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      Anne made a desperate attempt to stop her knees from trembling, pushing on her legs with her hands. But her hands were shaking too. Was it because the reception area was too cold? Or was it because her rivals were too intimidating? She shivered in her short-sleeved beige cotton blouse and straight brown linen skirt as she glanced around, sizing up the competition.

      Why on earth did I ever agree to come all the way to New York and do this interview? I don’t have a chance of getting the job.

      The room was filled with twenty-somethings. Nine other women and two men were vying for the same executive assistant position. Without exception, the other applicants were impeccably dressed in smart business attire and carrying leather attachés that stored their MacBooks, iPads, and iPhones. Somehow each one looked beautiful and confident, as if stepping out of the pages of some style magazine.

      She attempted to smooth her skirt, hopelessly creased from the long cab ride across Manhattan. Why had she chosen to wear linen, knowing how badly it wrinkled? But she knew the answer. When the recruiter called about an interview in two days’ time, she’d packed hurriedly, throwing in every skirt she owned—a total of three. Only after arriving at the hotel in New York, two hours before her appointment, did she realize that only one skirt still fit her. And that one only barely.

      For the fifteen years since her husband died in an accident with a drunk driver, Anne Best had thrown herself into raising her two daughters. But once both daughters were out of the house and independent, she discovered she’d lost interest in ordinary activities. Activities like eating and shopping. So she had no alternative but to wear the linen skirt, which hung loosely on her hips and fell to an unflattering length just below her knees.

      She tried to look nonchalant while grabbing the yellow legal pad that was slipping from her lap. But when the pencil slipped from the pages of the pad and rolled across the floor, she cringed at the disdainful glances directed her way. Why didn’t she have some sort of briefcase like the others? To one particularly haughty glare, she returned a scalding look like she would give a misbehaving child in public. The girl gasped and quickly averted her eyes.

      At two o’clock on the dot, a pair of large carved wooden double-doors swung open and a secretary invited the first candidate to enter the inner sanctum. The beautiful blonde’s three-inch heels clicked on the marble as she strode confidently into the interview. From her manicured nails to her elegantly stylish coif and vogue skirt suit, she looked flawless, and Anne hated her. Maybe she didn’t exactly hate her, but she hated how old and frumpy she felt in comparison. They were all so young! Of course, they looked beautiful and perfect and firm everywhere. She’d been like that… twenty years ago. It was disheartening to realize her age, forty-five, probably made her old enough to have parented most of the other candidates.

      Anne pushed a stray hair behind her ear. She knew there were a few grays peeking through, but she’d never been bothered enough to start coloring the brown unruly masses that fell just past her shoulders when not confined to their usual barrette. She’d always thought her hair was one of her best features, but she felt outclassed as she compared her ten-dollar Supercut to the fashionable hairstyles that graced her challengers.

      Yet again, she inwardly berated herself for even applying for this job. She had a home and a job in the small Texas town where she and Tom had settled after graduating from college. Granted, her job of fifteen years at the small travel agency provided little challenge. But she’d been happy enough working part-time while raising two daughters. Though now Tom was gone and both daughters had moved away from home permanently, there was little to hold her in Weatherford.

      Once her girls had left, she’d gone through the motions of life like a robot, not caring much about anything. Then recently, her old college roommate started bugging her to try something new, change jobs, make a move. Anne realized she could do something different with her life. And different sounded really good to her. So when the recruiter called at the last minute about this job interview in New York City, she decided she had nothing to lose. In the face of her competitors, however, she determined she’d lost something after all—her courage.

      She was startled as the wooden doors opened and Miss Clickety-Stilettos exited the room with her self-assured smile. Another applicant was called into the office, leaving Anne in nervous contemplation. What was her potential boss like? Was he younger than she was? Would he scoff at the idea of hiring someone her age? What kind of questions would he ask? She wished fervently she’d studied the information in the email links she’d received from the recruiter. She’d assumed she didn’t have a real chance of being hired—only coming on the interview as a lark. A chance to visit New York City! Now she regretted putting so little effort into preparation. She stared at her ragged fingernails to avoid the sight of the other too-perfect interviewees sitting across the reception area. Time dragged as one Barbie or Ken after another marched in to their meetings.

      Finally, she was alone in the room. The previous interview had been over for a full ten minutes. Had they forgotten about her? Maybe her name wasn’t even on their list. Maybe they didn’t even realize she was out here. Had they already given the job to one of the others? Should she go and knock on the door? Or should she simply leave quietly? She considered herself a confident person, but this whole New York City interview experience was way out of her comfort zone. She’d even practiced speaking without a Texas accent, but her determined efforts had only produced snickers from her older neighbor, Minnie. That hadn’t stopped her from encouraging Anne to go to New York City.

      “Oh honey,” she’d said. “This could be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. You’ve got to go!”

      Suddenly the doors opened, and a deep stern voice spoke her name.

      “Ms. Best!”

      The voice resounded in her head. She stood up quickly and gathered her mettle. She maintained her composure despite a racing heart as she quietly entered through the foreboding doors. Ah, at least she wouldn’t be alone for the interview. She noted a petite young woman pouring coffee for the man bending over the contents of the file on his desk in intense concentration. She could only see the top of his head since he didn’t bother to look up when she entered. She waited quietly, studying his thick dark hair, peppered with grey. Anne threw a questioning look to the woman when the man continued to ignore her presence.

      She offered a kind smile and indicated a chair opposite the desk.

      “May I offer you some refreshments, Ms. Best? Coffee? Tea? Water?”

      Anne was about to politely refuse and meekly take her seat, when the gentleman behind the desk spoke sternly.

      “That won’t be necessary, Ms. Carson. Please, leave us alone.”

      “Yes, Mr. Gherring,” she murmured, heading for the door.

      Anne felt the blood pounding in her head. She might not have any chance of being hired for this job in the face of her young, sleek competitors, but she would be treated with respect. She turned to stop the woman who was leaving the room.

      “Wait! Ms. Carson? Please wait. Yes, thank you, I would love some water.”

      Anne stared fixedly at the startled woman, who froze in place, and glanced hesitantly from her boss to Anne and back to her boss again. Silence hung like ice in the room. She felt his eyes boring into the back of her head.

      “Ms. Carson, what are you waiting for?” asked the man in a sarcastic voice. “Please retrieve some water at once for our honored patron, Ms. Pest.”

      Anne swirled around to face the man behind the desk, who now gave her his full attention.

      “My name is Anne Best, and I can see this interview is a waste of my time and a waste of your resources. Sorry to have inconvenienced you!”

      Anne shook with fury as she glared at Gherring, but it wasn’t rage that took her breath away. The man was striking! He wasn’t cute or handsome like a young, smooth-faced jock. His face seemed chiseled, and his jaw was strong. He had dimples that appeared as he flexed his jaw, without a hint of a smile on his face. He was the kind of guy whose looks only improved with age, and he’d obviously started off really well.

      How old was he? Maybe late forties or early fifties? He regarded her quietly with his intensely blue eyes. She kicked herself inwardly. How could she be attracted to this boorish, obnoxious man? He obviously felt his position of power gave him the right to treat others any way he pleased. Yet she felt tingly all over as he slowly perused her from head to toe.

      Suddenly acutely aware of her rumpled, sub-standard appearance, her strange combination of vehemence and attraction was quickly replaced with acute embarrassment. She dropped her eyes and fumbled with her purse and legal pad as she began to slink out of the room.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” she mumbled. “It was a mistake to come⁠—”

      “Wait!” demanded Gherring as she attempted to push past the assistant who was still frozen in shock. “I said, wait!” commanded the voice.

      Anne hesitated a moment and glanced over her shoulder.

      “Please!” he said, somehow having arrived right behind her. “I meant to say… please wait.” He lowered his voice and spoke soothingly. “Please, Ms. Best, would you come back and sit down? I’ve obviously started off on the wrong foot with you. I’ve given you a bad impression.”

      He gently guided her to the interview chair, and motioned for the assistant to bring the water. He wore a satisfied smile as he sat back down, noticeably more comfortable as he gained control of the situation. “And you’ve given me an interesting impression as well.”

      Anne felt anything but in control. Her throat tight, she noticed a tingle where he’d touched her elbow. Experiencing a bit of lightheadedness, she offered a grateful smile when Ms. Carson handed her a glass of water. Anne took a sip and tried to control her shaking hands.

      “Shall we begin again?” he inquired in a polite voice, clearly a bit bemused at the situation. “Do you know who I am, Ms. Best? Let me introduce myself. I’m Steven Gherring. I’ll be interviewing you today for the position of my personal executive assistant.”

      He was staring at her, waiting. What did he expect? How was she supposed to react to his revelation? She forced a grim smile and stuck out her hand.

      “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Gherring. My name is Anne Best.”

      He seemed disappointed in her response.

      “Perhaps you’ve heard my name before.”

      She shook her head. It sounded familiar. Where had she heard the name before?

      “I’m sure you know of my company, Gherring Inc.?”

      “Do y’all make car parts?” she asked hopefully.

      “No, I’m afraid not. We’re an international trade company with holdings…” His voice trailed off as his jaw went slack. “Wait… Are you saying you have no idea who I am? No idea at all?”

      “I’m sorry.” She could barely speak with her tongue sticking to her bone-dry mouth. “The recruiter just said you were in the Town Center Economic Tower, on the top floor.”

      “Yes,” he said, shaking his head with obvious exasperation. “That’s because we, or I, own the tower. I’m the chairman of Gherring Inc.” He sat back as if waiting for the information to sink in.

      She wondered how she should respond. He was obviously waiting for her to fawn on him. He must be accustomed to the attention and adulation that came with his position. Strangely, she felt more in control when she realized he wanted something she could choose to give or withhold.

      “Nice to meet you, again, Mr. Gherring.” She gave him her best sarcastic smile. “You’ve probably heard of me as well. Anne Best? Sole owner of a 2,500 square foot home in Weatherford, Texas?”

      Gherring’s eyes opened wide as he considered her.

      “You’re not what I expected, Ms. Best.”

      “Neither are you, Mr. Gherring!” She clapped her hand over her mouth. What was wrong with her today? She’d lost control twice. Something about this man rubbed her the wrong way.

      She remembered the advice she’d gotten about speaking when you’re nervous—imagine your audience in their underwear. She gave it a try. Ohmygosh! Bad idea! This man would look amazing clad solely in underwear. The image filled her mind and refused to go away. Immediately, Anne felt flushed. She grabbed the water glass and gulped rapidly but choked and started coughing.

      Gherring’s stern expression changed to concern. “Are you alright, Ms. Best?”

      She nodded furiously, her eyes watering. She tried to think of Steven Gherring in an Eskimo suit, so the underwear image wouldn’t sneak back into her head.

      “Let’s talk about your qualifications for this job. You have a B.A. in chemistry, and you worked part time as a travel agent. Hmmm….” He stared at her resume. Then he flipped the single page over to see the blank backside. “You don’t seem to have any actual experience as a personal executive assistant. Am I missing something, Ms. Best?”

      Again, her temper flared, and she glared at Gherring.

      “If a personal executive assistant is someone who organizes someone’s life and work, acquires all the needed tools and supplies, keeps the person’s schedule, finds calm in the midst of chaos, and works countless hours in a thankless job… what you really need is a mother, and I have twenty-three years of experience!”

      A painful silence fell on the room. She attempted to maintain her fiercely confident expression, but her eyes quickly fell away from his surprised scrutiny. She thought of all the things she could have said—should have said. Why hadn’t she pointed out that her research work demonstrated her independent thinking and aptitude for learning? Why hadn’t she explained how her education and work experience made her more than qualified to be an executive assistant? But once again, she’d let her temper rule over her common sense. This was not like her. She was always calm, always a rock. No one and nothing got her flustered. There was no emergency she couldn’t handle. Why was she losing her composure now?

      Finally, Gherring broke the silence.

      “Ms. Best,” he spoke in a deliberate voice, while the corners of his mouth hinted at a smile. “You make an interesting argument. Perhaps you’re just what I need. It might be an absolute disaster. But somehow, I think I’d always wonder what would’ve happened if I didn’t give you a try. You’ll begin in two weeks on Monday at eight a.m. sharp. There will be a three-month trial period. Please talk to Ms. Carson about the details. Thank you.”

      Gherring immediately turned his attention to his laptop as he began to read and answer emails. Anne stood up, staring at him in shocked muteness. After several moments, Gherring looked up, his eyes locked with hers in a powerful gaze. He stood up unhurriedly, moving almost in slow motion. He leaned across the desk and reached out to touch her hand.

      “Did you want to say something else, Ms. Best?”

      Anne’s heart fluttered in response, and she jerked her hand away as if it’d been burned. “No… just… thank you. You won’t regret it!”

      His chuckle followed her as she fled the room. She barely registered his last words.

      “I hope you’re right.”
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      “Gandalf!” yelled a delighted voice amid the noise of a slamming door, falling backpack, loud barks, and strangled giggles. “Hey boy!” gasped the girl, who tussled on the floor with a huge, grey wolfhound. “Did you miss me? I missed you too.”

      “What about me? Did you miss me?” Anne asked the girl who was still hugging the dog enthusiastically.

      “Of course, I missed you, Mom,” she laughed from the floor, “but you were too slow. Gandalf got to me first.”

      “No fair,” exclaimed Anne. “He’s got better hearing than I do. And somehow, I think he knew you were coming. He’s been excited all day.” She gave the girl a hand up and pulled her into a bear hug. “Oh Charlotte, I’ve missed you so much. And I’ve got so much to tell you.”

      “It’s ‘Charlie,’ Mom. You know everyone calls me Charlie.” Charlotte had changed her name to the more masculine form during high school. Now at twenty-two, she still preferred Charlie as her moniker.

      “Sorry, sorry—it’s just so hard for me to remember. Although you look more like a ‘Charlie’ than a ‘Charlotte’ with your curls stuffed up into that baseball cap.” Anne snatched the cap from her head and playfully held it up over her head, while Charlie pushed back the loose brown curls that fell past her shoulders.

      “That won’t work, Mom,” giggled Charlie as she quickly retrieved her cap, while her mother struggled to keep it out of her reach. “You know I’m taller than you are, now.” She wound her hair back up and tucked it in her cap with practiced ease.

      “Are you sure?” Anne pouted. “I’m five foot eight! I know your sister is five foot nine, but I thought you were still a little shorter than me…”

      “No, Mom.” Charlie smiled indulgently. “I’m five eight and a half, and you’re definitely the shortest one in the family! But don’t worry—you’re still a little taller than Gandalf.”

      Charlie swung an arm over her mother’s shoulder to emphasize her “smaller stature” as they walked together into the den and collapsed onto the soft couch. Gandalf followed closely and lay down on the plush rug next to the couch, resting his head on Charlie’s legs to command her attention. She absently rubbed his ears while she gave a tired sigh.

      “How was the flight from Denver? I thought Emily was picking you up from the airport on her way here an hour from now,” Anne queried.

      “That was the original plan, but I caught a ride with Ellie and her boyfriend. She decided to book a ticket to see him when she found out I was coming. She was having withdrawal—she hadn’t seen him for a whole three months, except for Skyping,” Charlie quipped sarcastically. “I don’t know how any self-respecting girl could be so dependent on a boy. I guarantee that’ll never happen to me. Anyway… I decided to surprise you by showing up early. Plus, I get you to myself for a few hours before Emily comes home.”

      “I bought you some Cheetos.”

      “Oh—the puffy kind?” exclaimed Charlie as she ran to the kitchen to retrieve her prize.

      Anne lifted her chin to show her indignance. “What other kind is there?”

      “Yummmm!” Charlie popped a Cheeto in her mouth and licked her already orange fingers as she fell back onto the couch. “Okay, Mom… What’s the big news you wouldn’t tell me on the phone?”

      “I was planning to tell you and Emily at the same time so I wouldn’t have to repeat the story.”

      “Yes. But you could tell me now, and then I’ll tell Emily for you. That way you still only have to tell the story once.” Charlie’s huge gold eyes flashed with devilment.

      “Your sister would have a fit if I told you first,” admonished Anne.

      “No, she wouldn’t…”

      “Yes, I would!” exclaimed a voice from the doorway.

      Chaos broke out as Gandalf ran to greet the newcomer. He jumped up and put his front feet on her chest, knocking her against the wall, her bags crashing to the floor. She stood pinned against the wall in a joyful embrace, her stylish glasses knocked askew and a few stray hairs escaping from her long, neat braid of glossy, dark brown hair. The twenty-three-year-old Emily was neat and tidy, always organized and in control. Only when she was with her family did she let down her guard.

      “Get down, Gandalf!” yelled Anne as she ran to the rescue.

      “Sister!” shouted Charlie in greeting from the couch with a mouth full of Cheetos.

      Emily laughed as she freed herself from Gandalf and rubbed his ears while kissing his nose. She turned to embrace her mom but sneered at her sister.

      “I’m not speaking to you—traitor. Trying to worm the story out of Mom before I got here. It’s a good thing I got off work early so I caught you red-handed.”

      “Orange-handed,” corrected Charlie, wiggling her Cheetos-covered fingers at her sister.

      “You started eating treats without me too,” huffed Emily.

      “That’s because I’m the favorite,” claimed Charlie.

      “I know I’m the favorite,” corrected Emily, “because I brought Mom a new book to read—the latest of the Kate and Curran series.” She pulled a book out of her bag and waved it in the air.

      “Oh, great.” Anne snatched the book from her hand, hugging it to her chest. “I’ve been waiting forever.”

      Emily laughed. “You could buy your own copy, Mom.”

      “Yeah Mom,” Charlie agreed. “I bought it last month on Kindle.”

      “I know. But I never can keep up with what’s coming out when. I just wait until y’all give me a book or tell me what to buy. It’s so much easier, and that’s what daughters are for.”

      “So I am the favorite?” Emily questioned her mom, with a wry smile at her sister. “What did you bring Mom?” she asked her sister.

      “I brought the best gift of all—something you can never bring—me.”

      Emily rolled her blue, almond-shaped eyes and opened her mouth to respond.

      “Stop,” laughed Anne as the girls began the familiar argument. “You know that both of you are my favorites… except for Gandalf, who’s always number one.” She smiled with contentment to see her girls at home together, but her breath caught in her throat as she realized this might be one of the last opportunities for them to be together in the home where the girls had grown up.

      “So, I may be selling the house. That is, I might sell it in three months. But only if I decide to stay… Or if he decides I can stay… If I stay in New York.”

      “What?” Both girls shouted at once. Charlie appeared gleeful, while Emily looked shocked.

      “Tell us, Mom, tell us.” Charlie danced in circles, prompting Gandalf to join the frolicking with excited barks.

      “Yes,” said Emily with a stern frown and crossed arms. “Tell us what on earth you’re talking about.”

      “Wait.” Charlie pushed her mother back to the comfy couch. “Come sit down and tell us the whole story—don’t leave anything out.” Grinning, she grabbed her sister’s hand and pulled her along. “I’ll share my Cheetos.”

      Anne sat down and looked at her daughters, sitting on either side of her with intent expressions. Suddenly, she felt nervous about explaining her wild plan to them. She’d never thought it would actually happen, so she never worried about having to explain the decision to leave their home in Texas and move across the country to New York City where she didn’t know a single soul. Her throat went tight, and she blinked back tears.

      “Don’t cry, Mom,” sniffed Emily. “You know we always cry if you do.”

      “Yeah, Mom, no fair.” Charlie snuffled in agreement.

      “I’m sorry.” Anne swiped her sleeve across her eyes. “It’s just very emotional, now that it’s actually happening. When I first talked to the recruiter⁠—”

      “You called a recruiter?” Emily’s eyebrows arched high on her forehead.

      “Let her finish a sentence.” Charlie reached around Anne to bop her sister on the back of the head.

      “No, actually, this recruiter called me. I didn’t even know what a recruiter was, and I thought it was some kind of scam.” Anne shrugged. “I guess she got my name from Alice—you know, my old college roommate. She’s been encouraging me to get a new job and move into Fort Worth. So I put together a resume and sent it to her. She must have given my resume to that recruiter.”

      She looked at Emily. “I thought it would be fun to be closer to you, and I thought it would be a nice change to live in the city, maybe get an apartment or one of those cute little Victorian houses they’ve restored.”

      Charlie scowled. “What about me? Don’t you want to live closer to me?”

      “Even though you’ve lived in Colorado for a whole year now, I’m not totally convinced you’ll be staying there for long. You do have a record of changing your mind frequently.”

      “But New York?” Emily chewed on her lower lip. “Now you won’t be close to either one of us. How did you end up interviewing in New York?”

      “It’s funny, really…” Anne shrugged. “When the recruiter called, she said it was unusual, but they’d offered to pay all expenses for the interview trip. I thought she said someone named Margaret made all the arrangements. But it was actually Katie who set up the interviews. And when I got there, the room was filled with job applicants, all for this same position, and everyone else was in their twenties.”

      “That’s so weird,” Charlie said. “I wonder why they contacted you, if all the others were so young?”

      “That’s what I asked Katie after the interview.”

      “Who’s Katie? Is that your new boss?” asked Emily.

      “No, Katie’s the current personal executive assistant for my new boss. She’s been working there for four years, but she’s getting married and moving in a few months. She said this was the third round of interviews she’d been through with her boss, and he wouldn’t consider any of them, even though there were lots of qualified applicants. She didn’t explain why I was in the interview group. She was just so relieved he’d finally hired someone. She said her boss kept muttering about how she couldn’t just desert him and run off to get married, even though she got engaged almost a year ago. She warned me he could be a little demanding.”

      “But you got the job? For sure?” Charlie looked incredulous, and Anne didn’t blame her. She couldn’t believe it either.

      “Yeah, you said something about ‘if you decide or he decides’ or something.” Emily narrowed her eyes.

      “I got the job on a three-month trial. Who knows? I might decide I hate it and quit just to save him the trouble of firing me.”

      “Mom,” Emily folded her arms. “You can’t just go live in New York for three months. It’s very expensive, and they’ll make you sign a yearlong lease. This just isn’t practical. I don’t think you’ve thought this through.”

      “Emily, you’re such a wet rag,” Charlie said. “She can figure something out. I think you should go for it, Mom. It’s so exciting.”

      “No, actually Emily’s right. I’d never be able to find a place I could afford to stay for three months.”

      Emily stuck out her tongue at her sister, who stuck out hers in return.

      “But this company evidently owns an apartment building or two in New York, and Katie said part of the package would include my apartment during the trial period. If I keep the job, Katie said the company would sign some kind of guarantee that’s needed to rent an apartment in New York. It’s evidently a big deal to find a place to lease there. You’ve got to get a real estate agent and fill out all kinds of papers and jump through a bunch of hoops.”

      “Wait, Mom.” Emily sat forward. “Did you say the company owns an apartment building or two in New York? What kind of company is this? Who is it? Have we ever heard of them?”

      “I don’t think so,” Anne said. “I’d never heard of them before. Some sort of international investment company—Gherring Inc.”

      “Gherring Inc.!” The two girls shouted in unison, their eyes wide.

      “Mom,” Charlie said. “Surely even you have heard of Gherring Inc. Don’t you ever watch the news or get on the internet? They’re huge!”

      “That’s really impressive—Gherring Inc. So what does your boss do? What’ll your job be? Will you have an opportunity to move up? Will you get to travel?” Emily hopped to her feet, pacing in front of the couch.

      “Emily, if I’d known that’s what it took to win you over, I’d have mentioned the name of the company first.” Anne laughed. “My boss is actually… Steven Gherring. I think he kind of runs the company or owns it or something…” Anne trailed off at the stunned expressions on her daughters’ faces. Both seemed to have momentarily lost the ability to speak. “He seemed okay, a little full of himself and not very polite to Katie.” Anne caught herself nervously adjusting her hair in its clip, so she put her hands in her lap and studied her nails.

      After a few moments of astonished silence, Charlie said, “You actually met Steven Gherring? You had an interview with Steven Gherring? The Steven Gherring? And you didn’t even know who he was?”

      “To be honest, the recruiter sent me an email with a link where I could read all about the company, but I never got past the name and address. I thought it was just a secretary job for some low-level guy.” She paused, struggling with her embarrassment. “I think I didn’t want to really try hard because I thought I was going to fail. I figured I’d have an excuse for why I didn’t get the job.”

      “So you interviewed with Steven Gherring, and you were totally clueless? I can’t wait to hear this story.” Emily grimaced.

      “There really isn’t much story to tell. I just told him why I was qualified for the position, and he offered me the job, on a trial basis.” Anne’s fingernails were suddenly even more interesting. She couldn’t tell them Steven Gherring had made her lose control. She didn’t even understand what it was about him that got her so flustered.

      “That’s it? That’s the whole story?” Charlie lifted an eyebrow, a sure sign she didn’t buy it.

      “It’s possible I lost my temper when he was so incredibly rude, and then I stormed out of his office. Actually, I didn’t quite make it out the door, but I was going to leave before he apologized. Hmmm, now that I think about it, he never actually apologized. He sort of took control and led me back into the room.”

      “And then the rest of the interview went really well?” said Emily.

      “It was okay, I guess.”

      “You must have really impressed him with your qualifications, since you got the job. What did you say?”

      Anne looked down, hoping her cheeks weren’t as red as they felt. “I don’t exactly remember, but he was definitely impressed, alright.”

      “What’re you hiding?” asked Charlie. “You’re always good at recounting details. Why’re you suddenly so forgetful?”

      Emily broke in. “Mom, you’re blushing. Your face is as red as a stop sign. What did you say? What did you do?”

      “Did you flirt with him?” asked Charlie. “I’ve seen his picture. He’s pretty hot for an old guy. Come on—fess up.”

      “No, no, no. That’s not it at all. I didn’t flirt with him. I promise. And I really didn’t notice if he was good-looking, because he was so arrogant. I swear, I don’t even like the guy.” Anne fidgeted with her hair again and tried not to look directly at her daughters. She was a terrible liar. She couldn’t let them know how attracted she felt to her new boss, especially in light of how narcissistic he was.

      “Then why’re you even interested in working for him if he was so awful and rude?” Charlie smirked.

      “Because of the chance to experience New York, of course.” It was a good explanation, even if it wasn’t the entire reason for her decision. “I figure I can stand anything or anyone for three months. But it’s the chance of a lifetime to actually live in New York City, even for three months. And the company pays for all the moving costs too. Meanwhile, maybe I can find another job up there. Or I guess I can always come back to Weatherford after he fires me.”

      Emily’s brows furrowed. “Something tells me you’re not being entirely truthful. You still haven’t told us about the rest of the interview—after you almost stormed out of the office. Did you apologize for losing your temper? I mean, not that you aren’t efficient and smart. And not that you’re not the best candidate for the job. But I know that because I know you. What did you say to persuade him to hire you when he’d passed on all those others?”

      Charlie added, “Yeah, Mom. I don’t actually believe you flirted with him, even if he was on the Most Eligible Bachelor List five years in a row.” Her eyes flashed with merriment.

      Anne thought back to the fateful interview as she had so many times for the past three days. She felt butterflies in her stomach as she recalled his piercing gaze. Unconsciously, she rubbed the back of her hand, remembering his searing touch. Determined to control his physical effect on her, she forced herself to consider his egotistical attitude.

      “He was just so self-absorbed and conceited and full of himself. I really didn’t notice his looks. And I may have lost my temper again—just a little.”

      “Then why on earth did he hire you, Mom?” Charlie asked.

      “To tell you the truth… I really don’t know.”
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      Anne wrestled with her bags as she shuffled through the airport with her cell phone propped on her shoulder. “Yes, I’m safely here and all my luggage made it. Y’all sent me with way too many clothes.”

      “You’re upset Charlie and I lent you some clothes? We couldn’t let you go to New York with your old wardrobe, and you refused to let us take you shopping.”

      “No, no. It’s not that I’m not grateful you both lent me so much stuff. Goodness knows my wardrobe was pretty sad. But I had to pay for extra luggage, and now I can barely handle everything. Ahhhhkkk!” Anne screamed as her phone fell from its perch, and she dropped her purse. She scrambled to pick up her phone.

      “Emily? Are you still there? Sorry, I dropped the phone. Excuse me sir, let me just get this stuff out of the way.” Anne rolled and pushed her gear next to a pillar. “So Emily, thanks for taking care of Gandalf this weekend. Have you heard from Grandpa?”

      “Yep, he called this morning when he was on the road. But Mom, why is Grandpa coming to take care of Gandalf? Doesn’t Ms. Minnie usually keep him? She loves that dog.”

      “Yes, she does love Gandalf. You know, she really encouraged me to go to this interview, and she was so excited when I got the job. But right now she’s on her honeymoon.”

      “Honeymoon? Ms. Minnie got married? Isn’t she like ninety years old? Who did she marry?”

      “No.” Anne chuckled. “She’s only seventy-two, and she married Mr. Greenly. You remember—that sweet old man who works in the garden department at Walmart. I think I told you about him. He always saves me some of the best perennials when they go on sale.”

      “So how did this happen, Mom? Did you have something to do with this? Have you been matchmaking again?”

      “No, I didn’t do anything. Mr. Greenly just happened to come by to give me some advice about my roses when Ms. Minnie was over for tea.”

      “Really?” Emily arched her brows. “Since when do you need advice on your roses? You’ve got the greenest thumb of anyone I know.”

      “My Simplicity roses got black spot disease, so I asked him to drop by that morning.”

      “So you admit you set them up to meet each other.”

      “I might’ve subconsciously asked them to come at the same time, but I knew they were perfect for each other. They’re so sweet; they both love gardening. And they were both widows, and they were both lonely.”

      “Mom, you’re incorrigible.” Emily groaned. “But why haven’t you found a match for me? You must be responsible for at least fifteen weddings already.”

      “You’re so particular—I have to find just the right guy. You’ve refused to even consider the guys I’ve suggested so far.”

      “Just kidding. I’m perfectly happy alone, and I’m not sure there’s anyone out there that’s worth the trouble. Why don’t you make a match for yourself instead?”

      “I had a wonderful husband already and two great daughters. I’m really not interested in romance for myself.”

      “Whatever, Mom. I’m just saying while you’re looking for everyone else, you ought to look for yourself as well. There’re a lot of men in New York.”

      “Don’t tease me. Anyway, I’ve got to get going. I miss you already. Be sure to come visit as soon as you can. I’m all alone in a big city. Maybe this was a mistake.”

      “Mom, are you getting cold feet again? You know everything will be fine. This is the chance of a lifetime. You’ll be great. You’ll probably get promoted to president of the company.”

      “Ha! I’m sure secretaries get promoted to president all the time.” She chuckled. “I’m just nervous, I guess. But I’ll call as soon as I get to the apartment. Bye, sweetie. Love you.”
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        * * *

      

      When the taxi dropped her at the apartment building with all her gear, a sharply dressed doorman whisked the door open and quickly relieved her of most of her baggage, leading the way to a comfy reception area.

      “I’m Antonio. Are you moving in? Miss…?”

      “I’m Anne. Nice to meet you, Antonio. Yes, I just flew in today, and I’m moving in. At least for a while.”

      “That’s great. I’m on duty most of the time, and Randall is the other doorman. It’ll be great having you here. We’re always happy when a beautiful woman moves in.”

      Anne waved off his flattery. “You’re so sweet. Do you always say things like that to women who are old enough to be your mother?”

      Antonio laughed. “I only speak the truth. You couldn’t possibly be old enough to be my mother, but I’ve got a thing for older women anyway.”

      She sucked in a surprised breath. Surely this young man wasn’t really making a pass at her.

      Suddenly, a door opened behind the desk and a woman emerged, moving quickly and efficiently to greet Anne and begin her check-in process. Anne noticed Antonio’s gaze was locked on the woman, watching every move she made.

      “Hey, Rayna.” He gave an awkward wave. “Nice weather today. I like your new shoes.”

      Rayna was already engrossed in her work, typing Anne’s information into the computer, oblivious to Antonio’s words. He backed away and returned to the door, glancing over his shoulder, disappointment written all over his face. But evidently Rayna couldn’t read it.

      She continued to process Anne’s paperwork, scanning Anne’s license and credit card before handing her a key card.

      “Your room’s on the tenth floor, with a window on the front of the building,” explained Rayna. “It’s one of our nicest efficiency suites.”

      “Thanks so much, Rayna. You’ve been so nice. In fact, everyone has been very nice. Antonio was especially nice. Do you usually work at the same time?”

      “Hmmm?” asked Rayna with her eyes glued to her computer.

      “Antonio,” she repeated. “I asked if you usually work together. I mean, do you both work on the same time schedule?”

      “Antonio?” Rayna looked up and blinked in confusion.

      “Yes. You know, Antonio—that incredibly handsome guard at the door. He was so nice and so nice-looking. If only I were your age, I’d be really interested in him. But you probably already have a relationship with someone, right?”

      Rayna stared at Antonio as if she’d never seen him before. “I don’t have a relationship. I had a relationship, but that was six months ago. You know, men are such pigs.”

      “I know. That’s why I was so surprised at what a nice young man Antonio is. I just wanted you to know, so you could pass it on to the management.”

      “The management,” muttered Rayna, tilting her head as Antonio opened the door and helped an elderly man maneuver a large box over to the elevator. She turned back to Anne. “Yes, I’ll certainly tell the management about… Antonio.”

      “You know, if you ever need someone to talk to, my door’s always open.” Anne winked.

      “Thanks, Anne. I just might take you up on that offer.”
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        * * *

      

      Anne ferried her way up the elevator to her room. Once inside with her bags, she moved quickly to the window and opened the blinds. She peered down at the street, slightly off of a main drag but busy nonetheless. Directly across the street was a beautiful ornate building with “The Economist” carved into it. The street sounds were muffled, but she could still see the teeming traffic on the main street and marveled once again at the hectic pace of the city. Turning from the window, she surveyed her small apartment. The floors were all wood—well it looked like wood, but it was probably a high-end laminate—with nice area rugs. There was a small kitchen area near the door separated from the living area by a bar and three stools. Every surface in the cooking area was gleaming—stainless steel, glass tile, and granite.

      Walking through a door, she discovered a small but beautiful bathroom with a marble shower, dark wood vanity topped with granite, and modern fixtures. Another door led to a large walk-in closet, complete with shelves, drawers and hanging racks. Back in the living area, the bed was covered with a fluffy, white, down comforter and throw pillows in a plethora of colors and textures. Bookshelves housed a few classics, decorative pieces and a flat screen TV. Situated by the window on a beautiful oriental rug were two chairs and a small loveseat anchored by a round, tufted ottoman.

      Anne used the next hour to unpack her suitcases and check out the kitchen. The cooking area was supplied with basic pots and pans. She found all the necessary basics in the pantry for cooking, and the refrigerator was stocked with eggs, low-fat milk, various cheeses, vanilla Greek yogurt, and blueberries. She realized Katie must have had the groceries purchased specifically for her, recalling some seemingly casual phone conversations discussing her food preferences.

      These kinds of things would soon be her responsibility, and Anne suddenly worried whether she could fill those efficient shoes. Her job at the travel agency had required attention to detail, and her clients relied on her to arrange every facet of their travel. She was accustomed to working out problems and planning for contingencies, but she really didn’t know anything about New York. Could she really manage all the issues she’d be facing in a city that was so foreign to all she knew? A simple grocery-shopping trip would be an adventure in this city. She began to pace and fret, when her cell phone suddenly rang out with the rock riff that signaled Charlie’s call.

      “Hey, Mom. Are you in your apartment? I want to hear all about it. Emily said you hadn’t called since the airport.”

      “Yikes! I forgot to call her back. She’ll probably be ticked, but I’ll call her when we hang up. Yep, I’m here, and it’s actually really great. I think Katie lives in the same building, but she probably doesn’t know I’m here yet.”

      “What does it look like?”

      “It’s small but beautiful. Nicely decorated. Tenth floor. There’s a front door guy—like a guard—so I feel pretty safe. His name is Antonio, and he’s very polite.”

      “He sounds handsome and mysterious. Perhaps you can introduce us.”

      “You seem to think my sole purpose here in New York is to find a boyfriend for you.”

      “Really, Mom, what else could be more important?”

      “I’m afraid matchmaking may be the only thing I can accomplish here.” Suddenly exhausted, Anne dropped onto the couch. “I don’t know why I thought I could work here in the city, or work for a big company, or work for someone important. I think I’m going to freak out just trying to use the subway.”

      “Do you need another pep talk? You know we’ve already done this about twenty times. You impressed Steven Gherring enough to land this job. That man knows how to spot a winner. Everything he touches turns to gold. If he thinks you can do this job, you can do it.”

      “Yes, but he didn’t sound really sure when he hired me. He’s giving me a three-month trial.”

      “But you told me Katie said you’d really have to mess up badly to get fired, because she’s leaving for good in three months. If he fires you, he won’t have anyone at all. She said he’d interviewed over forty people before he chose you.”

      “I know, I know. You’re right. I think I’ll feel better after my first week at work. Actually, I probably just need some dinner. I’m starving.”

      “Yes, Mom. We all know how cranky you get when you’re hungry. And be sure to have some chocolate for dessert. You’ll feel better for sure.”

      “You’ve got no room to talk, you know.”

      “That’s true, but I inherited it from you.”

      “Okay, I’m going to eat dinner and chocolate, take a long, hot shower, and climb in bed with a good book. Tomorrow, I’ll conquer New York City.”

      “You go, girl! I almost feel sorry for New York.”

      Anne laughed as she hung up the phone. Four o’clock. Too early for dinner. She sat down and glanced through the pamphlet Rayna had given her. She spotted an exercise facility listed under the amenities. Great. She would check out the gym before eating. She ate a piece of candy for some quick energy and changed into shorts and a tank top. Her kids had vetoed her old exercise clothes as too dated for New York, so she surveyed the more fashionable shorts in the mirror. Wow, these were a little shorter than she would usually wear. Her legs were probably her best feature, and these shorts showed them off—a little too much. The tank top was kind of tight, but it covered everything important. Anyway, she had no other option right now and knew she wouldn’t have to leave the building. Besides, the gym would likely be empty at four o’clock on a Friday afternoon.

      She pulled her hair into a ponytail, grabbed a small purse with a big metal buckle and stuffed in her phone and key. The pamphlet said the gym was on floor eighteen. She headed out the door, found the elevator, and pressed the button, while admiring the huge crown moldings and ornate furnishings that graced the waiting area. She was still studying the beautiful fresh flower arrangement when the elevator doors opened behind her.

      “Ahem… Are you getting on?” asked a voice from the elevator.

      Embarrassed, Anne swirled quickly around and rushed through the doorway, her bag swinging out to bump against the lone elevator occupant—Steven Gherring.

      His eyes opened wide and he rubbed his arm. “Ms. Best, are you attempting to injure me?”

      The buckle on her purse must’ve hit his elbow. He probably regretted his decision to hire her already.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Gherring. I didn’t even really see you there. Are you⁠—”

      “I’m fine, Ms. Best. I was only kidding.”

      Her first impression had been that he was too uptight to kid around. Fortunately, she managed to keep that thought to herself. Barely.

      “I thought you might need to go to the emergency room. You do seem a bit fragile.”

      “Ouch!” he said in mock horror. “Now you’ve really cut me to the quick.”

      He laughed and she joined in. Then she realized he was dressed in a suit and tie, while she was in shorts. As his eyes strayed to her legs, she was acutely aware of how short those shorts were. She felt her face flush.

      “I’m surprised to see you here, Mr. Gherring. Are you checking on your property?”

      “No, Ms. Best. In fact, I live here.”

      “Here? Wow, I bet your apartment’s bigger than mine.” Heat rushed up her neck as he raised his eyebrows.

      Why can’t I keep my mouth shut around this man?

      “Is there something wrong with your apartment? Is it too small for your liking?”

      “No, not at all. I just meant I expected you’d live some place really big and fancy since you’re so rich…” She paused, trying to think of something more diplomatic to say but failed completely.

      The corners of his mouth twitched up slightly, and his dimples peeked out. “I’m so glad I ran into you, Ms. Best. I need you to make some travel arrangements for me. It really can’t wait until Monday.”

      “I thought Katie would be handling things until Monday.” She was suddenly terrified to be given an assignment so early without Katie’s help.

      “Yes, I could call Ms. Carson, if that’s what you prefer, Ms. Best. I simply thought not to trouble her on the weekend since she’s so busy planning the wedding. But if you want, I’ll call her and ask her to come over tonight.”

      “No, you don’t have to bother Katie… I mean, Ms. Carson. I can do it. Do you have the information with you in your briefcase? I’ll just take it now. I can exercise later.”

      “I don’t have the information here. I’ll have to get it from my computer.”

      The elevator had stopped on the eighteenth floor, and she was standing in the doorway as the elevator doors tried repeatedly to close.

      “I think the elevator’s getting angry. I’ll get off here and wait for another one to go back down to my apartment. I just need to figure out how to login to the wifi. Do you know the password offhand?” She knew she was rambling like an idiot, but Gherring made her nervous. “Never mind. I’ll figure it out.”

      She turned and stepped out of the elevator to let the doors close and felt the shock of his touch on her elbow. She jumped and twirled to see him standing, braced against the agitated elevator door.

      “Ms. Best, I think it would be easier if you came up so I could explain to you exactly what I need.”

      “Up? To your place?” Did her voice sound squeaky?

      “Yes, Ms. Best. My computer’s in my apartment—in my ‘big, fancy’ apartment.”

      She froze. Go up to his apartment? Of course, it didn’t mean anything. Surely Katie went to his apartment all the time to get work assignments or deliver things or whatever. After all, she was his personal executive assistant.

      “Ms. Best? Are you coming? I think this elevator may have progressed from angry to furious.”

      “Oh. Yes, of course. I’m sorry. I was just thinking,”

      She felt herself blush again as she stepped back into the elevator. She was being silly, worrying about his intentions. She was simply naïve. Anyway, Steven Gherring would never be interested in someone like her. There were actresses and supermodels who’d be thrilled to be with him. Her face was radiating heat. How could she think he’d ever be attracted to her?

      She tugged down on the hem of her shorts, willing them to cover a bit more leg. She inspected her legs while pretending to tighten a shoelace. She was certainly glad she’d shaved that morning. Her legs, usually pasty white, had a nice healthy glow thanks to a few sessions of spray tan. Then she spotted a spray streak on her left inner thigh. She adjusted her right leg forward and clamped her legs together to hide the brown stain. This precarious position caused her to lose her balance, and she let out a little gasp.

      “Ms. Best? Are you okay? Are you in pain?” He reached out to steady her. She pulled back so quickly she stumbled the other direction. Flailing her arms for balance, her elbow hit him in the chin.

      “Ouch!”

      “Oh! Oh Mr. Gherring, I’m sorry!”

      He rubbed his chin. “Ms. Best, I believe you are trying to injure me.”
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        * * *

      

      Anne followed Gherring through the ornate double doors of the penthouse apartment. He disappeared into a back room, muttering instructions to Anne that unfortunately didn’t filter from her ears into her brain. She gazed around at the stately opulence that surrounded her on all sides. Colors were sophisticated and subdued, but every finish appeared to be beautiful and expensive, from the granite inlaid wood floors, to the chocolate, Italian leather furniture, highlighted by impressive chandeliers suspended from twenty-foot ceilings. French doors led onto an expansive balcony, visible through enormous picture windows flanking the doorway. Anne perched on the edge of the sofa, staring at the marble coffee table that probably cost more than her car, wondering what instructions Gherring had given her before vanishing.

      “Did you find it?” He entered the room having shed his coat and tie and, ohmygosh, his shirt. Anne tried valiantly not to stare and pretended not to notice his muscles rippling as he pulled on a sport shirt. Even from the corner of her eye, she could tell there was no flab anywhere. She wondered what he did to look like that. Did he have a personal trainer? She felt warm all over. What was she doing? She had no business staring at this man who was her boss and miles out of her league.

      She forced her eyes up to his. What had he asked? “Did I find what?”

      “The laptop. Did you look in the study?” He walked into another room and opened the door to reveal an office with rich walnut paneling extending to cover the coved ceiling. She followed him through the door and found him leaning intently over his desk, presenting her with a nice view of a firm backside. She did like a guy with a fine bottom. Suddenly, she realized he had turned around to face her. Had he noticed her perusal?

      “You have a very nice… uhmm… apartment.” Heat flooded her face.

      “Why thank you, Ms. Best. I do like to know my assets are appreciated.”

      She squirmed, attempting to extract herself from his amused inspection. She pointed behind him to the computer. “Is that the information you wanted me to see?”

      He turned back to the screen. “Yes, you see this is my current itinerary, but the timing of the flights won’t work with the meeting that has been changed from Tuesday morning to Monday afternoon. Here’s the new meeting schedule. You’ll also need to arrange limousine service to coordinate with the earlier flight. Fortunately, all the presentation material is ready to go, so no changes are needed there.”

      She felt a growing confidence. This was all about travel arrangements. She could do this job in her sleep. She leaned in to study the information and email a copy to herself. As she worked she became aware of his presence, her skin prickly where her shoulder touched him. Her fingers began to tremble, and she fumbled as she keyed in the information.

      “You’re shivering. Are you cold? I should’ve realized with your shorts on, you’d be cold in here. Should I turn up the heat?”

      “No, I’ll be fine. Just let me…” She glanced at him, mortified he’d noticed her shaking.

      “Are you sure?”

      He wore a satisfied smirk—he knew. He was enjoying her discomfort. She felt a trace of anger and grasped at it. Better than being a babbling idiot, gaga over her hot boss.

      “Actually, Mr. Gherring, I do find it to be quite cold in here. But I seriously doubt there’s anything you could ever do to warm me up.”

      She pressed the send button on the email and marched out of the room to retrieve her bag, determined to regain what was left of her shredded dignity. When she headed for the door, she found Gherring barring her exit.

      “Ms. Best.” He stepped sideways to intercept her as she tried to go around him, eyes firmly fixed on the floor. She refused to answer and attempted to pass him on the other side, until he finally leaned against the door handle and crossed his arms. “Please, will you look at me?”

      “No, I won’t. If you want to fire me now, go ahead.” She glared at him and lifted her chin in defiance.

      “Please, Ms. Best, I didn’t mean to offend you. You’re different from my other acquaintances—more sensitive.” He lifted his hand before she could retort. “Wait, I didn’t mean sensitive in a bad way. I simply mean I’m used to dealing with insensitive people. I can be sensitive. I used to be sensitive…”

      His words died off and, for a moment, he looked sad, distant, and lonely.

      Every trace of drummed-up anger melted away. How could she be upset with this poor man? He had everything money could buy but seemed to lack happiness and joy. She thought of her family, her friends, all the people who loved her. He surely must not have that type of love in his life, or she wouldn’t have glimpsed that lost look in his eyes.

      “Mr. Gherring, I’m fine. No worries. I know I can be very difficult to deal with—or so my daughters tell me.” His quick smile sent warmth into her chest. She decided to probe for a bit of information. “So, your current girlfriend isn’t very sensitive?”

      “No, Ms. Best. There’s currently not anyone who falls into the category of girlfriend. I can’t say I’ve had much time or need for dating. Or the patience to deal with the consequences. To be honest, no one has really seemed worth the effort.” He looked surprised at his own candidness.

      “Yes, of course. You’re a very busy and important man. And I should be getting out of your way so you can be about your business. I’ll see you Monday morning, Mr. Gherring.” Anne slipped around him and out the door.

      She escaped to the elevator, glad to be free of Gherring’s forceful presence. Why did she have such a difficult time controlling herself around him? One minute she felt drawn to him, and the next she was furious. He was so arrogant. But then he’d accidentally revealed a part of himself he tried so hard to hide. He was lonely.

      She knew what she had to do. Steven Gherring needed a mate—a life-long companion, true love, a match. And she, Anne Best, was just the woman to find that perfect match for him.
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      “Ready for your first day at work? Are you nervous?” Rayna came out from behind her desk to greet Anne as she emerged from the elevator.

      Rayna had taken Anne up on her offer to be a listening ear. Turned out Rayna’s previous boyfriend had been emotionally abusive. By the time she’d escaped him, he’d driven away her other friends.

      “Yes, extremely nervous. I feel like I’m fixin’ to pass out. But not as bad as I would’ve been since I realized Mr. Gherring will be out of town for three days.” Anne leaned in to whisper. “You look very chipper today. How was your date with Antonio last night?”

      Rayna blushed crimson and glanced carefully over to the door where Antonio stood, apparently attempting to pretend he was not watching Rayna. Unabashed, Anne waved his direction. “Good morning, Antonio. How are you?”

      Rayna positioned herself with her back to Antonio and spoke in a low voice. “It was so much fun. He was a real gentleman and opened the doors for me. We went to this fun pizza place, and we talked for hours. He’s a really good listener. I don’t want to jinx anything, but I think I may be falling for him. I just want to take it slow so I don’t get hurt again.”

      “Good for you. You deserve someone great after dealing with that Eddie. After you told me your story on Saturday, I was ready to punch that guy. He’d better hope I never meet him.”

      Rayna laughed. “You’re so fierce. What would you do? Beat him up with your purse?”

      “I just might. I’ve recently used my bag for just such a purpose.” Anne checked the clock on the wall. “I need to hurry, or I’ll be late. But I’m glad things are going well with Antonio. I just knew he’d be good for you.”

      “Don’t be making wedding plans just yet.” Rayna chuckled as she peered over her shoulder at Antonio. “Although, I must admit, he would look great in a tux.”

      On her way out the door, Antonio stopped Anne. “Good morning. I hope you have a great first day at work.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Rayna and I talked about you last night, among a lot of other subjects. I know you’re the one who told her about me. She never even knew I was alive before.”

      “She would’ve noticed eventually. I just helped her focus more quickly.”

      “I was right about you.” His eyes twinkled. “I told you on Friday it would be great having you here, and my prediction was spot-on. But I don’t understand how you knew. How did you know I liked Rayna? I didn’t say anything.”

      “I just have a sixth sense about relationships.”

      “Really? So you’ve done this before? Maybe you should charge a big fat fee. Are you working on anyone else right
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