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“Why does that matter?”

“Because, well...I’m attracted to you, and it does matter. Cougar. Cradle robber. There are a few terms.”

“I’m twenty-eight, and I’ve read that you’re thirty-five.” His smile was warm and lit his forest green eyes and thick lashes. “I believe there are more years between you and Martin.”

“It seems to be acceptable with men.”

“That’s malarkey. Seven years is not a gap, and anyway, I don’t see age. I’ve been with women younger, and I’ve been with women older. It’s about the chemistry I have with someone and not their age.” With the sun glinting off his inky hair, she looked up into his face and saw nothing but the truth. He was as attracted to her as she was to him.

“Who would want me? Seriously. If I left Martin, who would want me?” she repeated. After she had said it, she realized it sounded like a lead in line. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“You shouldn’t worry so much.” Calen grew pensive “To use your word, seriously? You are one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen, and to answer your question, I would want you.” He pulled her to her feet and then cupped her face. Her brain screamed that this was one of the worst ideas in her life, but her body betrayed her.

He gave her a moment to stop him and protest, but when she didn’t, he pulled her against him and kissed her. At first, it was just a gentle touch of their lips. His mouth was warm and tasted of a hint of blackberries in the wine he’d drunk earlier. Her head tipped back and her mouth opened in invitation. 

Calen ran a hand up her back and under her hair to gently pull as he deepened the kiss. This was no first date kiss, but then again this wasn’t a date. Liv let a soft sigh escape. It had been so long...had Martin ever kissed her like this? Calen set off a spark that ignited her whole body. She ran her hands up his muscled forearms and wondered how his body would feel, naked, against her. She wanted it to last. Remember the feel of him against her. She inhaled the spicy male scent of him which made her heady.
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Fifteen years ago, the power cities in the United States were New York City, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. But, with the huge growth of Northwest business, Seattle is the new power house capital of the country if not the world.

Starting with the power in the tech industry which started to sway people’s attention to the Seattle area. This company is now worth 69 billion and shaped the computer technology of the world of today.

Seattle is also the home of coffee and shopping.

The online shopping giant alone is worth over $250 billion (yes that is with a B) and its leader, the owner is worth over $8 billion. Amazon has had its fair share of scandals. Recently, the online retail mega company was accused of forcing its employees into a soul crushing 60-hour work week. This leader is also known for overwhelming their competition.

In Seattle Billionaires – A Cup of Danger what would drive a person that is chasing one of these mega local companies. If you were number two, what would you do? The leader as the top coffee company in the world and the industry worth $85 billion. How could you ever catch that? What would you be willing to try
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Rotting from the inside out, Livia Kane felt more and more like she was becoming the Portrait of Dorian Gray. The rare energy she’d felt twenty minutes earlier teaching music to a group of low-income kids had dissipated. Now, there was nothing left between her and her soul. Nothing, unless you counted her sixty-thousand-dollar car, half-a-grand dress, a few more thousand in jewelry and Miu Miu shoes. She’d sold her soul for things, and now she paid for it. 

Liv inched her Firenze Red Land Rover up into the valet parking line in front of Rodizio’s. Of all the cars Martin owned, she liked the Land Rover the best. It fit into Seattle’s green, and outdoorsy feel much better than one of his sports cars. They were too flashy for her. 

As she hit the button to put down her window to talk to the valets out front, the smell of fresh flowers wafted in. Seattle was having one of the driest summers on record, but yesterday was stereotypical weather, the rain Seattle was best known for. But today again, the sun was out. Everything smelled clean and renewed from the rain and seemed greener. Her roses would love the extra water. She tapped a manicured nail on the steering wheel as the couple in the car in front got out and handed over their keys.

She looked forward to her luncheons with friends. It seemed like it was the same conversations week in and week out, but at least it gave her something to do. Most women would give up everything for what she had, but she’d found out the hard way, money didn’t always bring happiness. 

She shifted the car into park, grabbed her purse and swiveled in the seat just as the valet opened her door. 

“Mrs. Kane, so nice to see you again. I believe your friends are already inside,” the young valet said, as he offered his hand to help her out of the car. 

She was a little surprised he remembered her name. Everyone knew her husband, but not many placed her. “Yes.” She smiled at him. “I’m late. Thanks...” She looked at his name badge, “Luke.”

“Anything you need, Mrs. Kane. You can just ask.” His green eyes sparkled, and his gaze dropped for a moment longer than it should on her mouth and then traveled down to her cleavage. 

Oh. My. God. He’s checking me out! How old could he possibly be? She knew the restaurant hired a lot of college kids from the University of Washington for summer help and she guessed he was one of them. This made him legal, and he is cute. Like a puppy’s cute. He can’t be over twenty. You have got to be kidding. She tried to squelch her smile and not look as flattered as she felt.

Instead, Liv decided to raise an eyebrow his direction, but when was the last time a man looked at her with a twinkle in his eye and a sexy grin? She’d been married to Martin since she was eighteen. That was seventeen years ago. How could time have flown this quickly? Now she was thirty-five and long past her sex-kitten days. Martin married her for her beauty, but thirty-five for a trophy wife was “the new eighty-year-oldˮ.

She snapped back from her thoughts. The young man still held out his hand as he waited for the keys. Liv’s cheeks heated as she dropped the ring into his grasp.

“Thanks. Have a nice lunch. If you call ahead when you’re finished, I can have your car waiting for you to save time.” He handed her a card with the valet number for the restaurant complex. He winked at her, as he jumped in her car and drove off toward the parking garage.

Still flattered, Liv sighed and then gave herself a mental slap. He doesn’t want me. What would I have to offer a younger man? It’s all about the money. Everything is all about the money. She guessed he figured out by schmoozing rich housewives, he’d get a bigger tip. Well, it worked. Liv reminded herself to get two tens when she paid for lunch. Ten for the car pick up and ten additional dollars if he winked at her again.

Liv sauntered through the high glass and gold double front entryway doors of the restaurant. She was greeted by the hostess who recognized her and led her through the tables to where her friends sat. As she came closer, Anarose was the first to spot her and wave.

“We wondered where the heck you were. I was starting to worry.” Anarose scooted her chair a little to the right to make room for Liv to sit with the other four.

Knowing they were regulars, the waiter rushed over. “It looks like your group is a little cramped. Can I get you a larger table?”

“No, this will be fine. We’re just cozy,” Jacy laughed. “But, I’ll take another white wine. One for you too?” she asked Liv.

Liv nodded, and the waiter hurried off to fill their order.

“Were you with those kids again?” Bryce asked. 

“Just a few hours. It’s a summer program, so I don’t get too much time with them. When school starts, then I’m hoping to set up longer programs.”

“You play the piano so beautifully, why don’t you try and get a spot in one of the local symphonies?” Jacy asked. “I’m on a few of the boards, I can put in a good word .” 

“No. I’m not that good. I don’t have enough free time to commit to something like that. I’m already on a few boards for Martin as you know.” Liv had tons of time, but most of it was spent planning parties and events at their house for her husband.

“With the season starting and Sam in training camp, it feels like I am raising the kids on my own,” Bryce said.

“Your husband just signed a sixty-million-dollar contract. Hire another nanny. Doesn’t she take them?” Jacy asked.

“That’s a good idea, but I only have one right now, and she was off this morning. When she finally came in, I gave her my credit card and told her to take the kids to the zoo. I needed some peace and quiet...and a Valium. The house was in total chaos before they left.”

“Kids will do that,” Liv added. “I wouldn’t really know, but I can imagine.” She would love to have a house filled with kids running around, playing. But, she married an older man who already had two children. Martin’s son was fifteen and his daughter thirteen when their mother died. Liv was only a few years older than Martin’s daughter and son, and they never thought of her as anything but a threat to them getting all of their dad’s money. Liv didn’t care about the money, but the girls did.

Evardo put an arm around Liv and hugged her. “It’s been a whirlwind year. Since Kevin and I were married last summer, and we adopted Ting, I’m sure you can imagine what a house filled with noise is like. Anytime you are feeling a mothering call, give me a ring, and you can take her for the afternoon.” He flipped Liv’s hair with his fingers. “Speaking of free time, when are you coming into the salon so we can do your hair? We have a new serum with Shorea and Palm oil that will take the frizz right out of your mane.”

Liv smiled. Even though he was still the same old Evardo, he had changed in the past year. With marriage and a child, he and Kevin’s flamboyant lifestyle was definitely more grounded. Most the time he seemed a little tired but looked much happier. 

The Bife Com Alho arrived and was individually sliced and served at their table. Liv inhaled the rich garlic infusion on the beef. She was hungry but would only eat a few bites. She noticed that her belt squeezed a little tight around her middle. She’d have to do the dreaded march to the scales when she arrived home to see if she’d gained weight. If she had, then a liquid diet would be in her future for next week.

She finished the rest of her Arbor Crest Chardonnay and raised a hand to signal the waiter. “I’ll switch to a Caipirinha.” If she couldn’t enjoy food, sometimes she chose to consume her calories through alcohol. It made her forget her perfect life.

“Did you have a chance to visit your mother last week?” Anarose asked as she slid her knife through the beef and popped it into her mouth.

“For a few days.” Liv nodded as she pushed her nearly full plate away. “I wish I could move her over here where she could be closer, but Martin likes to keep a few hundred miles between us.”

“You told me that’s because Karen doesn’t like Martin. Sometimes I look at you and try and picture you having grown up on a small ranch in Eastern Washington. Being a cowgirl.” Evardo laughed. “But I bet you can still work a pair of cowboy boots with your sexy ass.”

“I doubt it,” Liv remarked.

“You grew up on a farm?” Jacy, the newest to their group, asked. 

“She sure did,” Bryce said. “Liv’s done lots of things. She even used to be one of the partners of Sip.”

“I didn’t know that,” Jacy admitted. “Wait, there aren’t cowboys in Washington State. I’ve never seen one.”

“Stop!” Bryce flipped her palm out. “Girlfriend, have you even been out of Bellevue or Kirkland and traveled to the eastern part of Washington?”

“I’ve been out of Bellevue, and I’ve only been in town for a few months. I haven’t been to the other side of the state,” Jacy said in her own defense.

“Well, it’s worth the trip. As soon as you get over the mountain pass, it changes to country music, the belt buckles get bigger, but lordy, the Levi’s get tighter. Those cowboys make my heart flutter pitter pat.” Evardo fanned himself.

“If you wanted a cowboy, then why did you marry a portfolio manager?” Liv asked.

“Because he can support me in the means, I’ve become accustomed to, but a boy can dream.” Evardo wove his hands under his chin and took on a dreamy look. All the women laughed.

“You grew up on a farm?” Jacy asked Liv.

“It was a ranch, not a farm. We had fifteen horses.”

“How on earth did you meet Martin? Jacy wondered aloud. He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who hangs out on a ranch.” 

“No, he’s not. He was on a corporate retreat. You know, teaching city boys how to get in touch with nature and bond. Before my dad died, my family ran a dude ranch for corporate groups. When Sip was starting up, Martin booked a week on the ranch.”

“That’s how you met, wasn’t it?” Bryce asked. “He took one look at your cowgirl beauty and fell head over heels.”

“Yes...something like that.” Liv never told anyone how things had really happened. Martin’s wife just died leaving him with two teenage children. He knew he couldn’t stay single and be starting a family-oriented company, so he needed a wife. At that time, Liv fit the bill. She was beautiful, young, and didn’t carry any relationship baggage. She was also willing to sign the prenup. Martin offered her the life she’d only dreamed about. It was a whirlwind courtship, and he’d asked her to marry him after a month. It took her a few years to realize he handled their marriage like anything else in his life. It was a business proposition. Love didn’t enter into the equation.

When they started Sip, Martin accepted her as an equal for a while. But that was before he decided he didn’t need anyone but himself to be a success.

“Didn’t you tell me once that Martin said when he stopped being involved in Sip, that he was going to train you like you trained the horses? Train you to be the perfect society wife?” Anarose asked.

“Wow...” Evardo rolled his eyes. “Did he really say that? How very many ‘shades’ of him.”

Jacy took a drink. “It must have worked well. I would have never known you weren’t raised into money.”

“And raised to be a hillbilly.” Anarose gave her a playful nudge.

“I miss the farm, and I miss my mom,” Liv confessed. “I made a promise to see her more frequently, especially before it begins to snow in the pass and I won’t be able to get over there.”

“Well, give me a jingle the next time you go. I’ll take a few days off from the salon and take Ting. She loves horses, and it will give me a great excuse to buy her these adorable cowboy boots I spotted at Bellevue Square in her size.” Evardo grinned.

“Ting is barely old enough to walk
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