I saw Blackwood at H2O this morning when I was getting our coffees.”

I told Amber about the scene at the coffeehouse and how Blackwood had behaved toward Connie and Leah, but I left out the part when I yelled at him. She didn’t need to know that I had embarrassed Blackwood in front of the entire coffeehouse crowd. But she needed to know whom she was dealing with, and, in my view, Blackwood was a very unpredictable and evil man. “I have a very bad feeling about this, Amber. The best thing is to stay away from him.”

“But we may lose our contract and with it our business as well!”

She was exaggerating but not by much. It wouldn’t happen right away, but without Blackwood Advertising our tough road to recovery would get even tougher.

“Trust me on this one,” I said again. “Have dinner with Blackwood, if you must, but stick to business.”

“You don’t think I can handle myself around him?” Amber’s objection came with feigned indignation.

“I know you can, but I’m not sure about him. Blackwood can be charming and some people consider him irresistible.”

“Are you one of those people, Jenn?”

“I . . . no, but so I’ve heard.”

Amber chuckled. “I’ve heard the same thing, Jenn. Rest assured, I’ll only talk business with him. What’s the restaurant’s address?”

I gave it to her.

Amber said, “I’ll phone Blackwood and tell him I’ll be a bit late.”

“Strictly business, Amber. Promise me?”

“Yes, Mom. And I’ll be home by nine and in bed by nine thirty,” she said in a high-pitched mocking voice.

I shook my head. “Just be safe. And you’ll tell me all about it tomorrow over breakfast.”

“Eight thirty at Luigi’s?”

“Yes, as usually.”

“All right, girl, relax and take good care of yourself. I’ve got Blackwood wrapped around my little finger.”

I wasn’t sure about it, but I didn’t want to undermine Amber’s confidence. I muttered a brief prayer that God would take charge of the situation and protect Amber from any danger. “Be safe,” I said again and hung up.

I stood there for a long moment staring at the phone in my hand, wondering if I should have told Amber the whole truth. Perhaps knowing about my confrontation with Blackwood at the coffeehouse would have changed her mind. Or perhaps she would have freaked out and blamed me for losing our contract. In any case, it was now out of my hands. I just hoped I hadn’t made a grave mistake.

I returned to the kitchen and refilled my mug. Before I brought it to my mouth, my doorbell rang twice. I couldn’t recall ordering anything from an online store and expecting a delivery, especially on a Saturday evening.

“James, is that you
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