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      A tale as old as time…

      

      Rose Bellavance was a woman down on her luck and wishing for a bit of magic in her life. Trapped in a dead-end job and working a second one to make ends meet, she escapes reality every chance she can - in a book.

      

      Jarrett Ariet is an angry, miserable man. When fate steps in and puts Rose directly in his path, he reacts as only a man with a monstrous personality can! Their two worlds collide, and for a brief moment, he feels what it is to truly love someone… just before he loses her.

      

      Can a bit of luck, a sprinkle of hope, and a twist of fate- teach these two lonely souls to find happiness together?
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      Rose Bellavance sighed heavily with exhaustion. She was burning the proverbial candle at both ends nowadays. Working full-time at the local library had always been enough to maintain her tidy, frugal lifestyle. She loved the scent of old books. The way the ink, paper, and dust clung in the air making the room feel like it had whispered stories to generations over the decades.

      There was nothing quite so wonderful as the archival section where you could gently flip through the old newspapers that were held in large binders carefully. They’d been scanned to microfiche and were available for as long as they held up. Occasionally she’d see some kid flinging the enlarged, heavy pages simply to create a mess – and it did- as the breeze would ruffle papers or the old papers would start to crumble. It made her gnash her teeth in aggravation and several deep breaths later, she would chase them away back to the other side of the library. Oh yes, the love of books was in her blood… until now.

      Her mother had come on hard times about two years ago. She’d fallen and broken her hip. The pins placed in the bone ached. It simply didn’t quite seem to heal right over time, making it impossible for her to work. A repossession of the car, an eviction notice, and several creditors calling – Rose had made the decision to have her mother move in with her. The tiny house for one, had suddenly become home to two.

      Her home had been full of little knickknacks and trinkets – pictures and collections she’d gathered over the years. Each item had a spot, everything had a home… until now. The shelves were full of both of their items, making it feel homey to the woman who’d raised her. The couch had not one, but two throws tossed casually upon the arm. Everything they couldn’t make room for, such as the sofa tables (because who needs two of them?), was sold off in a large garage sale and the funds were set aside for a rainy day.

      And when it rained… it poured.

      The monies they’d saved up were gone within months and Rose took a second job. Nothing glamorous, simply something quick and easy to pay the bills. She became a maid, working on call for an agency called Squeaky Shack. Their motto was that ‘No home was so perfect, that it didn’t need a Squeaky touch’. Their uniforms were bright white – once they yellowed from excessive bleach, you got a new one. They boasted and prided themselves on how ‘squeaky’ clean your home would be after one of their maids had finished… and this was the case for Rose. She had an arsenal of tools at her disposal to make sure that every nook and cranny was spotless. In return, she was paid very well with a bonus for each review she received.

      Rose was hooked.

      Cleaning was something she enjoyed anyhow. She liked the smell of beeswax polish on oak tables or lemon-scented cleaner for the floors. There was nothing more wonderful than having a sense of pride in maintaining your home – but keeping up others and getting paid handsomely for it… bonus! Tonight’s assignment was a favorite one she did every week and it wouldn’t take long. She knew deep down that she would be in and out of the home in a jiffy. This client had been hers for the last year.

      Each Friday evening, Mrs. Baker had Rose ‘spruce up’ her home before family or friends came to visit. The house was immaculate already but it made her feel better having a second set of eyes go over it. She’d won Mrs. Baker over on the first visit when Rose had pulled her toothbrushes from her tote and proceeded to remove the dust from a crease in the floorboards that she had spotted. Honestly, Rose had thought it might be a split in the wood when she saw the dark spot- but the attention to detail had landed her a star client on the spot… and Mrs. Baker tipped very, very nicely.

      Pulling up to the house, she put on her game-face and toted her bags up the steps, ready to go to work. As she got to the front door, her phone buzzed indicating she had a text message. Juggling the two plastic totes with her chemicals and tools for the job, she ignored her cell phone and the itch on her nose – smiling as the older woman answered the door in a welcoming manner.

      “Sweetie! Come in, please. I’m so glad to see you.”

      Rose grinned affectionately and walked inside, feeling almost guilty for getting paid to clean this woman’s immaculate home. White marble floors ran from the front of the house all the way to the enlarged sliding glass doors that showed a massive pool in the back yard. The artwork on the walls had spotlights that shone down on the canvas, making it glow, and the statues held not a speck of dust. Tonight would be a piece of cake, she thought.

      “How is your family?” she asked Mrs. Baker politely.

      “They are wonderful. My oldest boys are coming into town for an extended stay and bringing their children. There’s an exhibit at the museum downtown featuring Legos and they thought they’d bring the kids to visit grandmama while here. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “Spectacular! I bet they are beautiful children.”

      “Oh no, honey – they are little heathens,” Mrs. Baker said with a quirky laugh that made her smile. “But they are my heathens and I spoil them something awful. I wouldn’t be surprised if we have cookie dough on the ceiling next Friday for you.”

      Somehow, Rose seriously doubted that was the case. She pictured a gathering of children in pressed little slacks and button-up shirts. Mrs. Baker had a way of making you feel right at home when everything in you recognized the fact that they lived quite a bit more well-off than other people did. She would never have white carpet or white furniture – but Mrs. Baker did, and it was glistening in the sunlight. If she had a white recliner, there would be a tan coffee ring on the arm where she balanced her cup out of habit.

      Rose’s home was lived in.

      Mrs. Baker’s home was a museum.

      “Well, I had better get started,” Rose announced jovially with a smile at the older woman. Perhaps she would tackle the bathrooms first or the kitchen, simply because the entry way looked spotless. You could eat off the marble floor without a second thought – and on that note, she slipped the shoe covers over her sneakers with a wink.

      Mrs. Baker just patted her on the back and retreated to the kitchen to start a pot of tea for the two of them. That was their habit, their routine. Rose would clean as much as possible but at the end of the job – they’d have a cup of tea together before Mrs. Baker signed the invoice.  She understood that it wasn’t so much the cleaning but rather that the woman was lonely and this gave her someone to talk to for a bit. It was the same stories, the same complaints about her knees aching, but each tale was told with love and gusto.

      She was truly a wonderful client to have.

      Heading back to the first restroom, Rose smiled as she saw it was untouched. Taking a Windex wipe, she quickly removed any dust or water spots from the faucet and mirrored vanity. She brushed the bowl of the toilet, grinning at the golden toilet seat with matching gilt handle. Nothing was plain or worn in this home in the slightest. Hearing her phone ding again, Rose pulled it from her pocket guiltily. She hated to check her telephone while on the job but what if it was her mother?

      Rose, need you to cover for Stacey tonight.

      She cancelled last minute and this is a new client.

      Finish at Baker project and call me from the car.

      

      Rolling her eyes, Rose grimaced. Her evening would be rushed and Stacey had done this to her repeatedly in the past few weeks. Cancelling last minute seemed to be her specialty- but Rose could use the extra money. Her mother was at home watching Netflix so she had all evening if needed. It was only one in the afternoon, plus with having the day off – in theory, she would still have time to finish her book tonight.

      She was reading a delicious story of a woman that developed magical powers and crossed into another realm. The idea of something so crazy, so mythical, seemed to resonate with her. She had a particular fondness for fairytales and had an entire bookshelf of them – after all, if you couldn’t handle the day after day, dreariness of normality… why not allow yourself to be carried away from the hum-drum of reality. Fairytales were just wishes on paper… and well… who couldn’t use a wish or two in their lives?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “What a lame gift,” Jarret Ariet sneered as he opened the unmarked card and removed the gift card inside. He’d found the blue envelope laying on top of his inbox on his desk and assumed it was another wedding invitation or a baby shower card. Everyone in his company seemed intent on inviting him to some event or another simply to get a darn gift from him. Receiving a gift from an employee was a true surprise and he was positive there had to be a reason or motive, behind it.

      “Mindy! Who’s this from?”

      The stout middle-aged woman who was his receptionist had the nerve to flinch at hearing her name. Jarret simply rolled his eyes and sighed. If she didn’t make such exceptional coffee or do such a phenomenal job – he’d have fired her a long time ago.

      As it was, Mindy was the best receptionist he’d had in about five years… even if he’d never admit it. If he told her, she’d want a raise and that would only increase expenses or incite others to ask for more money. It had a sick, sad, trickle-down effect in the office atmosphere and no one could keep their traps shut about it. Ohhhh no, when one person got an increase in their pay – the sharks smelled blood in the water. They all became nauseatingly sweet to him. The staff spent more time trying to stick their noses up his behind rather than work on the jobs they needed to complete.

      All he wanted was for his team to push production and that required chit-chat on the phones with clients, not chatter amongst themselves. Their numbers were so much higher when they put in a concentrated effort to hit their goals. He wasn’t a mean, uncaring boss in the slightest. When his team hit their numbers, everyone won. He had huge spiffs and gifts if they hit their lofty sales for the month… and if they didn’t- then why should they bonus well?

      “I… ah…” Mindy stammered and her face flushed. Jarret simply looked at her, made an about face and walked back to his desk. He wasn’t sure how to handle the fact that she had given him a gift. The card had said ‘Happy Bosses Day’ and inside was a gift card for a free cleaning service. He couldn’t believe there was such a dumb holiday out there and for a moment thought he might be in the wrong industry. If greeting card companies could make up events like this – than he could too. Happy oil change day! Hooray! he thought. Looking around his office, he frowned. Apparently Mindy thought he was a pig and was silently telling him so.

      A cleaning service… seriously?

      “Mindy are you trying to tell me something?” he snarled, only to see her duck her head down as she flinched, just before standing up. Other employees raised their heads out of their cubicles like meerkats at the zoo watching the gawkers nearby. She rushed into his office, wringing her hands nervously and smiling tentatively.

      “I thought you might like something you could use.”

      “How do you know I need to use it?”

      “You work so many hours, Mr. Ariet,” she explained softly. “You are always here and put in a lot of late nights. My mother uses them and so does my aunt. They do a great job and really quiet about it…”

      “Gotcha,” he interrupted.

      “I hope you like it,” she smiled. “Would you like more coffee?”

      Glancing up at her hopeful face he was reminded of a puppy dog’s large, sincere, brown eyes as she stared at him. It wasn’t her fault that she didn’t know her place or the fact that she didn’t have a mean bone in her body… and it was terrific coffee.

      “Yes, on both counts, Mindy,” he admitted gruffly, opening his laptop in order to busy himself before she expected a gushing thank you, some pink puffy stickers, or a participation ribbon.
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        * * *

      

      That evening as he unlocked the door to his condo, Jarrett shoved hard on the door to push the debris out of the way. He was a pig, and it hit home with the idea that his receptionist recognized it in him. He was embarrassed and a bit disturbed that Mindy had guessed right: he wasn’t home much, nor did he spend any time taking care of himself.

      Kicking the strewn shoes off to the side and watching them bounce off the wall, he threw the mail on the coffee table near his single recliner that occupied the empty living room. Several letters slid off onto the floor, causing him to huff and roll his eyes upwards. Heading into the kitchen, he kicked off his own shoes and yanked open the fridge door. Seeing that he was down to seven protein shakes inside and three slices of cheese, he grimaced knowing that he would need to run to the store again soon.

      Grabbing a bottle, he peeked in the freezer hoping that the emptiness would magically grow a TV dinner or a frozen pizza. Seeing only a bag of ice that was from months ago, he shut the door. Unscrewing the top of the bottle, he chugged down the thick chalky vanilla drink and dropped it into the nearly overflowing trash can near the kitchen table.

      He was a mess and didn’t know where to begin sorting things out. If he needed clothing, he bought some or took a wad of laundry down to the dry cleaners. If he wanted food- he ordered take out or simply drank a protein shake. And apparently if he wanted his house cleaned, he would need to hire a cleaning company according to Mindy.

      Digging his cell phone out of his pocket, he sat down heavily in the worn recliner and turned on the television. He was exhausted and simply needed a moment to shut off his mind in order to unwind from the day’s events. Things had been hectic and everything seemed to be bothering him. He was miserable and he knew it. Pulling back the arm, he kicked his feet upwards and threw a blanket over himself. Leaning backwards, he dialed the number on the card and idly wondered if this was all just a stupid mistake. He didn’t like people messing with his things or his privacy… but then again, maybe this was just what he needed in order to unwind. A place that didn’t stress him out completely or make him feel like he needed to spend hours working on simply maintaining his home.

      “Yeah – hello. I was given a gift card for a cleaning and I just needed to set this up,” he barked out into the receiver and listened as the voice went over all sorts of details. His eyes drifted shut several times, before he stopped the voice in mid-sentence.

      “Sounds good. I just need someone to get out here and I don’t care what date. Pick one and make it happen. I’ll leave a key at the front security desk -oh! Make sure whoever comes isn’t a klepto… I’m serious. If none of my stuff disappears, I might decide to use you guys again. Are we clear?”

      Without waiting for an answer, he rattled off his address and phone number. Moments later, he ended the call and yawned. Grabbing the remote, he turned off the television and simply lay there in the recliner to sleep. There was no point in going to his room to rest… his bed had papers and presentations spread out all over it. It had been like that for two months now and eventually he would land that account in order to move to the next presentation. It was a vicious cycle. He’d just try to do the best he could and get by.
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      Rose pulled up her car in front of the tall building downtown. The valet had eyed her vehicle as she pulled into the parking garage. When she didn’t have a tag or a pass for her car, she had to explain who she was and why she was there to the parking garage attendant. His look of disbelief and shock instantly made her wary.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Mr. Ariet likes his privacy,” he informed her immediately.

      “He’s hired me and we pride ourselves on privacy. I’m with Squeaky Shack cleaning services. See?” Rose beamed proudly and held up her nametag so he could see it. The attendant muttered something under his breath and pushed a button to let the orange and yellow barrier raise up, allowing her to pass underneath. She could have sworn he said something obscene under his breath as she drove into the garage.

      Finding a spot, she quickly parked her car and gathered up her bags. Not knowing what to expect, she brought extra trash bags and Q-tips for the hard to clean corners of picture frames or railings. Walking up to the doorway, she waited patiently to be buzzed in by security. Seeing the guarded look on his face, Rose felt herself grow anxious. Why was everyone so paranoid when it came to the man? Was he some horrible monster?

      According to her boss – her client simply preferred his privacy and expected her to be gone when he arrived home at nine this evening. That would give her well over five hours to clean thoroughly and she certainly didn’t expect to be there the entire time allotted!

      Security handed her a single key as she signed in on a clipboard. Embarrassed, the security guard then asked her to leave her car keys in exchange for the key to the condominium. Her twelve-year-old Toyota was nothing to joyride in- so she had absolutely no issues with this and understood completely.

      She had access to someone’s house while they weren’t home. Accusations of theft where always a fear but Rose made it a priority to only come with her driver’s license, her cell phone, and her supplies. Nothing else.

      Heading to the elevator, she waved politely to the two men at the security desk eyeing her warily as the doors slid closed. Pushing the button, she saw that the client lived on the top floor of the building and wondered idly what the view of the city was like. Hearing a ding, the doors slid open and Rose noticed that there were only two doors on this floor: one to her far left and one to the right. A plaque on the wall indicated that the condo she was looking for would be to her left and quickly made her way down the silent hall.

      Inserting the key, she pushed on the door and frowned. Was it jammed? The knob was turning but it was only giving slightly. Shoving hard, the doorway finally moved and she gaped in disbelief at the condition of the living room before her. The man was a pig and this was his sty!

      Dropping her things, she shook out several trash bags and went to town clearing a path immediately across the tan carpet. Newspapers, magazines, fast-food containers and enough beer bottles that would make anyone’s liver ache. The bottles she put in a separate bag that way the owner had the option to recycle them. Rose would love to take the bag down and collect on the glass recycling. However, technically it was removing an item from the client’s home… which was stealing.

      Once she’d amassed several bags of trash, she moved to picking up clothing and shoes. The man had excellent taste and the items he’d purchased were not cheap. Each of his dress shirts was embroidered at the cuff with initials, a nice touch.

      Heading into the kitchen, she noticed that there were no dishes on the sink whatsoever. Raising an eyebrow, she curiously opened the dishwasher and saw it was also empty. Opening the drawers and cabinets, she was surprised to see the disposable plates and plastic silverware stored there. She’d seen the plates and forks earlier when picking up, but it never occurred to her that he actually chose to use them. Maybe he was a germaphobe? The condition of his condo screamed NOOOO in response to that silent question.

      Filling the sink, Rose put a liberal amount of bleach in the hot, soapy water and began scrubbing the counters, stove, and flooring. She often found herself wondering how people could live in a mess like this or how they could ever find anything… but they somehow did. Wiping off her hands, she cracked open a window to let some of the heavy chemical smell out of the condo from the bleach.

      Grabbing her Pledge, she sprayed the lemony-scented wax on the dining room table and the end table near the recliner. Seeing the blanket, she quickly picked it up and gave it a hard, vigorous shake trying to freshen it up a bit. Folding it neatly, she draped it on the recliner and realized that the client must have slept there a time or two when she spotted a bedroom pillow on the floor. Picking it up, she walked back to the bedroom, that had yet to be picked up or cleaned, and pushed open the door… only to stop in complete and utter shock.

      ALL. THE. BOOKS.

      There were books everywhere in his room! Two of the walls were covered in massive bookshelves that were crammed full. An untouched window seat looked so empty without a cushion to sit upon and felt so wasted. So many glorious books and Rose felt her fingers spasm in anticipation. She wanted to alphabetize them, categorize them, and touch them all.

      Some of the books had leather spines and others were paperback, well-worn novels. Clapping her hands giddily, she began emptying the shelves and sorting them. Fiction books were by the closet and non-fiction were piled near the nightstand. Wiping down all the shelves with Pledge, she grabbed several Q-tips to clean the scrollwork, admiring the beauty of the wood and how expensive having such ornate shelving must be. Once the shelves were glistening and spotless, she began alphabetizing the books in order – making sure the spines were all facing outwards. Taking a few of the most beautiful books, she set them aside wanting to make a centerpiece with them. Whoever Mr. Ariet was, he had exquisite taste in reading.

      Moby Dick.

      The Jungle.

      The Scarlet Letter.

      War and Peace… all brilliant, breathtaking tomes, and some of the finest literary works she’d had the pleasure to read – and it wasn’t just the classics! He had several Stephen King books as well as Calvin & Hobbs. His tastes in reading bounced in every direction- much like her own- although she didn’t see any romance books littering his shelves.

      Finishing up, she stepped back and eyed her handiwork with a smile. If she finished up early, perhaps she’d take a moment to read for a spell before she had to depart. The Twelve Dancing Princesses was one of her favorite fairytales and she was surprised to see that he had a copy, as well as The Little Mermaid.

      Flipping on the light in the bathroom, she grimaced as she saw that this was the most used room in the house. Hard water marks on porcelain were a bear to remove and would take forever. Setting herself to work, she began scrubbing mercilessly in order to make the room shine. It was a truly beautiful home that the owner had simply failed to maintain over the years.

      Hours later, Rose sat back on the cool tile floor and stared at her handiwork. The bathroom was glistening – even the grout was white again. The glass shower doors were now see-through instead of being clouded with mildew. Grabbing a towel from under the cabinet, she folded it neatly and hung it on the polished silver towel bar. She quickly fashioned an origami rose out of a washcloth, perching it jauntily atop the toilet lid that shined.

      Standing up, she stretched her back and grimaced at the ache she felt. She would be sore in the morning from all the effort this job was taking! Glancing at her watch, she saw she had about two hours left and her eyes immediately spied the book she’d been eyeing earlier.

      Sighing, she pulled it from the shelf and sat down on the hard window seat. Grimacing, she grabbed a pillow from the bed and placed it behind her back to get comfortable. Opening the yellowed pages, she immediately grinned. She began to read the words that she’d devoured over and over again throughout the years.

      Rose completely lost track of time until she heard a booming voice echo. Jumping guiltily, she saw a large man standing in the doorway of the bedroom. His form was shadowed in the doorway and she practically shrank into the window seat as he stepped forward menacingly.

      “Why aren’t you gone yet? Are you deaf?”

      “No,” she squeaked and dropped the book down beside her where she sat, jumping to her feet. No wonder everyone stared at her when she’d arrived – this man had a horrifying temperament!

      “My pillow? You were sitting on my pillow?” He roared in surprise, his brown eyes latched onto hers, and she could practically see flames in them where he was so enraged.

      “The window is…”

      “I don’t care!”

      “I’m so sorr…”

      “I still don’t care! Now… get OUT!”

      “Let me get my stuff,” Rose began, feeling tears of shame and humiliation burning her eyes as he countered her again, claiming that she’d helped herself to his stuff while she was here. He was right… albeit extremely rude… but right!

      Darting out of the room, she had to duck past him as his presence seemed to fill the room. She yelped nervously as she walked past him and he leaned down, sniffing her. He was horrible, a beast – and disgustingly rude!

      She’d just replace her cleaning supplies because nothing… absolutely nothing… was worth this treatment! Running out the door, she slapped her hands on her pocket to make sure she still had her cell phone and license. She ran out of the door, slamming it behind her, and pounded the elevator button several times – glancing nervously at the closed door.

      Would he chase her down?

      As the doors began to slide open on the elevator, she jumped inside and mashed the button to close them several times. “C’mon! Please close!” she muttered and let out her breath when they finally closed. As it stopped on the first floor, she saw the security guards pitying looks and slapped down the key angrily.

      “You could have warned me!” she snapped, wiping a tear from her face.

      “Miss, he is a well-known resident here.”

      “He’s utterly atrocious!”

      Rose grabbed her keys and threw open the glass doorway to the parking garage. Running to her car, she got inside and locked the doors before breaking down crying. Her hands were trembling badly and she felt like she was on the verge of a panic attack simply from the aggressive, imposing way he’d talked at her. He didn’t speak to her – he shouted at her. She’d never had anyone ever talk to her like that. He looked at her like she’d stolen something or had invaded his space – which she had- but he’d hired her to clean his home, his personal space. Grabbing her cell phone out of her pocket, she quickly texted her boss.

      I am never covering for Stacey again!

      I’m sorry, but no!
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      Jarrett felt his temper begin to simmer down as he realized what had just happened. He’d completely lost his cool when he’d spotted a person in his home. He’d known the cleaning company was sending someone… he’d arranged it – but with specific instructions that whoever it was needed to be gone by the time he got home tonight. He’d planned it that way because he was working late on his project, presenting to a new company, and knew that he was going to be in a great mood or a completely foul one… depending on how things went.

      And they went south fast!

      Walking in, he simply wanted to relax and couldn’t wait to see what a free gift card got him. He’d been shocked at how easy his front door opened when there wasn’t debris behind it. He could see his carpet- for the first time in a while! His chair was so welcoming there in the corner with his favorite throw and pillow perched on it. He smelled the lemon and the faint aroma of bleach in the house, making him remember how his mother used to clean on Saturdays when he would go outside and ride his bike with the kids down the street.

      Feeling a breeze, he saw the window was left open a crack and was thankful that someone had been considerate enough not to leave the heavy lingering smell of chemicals in the air. On the thirteenth floor, the idea of having the window open didn’t even faze him in the slightest… but seeing a figure sitting crouched on the window sill of his dimly lit bedroom incited him to no end.

      And it was a woman.

      A completely beautiful, stunning woman… who looked terrified of him. He flipped his lid at the fear in her eyes. She was lucky he didn’t carry a gun like others he knew did. Several men he knew concealed a gun on their person but Jarrett was a big athletic guy – he always felt that he didn’t need one – but if he was anyone else, she could have been lying dead on his carpet and that bothered him to no end!

      Her massive blue eyes turned glassy and he could see that her lower lip trembled. As she tried to run past him, he got a whiff of lemon and flowers that made his toes curl in happiness and desire. He leaned down to breathe the aroma again and saw her high-tail it even faster out of his condo- and out of his life. He knew she worked for that cleaning company… Squeaky Clean? Sparkling Dirt? Whatever the name was- he couldn’t remember, because all he could do was think of her.

      The woman had thick long golden-blonde hair that was pulled back in a loose braid. Several tendrils had curled around her face, framing it like a portrait. She looked like a centerpiece of an old painting, something an artist would capture in order to remember her features forever… but all he saw was the trepidation in her brilliant eyes.

      He wanted to run after her – talk some sense into her and explain why he was so upset, but felt like that would be a terrible idea. She’d been afraid and he didn’t want to cement that idea inside of her. He would have to go about it a different way since he’d bungled this so badly.

      The desire to pour out his guts and tell her about how terrible the presentation went today was overwhelming. He hadn’t felt such loneliness in so long and the silence around him was deafening. He had no one in his life anymore. His mother had passed away years ago and he’d alienated himself from everyone to keep from feeling – yet this slip of a girl brought all that crashing back to him.

      She was just the maid, after all… so why was he so bothered?

      Picking up the book she’d dropped onto the window seat, he smiled softly. It had been his mother’s favorite story and she had read it to him as a young boy. He’d kept the book and several others over the years. Jarrett moved to put the book back on the shelf and stopped.

      All of his books were in order and lined up neatly. He stood there in surprise and felt his face split into a smile at the amount of work that was invested in the herculean task. He’d collected books for a long time and had given up putting them in order eons ago. He felt overwhelmed by it and knew he had quite a collection – but this woman had reshelved all of them, in order, in no time flat.

      Stepping back, he pulled the chain on the lamp next to his bed and looked back at the shelves. Everything was spotless, free from dust, and shiny. His presentation papers hadn’t been touched on the bed – thank goodness – yet everything else had been picked up nicely. Looking around in admiration, he saw that there was a plastic tote near the door to his bathroom sitting on the carpet. Several brushes, gloves, and bottles were peeking out of the top. Pushing open the bathroom door… he stood there in stunned surprise.

      Everything was gleaming white just like the day he’d moved in. Jarret cleaned rarely and it was a cursory wipe down with Clorox wipes – but this was completely in-depth and simply amazing. He marveled at how spotless the glass panes of his shower were, remembering how cloudy they’d been. Everything had her touch and all evidence of his careless, filthy, lifestyle was gone. He felt a peace seep into his soul simply from his home feeling so decluttered all at once.

      It was wonderful.

      Letting out a sigh of relief, he knew that he would use the company again if he could find the business card – and if they hadn’t blocked him from their system after his outburst. He’d been a jerk and knew it. Picking up the plastic tote, he took it to the front door of his condo so he could remember to put it in  his car tomorrow.

      Digging in his pockets, he yanked out his wallet and saw the business card. Squeaky Shack – that was the atrocious name of the place. He would call tomorrow and make sure that his blonde goddess visited his home again – this time with the intent to apologize.
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        * * *

      

      Rose retreated to the library the next morning. She was scheduled to come in at nine but after a restless night of sleep, she arrived at seven instead. All night long she dreamt of dark eyes watching her. A monster from the shadows that hated her on site. She’d tossed and turned, waking at one point in a cold sweat with her heart thumping in her chest. She needed comfort and alphabetizing books was mind numbing, allowing her to escape for a bit.

      Rolling the cart of books to re-shelve down the aisle, she felt her phone vibrate and saw it was the cleaning office. She’d received a text stating that she needed to come in to discuss a complaint that arrived this morning.

      Of course, he complained about her… that just figures, she thought. It was just one more thing to make the whole event horrifying and she was angry at herself. She’d been distracted by the books and spent way too much time working so hard on the ungrateful lout’s filthy home!

      I can be there at 4pm – I’m at my other job, she texted in reply and went back to work in an effort to keep from panicking. Rose hoped and prayed that she didn’t lose this job because of what she’d done or what he accused her of. She needed this job and the flexibility it gave her to earn another income.

      The day dragged by and her nerves were getting the better of her. She’d tried to eat lunch but ended up only picking at it. She was nervous and getting extremely defensive imagining what the man, Mr. Ariet, could have said to the office. She could practically hear his booming voice shouting in her mind over and over again. As it was, she needed to run to the store and purchase another set of supplies in order to make her next gig on Tuesday. She would just go to the store tonight after she found out whether or not she had a job left to go to.

      Walking into the office, Rose walked past the receptionist who looked up and glanced back down quickly. Great, she thought, feeling a knot of dread rise from her stomach nearly choking her. Seeing Melanie’s office door open, Rose peered inside and saw the older woman waiting there.

      “C’mon in and shut the door behind you so we can talk,” Melanie said neutrally. Rose did so, watching her face for any signs of emotion or inclination which way this conversation would go. Surely if they were going to fire her, there would be another manager present… wouldn’t there?

      “Hello.”

      “Take a seat and let’s listen to something together. Okay?”

      “Is this about the job from last night?”

      Instead of answering her, Melanie simply leaned over and pushed the button on her phone. A dial tone split the silence as she punched in a pin code to retrieve her voicemails. This was about her job last night at that man’s condo and how he reacted. Sinking in her chair, Rose heard his voice on the machine and flinched.

      “Good morning, Miss Abel. This is Jarrett Ariet and I spoke with you the other day regarding a gift card that I wanted to redeem with your company. I was very specific on time frames and pretty certain that I had conveyed that to you. I was quite shocked and dismayed to find that you failed to relay that message to your employee. As I came home last night, I confess that I was quite upset to find that the young woman cleaning was still present. I will admit seeing someone at home when I thought I was alone… it alarmed me – as I am sure it surprised her. She did a spectacular job…”

      Rose’s eyes jumped from the floor where she was studying her shoes to meet Melanie’s flat expression. The voice continued speaking and she couldn’t help but listen in a different light.

      “…I’ve never seen such hard work or dedication in an employee and wanted to commend you on the job she did. You should be quite proud of her – however- she did not follow the requests I had made. I am not sure if that is on her part or yours, quite frankly. Your employee was caught making herself at home in my private bedroom…”

      Rose felt her face flush immediately red as her mouth dropped open in shock. She shook her head mutely as Melanie’s frown deepened.

      “…but seeing what excellent work she did – I can easily forgive that and believe that your company should make amends. I would like to continue to use your company’s services under the guideline that my requests be honored. As I own Ariet Advertising, I would be highly inclined to offer my services and referring your company. Perhaps we can come to some sort of agreement? Call me back.”

      Hearing a click and the dial tone, Rose finally spoke. “Melanie- I swear I didn’t make myself at home in his bedroom. I would never do that! I picked up a book and sat down for a moment because my back was hurting. I promise.”

      “I did tell you to leave by nine – correct?”

      “Yes, but I lost track of time. His place was filthy…”

      “And we are a cleaning company. No job is too big or small.”

      “I know, but – it was really bad,” Rose said lamely, clenching her hands and seeing that her boss’s expression wasn’t budging an inch. Closing her eyes, she hung her head. “I’m fired, aren’t I?”

      “Depends on what he says,” Melanie said bluntly. Ariet Advertising and Jarret Ariet are titans in the industry. I can’t afford to use his company because they are that good. I would like to work with them- but only if you can adhere to my rules.”

      “I normally do.”

      “This is not a normal client.”

      “I see that now.”

      “Good – I think we should call him together and you should apologize for not following directions. If he is satisfied with that, then we’ve nothing to worry about… do we?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Hitting the speaker phone, Melanie quickly dialed the number that was left on the voicemail. Rose would quickly apologize because two jobs a week kept them comfortable. She could take her mother to dinner or they could see a movie together without worrying about splurging for popcorn and sodas. Things had been that tight financially and she didn’t want to go back to the way they were. This job fit her perfectly and gave her so much freedom – more than any other job ever could.

      “This is Jarrett Ariet,” his voice purred in the speaker and Rose was mortified at her own reaction. The man’s voice had a warmth to it that plucked a cord in her soul.

      “Mr. Ariet, this is Melanie Abel and I have you on speaker phone with the young lady that broke the guidelines that you set. I assure you it was fully communicated that she was to leave by nine last night. I wanted to apologize formally for the error on her part.”

      “Ms. Abel? I am going to stop you right there,” his voice bit out coldly and Rose shrank back in her chair again when Melanie looked at her, frowning. This was not going to go well at all. She nearly picked up her keys and left the room right there until his next words caught her by surprise.

      “I think it’s in extremely poor taste for an owner to lay blame instead of taking ownership. The error by your company occurred and now it’s time to make it right. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Yes,” Melanie said flatly. Her boss was angry at being called out but it was almost comical that she wanted to work with Ariet Advertising so much she was willing to swallow her pride. Who was this man that he could command such immediate compliance?

      “Now, I think since your employee did such a great job and left all her supplies here in her hurry to escape my foul temper – that she should come back and finish the job… at no charge by your company.”

      “What?” Rose squeaked and Melanie’s glare immediately silenced her.

      “What is your name, miss?” Jarrett’s voice rang out. He didn’t ask; he commanded a response and it irked her.

      “Melanie, I don’t want to go back,” Rose whispered softly. What if he was there and started yelling at her again?

      “Name?” he repeated.

      “Her name is Rose,” Melanie interjected, ignoring Rose’s horrified expression. “Rose Bellavance. I can send someone else if you’d like, Mr. Ariet?”

      “I will only have Miss Bellavance cleaning my home since she is already familiar with the layout. Miss Bellavance, Rose, I would like to formally apologize for being upset. Please forgive me.”

      Staring at the phone, Rose sat completely still, unsure what to say or do. She’d never dreamed that he would actually apologize to her for losing his temper – that was what she’d been told to do by Melanie. Her boss was sitting there, urging her silently to speak, and waving her hands in the awkward silence.

      “I was rude- I freely admit it,” Jarrett said quietly.

      “Yes, you were,” Rose finally said, ignoring Melanie’s piercing look. Jarrett chuckled lightly in the phone and she could practically picture him laughing at her. “You were very rude and it surprised me.”

      “I have everything you left here. Would you like me to bring them to the office to return them, or will you be picking them up when you return? You did an incredible job and I can’t thank you enough.”

      “It was filthy,” Rose hedged and tried to smother a grin when Melanie spun her chair away, putting her hands in her face. When she heard Jarrett laugh heartily on speaker phone, Rose did smile this time, seeing the bewildered look on her boss’s face as Melanie glanced at the phone over her shoulder.

      “That’s me in a nutshell. A rude, filthy man that could use your help. So, what’s it to be, Rose?”

      “I’ll be there to finish the job tomorrow evening… as long as you aren’t home.” Rose felt awful putting the stipulation out there, but it was the same original request that he’d had – so he should be amendable to it.

      “Deal.”

      “What time should I leave?”

      “I am re-doing a presentation tomorrow, so I will not be home until around eight. Will that give you enough time?”

      “That will be plenty of time. I was almost done with everything anyhow.”

      “Actually, you missed cleaning my office,” he quipped lightly, and Rose could almost pick up an affectionate tone in his voice, surprising her. His office? Before she could say anything, he spoke again.

      “My office is wall-to-wall shelves and I haven’t worked in there in years. Can you clean up the books in there- just like you did in my bedroom?”

      “You’ve got bookshelves in another room too?” she perked up happily.

      “Gobs of them.”

      “Then I will not see you tomorrow evening and I’ll clean up your office space.”

      “Sounds good. I will not see you tomorrow, Rose… oh and Melanie? Send me an email with what you are doing now for advertising along with your current marketing goals. We’ll talk soon.”

      Hearing the phone click and a dial tone, Rose finally looked at Melanie’s relieved expression. It made her a bit frustrated that she was going to have to do the job again, for free, but if it kept her from buying a bunch of supplies again – it would be almost equal to what she was planning on spending.

      “If there is a repeat of last night’s nightmare – I won’t be going back a third time nor will there be an apology,” Rose said quietly, getting to her feet and extending her hand expectantly. “I will be gone before eight as agreed. Now, I’d like my check for last night’s work.”
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      Rose deposited her check and sighed heavily at the negative balance alert that showed on her receipt. It was things like this that really made her stress about how they would get by. She was the only means of support for her mother and honestly, having her home was so wonderful. It was nice to come home to someone and have a person to talk to. Pulling up along the curb, she got out and walked into her house. Her mother was sitting in the recliner with a pillow under her knees, a tell-tale sign that her back was aching today.

      “How are you feeling, mama?”

      “It’s another day that ends in Y, sweetie,” her mother said with a wan smile. “But you look a little upset- what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Just feeling a little tense.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Not really, mama,” Rose said softly, dropping her purse onto the floor and collapsing onto the worn couch nearby. “Maybe I do? I don’t know.”

      “Well, if you ever want to talk – I’m here.”

      “I know. I’m just a bundle of nerves right now and can’t really identify what exactly is wrong. Everything? Nothing? Can we win the lottery already?”

      “We’d have to buy tickets to win,” her mother said softly, making Rose feel even more guilty. She shouldn’t have said anything.

      “I’m sorry, mama.”

      “No, I am. You shouldn’t be saddled with an older woman who’s in pain most of the time. You should be talking with your friends or seeing boys.”

      “Mama, I’m not thirteen. I’m nearly thirty and they are men now.”

      “Fine. You should be seeing a nice young man and smiling – not stressing out over something you have no control over.”

      “Mama, I love you – let’s not do this tonight. Please?” Rose said, trying to keep the exasperation from her voice. She was concerned she’d say something that they would both come to regret. Once it was spoken aloud, you couldn’t take it back. She didn’t want to bother her mother with financial woes, nor did she want her to feel like a burden. Her mother took care of her for eighteen years, the least she could do would be there when she needed her.

      “How about some tomato soup and a grilled cheese sandwich for dinner? I will get the heating pad and maybe that will help your back some.”

      “That sounds fine, baby girl. Promise me though that you will relax and not worry quite so much – for me? I know you don’t want to talk about it but someday when you are least expecting it… you’ll run into that special someone. It was like that for me when I met your father. I’m sure it will be the same when you meet the right guy.”

      At that, Rose knew what conversation was coming next. Grandbabies, family holidays, and how turning thirty years old meant that her biological clock was ticking. Leaping off the couch, she headed into the kitchen and quickly made her mother dinner. Bringing it to her, she sat down nearby and turned on the news, knowing that they would both sit in silence to watch it. Sure enough, the matter dropped and Rose excused herself to go soak in a hot bath. She wanted to rest her own back in preparation for tackling the potential mess she was going to find tomorrow afternoon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jarrett was very pleased at how the conversation went earlier in the day. He ordered in lunch and hesitated before hitting submit, ordering his receptionist lunch as well. It had been very kind and unexpected to receive the gift card. He hadn’t realized how badly he was taking care of himself until last night. When he went to bed, he slept in his own bed for the first time in forever and felt like a brand-new man. He hadn’t slept in that room, nor had he gotten a decent night’s sleep, in months.

      “Mindy!” he hollered from his office, and saw the woman come flying into his office with an agility he’d never recognized before. “I need your help with something.”

      “Of course! Would you like a cross-reference report and current R.O.I. for your latest projection to see if we should pursue it further?” Mindy gushed, smiling and nodding quickly. Jarrett blinked in surprise. It was a brilliant idea and he felt uncomfortable that his receptionist suggested it before anyone else on his team did.

      “Yes – I think that is a capital idea and would like to see what you put together, but I need your assistance with something else… a more personal matter.”

      Mindy’s eyes got huge behind her glasses as she stared at him. She clenched her hands over her heart, opening and closing her mouth several times silently.

      “You okay?”

      “You’ve never asked me for help like that before. What do you need?”

      “I need you to pick up a few books for me- nice, hardbound books- and get them wrapped for a gift. I’d like you to pick up a… uh…” Jarrett tugged at his collar nervously and felt is face heating up in embarrassment. “Uh… get something girly.”

      “Maxi-pads or tampons, sir?”

      “Whaaat?” he strangled out, sounding like a cat that had its tail stepped on. He snapped the pencil he’d been fidgeting in half by accident, throwing it in the trashcan under his desk. “No! I was thinking flowers, some nice perfume, or hand lotion.”

      “Ahhh! I think I understand,” Mindy said with a knowing grin, winking at him. “You’ve a girl you want to impress. I’ve got your number, sir- and I won’t let you down.”

      “Here’s my card and please hurry. Lunch will be here at noon for us- my treat.” He handed her his American Express quickly and waved her off, running his fingers nervously through his hair. Maybe this was a mistake, but he wanted to apologize to the young lady from the other night. He’d been a real bear and she’d bore the brunt of it. He found himself wanting to see her smile at him – not look at him with fear.

      “Sir, are you feeling alright?” Mindy asked, her voice laced with concern and he realized that he must have been pretty awful to her as of late. He didn’t want her to take too long and who knew what she’d come back with but anything had to be better than what he would have selected on his own. All girls liked girly things… didn’t they?

      “Yes, just realizing that I have some work to do. Thank you, Mindy for asking.”
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        * * *

      

      Rose pulled up to the security gate for the parking garage and expected to be questioned again, but instead the guard raised the barrier almost immediately. This was certainly a different experience already. As she walked inside in her crisp white uniform, she saw the same security guard was at the desk. Nodding, he jumped to his feet and immediately handed her the key. She held out her car keys in exchange just like before but he shook his head.

      “Mr. Ariet said that wasn’t necessary Miss Bellavance.”

      Dumbfounded, Rose turned away from the desk and held the key in her hand like it was something foreign to her. Stepping onto the elevator, she peered out to the security desk again to make sure someone wasn’t recording this or that it wasn’t some sick joke. The security guard simply smiled and waved at her. Rose waved weakly back as the door slid closed.

      Pushing the button, she stood there silently humming to herself as the elevator climbed silently. As the door opened, she immediately made a left and felt like she was walking to her doom. A sense of foreboding made her skin prickle with goosebumps as she remembered what an imposing, angry figure Mr. Ariet was.

      Checking her watch, she glanced down to see that she had approximately three hours to safely maneuver about the gorgeous condo. Technically, she had four hours, but there was absolutely no way she was going to press her luck! Setting an alarm on her phone, she put the key into the door and opened it.

      Surprised, Rose saw that he hadn’t touched the living room at all. The pillow and blanket were laid on the recliner just like she’d left it. Walking further into the condo, she stopped as soon as she saw the kitchen table. On it was a pink foil gift bag with white tissue paper peeking out of the top.

      Apparently some woman was dumb enough to put up with the arrogant, angry man’s tirades long enough to garner a little present from him. As she stepped into the kitchen, she saw that he’d thrown away a protein drink carton but hadn’t used any utensils nor paper-plates. Perhaps he’d had dinner prior to coming home and that is why his royal-angriness was so late last night. Turning back to head towards the bathroom she’d cleaned top to bottom, Rose stopped and stared at the gift bag. There was a tiny pink tag hanging open… with her name written on it.

      “What the…” Rose whispered, blinking rapidly and double-checking the tag. Sure enough, it said Rose on it. Maybe he knew another woman named Rose and it wasn’t intended for her? What if this was some sick test to see if she was trustworthy? She stepped back from the gift bag sitting on the table like it was a poisonous snake waiting to strike.

      “No. No, no. This is not going to happen again,” she said firmly to no one in particular, walking away from the table towards the bathroom. Here she saw that he’d actually been home after all. Everything else was left untouched except the bedroom. She saw that the rolls and documents that had been scattered on the bed yesterday had been neatly rolled and fastened with a rubber band in the corner of the room.

      A cursory glance in the bathroom showed that he’d gotten ready for work this morning. She yanked the towel down off the bar and put a fresh one up. Making quick work, she wiped down everything to keep it spotless.

      In his bedroom, the bed had the covers haphazardly thrown back revealing deep blue sheets that made her think of the ocean at night. Ignoring her thoughts and desperately trying not to breathe in the cologne that lingered on the air around her, she quickly made the bed and ran from the room.

      Mr. Ariet claimed there was an office here in the condo, but she hadn’t seen another door… until she peered around a small, almost hidden shelf at the end of the hallway. A large bookshelf that was empty made up the doorway and glided on coasters as she slid open the door.

      “Okay. That is just awesomesauce,” she muttered with a satisfied smile, wiggling the shelf/door open and shut a few times. Sliding it fully open, her face exploded in delight. There were boxes stacked randomly with all sorts of books inside of them. He’d been right, it had been a long time since he’d been in this office. There was a layer of dust on everything.

      Before she could start on the books, she would need to clean this up. Walking behind the large oak desk, she saw that there was a door to an outside deck. Surprised, she slid open the doorway and stepped out into the light as the sun set over the city. The greenery must be maintained by the building because she was pretty sure that the owner hadn’t bothered to leave the condo to enjoy the view in years.

      “What a shame,” she breathed, wrapping her arms around herself as the breeze chilled her. There was a large grassy patch nearby that was surrounded by hedges to give the sense of privacy. A wooden bench sat untouched nearby and she realized what a waste it was to be able to afford something so beautiful and to throw it all away. He worked late and she was willing to bet that he never sat out here looking at the stars. He would probably say that was foolish or stupid, where she thought it would be simply so romantic to cuddle with the one you love and look up at the heavens. Another cool breeze had her heading back inside to get down to work.

      A few hours later, her cellphone alarm went off causing her to jump. She was halfway through sorting the books and all of the wood in the office was immaculate. Double checking the back door to make sure that she’d locked it, she quickly tried to straighten up the mess that still remained. After a few minutes, the snooze on her phone went off again, making her yelp. She needed to go. Her heartbeat was thumping loudly, reminding her that the seconds were ticking away.

      Grabbing a sheet of paper off the desk, she quickly wrote a note apologizing that she wasn’t able to finish the room but would be happy to do so if he would like to schedule another cleaning. She re-read the note several times to make sure it was completely businesslike and proper before signing it.

      Seeing the pink bag again on the dining room table, Rose ran back into the office and scribbled a few more words before leaving the note near the gift bag instead of on the desk. As she headed out to the front door, she prayed that they didn’t cross paths in the elevator. It was 7:40pm and cutting it too close for comfort. Flying out of the building and racing to her car, she got inside and took several breaths to calm down her nervousness. She hadn’t seen him and everything went okay tonight.

      Thank God.
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      Jarrett felt uncannily light knowing that Rose had come back to pick up her things and finish cleaning his home. It made him feel like he had a place to relax, a place that actually felt like a home. The idea of her being there simply made him feel a sensation he didn’t want to acknowledge – other than he felt compelled to make her smile and grow to like him.

      The gift Mindy picked out seemed so perfect to him. Instead of getting her books, his receptionist had grabbed a Kindle instead. Personally, he liked the feeling of paper in his hands when he read. He wasn’t crazy about the idea of a Kindle but Mindy swore up & down that she adored her own, and that it was filled with hundreds and hundreds of books. She also got a Godiva chocolate bar and a gift card for Rose to be able to start her eBook collection. Shrugging, it seemed like a good idea for a woman who liked to read, and he assumed she did because of the care she’d taken with his own books.

      Unlocking his front door, he walked inside and called out just to make sure that she wasn’t still there. He didn’t want a repeat of what had happened the previous evening. Kicking off his shoes, he left them by the front door and leaned over to see the pink gift bag was still there.

      “You gotta be kidding me…” he muttered, walking over and peeking inside. Nothing had been moved or disturbed. The security guard had brought it up, just like Mindy had told him but Rose didn’t take the gift. Seeing a piece of paper folded in half and slid underneath the corner of the bag, he quickly grabbed it and unfolded it.

      Mr. Ariet, I am so very sorry I was not able to finish organizing everything in your office. I tried, but you have quite the collection! If you would like to contact the office, I would be available to finish the job during another visit.

      Sincerely,

      Rose

      P.S. I wasn’t sure if this was for me and honestly not sure if I should accept it.

      

      Balling up the handwritten note in frustration, he ran his fingers through his hair in irritation. Of course, she should accept it, he’d bought it for her! She hadn’t even bothered to open it- the Kindle was still gift wrapped inside of the bag.

      Pacing the floor, his mind was racing with a way to reach her. He knew that it was odd to be so utterly attracted simply by looks and that they didn’t last, but there was something in the way she held herself that called to him, making him want more. The siren’s call was off-kilter because of their first meeting, and everything inside of him was desperate to correct it… to see what could truly be!

      Perhaps it was time to make a call to her boss in order to discuss their advertising and set up another appointment. In the meantime, he would need to be a bit more clever to get her attention. He would never have a chance to talk to her if she insisted on being away while he was home. Looking in the office, he saw where she’d been working and could practically picture her in his mind. Oh yes, he was completely infatuated with the young woman. Grabbing his cell phone, he called Melanie.
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        * * *

      

      Rose was sitting on the couch with her mother watching the television together, sharing a bowl of popcorn, when the text message arrived. Pulling her phone out of her pocket, she saw that Melanie had texted her to inform her she had been requested again to finish the job at Jarrett Ariet’s home. Tomorrow was Friday and she was supposed to see Mrs. Baker.

      

      You want me to go to the Baker’s and Ariet’s home?

      No, I can reassign Baker.

      No- she’s my favorite client. I will do both. I can use the money.

      Okay. Ariet said you are welcome at any time. If he is home, he will stay in another room so you can finish the office.

      

      Her heart pounded reading that line. He might be there? She didn’t want to see him. There was something about the man that made her feel things she wasn’t comfortable with. He made her nervous and gave her butterflies – but most of all, she didn’t like his temper or what she’d seen of him. She texted Melanie back quickly.

      

      Reassign Ariet.

      No.

      I don’t want to see him.

      He’ll be in another room. If there is a problem again- I’ll reassign him.

      Thank you.

      

      “Is everything alright, honey?” her mother asked, laying her hand on Rose’s arm. Glancing up, Rose tried to smile and knew that she was failing miserably. Her mother seemed to always know when something was wrong.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Mom, have you ever met someone that you wanted to avoid at all costs because it just felt weird?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “One of my clients completely lost his wits when he showed up and I was still there. He had a rational explanation, but I still didn’t like the side of him that I saw first-hand. Now he keeps requesting me specifically and I think he even tried to leave me a gift today.”

      “He did? That seems overly nice and a bit odd. Isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, I think so. I didn’t open it or take it with me.”

      “I see.” Her mother sat there scrutinizing her with an upraised eyebrow. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at Rose. Under her mother’s watchful gaze, she felt almost like someone was peeling back the layers trying to figure out her deepest, darkest secrets. It made her uncomfortable.

      “What?”

      “Do you think he is trying to apologize or do you think he’s an odd-duck? Are you in danger from him? If so, you can just quit that job right now, young lady.”

      “I don’t think I’m in danger, Mama. He’s been gone each time I went there but he is going to be there tomorrow.”

      “Why don’t you want to go?”

      “I don’t want to see him.”

      “Because…?” her mother drawled out knowingly. Rose glanced up and saw that satisfied smirk on her mother’s face, making her see red.

      “Mom! Stop looking at me like that! It’s because he’s simply gorgeous and it scares me, okay! I don’t know what you want me to say,” Rose snapped angrily.

      “He’s so macho, a know-it-all… and he’s arrogant. His eyes were so dark and stormy – I can’t get them out of my mind. Is that what you want to hear? That I think he’s attractive?”

      “Rose,” her mother said gently, taking her hand in her own. “Women sometimes are attracted to men that are their converse opposites. They turn your world upside down. What is up, is actually down – left is right. You are everything sweet, good, and loving in this world… he would be a fool to let someone so wonderful slip through his fingers. Maybe he knows it too- and is trying to apologize or speak with you?”

      “What if I am not sure I want to speak with him?”

      “Don’t you owe it to yourself to find out for sure?”

      “I guess so,” Rose muttered under her breath, annoyed that her mother could so easily analyze what she’d not be able to herself. Yeah, she was afraid to be attracted to the man or disappointed in who he was: a pretty package with a sour, rotten core.

      “And if he is some weirdo,” her mother shrugged. “Mace him and run.”

      “Mom!”

      “What? I want my girl safe… safe and happy- but you will never know unless you settle your mind from any questions you might have.”

      They sat there for several moments as Rose ran her mother’s words through her mind. She was a grown woman that was going to do a job. Not some naïve child or ignorant person. She could run, she could actually mace him… or she could say hello and start a conversation.

      “When did you get so smart?”

      “The moment I had you.”

      “Love you, mama.”

      “Love you too, sweetheart.”
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      He was home.

      Rose had pulled into the garage and parked her car, but when she walked into the building- the man at the security desk shook his head. Mr. Ariet hadn’t left a key this time because he was at home. Her heart thumped nervously as she rode up to the floor and walked right up to his door, simply to stand there. She stood there for several minutes, unsure if she should knock or turn around and go back home. Eventually she knocked and almost turned to run when she heard his voice announcing that he would be just a moment. Instead, she stood there with her knees locked, unable to move.

      The door opened and she saw him truly for the first time. The other night it had been dim in the shadows of the room and she’d run, completely frightened of how he was behaving. She’d never seen her father yell at anyone unless he was truly angry or beyond petrified- lashing out in fear.

      “Hello Miss Bellavance,” he said quietly. “Please come in.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can’t?” he parroted in confusion, his dark eyebrow raising up in question just like her mother’s did.

      “No. I don’t think I can. I’m sorry.”

      “Is it me?”

      “No, this time it’s me,” she admitted.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My knees are knocking and I feel like a bloomin’ idiot,” she blurted out and slapped a hand over her mouth to shut down her blabbering. Her eyes felt like they were going to pop right out of her head due to the incessant pressure of her voice dying to escape. He was absolutely and utterly gorgeous… and that smile! He was grinning at her as he opened the door a bit wider.

      “Let’s make room for you to come in, knocking knees and all,” he chuckled as he held out his arm. “I’m glad you are here.”

      “You are?”

      “Yes.”

      “I shouldn’t be here,” she muttered. “This is a mistake and I… I… mercy! Is it warm in here? How’d I get inside?”

      “You walked inside.”

      “I need to walk outside.”

      “Then let me show you the city,” he offered politely, holding out his hand. It felt like some alien had taken over Rose’s body because she saw herself put her hand in his and felt a surge of warmth when their skin touched. It must have been the same for him because his dark brown eyes suddenly met hers and she couldn’t breathe.

      “Need. Air.”

      “Breathe, Rose. Everything is okay. I promise- no yelling. I am so sorry that I scared you. I was frightened because I wasn’t expecting you and didn’t want to hurt a small slip of a woman.”

      Rose found herself being guided numbly through the office she loved and out the back door onto the upper deck of the building. A gust could have blown her right off the roof, she felt so light headed.

      “Are you feeling better?”

      Nodding, she tried to ignore the fact that he was circling her knuckles with his thumb, her hand still in his. It was driving her nuts and making her pulse thump wildly. She had to think and couldn’t do it when he was trying to be charming. Why couldn’t he be the irrational jerk from the other day… on second thought, was that any better?

      “I’d better get started,” she started and pulled her hand from his. Jarrett immediately shoved his hands in his pockets and looked off into the horizon. “Do you come out here often? It’s beautiful.”

      “I haven’t been out here in quite some time. I think I’ve missed a lot of things over the last few years. I’ve been working myself to the bone trying to stay on top of things in the industry.”

      “I know Melanie was really excited at the idea of working with your company.”

      “Most people are,” he agreed and smiled. “I don’t mean to sound like I’m arrogant, it’s just we have a really good track record of success and I have a great team working with me.”

      “You should smile more often,” Rose blurted out and closed her eyes, groaning aloud at her runaway mouth. “I’m really botching this badly. I’ll go start on the office.”

      “I’d like to see you smile too,” he admitted in a deep voice that made her shiver. She felt him take her hand and opened her eyes just to see him standing directly in front of her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Saying hello properly, Rose.”

      “Oh,” she whispered, just moments before his dark head leaned down towards hers. Just before his lips touched hers, she came to her senses and stepped backwards several times, bumping into a hedge. She was on the roof and needed to get inside, away from him.

      “You hired me to clean and I’m going to work on the office. So, yeah. Hello, Mr. Ariet.”

      “Please call me Jarrett.”
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      Rose ran into the building and considered locking the door behind her but that wouldn’t do anything but irritate the man… the good-looking man who seemed to be interested in her.

      But why her?

      She was a nobody.

      He had this big fancy condo and owned his own business… she was living from check to check. He looked like he could be a men’s underwear model and she was, well… she was normal.

      Nothing too outrageous or exceptional, other than the fact that she had naturally blonde hair and blue eyes. Big ol’ whoop-ti-do. Lots of people had blonde hair and blue eyes. She was a hard worker, but he wouldn’t know or realize that. She tried to take care of people like her mother or friends, but he wouldn’t know that either. There was nothing that made her stand out other than she was a wonderful librarian and awesome maid.

      Neither one made her exceptional.

      Hearing the door open from the patio area, Rose froze as she was putting a book on the shelf. Her hand was perched mid-air, unmoving. The fight-or-flight feelings were strong in her and she was waiting for his next move. Instead, he walked into the other room and stood there just out of sight.

      “Would you like some hot tea or coffee?” he offered politely. Rose knew he was trying to be nice to her and it would be rude to turn down the informal gesture. A little politeness never killed anyone.

      “Yes please. Either is fine with me.”

      “Great. I will make us two cups.”

      “I’ll keep working then. Thank you.”

      She heard him in the kitchen moving around and cursing softly only moments before she heard footsteps headed back her direction. Once again, he stood outside of the office door.

      “Would you like a beer or protein drink instead?”

      “Really?” she gaped and heard him sigh heavily.

      “I can’t find my coffeemaker, nor do I have any grounds or teabags. Honestly, I have beer and meal replacement drinks.”

      “You’re kidding? Why are you standing out there to talk to me?”

      “Because I make you nervous and I want to get to know you,” he answered honestly, his dark eyes peeking around the bookshelf door. Rose giggled as she looked over and saw him spying on her.

      “You don’t have anything at all?”

      “I make a mean glass of water.”

      “Come on,” she said with a nervous smile. “There has to be something.”

      Ten minutes later, Rose shook her head in disbelief. He was right. There was quite literally nothing there. She’d never opened the fridge before when she was cleaning and had no idea that someone could exist on the cardboard cartons he had lined up in the refrigerator door. The cabinets were completely bare and the pantry had a box of Lucky Charms that expired three years ago. She didn’t even want to look in the cereal box, because she was pretty sure that stuff lasted forever.

      “I can have dinner delivered if you’ll join me,” he offered with a shy smile as he looked down at her. A perfectly gorgeous man living in an imperfect home. He was a slob and obviously didn’t take care of himself – but wanted to order dinner for her.

      “I promise I will have coffee next time you are here,” he offered and crossed his fingers, holding them up. “Dinner?”

      “Fine, but you’ve got to let me finish putting up the books or I will never finish the job.”

      “Would that be so bad?”

      “It’s your money,” she quipped, shrugging.

      “Do you like Italian? Pizza? Sushi?”

      “I like all types of food. Surprise me.”

      Rose walked off, heading back to the office, intent on finishing the arduous task. She heard him chuckle to himself before getting on the phone. She was getting closer and closer to finishing – then it would simply be breaking down the boxes and getting the debris out of the office.

      Besides, a nice dinner with a handsome guy might extraordinarily wonderful to experience considering she’d never dated before.
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      Rose was humming to herself as she finished tidying up, trying to keep from grinning like a complete loon. She was going to be having dinner with the most gorgeous guy she’d ever met. Part of her still wanted to run for the hills, but another part was more fascinated by the way he seemed to act around her. She was drawn to him like a moth to a flame – she just wanted to make sure she didn’t get her wings singed!

      Jarrett was putting on the charm and she was a bit overwhelmed by his sheer presence. He was intense – it was like watching a lightning storm or a volcano. Elemental, beautiful, and dangerous. What happened if he got upset again or lost his temper? Why wasn’t he already dating someone or married? Was he just masking the insufferable part of his personality to get what he wanted?

      Putting the last book on the shelf, she stood back and smiled to herself. This truly was a lovely office. The entire condo was breathtaking, and there was so much potential that seemed to go wasted. If she lived here, she’d have a garden outside and spend as much time as possible in the sun overlooking the city. Maybe instead she would hide away in the window nook – complete with a tufted cushion for comfort – like a lazy kitten.

      Her stomach gave a loud rumble just then and she heard it in the silence of the room. She slapped her hand over her midsection as if it would muffle it and glanced down at her watch. She’d been in here for almost the entire three hours that she budgeted. She was relieved that she’d already seen Mrs. Baker earlier in the morning since her plans had suddenly changed for the evening.

      She was having dinner with Jarrett Ariet – her client.

      Stepping silently out of the office, she slid the shelf over slightly to allow her to enter the hallway unheard. As she walked into the main part of the condo, she stopped and held her breath.

      Jarrett was in the process of lighting a candle that sat in the middle of the dining room table, when he looked up guiltily. He blew out the match the moment he saw her. The table was set with paper plates and plastic utensils. Several containers of Chinese food sat nearby, as well as a bouquet of flowers. The pink gift bag sat on the seat cushion of one of the chairs – waiting for her. He gave her a lop-sided smile and she could have sworn there was a flush of embarrassment to his cheeks.

      “Do you like Chinese food?”

      “Very much so,” she replied and felt her heart flutter wildly at the thought that he was possibly trying to impress her. “What is all of this?”

      “You said you would have dinner with me. Did you change your mind? Is this too much?” he asked, his expression suddenly stony but she caught the glimpse of rejection in his eyes.

      “Not at all – it’s flattering.”

      Walking over to the table, she moved the pink bag and took a seat nervously. Watching him, he pulled out another match and tried to relight the candle again, this time succeeding. Reaching for a tiny remote, he pushed a button and dimmed the overhead lighting before taking his own seat.

      “I was just getting ready to come check on you.”

      “Did you want to see the office first?”

      “No,” he admitted honestly, surprising her that he declined to check on her work. “The food is hot and the company is lovely – I’d rather be right here than anywhere else in the world.”

      Rose had just taken a sip of water when she realized what he’d said. Instantly it went down the wrong pipe and she began to cough. Jarrett shot to his feet and came over to pat her on the back, but she was able to manage a strangled “I’m okay,” out of her mouth.

      There was no doubt in her mind anymore – the man was interested in her. Her self-esteem had always been low, finding fault with everything she ever wore or how she looked. That was part of the reason she liked the library; she could hide. The maid uniforms gave her a chance to blend in with everyone else and become unseen. She realized now what made her so uncomfortable with Jarrett Ariet… he was truly looking at her- and liked what he saw.

      Mind. Blown.

      “Why are you doing this?” Rose whispered incredulously, still struggling with the water going down the wrong way – or so she imagined. She was more surprised that this was all happening.

      “I think you are beautiful and I want to get to know you,” he admitted freely and then pointed at one of the containers. “Kung Pow or Hunan Shrimp?”

      When she didn’t answer, he began casually serving a little bit of each onto the paper plate in front of her. Rose studied is face trying to see if there was some sort of subterfuge or hidden agenda to all of this.

      “Is it so hard to believe, Rose?” he asked quietly, not looking at her but rather concentrating on opening another container and putting several scoops of food onto her plate. He set a fortune cookie in front of both of them, before meeting her eyes.

      “Yes,” she admitted honestly. “You are… you- and I am… just me.”

      “Well, Just Me,” Jarrett teased lightly, putting the utensils down on his plate to keep from dirtying the table. He rested his chin on his fist and looked at her. His own plate was empty and glancing down, she saw hers was loaded with enough food to feed a small army.

      “When a guy finds a girl incredibly attractive usually he invites her to dinner or a movie. You’ve been on dates before – what do you like to do?”

      “Let’s eat while the food is hot,” she said quickly, feeling her face heat up with embarrassment. She didn’t want to tell him that this was the first time she’d really been chased after. Sure, she met with friends – but it was casual, and nothing like this.

      “We can talk and eat,” he suggested. Rose could feel his eyes on her as she picked up her fork. She didn’t even pay attention to whatever she speared with her utensil; rather it was more of a matter of quickly plugging her rebel mouth. She didn’t want to start blurting out all sorts of stupidity nor did she want to reveal that she’d never been on a date or kissed. Shoving a shrimp in her mouth, she covered it with a napkin and mumbled to him.

      “You go first.”

      Picking up the plastic serving spoon that the Chinese restaurant had provided, he casually started to fill his plate. The candle flame flickered in the silence and Rose was aware that she could hear herself chewing. Slowing down and feeling herself relax a bit – she finished her bite as he began talking.

      “Well, I grew up in a home and put myself through college by moving furniture for a company. I saw how it was run and realized that I could do better, switching my degree plan from Psychology to Marketing. I have always had a knack for reading people and body language. That’s why I know that you are still nervous to be sitting here with me… and part of the reason I am trying to make this as unassuming as you need it to be,” Jarrett said easily, glanced up at her with a wry smile.

      “I think I need a beer – would you like one?”

      “I don’t drink.”

      “I shouldn’t, but it helps relax me and calm my nerves.”

      “Why are you nervous?”

      “Because I’m afraid I am going to blow my chance to date you by opening my mouth and saying the wrong thing.”

      “How about we just start over from scratch?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to do,” he admitted, jumping up from his seat and grabbing two bottles from the fridge. Popping the cap on both of them, he handed one to her. “To new beginnings,” he quickly said and tapped the neck of his bottle against hers. He took a sip and grimaced lightly as he sat back down. Rose also took a sip, and wrinkled her nose as the horrible, pungent bitter taste hit her tongue.

      “Yeah – it’s pretty terrible. Isn’t it?”

      “Horrendous,” she agreed and smiled shyly at him. “Let’s forget the beer, and the anxiety that is eating at both of us. How do we get past it and move on? Maybe I should just go and we can try this again some other time?”

      “Sometimes it’s just best to rip off the Band-Aid.”

      “Fine – let’s both share something that is making us horribly nervous so it’s just out there, and then we can talk about it or figure it out,” she suggested, taking another sip of the bitter beer. “Nope, that isn’t for me.”

      “Who is going to go first?”

      “I think we should at the same time so there is no judgement, no going first and no taking it back. Let’s count to three and blurt it out on three.”

      “On three – not after we say three,” Jarrett hedged.

      “Yes. On three,” she agreed firmly. “Ready? One… two…” Rose took a deep breath and shut her eyes nervously so she couldn’t see him.

      “I’ve never dated anyone.”

      “I want to kiss you.”

      Rose gasped and held her breath at his words. Peeking open one eye, she saw his face and his heated look. Neither one said a word; instead Jarret got up from his seat and walked around the table over to her. He held out his hand and instinctively, Rose put her hand in his. He tugged lightly, encouraging her to stand up and pulled her into his arms.

      Staring up into his dark eyes, she could hear drumming in the background and realized it was her own heartbeat. His starched dress shirt had a small string on the collar and she unthinkingly went to pull it off. He caught her hand and lay it on the back of his neck. She could feel his warmth, and it felt so incredibly intimate to touch his skin with her fingertips.

      “You are dating me,” Jarrett whispered just seconds before his lips touched hers. The featherlight touch of his mouth made her knees weak. When he’d been close to her before, she’d anticipated him being aggressive with her or being a rough kisser like in the movies or romance books. Instead, this was bittersweet and just what her soul needed. He wasn’t possessive or domineering, he was incredibly tender.

      A moment later, he broke the kiss and she could feel his ragged breath on her lips a mere second before his forehead rested against hers. Rose opened her eyes only slightly and saw that he was looking at her, his deep brown eyes raking over her face for any hesitation or measuring to see if it affected her the same way.

      “Wow,” he admitted. “That was better than anything I could have imagined.” His hand reached up to delicately stroke her cheek, and her eyes drifted shut of their own accord as she leaned in to his hand.

      “You’ve imagined this?” she asked softly, feeling her face flush. His answer was to simply kiss her again. This time when he broke the kiss, he stepped back out of her arms and rubbed his neck nervously. Rose saw that his hand trembled and she was moved by the subtle nuance and what it meant. He was really affected- just as she had been.

      “I could do that all night but I think that would really mess things up between us,” he said honestly with a wry smile. “Let’s have dinner and talk about where I am taking you for our second date.”
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      The next few weeks flew by in a whirlwind. Rose felt like she was always away from home and felt almost guilty that Jarrett kept hiring her. He would call the office, make an appointment and request her each time. Her boss, Melanie, had a strict policy of fraternizing with the clients- to which she reiterated after the fourth appointment.

      “Melanie, I am cleaning- I promise.”

      And she was!

      She would go over, pick up his mess, and then they would go out together- afterwards. Jarrett was more wonderful than she could have ever imagined. He was kind, courteous, and outrageously protective of her. One night, they were at the movies and she’d fallen asleep. Instead of getting upset that she was missing out or that she was bored… he simply wrapped his arm around her, and covered her with his jacket, so she could rest.

      He understood what it was like to be driven and appreciated that she was a workaholic. Secretly, Rose wanted to get ahead financially and make sure that she and her mother had a cushion in case of emergencies. They never discussed money because Rose knew Jarrett had to be loaded. She wanted to like him for who he was, and hoped that was the case for him as well.

      The condo was downtown, centrally located and well maintained. She never saw his neighbor coming or going – which must make it extremely quiet and lonely for him at times. Her home was a tiny old home in a neighborhood. There were always cars driving by, dogs barking, or children playing.

      They were different as night and day. They ran in different circles, worked in different fields, and lived in opposite parts of the city – yet when they were together, everything, and all of their differences seemed to fade away.

      Tonight, he was taking her to an art festival nearby. The festival was something she’d always wanted to go to but with her mother’s hip- walking that much wasn’t possible, nor did she want to go alone. She’d seen commercials of the different arts on display, face painting, and food vendors. He’d shown her the ad and immediately got tickets for them when she admitted wanting to see it. Jarrett was just like that – he would watch her for any signs and simply make it happen.

      He’d seen her that first night reading a book, and all the hard work she’d put into straightening the shelves, buying her a kindle. While she still treasured holding a book in her hand, there was something amazing about being able to hold a tiny tablet that held (so far!) eighteen books at once. In fact, Jarret had been thrilled when she’d thrown her arms around his neck, kissing him on the cheek, as he was taking a selfie of the two of them. That was her wallpaper on her Kindle, her cell phone… and his cell phone.

      As her mind was wandering off, she felt him pull her into a hug from behind as his arms crept around her waist. He dropped a light kiss on her ear that made her sigh happily.

      “Are you ready to head to the festival?”

      Nodding, Rose smiled happily and turned to see him dressed casually as well. She’d worn jeans and a t-shirt this morning for her cleaning assignment instead of her uniform. Using a vacation day from the library had given her the freedom to schedule herself for a morning shift with him. Jarrett stood there in blue jeans, a simple t-shirt, and had a baseball cap covering his dark hair.

      “I think I like this look on you,” she said affectionately, yanking his ball cap off his head and putting it on her own. He growled lightly, picking her up and putting her over his shoulder easily. The cap fell to the floor, making her laugh, and she playfully slapped at his leg. He quickly sat her down in the recliner and got a strange look on his face, suddenly stopping in his tracks.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked anxiously.

      “After the festival, I need to run to the store. Will you come with me?”

      “Yes, is everything alright?”

      “I just need to correct something that I just realized.”

      “Do you need to go now? We can go there first and then head over to the festival… or we can skip it all together if you need to get something picked up.”

      “My sweet Rose, I’m taking you to the festival and plan on plying you with cotton candy all day long,” he said tenderly, taking her hands and pulling her from the recliner. He kissed the tip of her nose and put the baseball cap back on her head.

      “Keep it,” he said huskily. “I don’t want you getting sunburned.”

      Arriving at the festival thirty minutes later, Rose was shocked by the amount of tents and carts littering the streets. The roads were blocked off causing them to park quite a way off. There were pinwheels, streamers, and flags everywhere. The scent of cinnamon roasted nuts and popcorn was heavy in the air.

      As they stopped and looked at each booth, she saw several carvings as well as clothing items. Jarrett bought a carving board that she’d picked up to admire its beauty. The board was made with a variety of woods, giving it different shades and colors in a checkerboard pattern. It seemed almost a shame to cut things up on it. He also picked up a carved salt & pepper shaker set for the kitchen.

      They came upon one booth that had face painting, to which she had a pink heart painted on her cheek. She’d whispered to the vendor to put Jarrett’s initials inside the heart for her. To her surprise, Jarrett immediately took a seat and asked the man to do the same on him… with her initials inside his own painted heart. He walked around proudly with that pink heart on his cheek, and Rose could not have been more head-over-heels in love with him. Several ladies looked at her and smiled knowingly. He didn’t say it, but the thought was there between them.

      Sharing a cone that held cotton candy, she picked off a large fluff and fed it to him as she spotted several fountains that had been set up for sale. Grabbing his hand, they walked over and one immediately caught her eye. There was a concrete fountain with a large book on a pedestal with its pages open. The water was drawn upwards inside of the pedestal and dripped over the edges of the book, creating a waterfall effect that landed in the basin.

      “You like that?”

      “I bet you like that one better,” she teased, pointing at a statue that was practically indecent.

      “Only if it’s you under that waterfall,” he breathed, leaning down to whisper in her ear. Rose flushed and turned her head to bury it in his t-shirt, embarrassed by his words. Jarrett wrapped his arms around her in a hug as if to shield her from the world.

      “Do you deliver?” he asked the man who was sitting in a chair nearby.

      “Jarrett, no. Most of this stuff is completely overpriced,” she whispered in a hushed voice looking up at him. Part of her itched to trace his strong jawline that was covered by whiskers. She adored his well-kept beard and the way it tickled her when he kissed her.

      “Do you like it?”

      “Yes, but I don’t need it and I don’t have the room for it.”

      “So, put it at my place,” he told her boldly, staring into her eyes. “It would look beautiful surrounded by the hedges on the rooftop. I’d like it there – for us.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “That I realized today that I need to work on making my condo more of a home,” he said simply as they stood there in the crowd.

      Rose tried to hide the shock and hurt that rippled through her, laying her face against his chest. He could have taken that moment to say that he cared for her, or that their relationship was going somewhere – but instead, he claimed it was for his home.

      Pulling away, Jarrett went to go talk to the man privately. She was surprised by how hard he negotiated the deal and it reminded her of how aggressive he could be. They were going to throw in free installation if Jarrett bought a larger basin for the bottom in exchange- so he did.

      Jarrett had told her once before that if he wanted something, he went for it. So why was she suddenly now getting the feeling that he didn’t want her? Was he only toying with her emotions? Did he prefer the chase and once he had her heart, he was done?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose was silent much of the afternoon. She was tired, her feet hurt, and frankly – her heart hurt. Jarrett seemed to pull back after purchasing the fountain and everything else around her seemed dull or lifeless. They got to the car and he opened the door for her. As she sat down, she wondered if he realized that he was losing his latest conquest and trying to butter her up again.

      “Is everything alright?”

      Blinking back tears as she stared out the car window, she could almost hear concern in his voice. You’re imagining things, Rose, she thought wretchedly. Things had seemed so good, yet the man was as careless with his words as he was taking care of his home. Did she really want that heartache? She needed to be alone and to think.

      “Yes, I’m just exhausted from all the walking.”

      “Did you still want to go to the store with me?”

      “Can it wait?” she asked acidly, and then tried to soften it. “I’m really beat Jarrett and suddenly sick to my stomach. I’d like to just go home.”

      “Sure. I’ve got some work to do anyhow.”

      His voice sounded flat and emotionless, a dagger straight to her heart. As he pulled into the parking garage, Rose got her keys out of her pocket.

      “You aren’t coming in?” he asked bluntly.

      Rose didn’t say anything. She couldn’t right now. She felt too fragile and lost. She kept replaying his words, his expression, in her mind over and over again.

      “Rose, are you coming up or going home?”

      “I’m going home.”

      “Did I do something to make you mad?”

      “Jarrett, I just don’t feel like talking about it right now.”

      “So I did then?”

      “Why do you think it’s got to be you? Maybe it’s me and how I feel?”

      “How do you feel? Rose, look at me,” he said angrily. Rose looked over at him and saw how upset he truly was. He was trying to hold back and she could see that his control was at its limits. “Are you crying?”

      “Maybe?”

      “What is wrong?”

      “I just think we are two different people and this isn’t going to work out.”

      “You are thinking that just now?” he yelled in surprise.

      “Don’t yell at me!” she snapped.

      “Don’t be like this! Don’t do this to me!” Jarrett fractured, hitting the steering wheel of his car, and froze. He immediately stopped moving as Rose stared at him unflinchingly. His dark eyes turned to her and she could see it in his face. He’d messed up.

      “Goodnight, Jarrett.”

      “Rose, I’m sorry,” he murmured, looking lost. “I’m so sorry and I didn’t mean to yell at you.” She didn’t say a word; instead she got out of his car and he scrambled out quickly- meeting her. He tried to take her hand and she pulled away. “Rose, please.”

      “Jarrett, it will never be okay to yell at me.”

      “I know. I shouldn’t have but I just was so confused. One minute we were happy and the next you were suddenly mad at me.”

      “I was mad at you because I don’t think you realize that I love you,” she said angrily. “You simply assume that I am there at your beck and call but I’ve got news for you: that charm you used to make me fall for you, you need to use it on the world around you before you are left a sad, lonely man.”

      “You love me?” he whispered. “Rose… don’t leave mad like this. Let’s talk.”

      “No. You have some things to work out in your life and it is affecting us.”

      “Is this about the fountain? You can have it.”

      “No, Jarrett. I think that we are simply too different and I can’t let myself be hurt when you shut off your emotions or blow up at me. I’m in love with you but you don’t realize that I’m on your side – I’m on your team. You are holding back from me. You’ve said repeatedly that you go for something full force… but what about me? Am I not worth your full effort?” Rose cried out. Hot tears were streaming down her face and he looked absolutely broken as the truth hit him.

      “Rose, I wanted to go pick out furniture for the house tonight- with you, for us. I need you with me,” he explained, trying to pull her to him as a couple walked past them in the parking garage. “Please. Let’s go upstairs and talk where we can be alone.”

      “I’m going home. I think we both need time to think of what we are wanting from each other and what is expected in a relationship.”
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      Jarrett stood there numbly and watched her pull her car out of the garage. He’d never had anyone in his life, and the one good thing was driving out of his life. He’d never felt such bitter heartbreak or loss at once. He had just picked out a ring for her yesterday and was having extra prongs set on the diamond. When he saw her face light up, he realized what he loved about her. He’d been so scared that he was jumping the gun or going too fast. He could see his future, their future, in her eyes. She looked at him like the sun rose and set on what he did… and he had hurt her unknowingly.

      Walking into the condo, he walked right past the security guards that stared at him in shock. He didn’t want to see anyone or talk to anyone other than his Rose. Stepping on the elevator, he watched the stainless-steel doors close and saw his haggard, broken, reflection.

      He’d never intended to make her cry or get mad at her. She was his everything and now she was gone. He would do his best to be the man she deserved if it meant giving up everything.

      Picking up his phone, he called Mindy.

      “I need your help with something,” he said quietly.

      “Is everything alright, Mr. Ariet?”

      “Not really. I think I have messed up badly and need you to cover for me for a day or two.”

      “Mr. Ariet, are you alright?”

      “Yes. Please handle tomorrow’s presentation. I will email you everything,” Jarrett said quietly and heard her incredulous gasp. He knew why too – he never let anyone in or delegated anything. All his life it had been only him and he had kept tight control over everything. It was making him miserable and he hadn’t realized it until a blonde slip of a woman stole his heart. Now, he wanted to let things go in order to be with her.

      “Oh, and Mindy?” he said quickly, before the litany of questions began from his receptionist. “I think we need to re-evaluate your position there at the company. You are better than just a receptionist.”

      “I’m very happy in my position, sir.”

      “I know you are – but I wouldn’t be where I am without your help. Now, I need to make a few more phone calls and email you the data. You’ll do fine tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure? Do you want me to call you?”

      “No. I trust you.”

      Jarrett ended the call and made several other phone calls before he settled in. Sitting down on the edge of his bed, he felt the weight of the world crashing down on him. He was not going to lose Rose. The struggle to prove he was good enough for her began now.
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        * * *

      

      Rose had never cried so much in her entire life. Her mother had tried making her some mint tea and offered to horse-whip Jarrett within an inch of his life but nothing made her feel better. She felt like her whole world was falling apart and kept seeing the distant look in his eyes at that moment. There were so many times where he could have told her that he loved her, or at least was fond of her.

      She wondered how long it would take to get the text message that she was supposed to clean Jarrett’s home for her next assignment – or if it even bothered him that they’d had a falling out. She’d told him she loved him in the garage… and yet he’d still said nothing. He claimed he wanted to pick out furniture, but was that because he wanted an opinion, or because he wanted her opinion.

      There was a huge difference between the two!

      Pouting, she spent the next few days in bed, claiming to be sick. It was burning up her paid time off, and unfortunately she would have to return to work soon. During her time off, she simply lay there in bed- dreaming of all the different ways things could have gone and remembering how wonderful it was to be a part of his life. She missed his smiles and the way he held her hand. It was the little things that hurt the most. How he would rub his nose against hers after they kissed, or the way he would wag his eyebrows at her during an intimate scene on television or a movie. She liked that he made her laugh, and missed feeling that light feeling in her soul.

      “I’ve never seen you quit anything in your life like this,” her mother told her later that evening. She walked in her bedroom and swatted her on the rear end with a sneaker that had been on the floor.

      “OWW! Mom!” Rose yelped, sitting up in bed and rubbing her right cheek where the sneaker had contacted through the comforter. “I’m nearly thirty and you don’t have to spank me like I’m a child.”

      “Then quit behaving like one- and get out of bed.”

      “I’m sick.”

      “And I’m the Pope.”

      Rose glared at her mother as she walked about the bedroom trying to pick up the clothing she’d worn to the festival. She’d gotten home and shrugged it all off in favor of her favorite flannel nightgown.

      “Mama, stop. I will get that.”

      “So far as I can see – you aren’t getting anything accomplished but puffy eyes and a runny nose. Now, get up and get a shower- you smell.”

      “That was rude.”

      “And the truth! Do you wanna hear another one?”

      Rose grimaced, knowing that she wasn’t going to have much choice in the matter. That was one thing her mother had always believed in: tough love. You might not like it, but it didn’t change what had happened nor what needed to be done.

      “Crying over a stupid tiff between two people that love each other is like trying to nail Jell-O to a tree. It’s darn near impossible and hurts like the dickens when you get hurt. If it’s truly over, then you need to fill your life with something else that makes you happy instead of whining in here like a child. I didn’t raise you to be some meek little girl. I raised you to be the strong, caring woman I see before me.”

      “Now get up, get your act together and let’s talk.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Rose found herself going in to work and going through the motions. The day after, it was a bit easier to sleep at night because she focused on the positive. Her mother had said that when her dad left, she’d cried for weeks on end until she found something else to fill her heart: her.

      Melanie never texted her to go to Jarrett’s condo again and she assumed that it was given to another employee. She still had the Baker account and that brought in a little money, but not like she was making before. Friday rolled around and she found herself pouring out her heart over tea to Mrs. Baker. The older woman nodded sagely and listened, patting her on the hand.

      “Do you like reading, Rosie?” Only Mrs. Baker called her Rosie, and she smiled tremulously at her client. The woman had such a good soul, and seemed like she had a friend everywhere in town when she told her stories.

      “I do. I work at the library full-time because I adore them.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Mrs. Baker said with glee, clapping her hands and getting up from the table. She went over to the curio and opened the door, removing an envelope. “These legs aren’t what they used to be and I would like you to use my ticket.”

      “Ticket for what?” Rose asked, accepting the envelope and sliding out an elegant card was covered with upraised gold lettering. Staring at the ticket, she realized it looked like a bookmark, and saw it was an admission to the Literary Ball held yearly as a fundraiser.

      “I can’t go to this,” she breathed in surprise. Rose had no idea that Mrs. Baker was a part of the fundraising group. This ticket must have cost her a fortune, because the minimum donation was five thousand dollars. She’d heard that it was an elegant event. There were authors that attended, and even celebrities there at times.

      “If you can’t go, then I will have to give my ticket away to someone else.”

      Staring at the ticket, she hesitated. This was a once in a lifetime chance to be able to attend something like this and she didn’t want to give it up.

      “What do you wear to something like this? A dress?”

      “Oh Rosie! I do adore you! No sweetie, you wear a ball gown,” Mrs. Baker said laughing, patting her hand. “Come with me. I’ve got that covered too if you don’t mind wearing something a little old fashioned. Let’s go through a few closets and see what we can come up with.”

      Hours later, Rose was leaving Mrs. Baker’s house with her ticket and a gown for the ball a month from now. It was last minute, receiving the ticket and she needed to RSVP immediately so that she had a seating for the dinner event. Mrs. Baker waved off any promises of paying her back the funds spent on the ticket- in exchange for photos of the event… and to ‘hear all the juicy details’.

      Rose vowed she would fill the woman’s ears for years to come.
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      This evening was the Literary Ball. It had been a long, silent month since Rose had been given the ticket by Mrs. Baker. She had never heard back from Jarrett, and almost called his office a few times, but she was afraid to get the receptionist. In her mind, his receptionist was probably a goddess with sleek black hair and an hourglass figure. For all she knew, Jarrett had found someone else quickly to replace her.

      The last few days, she and her mother had spent a lot of time talking. It wasn’t quite so painful to remember or think about Jarrett anymore. She missed him terribly, but wished him all the happiness in the world at the same time. She didn’t want to be the one that broke down and called him. She wanted him to want her! Her mother pointed out that perhaps she had run from him or pushed him away – just like she had from the very beginning. She feared how he made her feel, but things had been so very good between them… so was she scared of a future together and looking for a reason to break up?

      Her mother’s words echoed in her mind repeatedly as she sat patiently, straddling the toilet seat, in order to make room for two in the tiny bathroom. Her mother insisted on a curled up-do, claiming that it looked elegant and would be perfect with the dress. The curling iron was taking forever and she swore that they’d already gone through a can of hairspray. Each curl was sprayed and meticulously pinned into place.

      “Cover your face, Rose,” was all the warning she had before the hairspray bandit attacked her again. Yanking the terrycloth towel off the bar, she quickly pressed it against her face and tried to breathe. After a few moments, the hissing of the hairspray can had finally come to a stop, and she fanned the air around her desperately.

      “Ugh, I can taste the hairspray.”

      “You look absolutely enchanting.”

      Looking in the mirror, she was stunned at what her mother had done with her hair. She was right! Rose felt like she resembled a perfect Barbie doll or fantasy princess from a fairytale. Each of her blonde tendrils was curled and tucked until it created a waterfall of curls down her back. She had never expected anything so beautiful or exquisite – or else she wouldn’t have worn a t-shirt.

      “Mom – I can’t pull the t-shirt over my head or I will mess my hair up.”

      “You’re right,” her mother agreed immediately. “We’ll cut it off.”

      “Cut it off? But I love this shirt.”

      “And I don’t know if I can do this again. I need to sit down for a bit; my back is killing me. Just cut the shirt off and you can find another favorite t-shirt tomorrow.” Watching her mother walk painfully down the hallway, she immediately felt guilty having her help out.

      “Mama, I’ll get you some ibuprofen in just a few minutes. I’m going to need help with the zipper and will come to you. Okay?”

      Rose called out absently as she tried to look down as the small set of scissors cut down the front of her t-shirt carefully. Changing quickly, she unfolded the pale-yellow dress and shook it out. It looked almost the color of lemonade, and flattered her skin tone perfectly. The fitted bodice looked like it was made for her and fit like a dream. Yards of tulle and chiffon made up the skirt that billowed out from the waist. In the bottom of the box was a small sequined purse to match.

      She felt and looked just like a princess. Grinning wildly, she looked at her reflection in the mirror that was screwed to the back of her bedroom door. Giving a slight twirl, she smiled as the skirt poofed outwards and continued to swing when she came to a stop. Glancing down at her feet, she smiled. She would just wear her nude flats so they disappeared against her skin. It was too late to go out and buy new shoes to match – even if she could find a pair that did, plus the flats would be truly comfortable and she wanted to enjoy herself thoroughly.

      Hearing a knock at the door, Rose heard her mother’s groan of pain from the recliner and sprang into action. Rose ran down the hallway to keep her mother from having to get up. Clutching at the bodice desperately, she was afraid that the small opening on the back of the dress would allow it to drop. She didn’t know what she would do if that happened… but her mother was hurting so badly, she didn’t need to get up. Opening the door, she saw a woman standing there with a large purse.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Is your mother at home?”

      “Do we know you?” Rose asked curiously, gathering up a bit more fabric in her hands to keep things decent as she peered around the solid wood door. She’d never seen the woman before in her life that she remembered. Just then her mother’s voice rang out.

      “Dorothy? Come on in. You remember my daughter, Rose – right?”

      “Oh yes, of course,” the stranger said easily, stepping inside as she looked at Rose strangely. “You mentioned her when we talked on the phone. Our show starts in a half hour, are you ready?”

      “You betcha! I can’t wait to see who gets voted off the island tonight.”

      Rose watched in surprise as the two women sat down beside each other. The stranger pulled out a box of cookies from her purse and slid out a cellophane tray, offering a cookie to her mother. Her mother grabbed one, chomping into it and smiled at Dorothy, nodding. Glancing up, she covered her mouth and asked Rose if she wanted a cookie too.

      “No thank you.”

      “Honey, come here and let me zip your dress.”

      “I can get it, Marcy – just relax,” Dorothy ordered and quickly moved to zip the dress on Rose. It felt like everything was upside down… but oh-so right! She wouldn’t have to worry about her mother hurting or being alone if she had a friend here for the evening. She would be able to relax and enjoy herself tonight without worrying.

      “Don’t you need to get going? I hear traffic is going to be quite awful downtown,” her mother asked glibly, waving her hands to shoo her out the door.

      

      An hour later, Rose was standing in the middle of the most breathtaking ballroom. She almost laughed when the valet had gotten inside of her Toyota to park it. His expression was priceless. People were pulling up in Mercedes, Bentley’s, Maserati’s… and here comes her little Toyota out of nowhere. For the first time in her life, Rose tossed the keys to her car to someone- like she was truly somebody in this world.

      “Be careful with her,” she’d called out, picked up her skirts and headed inside. Going through security was a breeze. There was absolutely nowhere to hide anything on herself even if she had wanted to. She had her ticket, her cell phone, ten dollars in cash, and her driver’s license tucked in the small sequined purse – and that was it.

      Stepping inside the grand ballroom, she gasped at the massive chandeliers that hung suspended from the glass ceiling. She could see that the sun was setting outside and it would soon be dark out, creating a magical canopy of stars. The round tables around the edges of the room were covered in linen table cloths and place settings fit for a king. If she and her mother went to a restaurant, there was only two utensils rolled neatly in a napkin. Each setting had three utensils on each side of the plate, as well as a plate for bread and two goblets. She almost pulled out her cellphone to google which utensil to use first. It had been such an ordeal to fit everything in her tiny purse that she didn’t want to chance digging it out to do so.

      As people arrived, she saw several mingling and talking amongst themselves. Feeling like a wallflower, she went to go stand towards the back of the room simply content to watch the pageantry of the guests arriving. Seeing a waiter nearby holding a tray with flutes, she walked over.

      “May I have one?” Rose whispered nervously to him, feeling uncomfortable, and accepted the glass of champagne. Taking a sip, her nose tickled from the bubbles and she had a flashback to when she’d last had any alcohol. She and Jarrett had toasted to new beginnings awkwardly over paper plates and Chinese take-out. She closed her eyes and wished she had that moment to do all over again. She missed him terribly.

      “To new beginnings,” Rose heard Jarrett’s beloved voice softly speak the words she was imagining- and was pretty certain that she was going to cry. The timbre of his voice in her mind was so poignantly tender. She had even imagined the small clink of crystal when their glasses tipped together and touched.

      “Open your eyes, Rose.”

      Slowly and in disbelief, she opened her eyes and blinked several times. Jarrett was standing beside her holding a glass of champagne and a clear box. He looked devastatingly handsome dressed for the event in a black tuxedo. In his hand, she saw that he held a small corsage that had purple and yellow flowers on it.

      “Mindy said this was the right thing to do when you went to a dance with a girl you care about,” he said shyly, opening the box and removing the corsage. He quickly handed the box to a waiter nearby, who immediately disposed of it.

      “Can I slip it on your wrist?”

      “How did you know I was going to be here?”

      “Mrs. Baker is Mindy’s mother. In fact, Mindy should be here shortly. She and her mother come to this event every year. Her mother is a huge supporter and Mindy is the one who encouraged me to start coming a few years ago,” he explained and took her hand in his, slipping the elastic of the corsage over her wrist.

      “Isn’t this Mindy’s?”

      “What?” Jarrett asked, his brows shooting upwards in surprise. “No. It’s yours. It matches your dress.”

      “But we haven’t talked… how did you know?” Rose asked, dumbfounded and shell-shocked. How had he known? The decision to come only happened a few weeks ago – unless… he was involved?

      “You do the advertising for this event, don’t you?”

      “Advertising and sponsor,” he agreed with a knowing smile. “I love surprising you. You have such a quick wit and beautiful mind.”

      “No,” Rose said quickly, shaking her head and backing away from him. Her cascade of curls tickled her exposed shoulder blades where the dress formed a V in the back. “You aren’t going to lay on the charm and hurt me again.”

      “I know,” he said softly. “We don’t have long to talk because it will be starting shortly. I want you to know that I am aware I’m not perfect. I started anger management classes a few weeks ago. I knew something was seriously wrong when I pushed away the one woman I love more than anything. I knew that if I ever wanted a chance to try and win you back, I had to be the man you deserved… not the man I once was.”

      Rose felt her lip tremble at his words and the moment was suddenly interrupted by a short, plump woman in a very gauche sequined dress. She was happily clapping and nervously hugged Jarrett, jumping up and down. The grey-haired woman then turned to her and pulled her into a tight embrace, shocking Rose. She met Jarrett’s apologetic smile over her head and saw him shrug nonchalantly.

      “Rose – this is Mindy Baker, my executive assistant. Mindy, this is my sweet Rose I was telling you about,” Jarrett said tenderly, taking Rose’s hand and kissing her knuckles.

      “I am so happy to meet you!” she gushed excitedly. “It’s not every day that someone gets to put Mr. Ariet in his place. Being knocked down a peg or two is sometimes good for the soul… isn’t it?”

      “Makes you realize just what you had,” Jarrett agreed, staring at Rose. A small bell tolled, indicating that they needed to find their seats. Feeling a momentary rush of panic, Rose realized that she hadn’t found her seat yet and needed to still look for it. Jarrett extended his arm and smiled softly.

      “Your spot is with me, my love. Always.”

      Rose heard Mindy sigh audibly and placed her hand on Jarrett’s arm. He led her to a table towards the front of the ballroom and held out the chair for her. Leaning down, he lightly kissed her on the temple before she even realized what he was doing. He then politely pulled out a chair for Mindy as well. Taking his own seat between the two women, he smiled tenderly at Rose.

      Glancing down, she saw that he held out his hand waiting for her. Rose put her hand in his and he rested their clasped hand on his leg as he paid attention to the speaker. Rose couldn’t help but look at him each time she got a chance. He was the most confusing, mystifying… tender and loving man she’d ever met. She saw that he’d unbuttoned his jacket at some point and his cummerbund was a pale-yellow shade colored to match her dress.

      Her mind was running in circles. If he had orchestrated the ticket and the dress… what else had he done and why? Suddenly, Rose heard applause and it shook her from her musings. She was missing a lot of the speeches being made and looked around to see that there were television cameras at the back of the room.

      “And tonight’s largest benefactor was Mr. Jarrett Ariet and Miss Rose Bellavance. Let’s give them a hand for their kindness. These funds will help supply books to schools in need.”

      Rose felt her hand being tugged as Jarrett got to his feet to wave. He pulled her upwards and she nervously waved before sitting down again. He’d donated money and put both their names on it? Part of her wanted to shout that he could donate it to her because she was flat-broke until payday… but she knew it was for a wonderful cause and felt greedy even thinking it. Rose quickly retook her seat as she didn’t want to be the center of attention any more than necessary.

      Several waiters began rolling out trays with covered plates to the tables while music started playing. Mindy was happily regaling the others at the table of the merits of her organizing system she had in place at her desk. Jarrett, who remained standing, tapped Rose on the shoulder.

      “May I have this dance?”

      “I think they are bringing out dinner,” she hedged, pointing at another table and then quickly nodded in agreement. When else would she have a chance like this? She felt like she was getting a chance to be one of the twelve dancing princesses she’d read about so lovingly that first day she met him. This was her moment to be whisked onto the floor by the man she adored. She wanted to talk to him and maybe it would be best to do so while they were dancing.

      Taking her hand, Jarrett walked her to the dance floor and gently twirled her before pulling her into his arms. The haunting melody played from the band that was at the back of the stage along the wall.

      “I noticed we match tonight,” Rose began nervously as she put her hands on his shoulders. “I think you had this all planned out.” He reached up and put one of her hands on the back of his neck and closed his eyes momentarily in happiness.

      “I adore how you feel in my arms,” he murmured, looking down at her. “Yes, I arranged it. I wanted to see you again – but not because I hired you to clean but because I needed to spend time with you.”

      “What else have you done then?”

      “Your mother’s friend tonight is a care nurse I hired so that way you could relax and enjoy yourself thoroughly. I didn’t want our evening to be over quickly and I knew that it would bother you to leave her alone any more than you had to.”

      “What? You did that?”

      “Family is important,” he shrugged nonchalantly. “I never had one and always wished that I did. I’ve been a loner forever, but things change and those changes affect you – good, bad, or otherwise. Did you know that I own the entire top floor of the building? I bought the other condo simply because I didn’t want people bothering me… but now…” his voice trailed off and he hesitated for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was thick with emotion.

      “Now I’m thinking it would be a perfect way to have your mother near us.”

      Rose couldn’t speak, nor could she look away from him. His beautiful face, this perfect moment, would be burned in her memory forever. She was afraid this wonderous dream would dissipate like a bubble that popped… yet, he kept speaking and every second that passed made her realize that this was truly happening. She was here with him and he was professing his feelings.

      “I’ve found someone that I want to be with – that I want to share my life with. That’s you, my Rose. I love you more than anything and want you to be a part of my world. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that day at the festival but I wasn’t ready yet – I had only just bought your ring.”

      “What?” she breathed, her eyes tearing up as Jarrett stopped dancing there in the middle of the dancefloor. He immediately got down on one knee, his eyes glued to her face. She was unable to look away as he knelt before her, pulling a ring box from his pocket and opening it.

      “I want to see your smile every day of my life. You are the brightest light in my world. The woman that makes me who I am- and I can’t live without you anymore. Marry me, Rose. Make me the happiest man in the world,” he asked, his dark eyes watering with emotion. She stared at him as he removed the solitaire from the box and slid it on her trembling finger.

      “Please don’t make me live another day without you,” he whispered, getting to his feet. “I would do anything to have you with me – by my side- and that includes orchestrating all of this.”

      “Yes,” she breathed; her eyes bright with tears.
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      “Girls, you need to come in now. It’s getting late and Grandma is fixing to head inside,” Rose called out, seeing three sets of feet sticking out from under a sheet that was draped over the bench to make a fort. The garden near their fountain was a perfect haven now that Jarrett had arranged to have glass panels installed to create a fence of sorts for their safety. Her mother was playing dolls with her twin daughters, bringing back memories of her own childhood.

      A chorus of high-pitched groans and a flurry of whispers led to the girls crawling out of their make-believe fort first, her mother following slowly behind. Jarrett stepped quickly over and bent to help lift her mother off the grassy field. Her mother blushed and swatted his hands away as soon as she got to her feet, but Rose could see that she adored her son-in-law.

      Her whole world was in this garden where Jarrett had nearly kissed her one evening… and had kissed her repeatedly since then. The girls both favored his coloring with dark brown curly hair and chocolate colored eyes – but their hearts and imagination was all from their mother. Her two angels loved to play make-believe and had their daddy wrapped around their pinky fingers.

      Smiling, Rose hugged her mother as she walked up to the doorway to stand with her. Jarrett held each of the girl’s tiny hands in his and was dancing in a circle made out of the three of them. His six-foot frame was hunched over to be able to keep up with their tiny bodies as they danced in polyester nightgowns that looked like Disney princesses. Dropping to the ground, they jumped on Jarrett gleefully, shrieking with joy as they began to tickle him.

      “I better go rescue my husband,” Rose said gently. “Do you want to sit and have some tea with us? Survivor is on in a bit.”

      “You go spend time with your husband. I see him watching you,” her mother teased lightly. “Besides, Jarrett got me one of those fancy massage chairs and I just figured out how to use the controller. Did you know that it will massage your feet for you? It’s glorious!”

      “Go enjoy your chair then, mama,” Rose chided tenderly, kissing her on the cheek before walking over to pick up one of the girls bodily. “You two are going to hurt Daddy jumping all over him like that.”

      “We were dancing,” he explained, kissing Lily – the oldest twin by a few minutes, on the cheek.

      “Just like the princesses in the story, Mama!” she cried happily, clapping her hands. Iris, the youngest twin, started sucking her thumb and lay her head down on Rose’s shoulder, making her heart melt.

      “I love you so much,” Jarrett whispered, looking down at Rose. So many emotions and so many things said in the silence between those sweet words.

      “Do you love us, Daddy?”

      “Of course, I do – you are my sweet little princesses who need to go to bed so I can spend time with our beautiful fairy queen – your mama. Can you girls go to bed like you are supposed to? If you do, I was thinking that maybe we would go to the zoo this weekend. Does that sound good?”

      The thought of going to the zoo had both little girls wriggling to get down from their parents and running inside to jump into bed. Following them in, Rose quickly covered them up and kissed each of them on the forehead. Jarrett stood there at the bedroom door watching, his eyes blazing with love for his family. As she walked past him and he closed the door softly, he smiled at her.

      “You look like you have something on your mind, my Rose.”

      “I was just thinking what a perfect family we have.”

      “I would agree,” he said tenderly, pulling her into his arms. Rose put her finger over his mouth before he could kiss her causing his eyes to widen in surprise.

      “…there is just one thing that would make it better,” she whispered lovingly, tracing his lips. “What do you think of us having a little prince in about seven months?”

      “You’re pregnant?” he breathed only seconds before he kissed her soundly, making her knees weak. “I think that meeting you was the best thing that has ever happened to me. You are my life and my world, Rose.”

      “You’re happy?” she asked softly.

      “You’ve made all of my dreams come true.”
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Conversely Matched. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders. Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny Sterling
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      Nikki Eben has had a rough start to her life and learned a few harsh lessons, one of which is about trusting people. Kicked out long ago for a single mistake—she lost her friends, reputation, and family, but gained a loving child and her faith. It took a long time to get on her feet and raise her child by herself, but knowing that there’s always a hand guiding her has kept her strong at her weakest moments—until she met Jakob.

      

      Dr. Jakob Marlin was aghast at the sight of his new car being destroyed by the mischievous toddler running amok, and the fact that he was being reprimanded for it by the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Between the fierce verbal lashing from the young woman, to the chastising he was getting from his own mother on how he was raised not to yell at a woman, he knew something had to give!

      

      Who says that everyone is happy and jolly during the Christmas season?

      

      But when fate throws them together once again, perhaps it’s a sign from Above that part of being a good Christian was forgiveness and caring for others. Sometimes love comes when you least expect it. Discover a story full of tenderness, laughter, and joy as two lost hearts suddenly find that they are Perfectly Matched.

      

      Get Perfectly Matched today!
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      Married at the brink of the Civil War, young Ava Buchannan dutifully bids farewell to her new husband as any proper southern woman would. The problem is she never dreamed that it would be the last time she ever saw him. In her heart, she knew she should wait for his return, yet her mind told her differently. In the seven years that have passed since her marriage, she’s seen other women move forward with their lives. Yet she is trapped maintaining the family business of undertaker for the town of Maypearl, Texas. Seeing so much death, having no prospects of happiness, and a squeamish constitution were all taking their toll on her… until hope arrived in the form of a letter.

      

      Desperate for a fresh start after the war, Jeremiah Ellington responded to an ad in the paper for a job. His home had been razed, his family gone, and he had only the items on his back to begin his life again. When he received a response to the ad for an assistant to the town’s undertaker, it seemed to be a perfect solution for a former surgeon in the army. One look at the lovely undertaker and his dead heart came alive. Jeremiah would do anything to have Ava in his life, including making her forget her long lost husband.

      

      Can Ava let down her guard enough to begin to enjoy the life around her? Can Jeremiah find a way to break through the shell that is protecting her heart as they are suddenly hopefully matched together.

      

      Hopefully Matched
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      Falling in love can happen with the click of a mouse...

      

      Jemma Hastings enjoys the liberating freedom that being online can bring. Discovering a friendship with another student has given her someone to talk to when she felt alone. Both struggled growing up, reaching out to the faceless person on the other side of the world- a person who seemed to understand and care. The first rule in being friends was honoring each other’s privacy. No real names, no photos, and absolutely no details.

      

      Her childhood internet friend has always been there for her. He used to talk her through her fears, the ups and downs of dating, as well as starting her own business. Time has a way of slipping by… but twenty-four years later – he is no longer anonymous- nor is he a teenager anymore.

      

      Aaron Ichiyo is the billionaire mastermind behind the software company A. I. When he chooses to hire a marketing firm to launch his latest product – he finds the owner of the company is enchanting. When tragedy strikes, Jemma steps in for support just like the friend he once had. When identities are discovered, can their friendship blossom into true love… even when they are worlds apart?

      

      Tempting the Billionaire

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Ginny Sterling is a Texas transplant living in Kentucky. She spends her free time (Ha!) writing, quilting, and spending time with her husband and two children. Ginny can be reached on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or via email at GinnySterlingBooks@gmail.com

      

      Join my newsletter- CLICK HERE!
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