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Author’s Note


Chapter 1

 Rachel

Eight
Weeks Ago

 


It’s
probably because I’ve been brought up in a house full of males,
with mama the only exception. This is the reason I wager with
myself as I’m asked by a client why I mix so well with all the men
I work with. Being the only female in an all male legal firm looks
a little strange to some, and this isn’t the first time I’ve been
asked this very question. Surely it won’t be the last, either. My
brothers are all mama’s boys, which helps a little. I was a daddy’s
girl, before he passed, that is.

As this
woman looks at me for legal advice, she has an air of curiosity to
her as well, and I can’t quite figure it out, which pisses me off
to no end. Reading people is what I do best, that’s why I sit
behind this desk and defend people for a living. What’s even more
disconcerting is the new guy that’s starting today. This firm is
getting larger and larger, which isn’t the part that bothers me,
what does irritate me is that this Chad person, who is joining us,
is from Dallas. I mean, why did he come all the way to goddamn El
Paso, anyway? I have yet to meet someone from Dallas that I
like.

Two of
my brothers live practically next door to the major city, in a
small town called Huttonville. They started out here at what was
once mama and daddy’s ranch, but now my brother Hawk runs it. Mama
still busts Hawk’s ass and my other brother’s asses, too, when they
aren’t keeping the ranch in tip top shape, but that’s another
story. Nonetheless, this new guy, just the thought of him makes my
skin crawl. Normally, I don’t feel this way about people I haven’t
met, but something tells me that this guy is going to be bad
news.

My
client, who is looking to sue a company for wrongful dismissal,
hasn’t got a leg to stand on. And as I sit in my chair, listening
to her weak story, I see, through the corner of my eye, my partners
Robert and Stan standing by the door through the frosted glass
insert. I can’t see who they’re talking to, but I can only guess
that it’s the new guy. We’re to meet in a half an hour for an
introduction, and as much as I’m bored listening to this client
drone on, part of me hopes that this consultation with run past the
time that she’s paid for. No charge, lady, I think to
myself.

“Missus Barry.” I start.

“Marjorie.” She corrects.

“Marjorie.” I pause. “It sounds to me like your former boss
gave you a decent retirement package with ample compensation for
your troubles. Most companies wouldn’t give half that.”

“But he let me go because of my age.” She argues. “Isn’t that
ageist?”

“Ma’am, with all due respect, you were having memory issues,
and you’re well passed retirement age.”

Marjorie
is nearly seventy years old, and frail looking. The company gave
her nearly a year’s pay plus they’re keeping her benefits active
for the next six months. That’s a hell of a deal if you ask me or
anyone.

“But I should be able to decide when I’m ready to retire.” She
rebukes.

“Yes, but if your age is effecting your job performance enough
to be noticeable, then the company has a right, especially when
they give you such a remarkable package.”

“This is crap!” Marjorie shouts, startling me. She rises,
hanging her large, leather, old lady purse on her arm, but I swear
she’s going to hit me over the head with it first, and stomps out
the door. Fortunately, clients pay to play, so my bill is already
in the bank. As much as I hate having a disgruntled client, I also
hate defending people who have no defence. If Marjorie was adamant,
I could pull out some stops, but chances are, based on how frail
she looks, she won’t live past the first draft of
documentation.

I follow
her out to the waiting room and watch her scurry out the front door
as fast as her old lady legs can carry her. Part of me feels badly
for letting an elderly person down, but the other part of me feels
that she’s a fool. The company was in their right mind to let her
go, and they gave her more than enough to say goodbye. I can’t
rightfully defend her bearing that in mind. Hearing footsteps
behind me, I turn around. Robert, one of our other partners, is
approaching.

“Are you ready?” he asks. Robert is twenty years my senior,
but despite his short, salt and pepper hair, he’s as fit as a
fiddle.

“Yes. Ready when you are.”

He gives
me a terse smile and gallantly lets me walk ahead of him, as we
head towards the boardroom. It’s large and imposing, with a cherry
wood oblong table in the center of the room, a roll-up screen hung
on the wall to the left of the table, and a built-in oak shelving
unit with old legal volumes, mostly leather bound, lining them.
Inside the room are all the partners, who nod hello to me as I walk
in, and I have to lock my jaw so it doesn’t drop to the
floor.

…because the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen is sitting with
the partners.

It’s
like a rose between two thorns. I’m introduced to Chad Hedger, and
he rises, giving me a warm smile with his full, pouty lips. Chad
has short, brown, curly hair, huge blue eyes, one of those cleft
chins that I absolutely get weak in the knees for, and he’s taller
than me by at least a foot. His tasteful three-piece suit is
tailored to fit like a glove. His teeth are perfectly straight and
white, but he’s not arrogant or conceited, like most men who are as
handsome as Chad is. I can tell because he doesn’t wiggle his brows
at me. Instead, he dips his forehead in a respectful nod, keeping
his eyes fixed on my eyes, not down my chest.

Chad sits back down between Kevin and James, and I take a
seat next to Robert. My palms are suddenly sweating, and it’s
taking every ounce of energy not to stare at him. But he’s so
beautiful, I can’t help it. I notice that his gaze comes to me as
he converses with Stan and James. Of course, the topic that we
interrupted was sports, I mean, what else is there with a room full
of men? Because I’m practically lost, and not because I don’t
engage in sports events, since I do have four brothers, but rather,
I’m lost because of him…Chad.

“Sorry, Rachel.” Chad chuckles. “You must be bored as hell
with us talking jock talk.”

I smile.
“It’s okay. I have four brothers. I’m used to it.”

“Hey, same here.” He grins. “Are you the oldest?
Youngest?”

“I’m somewhere in the middle.” I explain, appreciating that he
is trying to include me in the conversation, and trying to steer
the topic for my benefit.

“Yeah, me too.” He says. “I hear your family owns a
ranch?”

“That’s correct, yes. My brother Hawk runs it.” I tell him
which ranch and where it is.

“My family owns a ranch in Dallas as well.” He
volunteers.

“Really?” Things are really looking up.

“Yeah, I grew up there. Left to go to law school, as I’m sure
it’s the same for you.”

“That’s right.”

James
intervenes, addressing me. “And how come you didn’t stay on the
ranch with your brothers, Rachel?”

“For the same reason as you didn’t work at your family’s
restaurant, James.” I say honestly. “I wasn’t cut out for it.” My
eyes are back on Chad. “I fell in love with legal programs and
nobody could ever win an argument with me, and once I started law
school, I knew that was my destiny.”

“Same here.” Chad admits.

“And how come you came to El Paso?” I ask.

“Change of scenery.” He says, but his tone says that there is
way more to that answer than he’s willing to reveal now. I’m
intrigued. He frowns. “I lived there all my life. It was time for
something new.”

I’ll
bet. There’s probably a slew of women crawling all over him in
Dallas and beyond. I bet he had to run away because of a broken
heart, or maybe because he broke someone’s heart. Probably the
latter. It’s never the men who suffer. Always the women. At least,
that’s been my experience. Why am I fixating on this? It’s none of
my business. “I understand.” I concur. “Do you get back to Dallas
very often?”

He nods
once. “I hope to.”

“So, are you here in El Paso permanently?” I ask, prying. And
then I make up my mind to not ask any more questions.

His
speech is tentative. “If I make partner, yes.” He smiles at Kevin
and James beside him.

James
intervenes, and I’m not sure if it’s to sidestep the topic of Chad
becoming partner. “And how long have you been in El Paso now,
Chad?”

“I just came a week ago. I’ve been staying at this cheesy
motel until I find a place.” He admits with a chuckle.

Now it’s
Kevin’s turn. “Are you planning to rent or to buy?”

Chad
gives him a look. “Well, rent, of course.”

“Certainly.” Kevin purses his lips together, realizing how
dumb that question was.

Chad
addresses me again. “And do you still live on the
ranch?”

I shake
my head. “No. I moved out when I went to law school. All my
brothers are still there though.”

“Were you living on the ranch up until moving out here?” I ask
him.

He
shakes his head. “No, I was the same. Moved out with a buddy of
mine when I went to law school.”

We both
share a tight smile. It gives me a delicious shiver. James and
Robert look bored. Stan is playing with his pad and paper,
doodling, having lost interest. Robert lifts his head with the
pause. “So, what was up with that two-bit bitty who stormed out on
you there a few minutes ago?”

I roll
my eyes. “Oh, who let that poor woman in here?” I demand, only
half-joking. “She didn’t have a chance in hell of building a case.”
My voice is flat. Chad is intrigued. He’s leaning forward, with his
elbows resting on the table, and his hands are clasped together, as
he listens intently. “This seventy-year-old woman got a very
generous golden handshake and she’s trying to sue the company for
ageism!” I shake my head.

“They don’t give you all the crappy cases around here, do
you?” Chad teases playfully. I like his sense of humor
already.

Robert
interjects. “It was probably a walk-in.” he looks at me. “That’s
what happens when you have a break in your schedule, Rachel. You
should know that by now. Block them off. Make sure that Leslie
can’t book you for any of those.”

“And then how are we supposed to see these people?” I ask, my
tone suggesting that that’s cruel.

Stan
smiles. “We give those to the new guy.”

Chad
looks at him and shrugs. “I would have taken the case.”

I raise
my eyebrows at him. “You would have defended a seventy-year-old
woman on an ageism case? You would have supported her suing a
company that gave her more than fifty thousand dollars, plus
benefits, for her quietly leaving after likely fifty years of
service?”

He
smiles without showing me his teeth. He’s being cocky. I like it.
“No…but I had you going, didn’t I.”

I sneer
at him playfully. “You would get along great with my brothers.
You’re lucky we’re not related. I’d come over there and cuff you
one upside of the head.”

He winks
at me. “I could take you.”

Kevin,
James, Robert and Stan are watching us like it’s a tennis
match.

“Not on your best day.” I’m sitting in the chair, wearing a
pair of white dress pants and a red blouse with matching pumps. I
turn sideways and raise my heel up high enough that he can see
them. “With these, sweetheart, you have no chance.”

James
chuckles. “I’ve arm wrestled her for a client before.” He nods.
“She won.”

I sit
back, satisfied.

Kevin
and Robert start talking about the game again, but I notice that
Chad’s gaze stays on me, and mine stays on him. His eyes twinkle
under the pot lights in here, and I can feel a certain charge in
the air, something I’ve never felt before. Never one to be forward
or presumptuous with a man, I haven’t so much as checked a guy out
in my life. It’s usually the other way around, and I’ve been on
more dud dates than I care to admit to. Save for one relationship
while I was in law school, and a brief one at that, I have never
had eyes for anyone…until now. And it looks like Chad is feeling
the same. This has never happened to me before, and my hormones are
all over the place. I don’t know what to do.

I mean,
is this lust? It can’t be love at first sight…that’s a farce. Lust
has never been a factor for me, so this is unchartered territory,
and it’s so overwhelming that I find myself lost. I can’t be doing
this. I can’t be ogling a new co-worker, and he certainly can’t be
ogling me. We’re professionals and work for a prestigious,
well-established law firm. Kevin and Robert have picked up on the
electricity between us, judging by the blank looks on their faces,
and it makes me snap out of whatever spell I was under.

My eyes
dart to Stan. “I’ll have a brief discussion with Leslie when we’re
done here. Shall we take turns looking after walk-ins? This way it
takes the pressure off Chad and anyone who has a break in their
schedule. What do you think?” I ask tactfully, whether Stan was
speaking in jest earlier or not.

“Sure. You took this one. We’ll do a rotation.” Stan agrees. I
look at the rest of them with a slight nod, and they reciprocate.
Chad has taken the hint, as his face is now impassive
again.

I nod.
“Okay. Are we done here?”

“I think so.” Kevin grunts as he rises from the chair. We each
shake Chad’s hand, welcoming him officially. And as I take my turn,
the lusty, lovestruck gaze that was there a few moments ago is now
gone. Did I imagine that?

He says
nothing to me, and he follows the guys out of the boardroom, as we
all make our way back to our respective offices. As I promised, I
have a little pow-wow with Leslie, and then I return to my office.
Hours later, Leslie pops her head into my office, after knocking
softly. “I noticed that you didn’t eat lunch. There’s some leftover
wraps from Kevin’s lunch with clients if you want some.”

I smile,
not realizing until now how hungry I am. It’s almost four o’clock
and I haven’t eaten a bite since breakfast. “Oh, thanks so much,
Leslie. I’ll go grab something now.”

“You bet.”

When I
rise, I actually feel myself a little light-headed. Too many times
I skip meals for this job, and my mama’s constantly telling me that
this will be the death of me. Problem is, I love it. Nothing makes
me happier than being a lawyer. Helping people is what I do best.
There is nothing more satisfying than picking the pieces from a
case to build its strength, putting them all together, and
presenting it to a jury and judge. My courtroom feeling is
unsurpassed. People actually come to see me defend, and it feels
great.

As I
walk into the lunchroom, I open the fridge and grab myself what
looks like a turkey on spinach wrap. Planning to grab it and eat it
on the way back to my office, not missing a beat, I stuff the first
corner of it in my mouth, and that’s when I hear Chad’s voice
behind me. “Hey, I see you got the memo, too.”

Chewing,
I nod. When I swallow, I say. “Leslie just informed me of the
buffet in here. I skipped lunch.”

“Story of my life.” Chad says, opening the fridge, grabbing
himself a wrap.

“Yeah? Dallas law firms are just as rigid as El Paso law
firms, huh.”

He nods.
“Pretty much.”

“And you never thought about starting your own firm out
there?”

His eyes
widen, but he’s smiling. “Sure. Yeah. One day when I have a
bazillion dollars, I might. But until then, I’ll just defend from
the comfort of my borrowed office.”

“Oh.” I understand.

“Have you considered starting your own practice?” he asks after
taking a small bite, chewing and swallowing.

“Until about a year ago, no.” I answer honestly.

“Oh yeah? I take it you have the bread to do something like
that.”

“I could if I wanted to.” I state. “But then I worry that
maybe I’m still a little bit too green for something like that. My
clients still ask me to see a piece of identification for proof
when I tell them how old I am.”

“Well, to be honest, you could pass for Robert’s daughter. The
other guys look like they’re pretty up there, too. You and I are
definitely the younger ones of the bunch here.”

“Did you think I was his daughter?” I bark,
disbelieving.

He nods.
“Yeah, actually. When I saw that your surname didn’t match his, I
just figured that was your married name. But then, most women who
are lawyers keep their maiden name if they get married after
becoming a lawyer, so I wasn’t sure.”

“Well, I’m not married.” I say flatly. “And I’m certainly not
Robert’s daughter.”

“I know that now.” He says fairly. “How long have you been
here…at this law firm, I mean.”

A sigh.
“Almost ten years.”

“Jesus. That’s about how long I was at the other
place.”

“It must have been painful to leave.”

He gives
me a look that I can’t decipher. “Not so much.”

“Ah,” I give him a tight smile. “It’s one of those two drink
minimum stories, I take it.”

“Something like that.”

“I’ve got a few of those myself.”

“Yeah, I think we all do.” He takes a bite of his wrap. “Maybe
we can…trade stories sometime.” He suggests after chewing and
swallowing. I mirror him, trying to be polite and eat with him,
instead of leaving him in the lunchroom alone. The heat we had
earlier must have been imagined, because there is no sign of it
now. My eyes stay focused on my food as does his. His sentence is
clearly just an implication, not a question. He’s not suggesting
that we go out on a date to exchange stories of
heartache.

“Sure.” I say blandly. “I should…get back to my
office.”

“Yeah, me too.” He says. “Thanks for the chat.”

“You’re welcome.”

Three
hours later, I’m sitting in my office. I know that Leslie has gone
for the day, because she sent me an email stating as much, at
around four thirty. I’m still full from the wrap I had earlier, but
my eyes are burning from staring at the computer screen all day.
The briefing I’m working on is due tomorrow, and I’m just doing the
final edits for it, before handing it to Leslie to do her magic on
it. I hate walking away from a project when I’m so close to getting
it done, but my eyes are so dry and sore, I can’t go on.

Packing
up my desk, I make sure my monitor is locked, and that my drawers
are also locked. I turn off my light and lock the door. And as I
walk down the hall, I see Chad standing on the wrong side of the
reception desk, using the phone. He sees me and lifts his hands up
as in surrender. It sounds like the call is ending, as he says
goodbye to the person on the other end and hangs up. He answers my
questioning glance. “Phone’s dead. Car’s dead. Not off to a great
start on my first day.”

“What’s wrong with your car?” I ask.

“I’m pretty sure the battery’s dead. It’s an old beater and it
struggled to make the trek here from Dallas.”

“Oh no.” I chuckle, even though it isn’t funny.

“Yeah. Thankfully the tow truck company is only two hours
behind.” He purses his lips together, unimpressed.

“Would you like a lift? Where is the motel that you’re staying
at?” I offer, feeling bad for the guy. I mean, what dumb luck. He
tells me where the motel is. It’s literally a five-minute drive
from my house. “I live just up the street from there. I don’t mind
giving you a ride if you don’t want to wait for the tow
truck.”

“I actually told them in not so many words to shove it.” he
admits. “The car needs to be scrapped. I’ll rent one for the rest
of the week until I get another one. I can’t be bothered soaking
another dime into that thing. I knew this would happen. I just
didn’t figure that the stars would misalign on me this
week.”

“Do you want a ride?” I offer.

“Sure. That would be great. Thanks.” He says, coming out from
behind the desk. “You sure it’s not a bother?”

“No. Not at all. I literally pass by that motel on the way
home.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem.”

We head
to my car and get inside. “So, aside from the car breaking down and
the phone dying, how was your first day?” I ask, sliding the key
into the ignition.

“Pretty good.” He says. “I get the feeling that Robert doesn’t
like me a whole lot.”

I start
driving and look at him. “Why do you say that?”

He
shrugs. “I get a vibe from people. It’s easy for me to read
people’s body language.”

“I feel like that, too.” I admit. “I think it’s a thing about
being a lawyer. I can tell right away when someone is lying or
telling the truth. And I can read in between the lines and fill in
the blanks almost instantly.”

“Yeah.” He nods, agreeing with me.

We’re
silent, and for some reason, I can feel that charge building up
again. I try to slough it off, thinking that once again, I’m
imagining things. “El Paso’s pretty nice. I like it here.” Chad
says.

“As much as Dallas?”

His
voice lowers an octave, and for some reason, it sounds so sexy to
me. It’s like his pillow talk voice, and it gives me a shiver.
“Well, Dallas is home, so no. There is no place like home, I
believe that.”

I look
at him as we turn onto the street where the motel is. “So, why did
you leave? I would never leave my hometown.”

“Never say never, darlin’.” He says in that sexy tone again.
“It’s not like I wanted to. Sometimes we’re not given a
choice.”

I get
the feeling that he doesn’t want to talk about this, so I let it
go. He smiles at me warmly, and reaches over, giving my hand a
gentle rub in thanks. His touch sends a warmth all over my body,
and I can feel my cheeks flush. When we arrive at the motel, as I’m
about to ask him if he needs me to pick him up in the morning and
bring him into the office, he unbuckles his belt, looking at me,
and my eyes immediately go to his lips. The magnetism between us is
palpable, and suddenly, I don’t want him to leave.

He’s
mystery, manners, warmth and sexiness, all wrapped into one
glorious ball of hell yes. When his eyes go to my lips, something
comes over me, like I’m a woman possessed. Clicking my seatbelt
button to free myself, I lean in and he takes the cue, as he moves
in the exact same speed as I do, and our lips meet. It’s like an
explosion of hormones and feels the second our skin touches. At
first his kiss is soft, but then he tilts his head, enveloping my
lips with his, and delivers the most knee-dropping, toe-curling
kiss, dipping his warm, soft tongue in ever so gently, making me
dizzy with need.

…then I do something my brothers told me never to
do.

…and suddenly his need for a morning chauffeur
diminishes.


Chapter 2

 Chad

It’s not
right to tell a lie on your first day at work. This isn’t news to
me. Fact, it isn’t right to tell a lie on any occasion. But in some
instances, it can’t be helped. Like when Robert asked me, during my
interview, why I left Dallas and the fantastic legal firm I was
working at there. To tell him it was a private matter and that I
was unable to disclose it at this time, would be a great way to get
a one-way ticket out of here. Which is not what I need. So, I lied.
Said that I’d never been outside of Dallas in my whole life, and
that I wanted to venture out, and that I’d been at the other firm
for ten years and felt that joining the firm in El Paso would be a
huge step up for me.


Lies.

Another
lie I had to tell, this one to myself, was that Rachel isn’t the
most beautiful girl I’ve ever met in my whole life. But she is.
What’s more is that she’s also a lawyer, and a smart and talented
one at that, based on how Richard builds her up. Spunky should be
her middle name, and I felt that about her within about two minutes
of being in her presence. This girl doesn’t miss a beat. She’s
sharp and witty, and…did I mention drop dead gorgeous? Richard
forgot to mention that part, but he sure reminded me of that after
the meeting, when he invited me back to his office for a word. In
no uncertain terms he stipulated that Rachel is a gem in this firm,
and he doesn’t want anything or anyone to jeopardize that.
Including me. I played dumb at first, but he cited the gooey looks
we were giving each other across the table during my introductory
meeting. He’s no dummy. And I had it coming.

But man,
as much as I try to keep Richard’s warning in mind, Rachel’s eyes
are burning into mine, and I know that mine are burning into hers
as we both reach for our seatbelt buckles. The electricity between
us is disarming. It’s like she can take me down just by looking at
me. I have no defence…and I’m a defence attorney. Her lips are as
soft as silk, and her tongue meets mine at the perfect moment,
letting me know that she feels every bit of what I do. It’s like
freaking magic. And it’s both scary and exhilarating all at the
same time. Richard’s voice is far in the back of my mind, but
Rachel’s lips are front and center. What’s a guy to do?

As we
sit in her car, kissing passionately, like I haven’t kissed a
person ever, I wonder if she wants more. It’s been…too long…since
I’ve been with a woman. My body is begging for more, but in my
mind, I’m searching for clues that this is all she wants. Her hands
slide through my hair as our mouths explore each other, and she
pulls back, leaving me breathless. Just when I think she’s going to
slap my face for being inappropriate, she stares out the driver’s
side, puts the car into park, and slides the car into the first
available spot. “I’ve never…done anything like this before.” She
admits, winded.

“That makes two of us, darlin’.”

Seconds
later, we’re in my motel room. The room is dark, but the moon
offers a tiny peak of light between the slightly parted curtains. I
place the lock on the door and remove my suit jacket, draping it on
the back of the chair as my eyes adjust to the darkness. I’m
reluctant to touch her, fearing that she’ll lose her nerve. But her
nerve is all there as she snakes her arms around my neck. My arms
slowly envelop her body as I pull her close to me.

“You’ll think I’m a tramp.” She says softly, almost against my
lips.

“You just said you’ve never done this before.” I rub my nose
on hers.

“And you believe me?”

“Darlin’, I just told you that I can tell when people are
lying.” I softly kiss her lips, keeping it chaste, testing the
waters.





















































































































cover.jpg





