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      Remy stuffed the tissue back into the sleeve of her black dress. The ceremony was beautiful and the overcast day was just what old Mr. Bayard would have wanted at his funeral. The few remaining family members he had—all distant cousins and their children—stood and patted her warmly on the shoulder.

      “He always spoke so highly of you,” Emily, Mr. Bayard’s great-niece said, fighting tears as she clutched a handkerchief in her hand. “I’m so glad he had you all these years, to be there for him and take care of him.” A sob cut off her words, and Remy hurried to stand, holding the woman close.

      “Me too. He was a good man,” she assured Emily.

      “He left a few items for you in his will as well as three months’ salary to keep you going for a while longer. I’m sorry we can’t offer you another job, unless you want to move out of state.”

      Remy shook her head, smiling sadly. “It’s all right, really. I don’t think I could ever leave Connecticut.”

      “Of course.” Emily squeezed her hand and turned to stare at the shining coffin with flowers draped over it. “It’s going to take us forever to go through that house.”

      “Actually, maybe not,” Remy told her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your great uncle had a feeling, I think, that he was close to the end.” Remy sucked in a deep breath as the tears threatened to fall down her cheeks again. “Everything’s organized and sorted out for you. Labeled with little notes attached to the top of what’s to be done with it.”

      Emily’s eyes glistened with tears, and she suddenly clung to Remy, sobbing hard against her shoulder. “Thank you. I can’t thank you enough for being there with him.”

      Remy held the woman tightly and they cried together. Mr. Bayard was one of three families—though he was alone—that she helped take care of. For him, it was cleaning his house and ensuring he got outside and walked, stayed active as much as possible, and went to his doctor’s appointments. She also made sure the nurse who came to see him three times a week didn’t get shoved out the door because Mr. Bayard wasn’t in a good enough mood to see him. The other two families had children. and she was essentially their nanny when the children were out of school or in the evenings if their parents couldn’t be home in time. Each family touched her life as she now realized how much she touched theirs, and it killed her that all three jobs were ending at the same time. Mr. Bayard’s condition had worsened over the last month, and the other two families were moving out of state. Both offered to give her a full-time job and a room in their new mansion if she wanted to move, but Connecticut was Remy’s home. She was happy there, and another family around who could use her services would appear.

      Emily finally drew back, wiping at her eyes and blowing her nose loudly. “You’re coming to the luncheon at the house, right?”

      “Of course I will. I’ll head over now to make sure everything’s ready to go.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “It’ll be my final service to the Bayard family.” Remy squeezed her arm and smiled softly. “See you in a little while.”

      She walked through the elaborate gravestones to where her car was parked in the lineup. She slid behind the wheel of the new BMW and glided slowly out of the cemetery towards Mr. Bayard’s home for the final time. Hartford was a beautiful town, but it was the gated communities outside of it where Remy spent so much of her time. Her parents, George and Abbey, warned her she spent far too much time worrying about these other families than she did herself, but she enjoyed her work very much, and it had nothing to do with the pay.

      Almost nothing. For a twenty-five-year-old with a four-year degree in hospitality, she hadn’t expected to have a job right out of college until the day she saw the flyer for someone—anyone—willing to play maid to an old man. She needed a job and didn’t want to move back in with her parents after enjoying stretching her legs while living on campus and listen to them nag her about finding a job. She took the flyer and called the number. The second she met Mr. Bayard and saw what he needed around his home, she realized this was her true calling. She could be there for someone who was lonely and needed an almost OCD person to help clean up and keep appointments. Remy admitted there were times she forgot what day it was and wrapped herself up in her art, but when she was with these families, she was perfectly on point. The idea of running a hotel of her own was a far distant dream now. Helping these families, being that extra support, was too rewarding.

      She pulled up the long drive to the white stone mansion and sat with her car idling out front. A grin stretched across her face as she remembered her first day with Mr. Bayard. He was stubborn, but so was she, and after a week, he let her in more and more. They would take walks in his expansive gardens, smelling the roses and sitting beneath the shade of a great, tall oak. He’d told her so many stories of his life, and she’d shared some of her art with him, which she rarely even showed her parents.

      “Well, old man,” she whispered to the silence in her car, “I guess this really is goodbye.” Steeling her nerves and trying not to lose it again, she turned off her car and walked inside.

      A few hours later, she finally pulled herself away from the family laughing loudly and drinking the only thing Mr. Bayard enjoyed: thirty-year-old scotch. Most of them were drunk when Remy reached the front door, but they assured her no one was leaving. She gave Emily a final hug as she told Remy the box of items would be sent to her, along with the money, as soon as everything was cleared by the lawyers. Remy sat in her car and tapped the steering wheel, not wanting to go home right away. She needed a drink herself, but not scotch. Callie, her friend since first grade, lived not too far from Remy’s house, so she drove there first without texting.

      When she reached the apartment door, the warm, spring, afternoon sun finally showing its head, Remy knocked four times before her friend finally answered. “Hey! What’s with the black get up?” Callie asked, confused, as she stepped aside so Remy could enter.

      “Mr. Bayard’s funeral was today, remember?” she said. “Do you have anything to drink?”

      “Do I have anything to drink?” her friend mocked as she walked to a cabinet by the fridge. “Pick your poison, girlie.”

      “Anything, as long as it’s not scotch.” Remy slumped into a chair at the tiny, diner-style table and rested her chin on her arms. “I’m going to miss that old man. He was like my dang grandpa, you know?”

      “I know,” Callie said gently and brought over two shot glasses of tequila. “To the grandpa?”

      Remy grinned and picked up her shot glass in a toast with Callie. “To the grandpa.”

      They shot the liquor back. Remy sucked in a breath and smacked her lips as Callie cringed and gagged. “I don’t know how you drink this trash,” she muttered, giving her head a shake and sending her red hair flying in all directions. “Dang. Now I need scotch to wash out the tequila.”

      “I have some free time until I find another job. You up for taking a road trip with me? Go down to New Orleans, maybe?” Remy asked, tapping the glass absently on the table.

      Callie didn’t answer right away, and Remy jumped when she heard a very male groan echo from down the short hall leading to the bedroom. Remy looked at her friend with an arched brow and a smirk.

      “You forget to tell me something?” she accused with a quiet laugh.

      “Babe! Where are you?” the groaning man called out.

      Callie’s face turned three shades of red as Remy laughed louder and noticed her half-dressed state and mussed hair, smudged makeup, and lack of bra beneath a t-shirt that was clearly too big for her.

      “Why did you let me in here if you have a guy over?” Remy asked through her cackles.

      “Because a good friend always opens her door for a friend,” Callie stated. “In the kitchen, baby!”

      “Baby,” Remy repeated in a whisper, and Callie shot her a look. “Wow. Just wow.”

      Callie chucked the dishtowel at her as the man in question stomped down the hall wearing jeans slung low on his hips and nothing else. He grinned and went straight for Callie as if Remy was not clearly sitting at the kitchen table. Callie giggled as he nuzzled her neck and ran his hands straight up under the shirt to grab her rear. Remy gasped and whipped her head around when she received a nice view of parts of her friend she’d only seen one time by accident when they were in high school. The sounds of them kissing and her quiet moan was all the cue Remy needed to know it was clearly time to leave.

      “Right, I’ll…uh, call you later,” she said loudly, clearing her throat.

      “Oh, shoot,” the man said. “Sorry, I wasn’t even thinking. Callie’s got me all twisted around.”

      Remy turned, keeping a hand over her eyes just in case until her friend told her to knock it off. She peeked through her fingers to be sure, winking at Callie. “Remy Reagan, the friend.”

      “So you’re Remy! She’s been talking about you all morning,” the man said cheerily and held out his hand for her to shake. “Matt.”

      “Nice to meet you, Matt. How long have you two been…you know, dating?” she asked, emphasizing the last word with a wide-eyed stare at their half-naked bodies.

      “A week,” Matt said and draped his arm over Callie’s shoulders, kissing the top of her head.

      “A week, that’s awesome. Congrats on the week mile marker. Hope week two is just as fiery.” Remy stood quickly. “Callie, I’ll call you later.”

      “You don’t have to go if you want to hang out longer.”

      Remy shrugged and jangled her keys. “Nah, I need to start job hunting again anyway. Mr. Bayard gave me a few months’ pay to get me through, but I don’t think my parents want me hanging around the house doing what they call my art disasters.”

      “I happen to like your art,” Callie said, frowning. “As do several other people who have purchased pieces.”

      “That was you and Mr. Bayard,” Remy reminded her quietly. “It’s fine, don’t worry about it. Matt, nice to meet you. Hope to see you around again…preferably with more clothes on both of you. I’m going into the hospitality business, not pornos.”

      Matt burst out laughing and Callie’s cheeks reddened even more, clashing with her red hair. “Get out of here, girlie,” she teased and gave Remy a friendly shove towards the door. “I promise I’ll tell you all about Matt later,” she added in a whisper.

      “I look forward to it. I’ll bring the tequila.” She earned an eye-roll before she slipped out of the apartment and strolled back to her car in the parking lot.

      Once she was home, she would put a call in to the temp agency she found the other two families through and let them know she was available for a new family. Until then, it was nothing but a waiting game and wondering how long she could deal with her parents worrying about her never officially moving out of the house and getting on with her life.

      And taking her art studio with her. Remy grinned as she drove home. “I think it’s time to start a new project. Let’s see how much Mom can handle this time before she does one of her famous over dramatic sighs.”
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      “I’m not putting up with this for another minute.”

      Stanford grumbled under his breath at his housekeeper’s yelling coming towards his workshop. He didn’t bother to look up when the door slammed open, shaking the walls and rattling his tools and the table he worked on.

      “Mr. Wellington, did you hear me? I said I’m not going to do it.”

      “Then quit. You know where the door is,” he said flatly, still not looking up from his work.

      Stephanie slammed the morning paper down on his worktable, nearly knocking over the antique Winchester Model Lever Action Rifle from 1894. He glared at her, grabbing the rifle quickly before it crashed to the floor. “Do you mind?”

      “Actually, no,” she said, gritting her teeth as she smiled at him. “I don’t mind at all.”

      “What’s wrong this time?” he asked, knowing she wouldn’t go away until she had her usual daily rant about something he had done—or, rather, didn’t care to do.

      “The gardener. He quit and the yard is a mess. I can’t possibly be expected to take care of the house and the bloody yard. I won’t do it!”

      “When did he quit? The yard can’t be that bad.”

      Stephanie’s eyes narrowed more as she leaned down so they were at eye level. “Three weeks ago. Haven’t you noticed the lawns are overgrown, and the garden, and the beautiful rose bushes? All of it’s ruined.”

      Stan’s hands fell to the arms of his current seat. “No, I’m afraid I didn’t notice. I haven’t exactly been outside to play in the yard in a while, or tinker in the garden. Oh, wait, that’s right. Because I can’t.” His yell echoed around his workshop, but it did little to dissuade Stephanie.

      “You have been in that wheelchair for months because you have given up.”

      Grinding his teeth, he rolled away from the table and pushed himself towards the main house. “I didn’t ask to be in a blasted boating accident,” he grumbled.

      “No one asks to be in an accident, Mr. Wellington, but most people want to recover. You’re just too prideful to let anyone see you in that thing to get help. Either that or you’ve decided you like turning into a blasted hermit.”

      “You think I don’t want to be better?” he snapped, turning his chair to block her. “You think I enjoy sitting down all day and not being able to walk three steps without falling on my face? Or being in so much pain I can’t think straight most days?”

      Stephanie’s face softened for a second before she gave her head a little shake and straightened. “Mr. Wellington, your gardener quit—along with the rest of your household staff, I might add—because they couldn’t stand working for a man who’s become impossible to be around. You’re sulky and rude, and you hardly speak to anyone anymore. You have stopped caring for yourself, for the house—hell, I’m not even sure how your business is still running.”

      “Like a well-oiled machine, as it has for nearly two-hundred years,” he informed her. “What’s your point?”

      “My point is that I am very close to following everyone else if you don’t get your trash together.”

      Stan bristled in his chair. He wasn’t an idiot. He knew most of his staff had quit but hadn’t realized it was so long ago. His eyes wandered to the path and the overgrown grass and weeds as far as he could see. After the accident, he had tried to be hopeful and do the work, to go to his therapy sessions so he could get out of this wheelchair.

      But he wasn’t the only victim in that boating accident and guilt weighed heavily on him, dragging him down deeper and deeper every day until he sank into a melancholy state he couldn’t shake, no matter what he did. His hand twitched in his lap, remembering the other bodies they’d pulled from the water. The accident hadn’t been his fault, but the guilt was still there. His friend had walked away with minor scratches while Stan and the other boater took the brunt of the hit. The other man was still in a coma as far as Stan knew, but his brother had died in the accident. Though the police had told them several times that James (the boater who was currently in a coma) was at fault, his family blamed Stan for their losses.

      “Mr. Wellington?” Stephanie asked gently.

      “What do I have to do for you to stay here? At least for a while longer?”

      She pursed her lips and crossed her arms. “Caring would be nice.”

      “I can’t force myself to care about a garden I can’t even enjoy.”

      “I meant care about yourself, idiot,” she told him sternly. She rested a hand on his shoulder. “Stop acting like a hurt little puppy who ruined his new toy. It was a boat. You could buy a fleet of them if you wanted.”

      Immediately, he shrugged his shoulder so her hand fell away and pushed away from her, guiding himself into the kitchen door. “Don’t talk about things you don’t understand,” he snapped. “Stay or don’t stay, I don’t care.”

      Stephanie yelled in aggravation, throwing her hands up over her head. “You arrogant jerk!”

      “It runs in the family,” he said proudly, and she chucked the newspaper at him.

      “You horrible, ungrateful man!” she yelled, the insults continuing. They probably would’ve kept going, too, but the doorbell rang, the chimes echoing merrily through the house, and interrupted her rant.

      Stan flicked the paper out crisply. “You going to get the door?”

      She flipped him the bird before turning on her heel with a huff and storming away. Stan’s eyes saw the words on the page, but he didn’t read it carefully. Stephanie meant well, they all did, but he didn’t deserve their kindness, didn’t want to see it day in and day out. They could never understand what went on inside his head, and he was far from trying to let anyone in to even attempt to help relieve the burden of guilt he carried with him. He was better off alone in this huge house where he couldn’t bother anyone again.

      “Mr. Wellington, I think you should come here,” Stephanie said through the intercom system in the house.

      Setting the paper down, he wheeled his chair over and pressed the button. “What for? If it’s that delivery guy, you tell him he knows exactly what he’s supposed to do with shipments from the factory.”

      “It’s not the delivery boy, and I think you should be careful what you say next.”

      Stan leaned back in his chair. If it was anyone from the office, they wouldn’t wait for Stephanie to lead them inside. His family members all had their own keys, so who was at his front door? “I’ll be there in a moment,” he said and wheeled his way out of the kitchen.

      The hall to reach the main entrance was long, and when he finally cleared it, he gripped the wheels, jerking his body to a sudden stop. Standing behind Stephanie on the stone and brick front porch was a woman in her mid-forties with greying, frazzled hair. She had a frumpy look with rumpled clothes and could do with some makeup to perk her face up a bit, but she wasn’t the reason Stan’s hands refused to move his chair any further forward.

      “Mr. Wellington?” Stephanie asked, clearing her throat. “Mr. Wellington, is everything all right?”

      His head bobbed, but the words remained stuck in his throat. Standing beside the woman was a boy with curly auburn hair, freckles dotting his face, and blue eyes of ice Stan was all too familiar with. He saw them every morning when he woke up and stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. His heart thundering behind his ribcage, he pushed himself cautiously closer to the three of them.

      “Sorry, um, how can I help you?” he asked, directing his question to the woman though his eyes darted back to the boy.

      He shifted on his feet and shot Stan a dirty look before staring past him into the house. His eyes widened for a second and his mouth opened in a look of awe. Then, as if sensing Stan watching him, his face shut down again, and he glared at the stones beneath his sneakers.

      “My name is Theresa Applebaum, Mr. Wellington. I work for Child Services for the state of Connecticut,” she said and held out her hand for him to shake. “May we come in?”

      Stan released her hand and wheeled back. “Of course. Please, come in. How can I help you, Mrs. Applebaum?” He glanced at the boy who hid behind the woman now.

      “Do you know a woman by the name of Lara Templeton?”

      Stan’s stomach plummeted. “I did, over ten years ago. Why?” He looked to the boy again, and the sinking suspicion he knew exactly who this kid was washed over him before Mrs. Applebaum sighed and rested a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

      “This is Louis, her son,” she said, introducing the boy. “Lara has claimed you as his father.”

      Stephanie gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. “Are you sure?”

      “Lara had been ill the past few years, and she worked with several different lawyers on her will to ensure her son would be taken care of when she passed.”

      Louis sniffed hard, and Stan caught tears brimming in his eyes. “You’re saying Lara… She’s no longer with us?” he asked, trying to put it gently. Louis shot him a dirty look and wiped his face on his arm. “Stephanie, maybe you should take Louis into the kitchen, make him something. Would that be all right?”

      Mrs. Applebaum asked Louis quietly if he would mind leaving them alone to talk. “Fine, whatever. It’s not like he’s going to want me anyway,” Louis snapped angrily as he passed Stan. “And he’s in a stupid wheelchair.”

      Stan’s grip tightened on the arms of his chair as Louis and Stephanie wandered down the hall towards the kitchen. “He seems in a pleasant mood.”

      “You have to forgive him. He’s been staying with a foster family since Lara passed, and it hasn’t been easy.”

      “Why are you here?” Stan asked again.

      Theresa frowned, wringing her hands. “I would have assumed that was obvious, Mr. Wellington.” Hanging her head, she sucked in a breath, and when she faced Stan again, she seemed to age even more. “Lara designated you as Louis’ guardian in the event of her death. He is your son, after all. Don’t you want to be with him?”

      “Son?” The word was strange in his mouth. “She never told me. We weren’t even dating. We had a few crazy weekends together and that was it.” How could she think he would be able to take care of her son? My son, he mentally corrected himself. I have a son. “Are you even sure he’s mine?”

      “She insisted, but we would also like to be thorough in this. A DNA test will be required before Louis can come to live with you, and after that, you’ll have regular visits from our office to ensure you are capable to be his guardian,” she explained in a rush as if afraid he would kick her and Louis out the door before giving this a chance.

      You are, aren’t you? You can’t have a kid. Kick him out now and save yourself the trouble of dealing with the fall out later when this proves to be a nasty idea. His foot twitched, but there was no chance of him getting out of that chair and walking, not anytime soon. “As you can see, you’re not exactly catching me at my best.”

      “Yes, the accident,” she said nodding. “I read about it in the papers. A horrible tragedy, and I am so sorry to bring more stress to your life, but he needs someone, Mr. Wellington. He needs his father.”

      The kid looked like Lara, but those eyes were an exact match for Stan’s. He didn’t need the DNA test to tell him that boy in his kitchen was his son. Lara. When was the last time he even thought about that firecracker of a woman? She traveled around the country for her job, a financial lawyer for companies such as his, which was how they met. An ember of warmth grew in his belly as he remembered the first night when they had tumbled into bed together, twisting the sheets around their legs as they shook the walls with their screams of pleasure. Every time she passed through town, she stopped by his place and they had a weekend fling, a night on the town, sometimes just a quickie in the bar bathroom before she was gone again.

      Stan never saw himself having a steady relationship, but if he would have had one, Lara would’ve been the woman he asked to marry him. But she was wild, never one to settle down. She stopped coming around after a while, and he accepted her moving on with her life. He moved on to other women and expanding the family’s gunsmith and ammunition business. Never did he think their ten-year-old son would show up on his doorstep, bringing with him the news that Lara, his wild woman, was dead and buried.

      “How did she die?” he whispered, the need to know driving him to roll closer to the social worker.

      “Breast cancer. She fought it for seven years before she couldn’t any longer,” she replied quietly. “The poor kid was there through it all. I think he blames himself.”

      “He didn’t give her cancer,” Stan argued hotly. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “He’s a kid—that’s what they do when a parent dies. I see it all the time,” she answered wearily, as if such a sight wore her down more each day. “Add that to how angry he is with you, so he’s not the most sociable little boy right now.”

      Stan slammed his hand on the arm of his chair. “I didn’t know I had a kid. I never even knew she was pregnant,” he ranted harshly. Regretting it immediately, he sucked in a breath. “I’m sorry, really. It’s just not the type of news I expected today. Things have been a little rough around here.”

      “As they have been for Louis. He just lost his mother and you are the only person standing between him and being sent to foster care,” she said, her voice louder. “He has no other family—no one—so while you sit there and complain that things are rough for you, imagine how they will be for a ten-year-old boy who thinks his father doesn’t want him!”

      “I never said I didn’t want him,” he argued. “I just… This is a lot to take in. I never knew Lara was pregnant, nor did I know she was sick. I would’ve done something to help her, been there…dang it.”

      Mrs. Applebaum’s face softened and she patted his hand. “I assumed as much, which is why I held out hope of you being a gentleman.”

      “Why is that?”

      “So you wouldn’t be like many other rich men who I come to with their children and they turn them away and force them into the system. It happens more often than people think.” Her brow wrinkled and she glanced to the kitchen. “The DNA test will take two weeks. Is that enough time for you to get yourself and your house…in order?” She hesitated when she looked around, finally seeing the mess that had become the Stanford Wellington mansion. “Oh dear.”

      Stanford remembered a time before the accident when the place had been spotless, but that was before he stopped caring and slowly destroyed each room bit by bit, tearing apart everything reminding him of brighter days. When the staff started to quit, Stephanie was the only one left, and she apparently wasn’t joking when she said she flat-out refused to clean up his mess.

      “I’ll see it gets cleaned up and that there’s a bedroom and a bathroom ready for him.”

      “Do you have any nieces or nephews?”

      “None—at least, not yet,” he said with a sad smile. “It’s not for lack of trying on their part.”

      Sarah, his oldest sibling and sister, had tried for a baby with her husband for three years. Now, the next time Stanford saw them all, he would have Louis with him. The first grandchild in the Wellington family. He cringed, praying his sister wouldn’t hold it against him.

      “I’ll send a package of all that is required to ensure your home is well within the parameters for becoming a guardian,” she assured him. “Two weeks should be plenty of time. Are you home most of the time?”

      He glared inwardly at her but kept his face even as he responded. “Most days, yes, though I can’t exactly drive and my chauffeur quit a month ago…or two.”

      “Perhaps consider a live-in nanny? At least until you’re in a better physical state.”

      “A nanny?” Stan knew what nannies were like. His parents had had one for him and his sisters when they were toddlers. She had been a grouchy old woman with a bad attitude and always smelled of sour milk. She did what she was supposed to, but he shuddered to think of hiring such a woman for a son who already hated the father who hadn’t been in his life yet. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said simply.

      “That’s all I can ask. I’ll send a lab tech over in the morning to collect the DNA, and you will be required to take a drug test as well.”

      “I do take pain meds, is that a problem?” he asked, hoping they wouldn’t be. Why? This could be your way out. You can’t take care of a kid, you moron. You can’t even take care of yourself.

      “Fill out the form she gives you so they know it when it shows up. I’ll fetch Louis, get him out of your hair for now, and you can get started on planning your new lives together,” she said happily and marched away.

      Stan spun around in his chair. The mess of his life surrounded him—literally—and he was bringing a ten-year-old kid into it. What was he thinking? It was the middle of summer, but school would start soon, which meant helping with homework and parent-teacher conferences and having people see him in public in a blasted wheelchair. He hadn’t left the house except for once a month to check in at the company he ran with his dad, Sampson Wellington. Other than that, he stayed at home and ran things from his home office, where no one stared at him or gave him pitying looks he couldn’t stand.

      “Say goodbye to your dad, Louis,” Mrs. Applebaum said, the boy behind her and Stephanie bringing up the rear.

      Louis stopped in front of Stan and reluctantly threw out his hand. “Bye… I’m not calling you Dad,” he added as soon as Stan took his small hand.

      He gave it one shake and looked the boy square in the eyes, seeing that the same stubbornness which ran in his family continued in this kid. “I don’t expect you to—not yet, at least. How about Stan?”

      Louis screwed up his face to the side and smirked. “Stan? Okay then, Stan.”

      “Louis, show some respect,” Mrs. Applebaum whispered behind him.

      “No, it’s fine. I think we’ll get along better than we both think. See you in two weeks, kid.”

      They left, and as soon Stephanie shut the door behind them, she turned around and glared at Stanford. “If you think I’m cleaning this whole dang house by myself, you’re dead wrong, mister.”

      “I’ll help you, I promise,” he insisted. “But I’m not sure where to start and I think we need to hire a nanny.”

      “We? What’s this ‘we’ you speak of?” she mocked.

      Stanford picked at the leather on the chair arm. “I know I’ve been a jerk, and I’m sorry, but I need your help. Please.” She crossed her arms firmly over her chest, tapping her foot hard on the stone floor. “Help me find a nanny and get this place cleaned up and you can quit, and I’ll even throw in a nice leaving bonus for you,” he said, hoping she realized this was as close to begging as he would come. “Please, Stephanie, as a friend?”

      Groaning and cursing, she gave in. “Fine, fine, but we do this my way, understand me?”

      “I don’t have much of a choice at this point. I can’t do it myself.”

      “No, you dang well can’t. I’m going to get us some iced tea and we can start right here.”

      She turned sharply on her heel and clicked down the hall, leaving Stan to roll himself into the front sitting room. Several broken trinkets lay scattered around amongst the mess of pillows and cushions, random items he’d dug through after the accident. This room bore the brunt of his anger those first few weeks when he took a baseball bat and shattered everything in reach. Stephanie cleaned some of the mess then, but when he only destroyed the new items she moved into the room, she gave up and let him have his destruction.

      He moved his chair to the couch, and using his arms, wincing at the pain shooting up his legs, he hoisted himself over to the cushion and dragged a box towards him. The day was already long and it would only get longer.
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      Remy stepped back, wiping sweat from her forehead with her forearm, and admired the sculpted piece before her. She turned her head this way and that, pinching her tongue between her teeth as she wondered if it needed any more done to it.

      “That’s quite a piece,” her mom, Abbey said, as she entered the old shed they let Remy use as an art studio. “You always amaze me with what you come up with.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” Remy held up her hand to gauge the size of the figure’s face and huffed. “It still needs work, though. Something’s off about the face and I can’t figure out what.”

      “It looks fine to me.”

      “Really? And what is it supposed to be?” she asked, smiling as Abbey fumbled for an answer.

      “An interpretation of you, maybe?”

      Remy’s laughter echoed around the studio. “Not even close, but I’ll take it anyway.”

      “You’re not even going to tell me the right answer?”

      Remy shrugged and ran her fingers over the wet clay, gently smoothing out the cheekbone more and pressing in around the eyes. She usually worked with paints and canvases, but lately, clay called out to her and she was teaching herself to sculpt the human form. Her art always took an interesting turn, tending towards the darker aspect, though she never really understood why. Her childhood had been a happy one as far as she could remember, and everyone told her she was so bubbly. Until they saw her art. Then they questioned whether they knew Remy at all.

      “Nope, because even I don’t know. Maybe I should stick with paint.”

      “You should do what your heart tells you to do, which is why I still don’t understand why you wasted time with a hospitality degree,” Abbey mused, plopping down in the hammock seat hanging from the studio ceiling. “I know your dad said pick something that would make you money, but I wish you’d stuck with art.”

      Remy lifted the large plastic to cover her piece so it wouldn’t dry out until she decided to work on it later. “Where’s this coming from? I thought you were on board with what he wanted.”

      “Eh, I changed my mind. You’re happy when you’re sculpting and painting and whatever else you make in here,” she added, and Remy turned to see her staring at the massive set of wires she’d started working on last night. “What is that going to be?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.” She washed her hands in the utility sink and dried them on a stained towel, a rainbow of colors from all the paints she had used the last two weeks she was home. “If you didn’t come here to tell me I need to find another job and move out, why are you in here?”

      Abbey grinned mischievously, reminding Remy where that side of her personality came from. “Oh, I am, but I’m trying to be subtle about it. You’re twenty-five and you have plenty of money saved up. Go start your life away from your parents. Please.”

      “Kicking me out,” Remy sighed. “Dang, Mom, that’s harsh.”

      Abbey tucked her daughter’s chestnut hair behind her ears. “No, I’m simply worried about you holing yourself up in here. I know you were close to those three families, and with Mr. Bayard dying… I want you to find your next adventure.”

      Remy leaned into her mom’s hand. “If you’d given me another hour, I would’ve given you the good news, but I guess I’ll tell you now.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I have a phone interview in twenty minutes for a new job—a nanny position, live-in.”

      “Around here still?”

      “A little outside of Hartford, but yes, still close to home without being at home, so you and Dad can stop worrying about me,” she promised. “Maybe once I see how this next job goes, I’ll actually move out on my own—officially.”

      Abby hugged her close, kissing the top of her head. “That’s all we want for you.”

      “I know, and a husband and kids,” she added, laughing with her mom. “Sorry you got stuck with the slow kid.”

      Abbey shrugged. “I’ll live. Besides, I don’t think I’m ready for someone to call me grandma yet.”

      Remy had to agree. Her mom fell pregnant with her when she was sixteen. Abbey and George had had a whirlwind romance as teenagers, and when Remy came along, George stayed by her side through it all. Times were tough, they said, in the beginning, and a few times, Abbey said they were both ready to give up on each other. Their parents had been unsupportive of their decisions, but somehow, they made it through. Now, George was the owner of one of the best restaurants in town, and Abbey ran the local greenhouse, growing fresh produce for the restaurant. They were a great team, and Remy never dreamed of having any other parents.

      “The interview is soon,” Remy told her mom. “I have to go get ready.”

      “And I have to head to the greenhouse. The sprinkler system malfunctioned again. Tell me all about it when I get back.”

      “I will, promise,” Remy said and hurried out of the shed and up to her old bedroom.

      Though it was a phone interview, she freshened up and tugged on a clean pair of jeans and a blouse so she at least felt more professional. Usually, she did interviews in person, but the e-mail she received that morning from the temp agency said they were only doing phone interviews first. If they liked her, they would hire her on a trial basis, but they needed to find someone today. Remy asked why the rush, but the agency said they didn’t have that information.

      She held her phone in her hand and sat on the window ledge in her room, gazing out over the town. When she was little, she used to sit in this spot and stare up at the stars, wondering what great adventures her life would take her on when she was older. She might not have left the state, but she was happy with her life and how it turned out.

      For the most part, anyway. Her cheeks warmed remembering walking in on Callie and Matt going at it again yesterday morning. She told her friend she was stopping by to pick up some canvases she’d stored there, only to find them splayed out on the kitchen table. She closed the door quickly and left, texting her friend that she would get them later. But what she saw stirred some deep, hidden longing inside her to have a relationship. She dated here and there, but no one clicked with her quirky personality. She was either too bubbly, or they saw her artwork and assumed she was some goth chick who happened to like pink.

      The phone rang and she cleared her throat and sat up straighter before she answered. “Hello?”

      “Is this Ms. Remy Reagan?” a woman asked on the other end.

      “Yes, this is she.”

      “Oh, good. This is Stephanie Hollens from the Wellington estate. Is now a good time to speak with you about the nanny position?”

      “Yes, it’s a perfect time. I’m very much looking forward to working with a new family.”

      Stephanie laughed, the undertone was sarcastic, and Remy’s curiosity spiked as to what type of family she was possibly going to work for. “That’s good to hear. This family is a bit…different, I suppose you would say. I see here you worked with the Guttenbergs and the Trentons?”

      “Both at the same time. Great kids. I was in charge of their morning routines when their parents had to go into work early. I stayed at the house when they were out of town and worked with them after school and in the evenings when need be.”

      “They gave you wonderful recommendations, even offered you a chance to move with them out of state. May I ask why you decided to stay behind?”

      “Connecticut is my home,” she replied simply. “I love it here, and there are always families looking for a good nanny or someone to take care of an older relative.”

      “Ah, yes, the Bayard family. I am very sorry for your loss.”

      Remy choked back the pain of losing such a nice, gentle old man. “Thank you. His family was so close they practically were my family.”

      Stephanie asked a few more questions about what Remy would require if she moved in and explained what was expected of her if she accepted the position. She mentioned the trial basis but didn’t give any reason why they needed to hire someone today or why there was emphasis on the trial period being successful. Remy answered every question honestly, and when Stephanie finished telling her about the boy, Remy sensed she had the job.

      “Well, those are all the questions I needed to ask. Do you have a few more minutes?”

      “I believe so, yes,” Remy replied.

      “Good. Mr. Wellington is here and would like to speak with you briefly. I expect to see you first thing tomorrow morning—ten sharp. We’ll get you settled in and the real job will start Monday.”

      “Isn’t Louis there now?” Remy asked, confused.

      “I believe Mr. Wellington will explain. Hold on for a moment if you please.”

      Remy paced from the window to the door in her room, wondering what would need explaining. She hoped the parents weren’t divorced. She’d never worked with a family with that particular hurdle before, but she’d spoken with other nannies who said it was never pretty. The fighting over the kids and money was terrible to watch. Most nannies tried to avoid it, and Remy decided she would do the same if that’s what it came down to.

      “Ms. Reagan?” a man’s deep voice said through the line. “I’m Stanford Wellington. Pleasure to meet you.”

      “You as well,” she replied.

      “Before you decide to accept this job offer, I want to be sure you understood the current situation.”

      “Of course,” she said slowly, unsure.

      “My situation is a little odd. I have recently been informed that I have a son of ten years who, until two weeks ago, I knew nothing about,” he started. “His mother died recently and named me as guardian. Louis will come to stay with me for a period of six months, during which time I must show that I am capable of taking him in permanently.”

      Remy’s feet paused and her mouth fell open as his words raced around her mind. “That’s definitely not what I expected you to say,” she said without thinking.

      Mr. Wellington’s laughter was deep and exhausted. “Two weeks ago, I said the same thing when this boy walked into my life. I’m still working at getting over the shock. I need someone who can help me transition from my current situation to one with a child.”

      “I will do my best, Mr. Wellington,” she said confidently. “Whatever you need.”

      “Good, I’m very glad to hear it. Stephanie said we will see you tomorrow morning?”

      “Ten o’clock sharp,” she repeated the time.

      “Good. Until then, Ms. Reagan. Enjoy the rest of your Friday.”

      He hung up before she could say anything else, staring at the phone in her hand. “Until then.”

      She pondered this man’s predicament, sitting in her room and wondering what mess she was walking into. This was worse than divorced parents. This was a father trying to figure out how to be one with a son he hadn’t known about until two weeks ago. Louis had to be going through a pretty tough time, losing his mom and going to live with a dad he probably assumed didn’t want him to begin with. Remy passed by the mirror over her dresser and stared at the uncertainty in her eyes.

      “You can do this,” she told herself firmly. “It’s just like any other nanny job. You be there for the kid and you help where you can. Don’t get involved in anything else.”

      How she would do that and not get involved, she had no idea.

      Later that night, when she sat down with her parents to share her new job starting that following morning, the looks on their faces said it all.

      “Are you sure you want to walk into this situation?” George asked before taking a large bite of his steak. “I mean, you have no idea what that kid’s been through, or what type of man this Wellington guy is.”

      “He sounded like a nice guy who was a little out of sorts,” Remy said, pushing her salad around on her plate. “I couldn’t say no.”

      “But living there? You’re going to be around this guy twenty-four seven, alone in a mansion.”

      “His son will be there, too, remember?”

      “It doesn’t make me feel any better. You still have that pepper spray I bought you, right?”

      Remy rolled her eyes as Abbey laughed quietly. “Dad, I think you’re overreacting just a tad.”

      “No, I am not. You’ll be living with a rich bachelor who probably has women over twenty-four-seven and might even expect…well, you know,” he grunted.

      “No, I don’t,” Remy said, watching her dad struggle to say what was on his mind.

      “Yes, you do. You know perfectly well what I mean.”

      “George, just say it,” Abbey ordered, her eyes glittering with laughter. His lips were pressed firmly shut until Abbey flicked a piece of lettuce at his face.

      “Oh, all right, he might want special favors.”

      “Favors, Dad?” Remy asked, knowing full well what this was leading to but loving watching her dad’s face turn three shades of red.

      “Sex. He might want sex,” he hissed quickly. “I can’t believe I said that.”

      Remy and Abbey erupted in fits of giggles as he grumbled down at his plate.

      “Dad, I think I can handle myself. It’s called saying no or quitting. I’ll be fine, promise.”

      He harrumphed but dropped it. Abbey asked her if she had everything she needed packed and ready to go and where they needed to drop her off.

      “Actually, they’re sending a car,” she said. “Stephanie sent me a text after my interview.”

      “Sending a car,” George uttered. “Lord, you will be living it up.”

      “The other families were wealthy, too,” she pointed out.

      “They never sent a car for you, though. You sure he even has a kid?”

      “George, for the love of God, do you want your shed back or not?”

      Remy choked on her mouthful of food. She knew her dad loved his shed and only offered it to her to use so Abbey would stop throwing fits about paint in various places of the house. Anytime she moved out to live with a family, George reclaimed the space as his workshop, and though he told Remy time and again he didn’t mind her taking it back when she moved home, she knew he did.

      “You have a point,” he said, and Remy smirked. “But if you feel uncomfortable at all with this man, I want you to move right back home. We’ll negotiate on who gets the shed.”

      Remy patted his arm. “You’re something else, Dad. I hope you know that.”

      “Dang straight I do. Why do you think your mother sticks around?” he teased, winking at Abbey.

      “Be still my beating heart,” Abbey replied wistfully, placing a dramatic hand over her chest.

      Remy spent the remainder of the evening packing what she could of her current art projects and tucking them away until she knew if she would have space to bring them with her. Leaving it all felt like leaving a limb behind, but not every house had a place for her messy hobby. When she turned the light off in the shed before going to bed, she glanced at the sculpture piece covered in plastic.

      “I’ll finish you eventually,” she told it. “Maybe I’ll have some better inspiration.”

      The light clicked off and she walked to the house, her thoughts turning towards tomorrow and how she would deal with a family newly come together under such tragic circumstances.
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      Stan stared out the front window, waiting for the car to arrive with the new nanny. She sounded pleasant on the phone, this Remy Reagan woman, but anyone could fake nice over the phone. He didn’t even know how old she was, but from her voice, she wasn’t an old biddy like the nanny he grew up with.

      “Stanford!” Stephanie hollered, and Stan flinched in his chair.

      “What did I do this time?” he muttered to himself as he rolled back into the entryway. “What?”

      “You’re kidding me, right? You didn’t get his room set up yet? It’s Saturday.”

      “They’re not coming back until Monday,” he reminded her. “Calm down.”

      “Have you even seen the upstairs of your house? Or the kitchen? You promised me you would bring in help to clean. I was gone four days this week and everything looks exactly the same.” She gripped the stair railing so tight in her hands, he saw her knuckles turn white from the ground floor. “What did you do all week?”

      He tried not to look guilty. “I took care of what I could get to.”

      “You could have gotten up here, too.”

      He shot a glare at the electric chair lift on the staircase. “I’m not using that thing. It’s for old people.”

      “And people with disabilities.”

      He stiffened at her words. “It can’t be that bad up there, can it?” he said, hoping to change the subject. “Stephanie?”

      “I quit,” she snapped.

      Stan swore he didn’t hear her right. “What?”

      “I said I quit. You let your pride get in the way every time, and I am not going to watch you fail at raising your son. I won’t! I quit—finished, done, and you can keep my dang bonus!” She stomped down the stairs, rushing past him in his chair as he followed her to the front door. She snatched up her purse and handed him a key. “Here, this is yours.”

      “Stephanie, please,” he begged, but she shook her head.

      “No. You told me you would get it done and you didn’t, just like all the other times. I can’t deal with you and your crappy attitude any longer.” She yanked open the door as a black car pulled up out front. “Dang rich men and their egos always getting in the way.”

      Stan eyed the driver as he stepped around and opened the back door for the passenger to step out. “Can you at least help me get her settled in?”

      Stephanie grabbed the strap of her purse hard as she leaned down so she was eye level. “For once, help yourself, Stanford. Goodbye.”

      Stan watched her go, waving stiffly towards the woman with long, chestnut-colored hair trailing over her shoulders, and walked to her car. She swerved as she floored it down the long drive and disappeared from sight. The woman Stan assumed was the nanny eyed the spectacle for a moment, her brow furrowed, then squared her shoulders and walked towards him.

      “Hi,” she said and held out a hand to him, not reacting to him in a wheelchair. “You must be Mr. Wellington? I’m Remy Reagan, the nanny.”

      Shaking himself from his realization that Stephanie had actually quit, he took Remy’s hand and shook it. “You can call me Stan if you’d like.”

      “Stan, then. A pleasure to meet you. Did I…uh, interrupt something?” she asked quietly, gesturing over her shoulder down the drive.

      “No, you came in at the tail end of it. That was Stephanie, my old housekeeper.”

      “Old housekeeper?”

      “Yes,” he said with an aggravated sigh. “She just quit, and now, I have half a house that still needs to be made ready for my son. Come along. I’ll show you the house and we can talk more.”

      Remy grabbed her suitcase and a duffel from the trunk of the car and carried them inside, setting them down where he directed by the staircase. “So far, your house looks ready to go for a kid,” she said politely, peeking into the sitting room.

      Stan nodded, studying her closely. He’d expected some sort of reaction from her when she saw him in a wheelchair. A pitying glance, a look of disgust as some women showed him more often than not. Even questions about what happened, but instead, she took it in stride, not staring and not bringing up the subject at all.

      “Yes, well, Louis will stay upstairs and I’m afraid it’s not yet clean enough.”

      “I can take care of it for you,” she offered. “Cleaning’s really not that big a deal for me.”

      “I hired you to be the nanny, not the maid,” he said firmly. “I’ll hire someone to take care of it.”

      “Didn’t you say he’s coming on Monday?”

      Stan cursed. “It will be taken care of. That is not for you to concern yourself with. This is a large house, too much for one person to clean on her own. Now, how about a tour? And maybe you can tell me more about yourself.”

      As he pushed his chair and she walked beside him, her black slacks clinging to her legs and showing off her curves, her admiring eyes stared everywhere but at him. “There’s not much to tell, really. What would you like to know?”

      “What’s your family like?” He stopped when they reached the kitchen, giving her a chance to explore a little.

      “Tiny… very tiny,” she told him. “This pantry is huge! You could have a party in it.”

      He smiled for a brief moment at her comment before his face settled back into a passive stare.

      “I’m an only child. I do have two cousins, but they live in Canada and really don’t talk to my grandparents much. My parents are kind of the black sheep of their families.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Is there a good reason why?” He was close to everyone in his family and couldn’t imagine not keeping in touch with everyone he shared blood with.

      “My dad got my mom pregnant at sixteen and they had me,” she shared easily.

      A strange pang of anger shot through him. “And that’s why their parents don’t want anything to do with them or you?”

      She tilted her head, her eyes narrowing. “I guess so. They wanted my parents to give me up for adoption, but they didn’t. Both parents graduated high school and worked their butts off to support their tiny family. They married the second they turned eighteen.”

      “I’m sorry your grandparents treat you that way,” he murmured, thinking of how Louis must feel about Stan, thinking his dad simply hadn’t cared about him enough to be in his life.

      “It’s not a big deal. I have a great family, as tiny as it is. What about you?”

      “Three sisters,” he answered, working at pushing away the anger over how anyone could not want this charming woman in their lives. “One older and two younger, all married.”

      “And you’re the lone wolf bachelor, huh?” she said, grinning.

      “I used to be. I don’t exactly get out much anymore.” He hadn’t meant for the words to come out as sharply as they did but didn’t apologize. Remy’s smile fell a little and her hands fidgeted on the kitchen counter. “I’ll show you the rest of the main floor before we head outside.”

      Stan barely said a word as he led Remy around the main floor of the house, motioning down the hall towards the guest wing that was now his so he didn’t have to go up and down the main stairs. They went through the rear patio doors and stared out over the overgrown lawns and gardens in desperate need of being pruned and given fresh soil. The flowers were usually beautiful by this time of year, as was the rich, green grass, but it looked as if the place had been abandoned for months.

      “That is my workshop,” he said, pointing to the large garage turned workshop. “I work with guns—antiques mostly, but many modern versions too. There is only one key to that door and I have it on me at all times.”

      “That’s probably a good idea. Why so many guns, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      He spun halfway around with his chair. “You don’t know my family’s business?”

      She pushed her tongue against her cheek in thought, and the motion stirred another tinge of arousal he hadn’t felt in over a year. Her dark chocolate eyes widened and she snapped her fingers. “I didn’t make the connection until now. You’re part of that Wellington family. I should’ve known.”

      He offered a small smile. “Yes, I am. My father still runs the company for the most part, and I don’t exactly go into the office anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      Not sure if she was being serious, he glanced down at his chair. “I’d assume that was obvious. I know I didn’t explain my current situation on the phone, but after seeing me, I would assume it would not need one.”

      Her friendly smile shattered, and her eyes hardened. “Anything else you don’t want me to talk to you about?”

      The good feelings she awoke in his body vanished. “No, but if I think of any I’ll be sure to inform you straight away to avoid any awkward conversations.”

      “Good, I’d appreciate it.” She crossed her arms hotly, the tension building between them like a rising thunderhead. “You know, if you don’t have anyone to work in the gardens, I can see they get back in shape. My mom runs a greenhouse, so I know a thing or two about plants, especially rose bushes.”

      “That is not part of your job and won’t be necessary.”

      “Really, I wouldn’t mind. It’s not like I’ll be watching Louis twenty-four hours out of the day.”

      “I said no,” he growled. “Your job is to guarantee my…my…”

      “Your son?” she filled in softly.

      “Yes,” he snapped. “Your job is to see my son is cared for. School will start in a few weeks, and until then, he will need around-the-clock care.”

      “He’s ten, not an infant,” she reminded him gently.

      “Thank you, I’d quite forgotten how old my own son is. You will see to him and his needs and that is all that will be required of you. I’ll leave you to get yourself settled in for the rest of the day, and tomorrow, we can go over in more depth what Louis will need as far as care,” he informed her. “This home is yours now, too, so feel free to roam where you wish and help yourself to the kitchen and wine cellar.”

      Her eyes wandered to the gardens again as her head slowly nodded in understanding. “Of course, Mr. Wellington.”

      He flinched at her sharp tone and the formal use of his name but spun around in his chair and pushed himself to his workshop. He needed to hire a housekeeper quickly to see to the rest of the house cleaning and setting up Louis’ room. And find a gardener and a cook. Once he was inside his workshop with the door secure, he set his feet on the floor and braced his hands on the arms. Cringing from the pain shooting up his legs, he forced his body up until he stood and managed to stagger one step towards the work table. Out of breath and his heart pounding, rage and guilt filled him again and he slammed his fist down on the table, the pain in his hand numbing that from his legs, at least for a few moments.

      Taking care of a child would be impossible. He couldn’t even take care of himself. A dark cloud of depression chased away the cheery, summer sunshine, and adding a bitter, loathing child to the mix would only make his life that much harder.

      You should call that lady now and tell her the truth. You’re a depressed, miserable idiot who will never be capable of being a dad.

      Stan caught his reflection in the glass case door, noting how his arms trembled from holding most of his body up and the dark bags beneath his eyes. He closed his eyes, unable to continue staring at himself, and heard another voice in his mind, one he hadn’t heard in over ten years.

      I could never stop living or loving, Lara told him once as they lay tangled in the sheets. There’s too much out there, too many people. I want to experience it all for as long as I can. No matter what trash happens, I’m going to suck it up and keep on going. That’s all anyone can do, you know?

      “Lara,” he whispered, and when he opened his eyes, he swore he felt the ghost of her touch run down his cheek. They might never have settled down, but they had a son together, a son he now had to do whatever he could to take care of. For his sake.

      And for Lara.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Remy found her room with ease on the cluttered upstairs level of the old mansion. She unpacked her bags, shoving her clothes haphazardly in the drawers and hanging up what she needed to in the closet. Her first few minutes of conversation with Mr. Stanford Wellington started out well enough. She had no idea why the man was restricted to a wheelchair, but from the way he reacted to her question about it, he was not a very happy man. Bitter, that’s how she would describe him. Bitter and tired and carrying a weight on his shoulders.

      “It’s not like he’ll tell you,” she muttered to herself.

      Why he didn’t want her messing with the cleaning of the house or the gardens she had no idea. He certainly paid her enough—more than enough. Her income from him was nearly twice as much as other families had paid her in the past. Plus, he said his whole staff quit. It didn’t sit well with Remy to do so little.

      She left her bedroom and meandered around the upper floor. Letters spelled out Louis on a bedroom door farther down the hall. She opened the door, expecting to see a little boy’s bedroom decorated and ready to go, but the room was filled with unassembled furniture and boxes stacked in the middle of the room. Nothing was ready for Stan’s son to come and live with him Monday morning. A stack of papers sat on top of the boxes, so she picked them up, skimming over the information on Louis Templeton. Remy spent the better part of the day in that bedroom, listening to music on her cell while she put together a bookshelf, nightstand, made the bed nice and tidy, and went to work slowly on hanging the few pieces of wall art.

      “Battleship fan,” she mused, hanging up the old-school poster on the wall.

      Downstairs, she noticed one of the sitting rooms was lined with battleship models from several eras and wondered if Stan realized the interest he shared with his son. She considered telling him, but he was the dad. He needed to figure this stuff out on his own.

      Aside from decorations and a box of new clothes, there were no toys or games for Louis to play with once he moved in. She would have to remedy that tomorrow. She read through the papers on Louis one more time to see what other interests the boy had and decided that she would take a trip to the nearest mall and pick up a few more things for him. Her stomach growled loudly and she laughed, glancing at the time.

      “Dinnertime. I wonder what he’s got in the wine cellar?”

      She smiled wide, proud of the work she’d done so far in Louis’ bedroom, but it needed more care, as did the bathroom that would be his. She had a private suite attached to her room, thankfully. Sharing a bathroom with a ten-year-old was not something she wanted to worry over. The rest of the upstairs needed a thorough vacuuming and dusting, too, but she really needed food if she had a hope of getting this house ready to go by Monday morning. Stan didn’t need a housekeeper. He had Remy, whether he liked it or not, and she was a package deal.

      The wine cellar was filled with vintages she’d never even heard of. She picked a random red and carried it upstairs, humming along with her music. The freezer was filled with venison and chicken, some fish, and frozen pizzas. Since she wasn’t able to have her artistic outlet with her paints, she settled for cooking and drew out the venison. Burgers might not be the fancy food Stan was used to, but Remy was in the mood for comfort food more than anything else. She popped the cork on the wine and thawed out the ground venison. The burgers didn’t take long to make, and she found a bag of French fries in the freezer, added those to the oven, and tossed a bowl of salad to go with it.

      She refilled her glass with the wine and poured a second for Stan. She spotted the intercom he’d told her about on the wall, but no other house she’d worked in had one and she wasn’t so sure about using it. Remy sipped her wine as she wandered to the windows and spotted the light on in the workshop.

      “Have you been out there all day?” she mused quietly, biting her tongue.

      She was sure he hadn’t eaten anything all day, and unwilling to let her new boss starve, she picked up his plate with the burger, fries, and salad, and grabbed his glass of wine. A wooden tray sat on the kitchen table. Once it was loaded, she carried it out into the balmy evening air and knocked on his workshop door.

      “It’s open,” he called out gruffly.

      Balancing the tray in one hand, she opened the door. “I thought you might need some food,” she said, hoping he would take this as a peace offering for how their earlier conversation had ended. She looked for him in his chair and blinked a few times to see him standing against a worktable.

      “You don’t have to cook for me,” he said stiffly, not moving away from the table.

      “Well, I did, so where do you want it?” The question to ask more about why he needed the wheelchair was on the tip of her tongue, but she swallowed it quickly.

      “The table beside you is fine, I guess. Thank you.”

      She nodded and set it down. Tucking her hair behind her ear when it fell across her face, she stood awkwardly by the door, not wanting to leave just yet. He might be abrupt and a bit of a jerk, but she would be living there for a while. Working for a man she couldn’t have polite conversation with would make both their lives miserable.

      “I know you want to ask, so just ask,” he said, catching her off-guard.

      “Ask what?”

      “Why I was in a wheelchair when you arrived today?”

      She puffed out her cheeks and cringed. “I assume you’re recovering from something?”

      “Boating accident,” he said briefly. “I’m still in stages of recovery.”

      “Right, so you have therapy sessions or something? My dad was in a bad car accident a long time ago. I remember him doing exercises for his leg.”

      Stan’s face darkened and his eyes narrowed. “Therapy doesn’t always work the way you want it to. Thanks for dinner.”

      Remy clamped her lips shut. Barely five minutes, and she’d pissed him off again. Now she was really worried about Louis moving in. “You sure you don’t need anything else? I don’t mind—or I can carry it back into the kitchen and we can enjoy dinner together?”

      “I’m fine out here,” he replied, turning his back to her.

      “Sure, right. Because who doesn’t enjoy eating dinner all alone in a creepy shed,” she muttered quietly, earning a blue-eyed glare from Stan. She shot him her best charming smile. “I wouldn’t mind the company. The house is pretty quiet.”

      “Then blare some music. I don’t care what you do.”

      “I can see that,” she snapped, and he turned around to look at her, his brow raised. “I didn’t mean to say that…ah, enjoy your dinner, I guess. Alone. All alone.”

      “Whatever you’re trying to say,” he started to say as he took a step forward. His leg trembled violently and with a curse, he fell forward to his knees, hitting the floor hard. Remy rushed forward, hoisting him up under his arms. “I can do it,” he snapped, but she didn’t let go. “I said I can do it.”

      Annoyed at him for being so stubborn, she grabbed him harder and grunted as she pulled him back to a standing position. She maneuvered him towards his wheelchair and plopped him down in it hard. She shoved her hair angrily out of her face, glaring at him, breathing heavily from picking up his sorry rear from the floor.

      “Look, I get that you’re in pain and you hate being in that chair, but you hired me and that means you get all of me,” she stated. “Not just the nanny me, but all of me. If you want to be all alone in this house and watch your son be taken away because you can’t take care of him, you won’t do it with me around. Understand?” Stan’s eyes narrowed to slits, but he didn’t say a word. “If you tell me to leave, I’ll leave, but if you want me to stay, then I’m not going to play caregiver to your son so you can tinker out here and continue being a miserable wretch.”

      “I am not a miserable wretch,” he mumbled.

      “Have you looked in the mirror lately? And from the way your housekeeper quit this morning, I’d say the only person you have to blame for your entire staff leaving is you.” She glanced at the food on the tray and decided she wasn’t so willing to feed him now. She picked up the tray and walked towards the workshop door. “If you want this, you can join me inside for dinner because that’s where it’ll be.”

      “Fine,” he shot back.

      “Fine,” she repeated. When she was one step out the door, she pursed her lips and realized she was being a bit harsh. “You know, you can always talk to me about anything. I know we just met, but sometimes, talking to a stranger is easier than talking to a friend.”

      “I have nothing to talk about… nothing you could possibly understand.”

      Nope, not harsh enough, she decided at his words and rolling her eyes, took the tray with her back to the house. She hoped hunger would eventually drive him inside, but she waited for nearly two hours before she gave up and walked upstairs to her new bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

      Stanford Wellington was worse than a bachelor with women hanging around the house. He was stubborn, prideful, and too attractive for his own good. Despite her anger at him, she wasn’t blind and her hands remembered the feel of the muscle in his upper arms. His legs were weakened by the boating accident he’d mentioned. With nothing else to do, she lay in bed and researched her new boss on her phone. The article about the boating accident a year ago popped up, but the more she read, the more she wondered why he harbored so much bitterness. Was he pissed about his boat? Or was there more to it?

      “You’re not going to find out tonight,” she whispered to herself and turned out the lamp. “Tomorrow’s a new day. Maybe he’s more of a breakfast man anyway.”
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      The night was not kind to Stan, and he woke cringing from the pain radiating up his stiff legs and struggled to take the two steps to fall into his chair. He wheeled himself into the bathroom, swallowed two pain pills, and waited impatiently for them to kick in. The pain grew steadily worse, and he cursed his damaged legs, wishing again that the accident had never happened and landed him in this mess.

      Though the boating accident had nothing to do with what faced him tomorrow.

      He hated using the chair but needed to get upstairs and see how much work needed to be done before Louis, his son, came to live with him. Going upstairs meant he might bump into Remy, and after their conversation last night, he doubted she would want anything to do with him. Not that he could blame her. He’d been a downright jerk to her and all she did was try to help. Help him get back to his feet, but Stan needed so much more help than simply being able to walk again on his own.

      He nearly took her up on the offer to talk to her about what bothered him so much, but this was his burden of guilt to carry. That guilt had grown to include ten years of time not spent getting to know the little boy arriving at his house tomorrow morning. A little boy who already hated his guts because he thought Stan hadn’t wanted him.

      Getting dressed was a chore, but this morning, he struggled to slip his legs into his jeans and after fighting with the denim, gave up on socks or his boots. He wasn’t leaving the house today. He tugged on a black t-shirt, ruffled his hands through his hair to fix it, and wheeled out of his bedroom. The house was quiet, but the strong, luring scent of fresh-brewed coffee drew him away from the stairs towards the kitchen.

      “Morning,” he said as he entered and spotted Remy leaning against the counter.

      She blew steam from her coffee before taking a long sip, staring at him the whole time with a glimmer of mischief in those brown depths. “Morning, Mr. Wellington.”

      Stan’s lips thinned as he moved closer to the counter. “You can go back to calling me Stan.”

      “You sure about that? I wouldn’t want to upset your sensitive nature.”

      “Sensitive nature? What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that if you’re going to have a ten-year-old kid living with you, you’re going to have to grow a tougher skin, and fast,” she informed him. She reached up and pulled out a second coffee mug, filled it, and set it on the counter. “Sugar, cream?’

      “Sugar, please, and you don’t have to do that. I can manage on my own.”

      She didn’t seem to hear or didn’t care and dumped a spoonful of sugar in his coffee. “Here. Enjoy your coffee.”

      He took the mug carefully and held it between his palms. “Thanks for the coffee—and dinner last night. You’re quite the cook.”

      “I get by well enough.”

      Silence descended on the kitchen, and Stan opened his mouth several times to try and start the conversation again, but he was at a loss as to what to say. This woman—gorgeous woman— literally picked him up off the floor last night and was quick to put him in his place, even as she offered to help him. Remy Reagan was certainly not the nanny he expected, and after only a day, she was growing on him. She drank her coffee and poured a second cup.

      “How much coffee do you usually drink in the morning?” he asked as a way to hear her speak.

      “Is my caffeine consumption something I should have put on my resume?”

      His lips tugged up in a smirk. “No, I’m thinking I need to stock up on coffee while you’re living here with us.”

      She stared at him, dead serious before a laugh escaped her lips. “Smart aleck.”

      He drank half his mug and set it on the counter. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to see how bad the upstairs is and make an urgent call for a housekeeper.”

      “Ah, I’m not sure you have to worry about that,” she said quickly, rushing to block him from leaving the kitchen. “Really. You should just stay down here, drink your coffee, and…you know, I’ll make breakfast or something.”

      Stan tried to wheel his chair forward, but she didn’t move. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Well, you should be. Breakfast is important, and with Louis coming here to live, you’ll need to get in the habit of having it with him. That’s very important.”

      “You said important twice,” he pointed out.

      “So? Grammar Nazi now, too?”

      “Remy, I really need to see the upstairs of my house. Please move.”

      She bit her tongue between her teeth and pressed her hands on either side of the doorframe. “Fine, but you’re going to be pissed and I’m not sure I’m in a mood to deal with you being in a pissy mood for a second day in a row.”

      She moved out of the way, and Stan studied her face through narrowed eyes. “What did you do?”

      “What you told me not to,” she said in a rush.

      He paused at the bottom of the stairs. “You did what?”

      “I did what you told me not to,” she said more slowly, stretching out each word as she wrung her hands. “I couldn’t help it. You hired me to be a nanny and I did what any good nanny would do, so deal with it and save your anger for other things I’ll do that you told me not to,” she rambled.

      Stan’s annoyance grew. Everyone he’d hired before did what he said. Except Remy. “This is going to be a regular occurrence, isn’t it?”

      She grinned widely in answer. “You might as well get used to it.”

      He muttered under his breath and moved to the electric chair lift. Hating her watching him, he locked his wheelchair in place and biting his cheek in pain, his arms trembled as he pushed his body up and out of his chair. Remy stood by his side, holding her hands out as if to catch him.

      “I told you last night and I will tell you again, I can—”

      “Yes, I know you can do it, but I’m here just in case. Get used to it.”

      He managed to get into the lift and pressed the button to move his body up the one flight of stairs. She walked along with him, and he bit back the words he wanted to tell her to make her go away so she didn’t have to see this. He chanced a look at her face and was still surprised to see her watching him with a curious glance instead of pity in her eyes. He was so used to pity from everyone it was refreshing to be around someone who didn’t treat him like an invalid. Even when she was there to help him, she didn’t make him feel inferior.

      When the chair reached the second story, he looked around for the wheelchair he kept on the second floor, but it was at the other end of the hall. Without having to ask, Remy went to grab it and pushed it to him. He mumbled his thanks and hefted his weight into it. Remy fell farther and farther behind as he wheeled down the hall and stopped outside the guest bathroom. It was spotless, and the items Stephanie purchased last week to turn the bathroom into one fit for a ten-year-old kid were all hung up and laid out. He moved quicker to reach Louis’ bedroom, and when the door swung inward, all he could do was stare. The room was completely put together, and the reality of what was about to happen tomorrow hit Stan hard. His son was moving in and this would be his room.

      “You did all of this? When?” he asked quietly.

      Remy leaned in the doorway. “Yesterday afternoon and last night. I couldn’t sleep.”

      “I know the feeling. Why?”

      “I told you yesterday, I’m a package deal and you’ll have to get used to it. I’ve dealt with tougher clients than you.”

      “Hmm, I doubt it,” he whispered.

      “You’ve met your match, Mr. Wellington—and speaking of match, I have some errands to run.”

      “What do you have to do?”

      She beamed as she backed out of the room. “Something you’ll thank me for later. Do you need help getting back downstairs?”

      Stan frowned. “No, I can manage.”

      “If you’re sure,” she said. “I wanted to make sure. I’ll be back soon.”

      She bounced out the door and he heard a car honk in front of the house. Wheeling towards the window, he watched her slip into a bright convertible with another woman driving. They laughed together before the woman turned her car around on the drive and left through the front gate. Stan breathed out heavily through his nose, wondering what the weird tug in his gut was. Remy was the first person in a long time he felt normal around, but he couldn’t worry about his own issues. He needed to figure out how he could connect with his son. He wasn’t good with kids. None of his friends had kids, and there were no nieces or nephews to hang around with. He was starting from scratch.

      “Dang, Lara,” he whispered to the room. “Why couldn’t you have told me?”

      His annoyance at Remy taking care of the room and bathroom for Louis faded. Maybe he didn’t need to hire any more staff yet. Too many people in the house might overwhelm Louis. Stan knew it would drive him insane after a while.

      After a few more moments, he returned to the main floor to busy himself with confirming the kitchen was well stocked before going out to the workshop to keep his mind occupied for the rest of the day. The doorbell rang halfway to the kitchen, and he grunted, turning himself around and calling out that he would be right there. When he opened the front door, though, he wished he had simply ignored it and kept on going.

      “Stan! You look good today,” a curly, red-headed woman said cheerfully.

      “Melody, what are you doing here?” Stan asked, not even trying to smile or be polite.

      “Coming to check in on you, of course. I brought you some dinner for later—enough for two,” she said, holding up the casserole dish with a wink.

      “I have plenty of food, you know.”

      “I heard your cook quit weeks ago and your housekeeper yesterday. I was worried about you trying to take care of yourself alone in this great big house.”

      “I’m not an invalid, Melody. I’m recovering from injuries.” He waited for her to take the hint that he was annoyed and leave on her own, but she simply walked past him and into the house. Glaring at her back, he closed the door and followed her into the kitchen, keeping a close eye on her the entire time she placed the casserole in the fridge. “Thank you very much. I’ll be sure to let you know how it is when I get around to eating it.”

      She tapped her nails loudly on the counter, the sound harsh against his ears. “How hard are you going to make a woman work for a dinner invitation?”

      “I beg your pardon?” he asked quickly, startled by the sudden change of subject.

      “You heard me, so don’t sit there and play coy,” she purred, sauntering closer to him. “You hide up here in this house all alone. That’s not the life for a man such yourself, brimming with so much…life.” Her eyes widened on the words as she leaned on the arms of his chair. He backed away quickly and she stumbled, catching herself before she fell into his lap. “Don’t be shy with me. We’ve known each other for years, after all.”

      “Melody, I’m not sure what you think I’m telling you without actually saying anything,” he argued, backing up more, “but I am not looking for a relationship right now. With anyone.”

      Pouting, she cocked her hip to the side and placed her hands on her hips. “Or maybe you just haven’t found the right woman. I’ll take care of you, make sure you don’t have to worry about anything.”

      Stan stiffened and ground his teeth. “I am far from a child who needs to be taken care of, Melody. I am a grown man recovering from a very serious injury. I thank you for the meal and appreciate you stopping by, but I think it’s best if you leave. I have quite a long list of items to take care of before tomorrow morning.”

      Melody’s face stiffened, and her smile twisted into a look of disgust. “Yes, I’ve heard a few rumors going around town about that.”

      “What rumors?” Stan snapped. “What have you heard?’

      “Just that some woman was here a few weeks ago with a little boy in tow. Who is he, Stan?”

      “What business of it of yours?”

      “I, for one, am your closest neighbor, and I thought we were friends,” she simpered.

      “Friends don’t act the way you are right now in my kitchen. I asked you once and I will ask you again: please leave my house.”

      Melody crossed her arms over her chest and flipped her hair back over her shoulder with a jerk of her head. “I’ll leave if you tell me who the boy is.”

      Stan wanted more than anything for Remy to return and chase Melody out of the house. Maybe she would even think Remy was his girlfriend. A horrible idea popped into his head, but if Remy found out what he’d done, she would hate him. He would just have to make sure she didn’t find out.

      “It turns out one of my girlfriends from college moved back into town and brought a surprise with her. A son,” he said. “Our son.”

      Melody’s face was priceless. Her jaw dropped open and she gasped before she slapped a hand to her chest and sputtered, searching for words. “What…you—are you sure it’s even yours?”

      “Yes, we’re sure. The DNA test proves it. She brought him here to finally meet me and we’re going to try and start our family together, see how it goes.”

      “How could you let her walk back into your life like this?’

      “Because she needed me and we parted on good terms,” he argued. “She’s a good person, and I think it’s high time I met my son.”

      “She’s only after your money, that has to be it,” Melody said, the words filled with venom, but she said it more to herself than to him. “She wants what you have. Can’t you see that?”

      Stan shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Now if you don’t mind, they’ll be back soon and I want to finish getting my son’s bedroom ready and making room in mine for Remy’s things.” He rolled towards her and ushered her to the front door, keeping her moving as he pushed his chair after her. “Goodbye, Melody. I’ll be sure to let them know our dinner tonight came from my favorite neighbor.”

      “Stanford, as your friend, I really think you should reconsider this whole situation.”

      “And I appreciate you looking out for me, but I can take care of myself, as vulnerable as you might think I am.” She kept talking, but Stan stopped listening and closed the door solidly in her face. Hanging his head with a sigh, he spun around in his chair and stared into the depths of a house that wouldn’t be empty much longer. “What the heck did I just do?”
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* * *

      Remy piled the items from her cart on the counter, grinning widely at the three model ship kits she was getting for Louis along with the newest version of Battleship she could find, a few sets of Legos, and a set of books based on what was in the packet of information.

      “You sure you’re buying enough?” Callie teased her as the cashier rang up her purchases.

      “What? He’s ten and I don’t know what he’s bringing with him,” Remy said as she pulled out her debit card. “I can’t have him sitting around the house all day doing nothing.”

      “You know, he’s probably just going to watch TV all day like most kids his age.”

      “Oh, that reminds me, we have to make one more stop on the way back. Do you mind or do you need to get home and find a new spot in the apartment to have sex with Matt?” she asked, arching her eyebrow as Callie’s face flared red.

      The cashier—an older woman with greying hair—smirked, obviously amused, but didn’t say anything.

      “Look, how many times do I have to say I’m sorry for you walking in on that?”

      “At least a hundred more,” she said, laughing. “You realize I’m never going to let you live this one down? How can I? I mean trash, Callie, do you two do anything else?”

      The cashier chuckled as Callie buried her face in her hands with a groan. “Yes, we do, thanks.”

      They finished the transaction and set the large bags of toys back in the cart. Spending the day with Callie was just what Remy needed to get her mind off the brooding man in a wheelchair at the Wellington mansion. Stan confused her more than anything, and when she left the house, her emotions were a such jumbled mess she couldn’t figure out where one thought ended and the next started. He shouldn’t be allowed to be that attractive while being an utter, arrogant jerk. She tried to look more into his accident, but beyond the articles in the paper, nothing else was mentioned about it. She wasn’t sure what his injuries were or why he wasn’t healed. What she did know was the accident had changed him from the partying-all-weekend bachelor to a man who drove away what she had a feeling was a very caring staff.

      “Hey, are you listening to me?” Callie asked a few minutes later when they pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Huh? Yeah, sorry. I’m totally listening,” she said, but Callie rolled her eyes. “Fine, what did you say?”

      “I asked what was going on with you and that man of yours?”

      Remy frowned. “Man of mine? I don’t have a man.”

      “By the way you’re so distracted and fidgety, I say you do.”

      Remy shook her head. “I don’t, I swear it. You’d be the first to know, and besides, I can’t get involved with Stanford Wellington.”

      “Is he ugly or something? I heard he’s quite the looker.” She waggled her eyebrows as they came to a stop at a red light. “Come on, you’re young and single and still a virgin, last I checked. Why not have a fling with the single billionaire dad. Or is he gay?” she added in a whisper. “Because then I would understand the confusion.”

      “No, he’s not gay.” Remy rubbed her forehead hard. “He’s just… picture Bruce Wayne but stuck in a wheelchair all day long.”

      “He’s a cripple?”

      “No, he was in a boating accident a year ago and hasn’t healed yet or something.”

      “So he’s what, dark and brooding? I could handle dark and brooding,” Callie mused, speeding around cars and going well over the speed limit.

      “Could you watch the lead foot there? I’d prefer not to get in a car crash today.”

      Callie sighed but eased off the gas. “Worry wart. But really, what’s wrong with brooding? Brooding can be sexy, especially if he does the smolder look.”

      “Smolder look?” Remy asked, staring at her friend. “What is that?”

      “You know,” Callie said and pursed her lips while she furrowed her brow and squinted her eyes until Remy lost it, giggling hysterically as her friend kept trying to remake the same face over and over. “That face.”

      Remy held her head, her hair blowing in the wind as she stared at cars they passed. Stan didn’t have a smolder look. A scowl she worried would become permanent on his face, but not a smolder. She had only known him for a day—well, two—but she was pulled to him for some reason. Maybe she was hired as the nanny for more than just his son. Maybe there was something else pushing her into his life.

      “Do you believe in fate?” she asked Callie as she parked the corvette outside the gaming store.

      Callie turned off the car and erupted in a fit of giggles as they exited the vehicle. “What? You mean like from the movies? Oh goodness, Remy, I knew we should’ve hung out more this summer. You spent too much time wrapped up with those kids and that old man.”

      “Never mind, forget I asked.”

      “What’s this about, Remy?” Callie asked and drew her friend to a stop.

      She tossed her head back, watching the white fluffy clouds pass by overhead while the sun beat down on her face, warming her skin. “I feel like I’m supposed to be at his house, like this job wasn’t just a chance happening. I don’t know, I can’t explain it, so forget it. I sound like a blasted crazy person.”

      “You’re an artist. You always sound like a crazy person.”

      Remy shoved her as they walked towards the entrance to the store. “I thought you liked my art.”

      “I do, but I think it does tend to make you a little loopy,” she said, whistling as she twisted her hair around her ear in circles. “Some of that stuff you come up with is dark. Darker than I would ever expect from you.”

      “You’re not worried about me, are you?”

      Callie lifted her shoulders, let them drop, and bit her lip. “Most days, no, but you are a loner. You have me and…me.”

      “But I’m not unhappy with my life,” Remy argued, stopping just short of the front doors. “I had a good childhood and have great parents, and love my jobs. Loners are hermits, they’re people like…like Stanford Wellington.”

      “I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with you. But I worry sometimes that you’re missing out on living your own life because you do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Get wrapped up in other people’s families and their lives, get so invested in their problems that you don’t slow down to take a look at where you are,” Callie said, exasperated.

      Remy shifted on her feet as the hot breeze ruffled her hair. Was her friend right? Most of her days, even as a teenager, were spent babysitting or watching the neighbors’ pets and their houses. She volunteered a lot, but her parents taught her it was important to be helpful and give back. When she started being a full-time nanny and housekeeper, she couldn’t do her job very well if she blocked herself off emotionally from the people she worked for.

      “I need to get back to the house soon,” she said quietly. “Why don’t you let me run in by myself, and I’ll be real quick.”

      “Remy, wait,” Callie said and reached for her arm.

      “No, really, it’s fine,” she insisted, faking a smile. “I’ll be right back.”

      She found the latest gaming system, and with the help of the store clerk, picked out a few games that would be appropriate for a ten-year-old boy, trying the whole time not to let Callie’s words get to her too much. The words echoed through her mind, sounding very familiar to words her mom had told her not too long ago. She was twenty-five and needed to start her own life, take care of her own family.

      But you have no family, she thought as the store clerk bagged up her items. You haven’t had a boyfriend last more than a few weeks and you have no idea what you even want to do with your life!

      She carried the bags to the corvette where Callie leaned against the side. “All set,” Remy told her and placed the bags in the trunk with everything else.

      “Want to get dinner or something?”

      “No, I need to get this stuff set up for tomorrow and take care of a few other things I told Stan I would do for him,” she lied, not wanting to deal with Callie giving her that mixed look between annoyance and something that bordered on pity. Remy didn’t need her pity. She had a good life. She might not have a guy she had sex with twenty times a day on various pieces of furniture, but she had nothing to be upset about in her life.

      Callie drove her back to the mansion, neither of them saying a word the entire drive. Remy picked the bags out of the trunk and waved to her friend. She dumped the packages on the front porch and dug around for the key she was given yesterday. It took three trips to get everything inside and finally close the front door. The house was quiet, so she assumed Stan was out in his workshop. She let him be, taking the toys up to Louis’ bedroom, all except the gaming console and video games. Those she moved to the sitting room towards the back of the house with the big, flat-screen TV mounted to the wall. She was so busy setting up the system and muttering obscenities under her breath when she couldn’t get it working, she didn’t hear Stan wheel into the room. She only noticed him sitting there when she stood in a rage, hauling back one of the controllers to chuck it across the room, and spotted him watching her, an amused smile twinkle in his eyes.

      “You know, I don’t think throwing it across the room will make it work,” he suggested.

      “Maybe not,” she agreed, lowering her hand, “but it’d sure make me feel better.”

      “Rough day?”

      “No…maybe…it doesn’t matter,” she rambled and plopped back down on the floor, crossing her legs as she did so. “I hope you don’t mind. I took the liberty of buying some things for Louis.”

      “You bought this for him?” he asked, confused.

      “Yeah, and some other stuff. It’s all upstairs already, though. Why, you don’t like video games?”

      Stan held out his hand for the instruction manual and remotes. “I do. I just never thought to get them for a kid… my kid. Dang, I’m going to suck at this dad thing.”

      “No, it’ll just take time.”

      “I’ll pay you back for everything you bought today. Just give me the receipts.” He fiddled with the remotes and smirked when the TV turned on with the main menu screen for the console on it. “I think it’s all set now.”

      “Thanks.” She turned the wireless controllers on and handed him one.

      “What do you want me to do with this?”

      “You can’t have games and not know how to play them,” she said. “So we’re going to play. I guess I should make food first. You hungry?”

      “Actually, there’s a casserole in the fridge. Just throw it in the oven.”

      Remy nodded slowly at the weird look of guilt on his face. “Where did the casserole come from?”

      “A friendly neighbor dropped it off this afternoon.”

      “Uh huh, and do they normally give you food?” she asked, giving him a crooked grin.

      “Every now and then. I’m not going to turn down a casserole. It’s not like I can cook,” he said with a nervous laugh.

      Remy walked past him to put it in the oven when his hand reached out and caught her arm, holding her by his side. “Stan?”

      “Sorry—for earlier,” he said gruffly. “And for yesterday. I’m not much of a people person.”

      “Apparently, neither am I,” she said quietly.

      “Really? Who told you that?”

      “It’s nothing, don’t worry about it. I’ll go get that casserole going.” She glanced at his hand still holding her wrist and the way his thumb glided casually over her skin. Her toes curled against the hardwood floor and her breath quickened before he let her go, seeming as reluctant as she was for the contact to end. He cleared his throat loudly and rolled further into the room while she headed quickly for the kitchen and the wine cellar. A glass might help calm her racing heart and keep her focused on her job. She was the nanny, and the ten-year-old boy arriving tomorrow needed her to be strong, to be someone he could count on while he adjusted to this life with his dad. Any spark she thought she felt between her and Stan would have to wait.

      Like everything else in your life has to wait, she thought bitterly as she reached the bottom of the cellar and sat down hard on the wooden steps. Like you will always put your life on hold.

      Callie wasn’t right. She couldn’t be, but tonight was not the time for her to do some soul searching, especially without any of her typical mediums to let out whatever aggravation built up inside her. The wine would have to suffice for now. The wine and not touching Stan again unless she absolutely had to.
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      Stan’s fingers twitched against the arms of his chair. He was nervous about Louis arriving in just a few moments and staying this time, but his newly discovered son wasn’t the only thing that had him on edge.

      Remy.

      Last night was the most fun he’d had since before the boating accident. After the awkward moment before dinner, they had moved on with the rest of the night as if he’d never touched her, as if he hadn’t felt a strange warmth rush through his veins and a sudden drive in his body to stand up and kiss her. But thinking it and actually doing it were two very different things. He could barely walk the few steps from his bed to the bathroom. How would he ever stand up and kiss a woman again? Hold her the way she should be held? Take her to bed and make love to her as the old Stanford Wellington would do?

      “Stan?” Remy asked, resting a hand on his shoulder. “You okay?”

      “Yes, tired is all. I didn’t get much sleep.”

      “Too exhausted from getting your rear kicked at Mortal Kombat,” she decided with a smug grin.

      “You barely beat me,” he argued but smiled with her. “You think he’ll be happy here?”

      She puffed out a breath and blew her hair from her face. “I think he can be, just like I think you can be, but it’s going to take work, and the first few days are probably going to suck. Really suck. But you can’t hold it against him.”

      “Thanks for the pep talk,” he grunted.

      “Hey, I’m a very honest person and this is not a situation I’ve exactly dealt with before. You’ll be fine, I know it.” She squeezed his shoulder with an encouraging look before walking to the front door and opening it wide. They weren’t there yet, but the morning breeze was nice to have blowing into the house. He hated the summers when he had to have the AC on. Fresh air was always better.

      Thinking about last night brought up the casserole, and another pang of guilt grew in his chest. He needed to tell Remy the lie he’d told Melody before things got out of control, but she seemed to like him right now. He wanted to keep it that way if these next few weeks were going to suck, as she told him. He wanted her on his side and not scowling at him for spreading lies about her to his neighbors. Melody had a big mouth. By now, most of the people who lived around them would have heard Stan’s baby mama was moving in with him along with his son. He rolled on thin ice, but there was no need for Remy to speak to the neighbors. Everything would be fine.

      “They’re here,” Remy announced happily. “Smiling would be a good idea.”

      Stan plastered a smile on his face. “How’s that?”

      “Less scary and more fatherly,” Remy said, stifling a laugh behind her hand. “Be yourself.”

      “Myself doesn’t have any clue what to do with kids.”

      “Not even your own?” she challenged when he started to sulk in his chair.

      Her words made him pause, and he reconsidered what he’d said before. She had a point. This boy—Louis—was his kid. He might not have known him since he was born, or knew he even existed until two weeks ago, but he was Stan’s son nevertheless. He couldn’t let him down, not when Stan was all the kid had standing between him and a life in the foster care system. This was his chance to make up for ten years of not knowing and to prove to himself that maybe he didn’t have to keep carrying around the rest of the guilt weighing him down from the accident.

      Theresa and Louis walked up the steps to the front porch, and Remy stepped to the side so they could enter the house. “Mr. Wellington, the house looks much better than it did on our first visit. I assume everything is in order for Louis to move in with you?”

      “Yes, you have nothing to worry about. Either of you. Louis? This is Remy. She’ll be the live-in nanny and help us out for the first few months while you’re here,” he said, introducing them to each other.

      Remy stepped towards him and held out her hand. Louis clung to the small backpack over his shoulder and stared at her hand as she smiled warmly at him. Stan opened his mouth to help, but Remy shook her head subtly. “Louis, right?” she said gently.

      “Yeah,” he replied quietly, still not taking her hand.

      “You know, your dad spent all weekend setting up your room. It’s pretty sweet, and I hear there’s a few surprises up there for you. Want to see them?”

      Louis’ eyes brightened, but he still didn’t smile. Remy let her hand fall, giving up on the handshake. “Maybe.”

      “Well, I think you’ll want to. I hear there’s an awesome Battleship game up there, waiting to be played. When I was a kid, that was my favorite game, too. I still think I’m pretty good. Want to see?”

      “Battleship?” he asked excitedly and gave Remy a brilliant smile.

      “Yep. Why don’t you go on up and check it out? I’ll be right behind you.”

      Louis took off up the stairs, dropping his bag on the way. Remy scooped it up and held out her hand to Theresa. “Remy Reagan, nanny.”

      “Theresa Applebaum. I’m glad to see Mr. Wellington was able to find someone to help get Louis settled into his new life. It can be quite jarring for a child,” Theresa explained.

      “Yes, it can, but I’ll do my best to see he’s well looked after.”

      “Remy! Come on!” Louis yelled down the stairs.

      “On my way!” she yelled back and darted upstairs.

      Stan watched her go, his hopes rising that with Remy around, this might not be such a disaster. “Is there any more paperwork I need to worry about?”

      “No, you’re all set as his guardian. I’ll stop by for regular visits, of course, to ensure he’s doing well and that you are able to handle him.” She patted Stan on the shoulder when he sucked in his bottom lip and glanced worriedly upstairs. “Why don’t you give me a tour of the rest of the house so I can be sure everything’s in order? I’ll stay and observe for part of the day and be back in a week or so.”

      “Of course. Follow me,” he said as Louis’ laughter drifted through the house. He grinned at the happy sound and the way it lightened his spirits.

      He showed Theresa around the whole house and assured her several different times that Louis would never have any sort of access to his workshop. If he did somehow manage to get into that room, all the guns were locked up in separate vaults he would never be able to get into, and the ammo was stored in a floor safe hidden beneath the boards. Theresa still eyed the workshop with a look of disapproval, but she didn’t ask any more questions about it and they were able to move on to the rest of the house. When they reached the stairs, she said he could stay down there while she headed up to check on Louis and Remy.

      Stan spun absently around in his chair as he waited for them to come back downstairs. He wished he could hear what was being said, but when the trio appeared at the top of the stairs, Louis and Remy were arguing lightly over their last Battleship game and Theresa beamed at Stan.

      “Now, how about lunch?” Remy asked. “Louis, you hungry?’

      “I’m ten. I’m always hungry,” he teased.

      “Good thing I stocked the pantry then,” Stan mentioned, but Louis’ smile faltered and he ran into the kitchen ahead of them. Stan’s hopes vanished and he paused.

      “Give him time,” Remy whispered. “Remember? I said it would suck. This is part of the sucky days. It’ll get better.”

      “And if it doesn’t? If he hates me forever?”

      “He won’t. You can’t give up on him like—never mind,” she said quickly.

      Stan would have pushed her to tell him, but Theresa stood barely a foot away from them and his son waited in the kitchen. He let it go and led the way into the kitchen for lunchtime with his son, Remy, and the social worker taking notes on everything happening. No pressure, none at all. Stan spent most of the time trying to think of what to say to Louis that the kid might actually respond to, but nothing came to mind. Remy, on the other hand, was a natural with him and had Louis cracking a smile and eventually laughing loudly.

      “It’s nice to hear that sound,” Theresa told Stan as they sat at the kitchen table.

      Remy had asked Louis if he wanted to see the yard, and they were out there doing cartwheels in the overgrown grass. “Yes, Remy’s very good with kids. I’m afraid I might need some more work.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. Louis will come to understand why you weren’t there for him in time. I’m going to make a suggestion, and though it’s not a requirement, I feel it would do you and your son some good.”

      Stan took the business card she pulled out. “Dr. Wendall Price? Who’s he?”

      “He is a therapist specializing in difficult family situations such as this one.”

      “Therapy,” Stan muttered, wanting to crumple up the card in his hand and toss it aside. “You think I need therapy?”

      Theresa gave him a knowing look. “I think you know you need therapy and have yet to find a good enough reason to speak with someone. Let Louis be that reason. I know for a fact he will need someone to talk to. It could be good for you too.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind,” he said. The phone rang inside, and he excused himself to answer it. “Hello?” He set the card down on the table by the phone in the kitchen.

      “Stanford Wellington?” a woman asked sharply.

      “This is he. Who’s calling? I’m kind of in the middle of something.”

      “Is that so?” the woman snapped. “Well, I’m sorry for you being able to still live your life while my son is in a coma fighting for his thanks to you! I’m calling to remind you about him, about what you did!”

      Stan gritted his teeth and eyed Louis and Remy outside in the yard. “I told you to stop calling me—all of you. I did not cause that accident. Your son did.”

      “I’m going to sue you, I hope you know that!” she screamed into the phone. “I’m going to sue you for everything you have!”

      “You already tried, remember? Look, I’m sorry for what happened, but I wasn’t driving a boat drunk. Do not call me again or I will report you to the police.”

      He hung up as she continued to scream. Stan rubbed a hand over his face as he backed his chair up, glaring at the phone. The family had tried to sue him right after the accident, but Stan was not found at fault. The family, however, decided they didn’t like that outcome and continued to harass Stan, demanding he pay their medical bills, court fees, their son’s debts, and everything else under the sun. For the past month, they had been quiet and he’d hoped he’d heard the last of them.

      Apparently not.

      The last thing he wanted was for Remy to answer the phone one day when he wasn’t around. He would have to be sure to tell her not to answer unless she recognized the number. He pushed aside his rising anger, focusing on the sound of Louis’ laughter outside, and forced himself to rejoin them and pay attention to what mattered.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Remy’s sides hurt from laughing so hard as she and Louis battled it out in the sitting room. She groaned in defeat as Louis jumped to his feet, dancing around when he won. Theresa clapped and cheered from her corner as did Stan from his place beside the couch.

      “You know,” Remy said as she caught her breath, “there’s someone else in this room who really loves this game, probably as much as you do.”

      Louis’ smile fell a little as he glanced quickly at Stan. “Really?” he asked as if he couldn’t believe it. “No way.”

      “Way,” she insisted. “You should ask him. He might even show you a thing or two.”

      She handed the wireless controller to Louis and gave him an encouraging grin. Holding the controller tightly in his hand, Louis walked shyly over to Stan in his wheelchair and fumbled with it as he held it out to his dad. “Stan?”

      “Yeah, kiddo?”

      “Do you…do you want to play with me?”

      Remy held her breath as Stan took the controller and grinned brightly, holding out his hand to Louis. “I would love to, but you’ll have to take it easy on me. I’m pretty sure you’re going to kick my rear.”

      Theresa frowned, but Louis laughed as he turned around and sat right on Stan’s legs. “You’re on, old man.”

      Stan shot Remy a look of disbelief at his son sitting comfortably on his legs. She worried he might be in pain and mouthed the question, “How’s your legs?” but he shook his head and winked. They started the next round, and Louis whooped Stan’s rear soundly several times. Remy stood up and stepped quietly out of the room, Theresa joining her.

      “Well, I think they’ll be just fine,” Theresa said as she walked with Remy into the kitchen.

      “I think you’re right,” Remy agreed as she pulled out a few frozen pizzas for dinner.

      “And I think I’ve seen all I need to today. I left a card for Stan. I’m not sure where he placed it, but I’ll give you one, too. You seem to have a way with Louis and Stan, so you might be able to broach the subject better than I could.”

      Remy glanced at the card. “A therapist, huh? I’ll see what I can do.”

      “And please, if you have any questions about Louis or if anything happens, don’t hesitate to call me,” she added. “I’ll be in touch and will stop by again in a week or so.”

      “We’ll be here.” Remy walked Theresa out. She didn’t stop in to say goodbye to Louis but peeked into the room to see Stan and Louis still duking it out on the TV and laughing loudly with each other. The scene was heartwarming after the tension Remy had felt all day between the two of them. Tomorrow might not be as hard as she assumed if they were getting along this well already.

      When the pizzas were ready, Remy cut them up and piled the pieces on two plates, delivering them to the sitting room. She came back with sodas and told them to take a break and eat.

      “So, who’s winning?” she asked, grabbing a slice and taking a bite.

      Sitting across the room from Stan and Louis, she watched them both pick up a piece of pepperoni, hold it in the exact same way, and chew, mirroring each other with the same crooked grin as they ate. Remy’s mouth slowed as she watched, fascinated to see the clear relation between the two males before her.

      “I’m pretty sure Louis is,” Stan said. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to catch up.”

      “Probably not,” she agreed. “Not after what I saw last night.”

      “What happened last night?” Louis asked.

      “Your dad lost quite a few rounds to me,” she said and realized the second the words came out she’d said the wrong thing. Louis dropped his pizza on the plate and stood. “Louis, wait a second…please? You still need to eat dinner.”

      Sniffing hard and wiping at his eyes, he snapped, “He’s not my dad!” and ran out of the room.

      Remy jumped up to go after him, but Stan caught her hand. “Let him go,” he told her.

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t even thinking,” she muttered, aggravated. “You guys were doing so well together and I had to stick my foot in my mouth.” She started clearing the dishes filled with the uneaten food and carrying them to the kitchen. “How are your legs, by the way?”

      “Sore, but that’s normal. I was more surprised that he did it than anything else.” Stan balanced one of the plates on his lap as she grabbed their glasses and moved to the kitchen. “Don’t beat yourself up over it, Remy. If you didn’t say something tonight, I’m sure it wouldn’t have been long before I did.” He set the plate on the counter and played with a piece of pizza. “I think I’m going to turn in for the night.”

      “You don’t want to check on him before you do?”

      “No…no, I think I’m going to give him some space. We’ll see how tomorrow goes.”

      “That social worker gave me the card of a therapist,” she said as he started to roll away. “Did you want me to give him a call and set something up here at the house? A meeting to get the ball rolling between you two?”

      Stan rocked back and forth in his chair and shook his head. “No, and I don’t want to talk about the need for therapy again. Good night, Remy.”

      “Night,” she replied quietly, hurt by how he shut her out, too. “Well, good job, Remy. Now you have two sulking, brooding males in the house. I guess they could unite against you and find a way to bond that way.” She ate another piece of pizza angrily, drank her soda, and tucked the card for the therapist in her pocket. She fixed a plate and a glass of milk for Louis.

      She stopped outside Louis’ door and knocked. “Louis? I brought you some more dinner in case you were hungry.”

      “I’m not, but thanks,” he muttered through the door.

      Remy frowned down at the plate in her hand. “How about I drop it off for you and if you decide you’re hungry you can eat it later?” Holding her breath, she hoped he would give her a chance again.

      The door opened and Louis gifted her with a small smile. “Thanks, Remy.”

      “Of course, hon, and you know,” she said as she walked into the room and set the plate and glass down on the dresser, “I’m sorry if I upset you earlier.”

      “It’s okay. I know he’s my dad,” Louis said, his face scrunched up in confusion. “But I don’t feel like he’s really my dad yet. It’s weird, I guess.” He drew out a picture from his pocket, folded over and over again so it was creased, the corners bent and a few of the edges torn. “And I miss my mom.” He broke down in tears, and Remy hurried to hug him as he cried.

      “It’s okay to miss her. You’ve been through a lot and I know this isn’t easy, but Stan does care about you. He wants you to be happy. This isn’t easy for him either, you know.”

      “How do you know?” he uttered through his crying.

      “Because I can see it in how nervous he is. He wants you to like him and he wants you to find a home here,” Remy said, sinking to her knees so she could be eye level with Louis. “You have to give each other time, that’s all.” Louis nodded and wiped his eyes. “You promise me you’ll give him a chance?”

      “I will,” he promised. “You’ll be here, though, right?”

      “Every day,” she said and held out her pinkie to him. “As long as you both need me around, I’ll be here.”

      He wrapped his pinkie around hers and smiled. “Good.”

      “Okay, get some sleep, kid. It’ll be a long few days, but we’ll get through them.” She left Louis alone and paused at the top of the stairs, considering going and talking to Stan one more time but didn’t want to push her luck and piss him off. Him shutting down completely would not bode well for her. She would wait a few days and bring up the therapist idea again when he was in a better mood.

      Or if things took a turn for the worse.
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      The therapist’s card burned a hole in Remy’s pocket over the next few days as she watched Louis and Stan be polite to each other but nothing else. They ate breakfast together in near silence except for the questions Remy asked them both. She hoped with the weather cooling off, they would enjoy some time outside, but Louis holed himself up in his bedroom playing with the Legos she’d bought him or playing video games, and after one day of not being in his workshop at all, Stan spent the next two acting as he had the first time Remy met him. Reaching the end of her rope with both of them but not sure what to do, she told Louis she would be outside in the garden if he wanted to take a break from killing zombies.

      “Is Stan out there?” he asked, and she perked up when he sounded hopeful.

      “He’s in his workshop, but I can see if he wants to take a break.”

      “Nah, that’s okay. You don’t have to bug him.”

      Remy leaned against the doorframe, wondering what she could do to get Stan out of his workshop, and her eyes widened. “You know, there are a few battleship models that need to be built up in your room. I bet if you asked Stan, he would help you with them.”

      Louis paused his game and clambered to his feet. “You think?”

      “You never know until you ask. Give it a shot. Just remember, you can’t go into the workshop, okay? But you can knock on the door.”

      “I know, I know. There’s guns in there and I’m not allowed near them,” he said and sprinted upstairs to go grab one of the models. Remy went to the nearest intercom and paged Stan.

      “Yes?” he answered after a few seconds.

      “You’re going to have a visitor in a few minutes. He wants to ask you something.”

      “What is it?”

      “Nope, you’ll have to find out for yourself.”

      She ignored his next few questions and stepped outside, walking across the overgrown grass towards the shed. There had to be a mower in there somewhere. Or hedge clippers, at least. If not, she would call a service this afternoon and get it taken care of. The yard would be so much fun for a kid Louis’ age if it was in better shape. She reached the shed as Stan exited his workroom, locking the door behind him as Louis stepped out the back door. Remy paused to watch then decided this was their time to be alone and ducked into the dusty and dirty shed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Stan watched Louis walk towards him, carrying a box wrapped in plastic with an image of a battleship cruiser on the side. Feeling as nervous as Louis looked, he rolled closer and held out his hand for the box.

      “Whatcha got there?” he asked, trying to sound happy instead of aggravated at himself for not being able to connect with his own son.

      “A ship model. Remy said you might like to work on it with me…if you aren’t too busy.”

      Stan ran his hands over the box and his eyes darted to the shed where Remy had disappeared. “She was right. I didn’t know you were such a fan of ships.” He set the box on his lap and pushed his chair to the back door with Louis walking beside him.

      “Battleships, mostly, and aircraft carriers. They’re pretty sweet, too,” he said, bouncing as he spoke. “I had a few at my old house, but I couldn’t bring them with me.”

      “You know,” Stan said, hating how sad he sounded, “I have a room here filled with ship models.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. You can go check them out whenever you want to. I’ll show them to you later. I guess we’ll set this up on the kitchen table.”

      “You don’t think Remy will mind?” Louis asked, peering out the back door.

      “Nah, we’ll just use it as an excuse to watch a movie with dinner tonight.”

      Louis laughed, and Stan’s body flooded with warmth at the sound. They opened the box and set out the pieces, talking quietly together about which pieces would go where and how they would connect. He let Louis stretch out the guide to the missile cruiser they would be constructing. Working with Louis on the ship was a great idea. He would have to thank Remy later—hell, he would buy her flowers for what she helped him achieve with his son. They were working for over an hour on the ship when Stan sensed a chance to make a comment he’d wanted to make since Louis brought the ship to him.

      “You know, I was worried at first…about all of this.”

      “About the ship?” Louis asked, painting the side panels for the piece carefully.

      “No, about us having anything in common, you know? I’m glad we share the same love for a few things, at least.”

      Louis’ hands stilled, and he lifted his head slowly, those familiar blue eyes wavering along with his smile. “Yeah, I guess so,” he said quietly.

      “Louis, look, I think we need to have a serious talk about all of this.”

      “No, we don’t.”

      “Yes, we do. We need to clear the air and take a chance to understand each other better,” Stan pushed, but Louis leapt up from this seat and rushed for the kitchen door. “Louis, you can’t keep running away.”

      Louis skidded to a stop and whipped around. “Yes, I can. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Stan opened his mouth to argue when he noticed something on the floor. Maneuvering his chair around the table, he reached it just as Louis spotted it, too, and ran over to try and grab it out of his hands. Stan kept it out of his reach until he caught a glimpse of the photograph.

      “Lara,” he whispered right as Louis snatched it out of his hands. “Louis, wait.”

      “No! She was my mom and you…you weren’t there for her. You weren’t there for either of us. You don’t get to see her face. You don’t get to be my dad.”

      “I didn’t know,” Stan yelled back, startling them both with the force of his words and the tears burning in his eyes. “I didn’t know she was pregnant with you, Louis. She stopped passing through town one day. I never saw her again.”

      “I don’t believe you,” he cried, tears streaming down his cheeks, clutching the picture to his chest. “You had to know.”

      “Lara and I were never in a solid relationship. There were never any future plans,” he tried to explain the best he could to a kid. “She wasn’t interested in settling down, anyway—told me over and over again she didn’t want her life to be like that.”

      Louis wiped hard at his face, shaking his head. “No, you’re lying. You just didn’t want to see us. You didn’t want me.”

      “I loved her, Louis,” he said fiercely, then shut his mouth at finally admitting the truth to himself and to Louis. He stared open-mouthed at Stan as he rolled his chair closer. “I loved her, but you know how your mom was. She was a firecracker, an independent woman who never wanted anything else in her life but adventure. I guess she got that with you.”

      “Then why…why wouldn’t she tell you?”

      “Probably because I could never tell her how I really felt,” he muttered sadly. “Men can be stupid like that, but I did love her, Louis. If I’d known about you—ever had an inkling you were around—I would’ve been there in a heartbeat. I need you to know that.”

      Louis clung to the photograph, crying, but he couldn’t speak.

      Ignoring the pain in his legs, Stan stood up from his chair and sank to his knees before his son. “Louis, I would never have let your mom go through that alone. If she’d called, if she had said something…I’m sorry. I’m so sorry to both of you,” he sobbed, shattering to pieces on the kitchen floor. No other word left his mouth except for sorry, and suddenly, two small arms wrapped around his body as Louis hugged him close. Stan drew him into his arms, and son and father cried together over the time they’d lost. For Stan, part of it was realizing that the woman he loved all those years ago died without knowing how he truly felt.

      But she had left Stan as Louis’ official guardian. She trusted him to take care of their son once she was gone. Why hadn’t she sent for him when she knew she was pregnant, or later when she was sick? None of it made sense, and he would never have the chance to ask her. Louis’ tears wet his shirt, but he didn’t care. For the first time in ten years, he held his flesh and blood, his son, possibly the only child he would ever have.

      He heard soft crying coming from behind him and glanced up. Remy watched them from the back door. She smiled sweetly at the two of them, backed quietly out to the patio, and closed the door again. She wiped at her eyes before she turned around and disappeared into the gardens.

      Louis and Stan stayed on the floor for a long while before the latter wiped his eyes and leaned back. “I think this calls for some ice cream.”

      Louis smiled and stood. “Sounds good to me.”

      Stan mussed his hair and Louis laughed. “You’ll just have to give me a second here to find my feet again.” He barely finished speaking when Louis pushed the wheelchair closer. “Thanks, kiddo.”

      “What happened, anyway?”

      Stan plopped back down in the seat and grimaced at the pain radiating down his legs. “A boating accident, a bad one. I broke both my legs, and they’re taking a long while to heal properly.” He didn’t mention it was mostly because he gave up on his physical therapy, but his son didn’t need to know all about the accident yet. He wheeled himself to the freezer and opened it. “Pick out what you want, but make sure you grab the moose tracks.”

      Louis smirked, standing on his toes to reach the carton. “So that’s why Mom always said that to me.”

      “Said what?”

      “Don’t be like other men and eat all the good stuff. Whenever I asked her why she said that, she would roll her eyes and say someone she knew used to do it to her all the time,” he said and Stan laughed. “So it was you.”

      “Afraid so.” Stan watched as Louis grabbed two bowls and spoons, and carried everything to the table. As Stan dug out the ice cream for them both, he chewed on his cheek, debating whether he should ask, but Louis was the only one who might be able to help him. “Sometime, if you’re up for it, I’d love to hear all about your time with your mom…with Lara.”

      Louis took his bowl of ice cream, shrugging. “I’ll try.”

      “Not now, when you’re ready. It might be good for you to talk about her, too.”

      They ate their ice cream in comfortable silence before going back to work on the battleship. The tension between them was greatly lessened, and Stan sensed more of himself in the kid beside him, a boy with a hard past who kept everything tucked down deep inside, scared to let the world see him vulnerable. He glanced towards the table where he’d tossed the business card for the doctor. Therapy sounded like a good idea—for him and Louis. His eyes drifted out to the patio where Remy was busy tearing out dead flowers from the pots and cleaning up the flowerbeds.

      Sometime soon, he would have to be sure to do something nice for her. She was a godsend he couldn’t live without.
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* * *

      Remy busied herself the rest of the afternoon, digging into the dirt and tearing out the dead undergrowth while trying to salvage the few plants struggling to survive. When she heard the yelling, she rushed inside, ready to break the two of them up, but was struck instead by the raw emotion on Stan’s face as he confessed his love for Louis’ mother. To see them comforting each other and having their first breakthrough touched Remy deeply, and she did all she could think to do: back away and let them have their first, real bonding moment. She should’ve been happy, but hearing Stan say he loved Lara, a woman so strong and independent, bugged her, and she viciously dug deeper into the dirt until she was a mess with sweat matting her hair to her head and making her clothes stick to her.

      They’d only touched a few times, but each time, a spark came to life within her she wanted to explore further. But now…now, it seemed wrong to let him get even a hint of her attraction to him. She vowed to bury her feelings for Stan as deep as she could. For all she knew, it was simply lust. He was a very handsome man, but she was fooling herself. Stan drew her in with every smile she managed to draw out of him, or a laugh, or a gentle brush of his hand against her arm.

      “You hoping to find some buried treasure or something?”

      She cursed as her hand with the trowel slipped and she caught her finger. “Dang! You have got to start announcing yourself,” she said, clutching her bleeding finger in the palm of her other hand. “Or get squeakier wheels or something.”

      Stan gave her a wolfish grin and scratched at the scruff on his chin. “Sorry. You all right?”

      “I’ll live,” she muttered, then sank back onto her butt and laughed. “So you made some progress today with Louis.”

      “We did, actually, and I have you to thank for getting it started.” He held out his hand and she took it with her non-injured one. “Thank you, Remy, for everything you’re doing.”

      “You’re welcome, and you can add an extra thank-you for hiring a lawn service. They start tomorrow.”

      Stan chuckled. “Well, thank you for that, too. I guess having a nice lawn will be good for Louis.”

      “My thoughts exactly. I’ll get cleaned up and we can figure out dinner… what? Why are you cringing?” she asked when Stan’s face scrunched up into a guilty look. “Stan?”

      “Well, the kitchen table might be occupied at the moment, so we thought dinner and a movie? An oldie but a goodie, and one I share a fondness for with my son.”

      Remy hoisted herself to her feet, brushing dirt from her jeaned capris. “Well, I can’t argue with that. How do you feel about takeout then?”

      “It’ll save you a night of cooking—which, by the way, if you want me to find a new cook, I will.”

      “Nah, I don’t mind, really. Figure out what you guys want and we’ll order when I’m clean.”

      “Remy? You all right?” he asked when she neared the back door.

      Working to make sure her smile didn’t falter, she glanced at him over her shoulder. “Yeah, I’m good, just tired, and happy for you and Louis. It’s a weird combination. I’m good, promise.” He let her go without any more questions, and she grinned at the half-made ship on the kitchen table before climbing the stairs and hoping her feelings for Stan would wash down the drain along with the dirt from her hands and face.
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      Several days passed after the breakthrough in the kitchen, and each day, Stan awoke with a new sense of real bonding with his son. He spent most of his days with Louis by his side, playing games or building more model ships. He even let Louis into his workshop to watch him while he worked, though Remy watched from the doorway, biting her lip anxiously the entire time. If Louis would be living there full-time, he needed to understand what was in the workshop and why he couldn’t be in there without Stan.

      Theresa came for her first visit and left after only an hour, more than satisfied with their progress. Stan wanted to be happy. Even the pain in his legs grew less noticeable with Louis to keep him distracted, but the nagging in Stan’s gut grew worse.

      Remy’s smile wasn’t as bright as it had been a few days before, and she seemed to keep her distance from Stan. He understood her wanting to give him time with his son, but she didn’t join him later in the evening for a glass of wine and casual conversation. Even their coffee together in the morning before Louis woke up was limited to a few polite words before she made breakfast and started her list of duties for the day. Stan asked her several times what was bothering her, but she remained tight-lipped.

      But two could play at this game. She pushed him and it was his turn to push back.

      He checked on Louis, who was tuckered out from their morning visit to the park, another one of Remy’s ideas. Stan hadn’t been able to do much, but he could still toss a ball around. Remy was more than willing to run around with Louis while Stan watched on, laughing at their antics. She really was great with kids. For a second, he pictured her with her own children and what type of mom she would be. His hands froze on the wheels of his chair, and he frowned as he imagined those future kids having the same eyes as Louis.

      Shaking his head to clear the impossible image, he rolled outside to the patio and squinted in the late afternoon sun, searching for Remy. He listened close and heard grunting along with several loud curses coming from around the other side of the house. Following the stone path, he wheeled his chair towards her, being sure to announce himself this time.

      “Remy!”

      “Oh… hey,” she said, pausing in her raking to wipe her arm across her forehead. “Dinner time already?”

      “No, not yet, and Louis is passed out on the couch inside. I hoped we could talk.”

      She leaned on the rake and her eyes darted past him towards the house. “Can I shower first?”

      “No, because you’ll find something else to keep you busy, and then something else,” he argued sternly. “Something is bothering you, and I would like to know what it is and if it’s something I did.”

      Her eye twitched and she pinched her tongue between her teeth. “Are you asking as my employer?”

      “I’m asking as a friend,” he said softly. “Remy, what’s going on?”

      She leaned the rake against the side of the house and tugged at her ear. “It’s not a big deal, really, and I don’t want to put you out.”

      “You’re good at not answering questions,” he muttered.

      “A trait I learned from my mom. I’m frustrated about a few things and I don’t exactly have my usual…outlet to work through such problems,” she said with a shrug. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Is that why you spend so much time in the gardens?” he asked.

      “Pretty much. That and I couldn’t stand looking at them anymore. My mom would have a heart attack if she saw flower beds this sad and neglected.”

      Stan blew out a breath of relief. At least he wasn’t the reason for the change in her, though she did say she was frustrated about a few things. He took his time studying her face and the way her jeans hugged her thighs and hips, how her damp, sweat-soaked tank showed off her curves and dipped low enough to give him a pleasant view of the tanned mounds of flesh his hands curled into fists wanting to touch. A sudden, burning hot longing erupted inside him, and he angled his chair so she hopefully wouldn’t catch the instant reaction his body had to his thoughts of peeling those sweaty clothes from her body.

      “Uh, what is your outlet, anyway?” he asked, the words hoarse.

      She tilted her head as she tapped her fingers on the rake handle. “I’m a bit of an artist. Painting, mostly, but I’m branching out into a few other projects. My studio is at my parents’ house because I wasn’t sure if you had room here.”

      “Please, pick any room you want and it’s yours. You’ll be here for a while, and I’d prefer my nanny to be a happy nanny since she’s also my housekeeper and my cook,” he added, meaning it to be playful but also the truth. His words had a different effect. Remy’s eyes darkened.

      “Thanks, I guess I’ll do that then. Do you think you can hold down the fort tomorrow while I go fetch everything I need?”

      “We’ll manage for a few hours without you.” His hands slipped to the wheels to leave her be, but he wanted to keep talking to her, see her smile again, hear that deep-throated laugh he never heard enough of. “Want some help?”

      “You want to get messy?” she asked, laughing.

      He shrugged. “It is my yard and here you are, doing all the hard work.” He moved his chair to the edge of the patio and locked the wheels. His arms trembling as he lifted himself up, he almost made it to standing, but his legs shook when he tried to put any weight on them. Two arms closed around his middle and he leaned on Remy as she helped him stand up straight, walk the few steps into the flower bed, and sink down to his knees. She sat with him and her arms stayed closed around his torso for another moment before she drew back with a nervous cough. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said with a look of surprise. “Nice to see you being a little more open to help and not biting my head off.”

      He cringed as she handed him the small trowel. “I am sorry about that. It seems you’re changing quite a few things about me, including my mood.” He dug at the roots of a dead shrub, working to get the plant out of the ground. Sweat beaded his brow and dripped down his back, but the labor felt good. Working side-by-side with Remy helped. When half the shrub was out, he paused, sitting back on his heels. He bit his cheek, not wanting to ruin the moment, but he wanted to know. “You said you were frustrated about a few things.”

      “Huh?” she asked, pausing with the hand rake as she worked the soil around the salvaged plants. “Oh, that… it’s nothing you need to worry about.”

      Her eyes darkened even more as her gaze lingered on his face, shifting lower over his muscled shoulders and arms. When her gaze dipped even lower than that, his cheeks burned hot, and she shook her head, sending her hair flying out of its ponytail. Her face was flushed, but whether it was from the work or checking him out, Stan was unsure. She busied herself with the soil again, pointedly not speaking about the subject.

      “You know, I think you’re more stubborn than I am,” he grunted, pulling at the roots of the shrub until they came free. He gave a triumphant yell and tossed the dead plant into the pile with the others.

      “That’s not possible.” She panted as she worked at replanting one of the small shrubs she’d pulled up from the other end of the flowerbed. “You’re the most stubborn, pain-in-the-rear man I’ve ever met in my life.”

      “You know you like it,” he teased, but her hands stilled and she blinked rapidly, keeping her gaze focused on the dirt beneath her hands.

      The tension between them ratcheted up several notches until it was hard to breathe. Stan had found her attractive the second she stepped into his life. Everything she’d done since then only made him like her more and admire her for her strong personality and take-charge attitude. For the first time since the accident, too, arousal needled its way into his body—arousal and a longing for this woman to fall into bed with him and spend the rest of the afternoon there, twisted up in the sheets and each other’s arms. He straightened on his knees and reached carefully for her hands. Her breath caught in her chest as her whole body trembled from his touch. They were so close already, all Stan needed to do was slip his hand to the nape of her neck and lower his mouth to hers. A kiss, a sweet kiss to show her this attraction he hoped to heaven he felt was mutual.

      Her tongue darted out to lick her lips, and his gut twisted in raw desire to lick those lips. His hand was moving to the back of her neck when Louis called out to them.

      “What are you guys doing?”

      Stan immediately let go of Remy’s hands, and she returned to her work as he turned with a grin to see Louis running to the edge of the patio. His smirk said he knew exactly what they’d been about to do, and Stan narrowed his eyes at his son.

      “Gardening. Want to help, or are you going to sleep for another ten hours?” he said jokingly and tossed the trowel to Louis.

      They worked side by side for the next two hours, and it was the most natural time of Stan’s life. Remy relaxed, and they were laughing before long, turning the horrid, overgrown flowerbed into something resembling beauty.

      “You know,” Remy said when they called it quits as the sun set behind them, “I could probably get my mom to deliver some plants for you. They would really bring this place back to life. It’s not too late in the season for some new colors.”

      “Tell her I will pay her handsomely for them. I think we could use some colors.”

      Remy and Louis helped him find his feet and land back in his chair. Anger spiked through him for a split second at how he was still trapped in the chair, but he quickly stamped it out as his usual guilty conscience slipped back into place. The smile remained plastered on his face, but all his joy from the afternoon was gone.

      “Louis, why don’t you get washed up and we’ll get dinner going?” Remy suggested.

      “Burgers and fries?” he asked hopefully.

      Remy’s hands rested on her hips as she shrugged. “Sure, why not? Unless boss man here wants something else.”

      “Hmm? No, no, that’s fine. I have to take care of a few things.”

      He pushed his chair towards the workshop as Louis darted back inside the house. “Don’t you dare go hide in there and brood,” Remy called after him.

      “I’m not.”

      “Right, sure you’re not. Just make sure you’re in that happy mood when you come back out.”

      Stan spun his chair back around, but the words stuck in his throat. Remy scowled at him, daring him to argue with her. He let out a deep breath and headed for the house instead. “Fine, fine. Happy?”

      “No, I’d be happy if you’d stop brooding all the time when you think I’m not looking.”

      “Says the woman who’s clearly hiding something herself,” he pointed out.

      Remy’s face blanched and she nibbled her lip. “It’s different. I don’t have a son I have to take care of.”

      “It’s not different. You’re hiding something, just like I am.” He rolled closer, unsure what he planned on doing when he reached her. She turned around with a muttered curse, but he was faster and reached out for her waist, drawing her back with a surprised “Oh!” into his lap.

      “Stan, what are you doing?” she asked, trying to get up, but he held on tighter. The ghost of a smile flickered across her face. “Really, this is not… this is not appropriate,” she added in a whisper.

      “Neither is this,” he murmured and grabbed the nape of her neck, turned her face, and captured her lips in a steamy kiss. He was worried he was too clumsy, but her hands slithered around his body and she drew him closer as the kiss stretched on. His legs throbbed in pain from her weight, but he didn’t want her to leave his lap. His tongue reached out tentatively, seeking the warmth of her mouth, and her lips parted on a sigh. He ravished her mouth, her quiet moans sending his desire spiraling out of control. If he wasn’t stuck in this chair and his son wasn’t inside, he’d have her right there on the patio, covered in sweat and dirty from the day’s work.

      “Stan,” she whispered against his lips, her need evident in the hoarseness of that one word. Then she shifted on his lap and pulled back, her eyes wide as she stared down at his groin. “Oh goodness… oh shoot, I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” he grumbled as she pulled away even more.

      She gave him an exasperated look. “You know what. I didn’t want this to happen. I’m sorry, I should…uh, I should get inside and work on dinner.”

      She slipped out of his hands before he could catch her and rushed inside the house, leaving him out on the patio wondering what went wrong.

      She’s the nanny, you idiot, he scolded himself as he wheeled himself inside. She’s probably worried she’ll mess up her job if she gets involved with you. Or mess up this chance with your son, and you just had to go and push her.

      His throbbing erection took a while to go away as he showered and dressed for dinner. He imagined burying himself in Remy and hearing her whisper his name again or cry it out loudly so it echoed through the house.

      The house where his son lived, too. He hung his head, cursing his difficult circumstances. He would have to find a way to control his longing for her, at least until he had a plan for how to successfully woo her without Louis being around to see or hear anything. As he made his way back to the kitchen and heard Remy laughing with Louis, he put on his best relaxed, happy face and pretended he wasn’t itching to start that kiss all over again and show her he was falling for her.
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      “Remy? You all right over there? We’re supposed to pick out plants, you know, not daydream about hot men.”

      Remy glared at Callie through the hanging pots between them, and her friend beamed. “I wasn’t daydreaming about hot men,” she muttered, though that was exactly what she was doing. Since that kiss yesterday, her lips tingled in remembrance of how it felt being in Stan’s lap, his arms holding her close as his mouth explored hers deliciously. Her cheeks burned, and she heard Callie cackle from the other aisle.

      “You totally are. Why not just, you know, do the dirty and get it over with?”

      Remy’s heart pounded painfully behind her ribs. “Sex?”

      “Yes, I mean sex,” Callie said louder, ignoring the curious looks from several customers in the greenhouse. “It’s about time you had your first romp in the hay.”

      “I can’t… I mean, I really shouldn’t, not with this guy.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      Remy picked up a potted lily and set it in the cart next to the calla lilies and several different types of azaleas. “He’s…uh, he’s off limits.” She tried to keep walking, but Callie stopped in front of her cart. “Come on, we can’t be gone all day. It’s going to take me forever to plant everything.”

      Callie’s eyes narrowed then widened as she clapped a hand over her mouth, bouncing up and down on her feet. “No way!”

      “No way, what?” Abbey asked as she walked over, wiping her hands on her green apron.

      “Nothing at all, Mom.”

      “Callie looks like she’s going to explode, so I would say it’s something a bit more than that.”

      Callie nodded her head frantically. “Oh, man, Remy, you really did it this time.”

      Pursing her lips, Remy left the cart and walked around to the other end of the aisle without it, Callie and Abbey following close behind. She busied herself by picking out a few more plants and hoisting them into her arms, but when she turned, she found herself blocked in by both women.

      “Remy, what’s going on?” Abbey asked seriously.

      “Nothing, Mom. It’s nothing.”

      “You know that doesn’t work with me. Tell me now or I’ll come with you and plant all these lovely flowers while I tell your new boss as many embarrassing stories about you as I can.”

      Remy gulped. “I just… I might have a certain attraction for, uh, for my new boss,” she said quietly, cringing. “Like a bad attraction and I…uh, I think he might have one back.”

      Callie laughed, dancing around in a circle as if it was the best thing ever, but Abbey appeared torn between wanting to be happy and worry for her daughter’s choice of man to fall for. “Remy, are you sure it’s not just a physical attraction?”

      “No… maybe, I don’t know, Mom,” she grumbled and set the plants down with a huff. “I don’t know. He drives me crazy half the time with his broodiness, but the days he laughs and smiles, he’s this completely different man and I…I really like him. Then yesterday, he kissed me and I have no idea what the heck I’m doing!”

      Abbey sighed as she pulled her daughter into a hug. “That’s usually how it goes. That’s how it was with your dad and me,” she said, rubbing her back. “Whatever you do, please be careful. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “That’s all? You’re not going to tell me to quit my job and stay away from him?”

      “For the past few weeks, all you’ve talked about is how great it is being in that house and helping their small family come together,” Abbey told her. “Why would I try to pull you away from that? They need you, so yes, all I’m going to say is be careful and take care of yourself, too.” She kissed her forehead with a grin.

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Anytime, hon. Now, how about we get all these plants rung up? Your dad packed your studio and has been blowing up my phone for the past twenty minutes, wanting to know if it was safe to deliver your art stuff.”

      Remy chuckled. “You should text him and say I changed my mind.”

      “Oh, that’s a good idea,” Abbey agreed, and giggling, she texted George, saying just that. The immediate response was a phone call from the man himself, asking what was going on. Remy laughed as her mom kept the prank going for a solid ten minutes before she told George they were kidding and relayed the address to him.

      Remy rode with her mom and Callie back to Stan’s home, but thankfully, the two had called for a cab and were out for the day, exploring the local shops in search of new ship models. Callie pouted, saying she wanted to meet this mysterious man, but Remy told her she could not stick around by hiding in her closet until the boys returned home. The plants unloaded and laid out with Abbey’s expertise, Remy ducked inside to the room she’d picked as her studio. It was on the ground floor at the very back of the house. It looked like it used to be a storeroom of some kind, so there were plenty of shelves and old tables for her to use. George had set up most of her supplies by the time she reached it.

      “Well, kid,” he said, draping his arm over her shoulders and planting a loud kiss on top of her head, “I think I’m actually going to miss seeing this stuff every day.”

      “Really?” she asked, surprised.

      “No, not really,” he teased, and she elbowed him in the side.

      “But your mom said something about you and this fella possibly having a fling. Do I need to have a stern talk with him?”

      Horrified that he was being serious, Remy begged him not to, babbling for several minutes about how traumatizing that would be when George burst out laughing.

      “Gotcha.”

      “Not funny, Dad, not even close,” she argued and elbowed him again.

      “Hey, watch it. Old man walking here.”

      “Whatever. You’re not old.”

      “But seriously,” he said when he reached the front door. Abbey waited with Callie in the greenhouse truck. “If you and this Stanford guy get involved, you tell him if he hurts my little girl, I don’t care if he’s in a wheelchair. I’ll whoop his rear into next year.”

      Remy rolled her eyes and shoved him out the door. “I’ll be sure not to tell him that. Bye, guys! Thanks!”

      Her parents and Callie waved until they were down the drive, and Remy shut the front door. She had quite a chunk of work ahead of her so she found her work gloves, a bottle of water, and stepped out onto the back patio.

      “All right, plants, let’s do this,” she said with a grin and set to work.

      She dug into the work headfirst, ready for the distraction to draw her thoughts away from Stan and the kiss they’d shared, but it did the exact opposite. Every time she dug her trowel into the dirt, she sensed the ghost of his touch at the back of her neck, felt his solid thighs beneath her rear, and heard his groan when she opened her mouth for him and let his tongue explore alongside hers. By the time she was finished with one flower bed, she was beyond hot and bothered, and moved right on to wanting to jump his bones the second she saw him again.

      “He has enough on his plate without you causing him more problems,” she scolded herself, digging a hole big enough for the next azalea. “Don’t make it worse.”

      “You know, if you keep stabbing the ground like that, you might break your trowel.”

      She shrieked and leapt up from the ground. Louis burst out laughing as Stan grinned at her, his eyes glimmering with mischief. “Oh, you boys think you’re so funny, huh?”

      “We have our moments. Want some help with the rest?” Stan asked.

      “I’ll get the shovels!” Louis called out and raced across the grass towards the shed.

      “Did you two have a good afternoon?” she asked, pulling her hair back up in a tighter bun and avoiding his gaze.

      “Yeah, not too shabby. We found a few good models to build. You?”

      “Great. A great day,” she said, overly cheerful, and his brows rose up into his hairline. “The studio’s all set up, and I think I managed to get enough plants for you. Mom gave you a discount, by the way, so be sure to thank her later.”

      “Later? Am I going to meet Mrs. and Mr. Reagan soon?”

      Remy’s mouth fell open as she realized how that sounded and worried that he would freak out at the mention of meeting her parents. Instead, he grinned wider and seemed to find the idea pleasing.

      “No, not any time soon,” she corrected quickly. “Well, we have a lot of plants to still get through, so we should, you know, get back to it.” She sensed his gaze on her as she bent and worked on the azalea, but she refused to turn around and meet those charming blue eyes. Thankfully, Louis was quick to return with the shovels, and there was no chance for Stan to drag her up into his lap again.

      At least not yet. She had no idea what might happen later after Louis went to bed. She secretly hoped Stan wouldn’t stop trying to flirt with her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Stan waited until Louis was tucked in bed and he reached the lower floor again before he sought Remy. She sat in one of the back patio chairs, nursing a large glass of red wine and smiling at the newly finished flower beds.

      “I think that kids going to sleep for a week,” he commented, parking his chair beside hers. “He’s definitely a hard worker.”

      “Yeah. He takes after his dad in that regard,” she mused.

      “Do you mind if I tour your new art studio?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure you want to see my art,” she said with a nervous laugh. “It’s not that great.”

      “That’s not what I read. I read you’ve sold a number of pieces over the last few years,” he said, holding up his cell with the article he found displayed on the screen. “Apparently, everyone wonders why you turned to a life of hospitality instead of going for an art degree.”

      “You researched me?” she accused, her eyes narrowed as her lips curled into a grin.

      He tucked his phone away. “I had an hour to kill while Louis tried to decide which dang model he wanted, so yes, I did. You can’t tell me you haven’t done some research on me.”

      She bit her tongue and glanced away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “That’s what I thought. Now come on, I want to see your art. There are no pictures online.”

      “I did that for a reason.” She drained the rest of her glass and gave him a firm nod. “Fine, but I warned you.”

      She led the way down the hall and past his bedroom—which gave Stan several ideas of what he would love to do, but he resisted. They stopped outside the closed door to a room that had been filled with garbage before Louis moved in. Stephanie had made him clear it out. Remy’s hand rested on the knob, and she whispered something under her breath. Stan couldn’t hear what she said. She opened the door and stepped inside.

      “Here we go, the studio of Remy Reagan.”

      Stan rolled his chair inside and the smile fell from his face as he stared at the art work filling the room. The paintings hanging on the wall or leaning against the tables were all in dark tones of browns and reds or black and grey. There was hardly any color in the dreary landscapes of rolling hills or crumbling houses. A few showcased a degraded greenhouse with dead flowers littering the ground beneath an unseen person’s feet as they trudged through the dirt and mud. Stan pushed his chair further into the room, taking time to admire every piece before moving on to the next. He spotted what he assumed was meant to be a self-portrait and pushed his chair as close as he could. The delicate lines shaping Remy’s face were expertly painted, but the sadness in those brown eyes, the depth of dark emotion coursing through the lines on that face, was unfamiliar to him. The eyes pulled him in deeper and deeper. Each time he blinked, he saw a new layer to the face, the sadness turned to bitterness, and eventually, guilt.

      “I told you, nothing spectacular to look at,” she said quietly behind him.

      “You’re kidding, right? These are amazing,” he argued, forcing his gaze away from the painting of Remy to the woman standing behind him. In the dim lighting, he spotted a hint of the guilt and sadness before it was replaced immediately with the happy, bubbly Remy he knew. “Where do they come from?”

      She shoved her hands in her pockets and wandered around the room, running her fingers down the canvases. “I dunno, not really. I just pick up a brush and this is what comes out.”

      Stan moved around the room, wondering if she would consider selling some of these pieces to him when he saw the clay sculpture under a piece of plastic. “What’s this one?”

      “A new project. I’m branching out a bit.”

      “Can I see it?”

      Her brows drew together and she screwed her mouth up to the side but walked across the room and removed the plastic carefully, revealing the piece beneath. “I’m still figuring out my technique, and it’s not even close to being finished. I thought of scrapping it a while ago—”

      “Don’t,” he insisted, cutting her off. “It’s perfect.”

      She laughed in disbelief. “We’re staring at the same piece, right?”

      “Yes, we are. You don’t give yourself enough credit. All of your work is amazing, truly.”

      He wanted to tell her how deeply these pieces resonated with him, except the words were lost somewhere between his mind and his mouth. A darkness had awakened in him when he’d learned one of the brothers died as a result of the accident. He was involved in the loss of life, and though everyone explained it wasn’t his fault, he was still part of the reason that man died and why the other brother was still in a coma. It ate away at him, a man who’d spent his days pleasuring himself with women and doing what he wanted when he wanted without a care for anyone else. The darkness was always there, stuck inside him with no way to get out until now. The images surrounding him were exactly what he felt day in and day out, and there they were on display from a woman he never would have expected to have as such buried within her.

      “These don’t freak you out? You don’t want me to quit?” she asked tentatively.

      “Why would I want you to quit?”

      She hopped up on one of the worktables, rubbing her hands down her thighs. “Most people run in the other direction when they see my work, especially…well…never mind.”

      “You know, you told me when we first met if I ever needed to talk, you were here for me?” he reminded her. “That goes both ways, just so you know. You can talk to me, Remy. I’m not going to run.” He glanced at his legs and smirked. “It’s not like I could, even if I wanted to.”

      “Did you just crack a joke about your legs?” she asked, and he heard the laughter in her words.

      “I think I did,” he answered and let out a chuckle. “Now, come on, who especially runs away?”

      She hung her head, the locks of chestnut hair hiding her face as she mumbled something, but Stan didn’t catch it.

      “Remy,” he pushed, and she lifted her head, throwing her hair over her shoulders.

      “Guys, okay? Guys see this trash and they think I’m some crazy emo chick,” she snapped. “My dating life sucks because of my art, but I can’t seem to paint anything happy. It doesn’t work, so I don’t have a lot friends and my longest boyfriend lasted two weeks.”

      “What happened with him?” Stan asked as another realization crossed his mind as she spoke.

      “I finally let him see my art. He broke up with me that night. I’m un-dateable, apparently. I’m twenty-five and I’ve never had a real relationship, never even had—” She shoved a hand over her mouth, her face bright red as her eyes widened.

      Stan already suspected that was the case, but hearing her say it did little to scare him away. If anything, he wanted her now more than before. She was untouched by a man, and the primal urge to possess this woman gave him the drive to make it to his feet and take the four steps needed to close the distance between them.

      “Stan, what are you doing?” she asked. “Your legs.”

      He sucked in a deep breath through his nose, placing his palms on the table on either side of her legs. “They’ll survive for a few minutes,” he grunted. “I, however, will not if I don’t kiss you again.”

      She started to protest, but his lips found hers. She melted against him, gripping his shoulders hard as she moved her mouth over his. He wanted to know everything about this woman, needed the time to do it. He should’ve pulled back before he scared her into running away, but she spread her thighs and his body slipped into the open space between. The pain in his legs faded as he reached up and caught the nape of her neck, and her legs wrapped around his waist. His cock throbbed in his jeans, constricted by the fabric and wanting desperately to seek out her depths, have her ride him and scream with pleasure for the very first time. He pictured it happening, and as though she read his mind, her tongue darted into his mouth as her legs tightened their hold on his body.

      “Stan,” she whispered breathless against his lips. “What are… what are we doing?”

      “I don’t know, but I can’t seem to stop,” he replied, his lips moving to her jawline and licking a trail down her neck. She shivered, and he leaned into her more, hoping she felt him pressed between her legs. From the sudden twitch of her hips, she did, and he wished he could carry her down the hall and deposit her in his bed.

      His legs trembled, and suddenly, he was unable to keep standing. Remy hopped off the table quickly and grabbed him around the middle. “Stan,” she muttered and got him back into his chair. His legs shaking, he grunted in pain. “That’s it. I’m taking you to bed.”

      He grinned at her words, and his hand snaked around to grab her rear. Her eyes darkened and she leaned down to kiss him before pushing his hand aside.

      “Not like that.”

      “You mean not yet,” he added.

      He didn’t see her face as she moved behind his chair to push him out of the studio, but he sensed the mixed range of wanting to take him up on his offer and worry. She entered his bedroom and parked his chair by the bed. Without a word, she turned for the door, but he reached out and caught her hand.

      “Wait, Remy,” he whispered. “Hold on a second.”

      She stopped and turned reluctantly to face him. “What?’

      “I don’t want you to think that whatever might happen between us will in any way affect your job here,” he told her firmly. “This, whatever this is… you’re not the only one it’s new for.”

      “What are you talking about? You’ve been through this before.”

      He let go of her hand, unsure what she meant. “I have?”

      “Yeah. You’ve been in relationships and you loved someone before, and I don’t want to stomp all over that or make your life difficult with Louis and trying to figure everything out,” she mumbled. “That’s not what I came here to do.”

      Stan sagged in his chair as everything clicked about why she tried to distance herself. “You heard me tell Louis I loved Lara.”

      Remy bobbed her head once. “I don’t know how to navigate this, whatever this is.”

      “I don’t either,” he said, but she crossed her arms over her chest and turned to leave again. “No, now wait a darn second. Lara was a completely different woman than you. She wasn’t interested in a solid relationship, or in settling down. She was too much of a traveler, loved bouncing around the globe and doing what she wanted when she wanted. I don’t even think she loved me the way I loved her.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “I have no idea, honestly,” he admitted with a shaky laugh, “but I know that I want to see where this could go. You are the first woman in a long time to affect me this way. You’re the first to make me smile, or get me to laugh.”

      Remy smiled softly. “You’re just saying that.”

      “No. No, I’m not. I don’t want you here because you’re great with Louis. I need you, Remy. I do, and I want you here,” he said, reaching out for her hand again. “Can we agree that whatever this might be, it’s mutual and we’ll see where it goes?”

      “And if it ends in a massive blowup?”

      He prayed it wouldn’t, but there was always a chance he would idiot things up. “Then we agree right now to go our separate ways, no hard feelings.”

      “And Louis can’t see anything,” she added. “I don’t want him dealing with anything else.”

      “Deal,” he agreed, and she shook his outstretched hand. “Does that mean you’ll stay tonight? With me?”

      Her hand gripped his tighter, and she glanced over his shoulder at the king-sized bed. “I’m still not sure what I want to do.”

      His heart sank, but he let her go. “Just know I’m here and I’m not giving up.”

      “Maybe you should take that principle and apply it to yourself,” she said sternly.

      Stan ground his teeth, but she turned around and left before he had a chance to respond. She was right, but what she didn’t realize was her being there with him was already pushing him towards wanting to get better. He might not show it enough, but the drive was coming back, if only so he could chase her the next time she darted out of a room, throw her over his shoulder, and carry her right back to his bed. She was meant to be with him, and he started to think it was for much more than helping him and Louis make their new family work.

      Remy was a fit for him in nearly every way. She would see it soon enough. He would have to get her to see what he did every time they were in a room together.
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      Another week passed at the Wellington mansion, and Louis and Stan were busy getting Louis ready for his new school. The kitchen table was littered with pamphlets on the private, all-boy academy Stan had attended when he was younger, but Louis had always gone to public school and wasn’t so sure about it.

      Remy listened from the other end of the kitchen, making breakfast as Stan explained to Louis all the unique programs the school had.

      “But it’s all boys,” he whined. “And I have to wear a uniform with a tie. What ten-year-old wears a tie?”

      “I think he’s got you there,” Remy added, bringing over a fresh cup of coffee for Stan.

      “Thanks,” he said, his hand snaking out to run along her leg, out of sight of Louis.

      Her eyes fluttered closed before she caught herself and coughed. “You’re welcome. Louis? Bacon or sausage this morning?” she asked, hating how the words came out much higher-pitched than normal.

      “Bacon,” Louis replied as if it was obvious, and Stan shot him a look. “Please, Remy?”

      “That’s better,” she said and pulled the bacon out the fridge.

      “Look, there’s an archery program and a boating program,” Stan pointed out, and Remy heard the shuffling of more papers.

      “Boating? Really?”

      “Yep. I think you’ll really like this school. The teachers are amazing, the class sizes are small, and you’re not stuck in the same room all day long,” he added. “It’s the perfect school for an adventurer such as yourself.”

      Remy grinned, listening to them talk and sounding more and more like father and son than the two reluctant people who had been thrown together in a house. Theresa was blown away by their progress after her latest visit and had asked if Stan reconsidered talking to the therapist. Remy explained she had yet to bring it up again, but wasn’t sure if they needed it. Of course, she spoke too soon. Later that same night, she went to Stan’s workshop to check on him and came in at the tail end of him raging at something, slamming his hand down on the worktable and sending his tools tumbling to the floor around him. She helped him pick them up as he snapped at her that he could take care of it.

      “Yes, I can see that,” she snapped right back, tossing the tools on the table.

      “You don’t understand,” he replied, sitting down hard in his chair, rubbing his forehead hard as if to chase away whatever still haunted him.

      “You’re dang right I don’t, and you know why? Because you refuse to tell me anything!”

      “Like you tell me everything,” he muttered bitterly. “I know you’re still hiding trash, so don’t sit there all high and mighty, and act like I’m the only one in this relationship who’s keeping secrets!”

      She had thrown her hands up in the air as she yelled in aggravation and slammed the workshop door shut behind her. Louis was in bed for the night, so she went to her studio, turned on some music by Two Steps from Hell, picked up a brush, paint, fresh canvas, and painted her anger onto that blank white space. She had no idea how much time had passed before the studio door opened and Stan rolled inside. She ignored him, running her brush frantically over the painting, unfocused on what she’d created until Stan’s hand grabbed hers gently, pausing her in her work.

      “Remy,” he whispered, and she scowled at him, but his eyes were locked on the canvas in front of her.

      Covered in paint and panting from her exertion, she turned to take in her latest piece and gasped. The painting was of two people clutched in each other’s arms, embracing in a kiss. Rain fell around their bodies surrounded by dead flowers and new buds springing to life around them. They were clearly naked, and Remy dropped the brush in shock when she realized she’d essentially painted what she wanted for her and Stan.

      “I…I wasn’t even paying attention,” she’d told him.

      “At least if I ever don’t know what you’re upset about I can come in here,” he mused. “It’s beautiful. Is this what you want?”

      “I do, but I’m scared,” she whispered.

      He drew her into his lap and hugged her close, resting his chin on her shoulder. “To be fair, I am too. I’m sorry for not being able to tell you everything yet.”

      “Same,” she replied, leaning back into his arms. “You know, I think you should keep this one.”

      “Yeah? Where would you want me to keep it?”

      “Your bedroom… just a thought.”

      He turned her to face him and the kiss warmed her to her toes. They’d stayed in her studio for a while, talking quietly and admiring her latest painting. Last night, she almost followed him to bed, but her uncertainty at taking that next step held her back. Stan didn’t push or try to convince her otherwise. He rolled beside her to the bottom of the stairs, kissed the back of her hand, and left it at that.

      “Remy, what do you think?” Louis asked, and Remy jerked away from the counter. “You okay?”

      “Huh? Yeah, sorry, dozed off for a second,” she said, wiping her hands on the apron tied around her waist and trying to ignore the knowing look from Stan.

      “What do you think? This private school or public?” Louis asked.

      She shuffled through the brochures. “Well, I went to public all my life, and we never had any of these programs. I think you should listen to Stan.”

      Louis plopped his chin on his hands, clearly terrified, and stared down at the brochures.

      “How about I make you a deal?” Stan offered. “You start at the private school, give it until their fall break, and if you hate it—if you absolutely can’t stand it—we’ll enroll you in public school, and I’ll never make you go back to private again. Deal?” he asked, holding out his hand to Louis.

      Louis smiled brightly and took it. “Deal!”

      “Good. Now, you are stuck with Remy all day, I’m afraid,” he said, rolling back from the table, and Remy noticed he wore a suit.

      “Where are you going?” she asked, rolling her eyes when he smirked at the disappointment in her voice.

      “My dad really needs me to be at the office for a meeting today.”

      “My grandpa?” Louis asked, perking up.

      Stan blinked a few times then nodded. “Yeah, your grandfather. Would you… would you like to meet your grandparents soon? And your aunts and uncles?”

      Louis played with a brochure for a minute, and Remy held her breath, wondering if he would get upset again. “Yeah. Do you think they’ll want to meet me?”

      “Definitely, kiddo. They’ll love you as much as I do.”

      Louis hopped out of the chair and rushed to Stan, hugging him tightly for a second before darting off upstairs.

      “Where are you going?” Remy called after him. “Breakfast, remember!”

      “I know! But I want to give Stan something for his office!”

      Remy shrugged her shoulders when Stan looked to her for an answer. “No idea.” She went back to cooking breakfast, pulling the bacon and eggs from the burner as Louis sprinted back down the steps. He held something small in his hands, and Remy peered down the hall, trying to see what it was. Louis gave him another hug and then ran into the kitchen. Remy made him a plate and went to see Stan off.

      “What did he give you?” she asked.

      “A tiny ship he painted himself. He said he might have borrowed some materials from your studio. I hope you don’t mind.” He held up the small bit of scrap canvas with a little ship painted in the center.

      “It looks like you have a tiny artist in the house,” she said. “That’s really good, actually.”

      “Now I have something to decorate my boring desk at work.” He tucked it carefully into his pocket. “Too bad I can’t take the other canvas with me to work, too.”

      Her cheeks hot and her body screaming to fall into his lap as she had last night, Remy forced herself to take a step backwards. “You have to get to work, buddy boy.”

      “Sadly, I do. You sure you’ll be okay alone all day?”

      “We’ll be fine, Dad,” she said and rolled her eyes with an exaggerated sigh. “Go on, get outta here.”

      He reached for her hand and squeezed it, a promise in his eyes, before he went to the front door. A car waited for him out front, and Remy closed the front door behind him, pressing her back to it and wondering how much longer she could hold out before he charmed his way right into her heart and she found herself in his bed.

      She spent the rest of the morning helping Louis decide what activities he might want to do and found the shopping list Stan had set aside. “Why don’t we go ahead and knock this out?” she said. “I’m not sure I feel like being cooped up all day.”

      “Can we get some ice cream on the way home?”

      She texted Stan to let him know what they were up to, and he gave her the green light. “Stan said go for it. Right, shopping!”

      He groaned as they walked to the cab parked out front of the house. “What is it with women and shopping?” he muttered.

      The cab driver, an older man with a knit cap, barked a laugh. “Kid, you’ll be asking that for the rest of your life. Best case scenario, accept it and move on.”

      “He has a point,” Remy added.

      The shopping list wasn’t difficult though it was long, and after they were halfway through, she could tell Louis was done. They stopped at an old-fashioned diner on the way home and grabbed lunch and milkshakes to enjoy at the house. Louis took a liking to the yard as she hoped he would, and they were talking about plans for a treehouse by the time they finished their burgers and fries and dug into their milkshakes. She drew out a bag she’d kept hidden from Louis the whole trip and handed it to him, laughing at his milkshake mustache.

      “Here, take a napkin first,” she said, giggling as he wiped at his face.

      “What’s this?” he asked, peering into the bag. His mouth fell open as he pulled out the paint set she’d picked up for him. “Is this for me?”

      “Someone mentioned you might be in need of your own paints.” A horrible thought hit her, and she choked on a fry.

      “Remy? You all right?” he asked, giving her a helpful whack on the back.

      “Yeah…just, what did you see when you went to get the stuff from my studio?”

      “Nothing, a lot of pictures,” he said, shrugging one shoulder. “Why?”

      “No reason.” Inwardly, she breathed a sigh of relief and made a mental note to cover up the naked painting of her and Stan. “What did you think of them?”

      Louis sucked down his milkshake and smacked his lips. “Kinda dark, but I liked them.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Can you teach me some stuff?”

      “Of course. Whatever you want, kid.”

      She ruffled his hair, and they stared at the two largest trees closest to the house, making plans for a treehouse. She asked him to help her carry their trash inside as she hurried to her studio, draped a sheet over the naked painting, and came back with her sketchbook and charcoal. She found an old blanket in one of the linen closets, and they marched across the lawn for a lesson in drawing under the partly cloudy sky. She handed a sheet of paper and hunk of charcoal to Louis, and they whiled away the afternoon drawing the trees and the treehouses they’d talked about that quickly turned into castles towering over the house. They were having such a good time, she almost didn’t notice the woman standing on the back patio glaring at her, her arms crossed over her chest and a look of disgust on her face.

      “Louis, stay behind me,” she said, putting herself immediately between the strange woman and Louis.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Nothing. I’m sure everything’s fine. I want you to stay behind me, and when we get to the patio, duck inside, lock the door, and grab the phone, just in case. Can you do that?”

      He nodded, his eyes wide and fearful, his hand shaking as he grabbed hers clumsily.

      “Everything’s fine, kid. I’m only being cautious.” Keeping her body between Louis and the woman, Remy marched across the lawn to the patio. “Hi, can I help you with something?” she called out when they were close enough. Louis did exactly as she told him to, and Remy relaxed slightly when she heard the lock on the door slide down.

      The woman heard it too and sneered. “Not very trusting, are you?”

      “Of a stranger standing on my back patio? No, not usually.”

      The woman’s sneer turned into a pissed-off snarl, and Remy took a step backwards instinctively. “This is not your home. This is the home of Stanford Wellington. You are not welcome here, you know that?”

      “Beg pardon?” Remy asked, confused.

      “You heard me. I know all about you gold-digger types, and him letting you back into his life after everything you did. You know he’s been through enough!”

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, lady.”

      “Melody O’Connell. That is my name, and you would do well to remember it.”

      “Okay,” Remy said slowly. “Melody, I think you have me confused with someone else—hell, I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I think you should leave.”

      “You’re the one who needs to leave, you and your son!”

      Remy turned to see what she pointed at and saw Louis at the back door, the cordless phone clutched in his hand. “My son? He’s not my son, he’s Stanford’s son. I’m the nanny.”

      Melody’s face went completely blank, her hand falling to the side. “You’re the what?”

      “The nanny. Remy Reagan, his nanny. He hired me when he found out he had a son.”

      “You’re not… you’re not the mother?”

      “No. His mom died. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t bother him about it.”

      Melody glanced at Louis again and waved, her whole demeanor changing in an instant. “Well now, that makes this a very different situation indeed.”

      “Uh huh. So do you normally go around confronting the women of single men? Or only the ones whose pants you clearly want to get into?” Remy asked smartly, a grin on her face.

      “I want no such thing.”

      “Sure you don’t. That’s why you came over here to clearly try and chase me and my not son away,” Remy argued. “I suggest you leave before I call the cops—or better yet, I call Stan and tell him you’re harassing his son, who has enough issues to deal with already.”

      “I wasn’t harassing him.”

      “But from the look on your face you were about to. Just shove off, lady, and I think you should leave Stan alone.”

      Melody’s perfectly shaped eyebrow arched as she tapped her pointy-toed shoe on the patio. “Oh? And why is that?”

      “Because he doesn’t need a woman like you in his life.”

      Melody’s narrowed eyes widened, and she cackled darkly. “I see what’s happening here. Oh, my sweet dear, you really think he would feel anything for you? You’re his nanny, and you’re not even that pretty.”

      Remy bristled at the insult but kept grinning. “Ouch, burn. Get out,” she snapped.

      “I’ll leave, but this won’t be the last you or Stanford sees of me. I have him right where I want him, and sooner or later, he’ll figure out which one of us is best for him.”

      “Melody, who told you I was his mom?” she asked curious.

      “Stanford, of course.”

      Remy barked a laugh and waved at Melody. “Okay, then, that’s all I needed to know. If you’re not off this property in two minutes, I’m calling the cops. Fair warning.” She hurried inside after Louis unlocked the door to let her in. They both watched Melody throw her hair back, stick her chin up, and march towards the front of the house. Remy, with Louis right behind her, ran to the front windows to peer out and be sure she left.

      “Who was that?” Louis asked once she was gone.

      “A very mean woman,” Remy told him. “Don’t worry. I have a feeling she won’t be coming back.”

      “We left our sketches outside. Can we go back out?’

      “Yeah, we should be safe. Bring the phone with us this time.”

      Remy and Louis stayed outside beneath the trees until a whistle echoed out to them. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Stan at the edge of the patio, waving his arm over his head.

      “Stan’s back. Good timing. I’m starving,” she mused, closing her sketchbook.

      “Are you going to tell him about that lady?”

      “Yep. Why don’t you get washed up? We’ll show Stan our treehouse plans after dinner.”

      Louis handed her his sketches and raced across the lawn to hug Stan. He was still talking excitedly to him about everything they’d gotten for school and the art set Remy had bought him when he suddenly stopped talking and stared at Stan, visibly horrified.

      “Louis, what’s wrong, kiddo?” he asked worriedly.

      “Your shirt… I’m sorry, Stan,” he muttered.

      Stan glanced down at his shirt and the charcoal smudges covering it. “It’s just a shirt, bud. Don’t worry about it. I’m glad you guys had a good day.”

      “We did. Now go wash up,” Remy urged and gave Louis a gentle nudge towards the house.

      “Are there drinks with this dinner tonight?” Stan asked as he followed Remy into the kitchen.

      “You and I both could use one.” She brought out the half bottle of white wine from the fridge and emptied it into two glasses. “You should look at those sketches, by the way. He’s got some natural talent and a huge imagination.”

      Stan shifted through the sketches. “These are his?”

      She nodded, drinking her wine and trying to decide the best way to approach the topic of Melody’s unexpected visit. “Yep. I bought him some paints while we were out and thought I’d show him some sketching techniques.”

      “You know, if you ever decided to stop being a nanny, you’d make a great art teacher.”

      “Maybe one day. So, we…ah, had an unexpected guest this afternoon.”

      “Oh? Who was that? Not my parents?” he asked quickly.

      “No, not them. Your neighbor, Melody.’

      Stan’s face paled and he chugged his glass of wine, avoiding her gaze. “Is that right?”

      “Yeah. Care to tell me why she thought I was your son’s mother?”

      He gripped the arms of his chair and shrugged, trying and failing to look innocent. “I have no idea. Is that what she said?”

      “She showed up on your back patio, trying to chase me off. Stan, she told me that’s what you told her,” she stated and watched his face crumble as he hung his head. “Wow, you are something else.”

      “Can I explain, please?”

      “Yes, please do, because I spent a few minutes being utterly insulted by a woman who thinks she’s better for you than I am.” Remy didn’t mean for the words to come out sounding so full of hurt, but Melody’s words had stung. She tucked her hair behind her ears, ducking her head as if she could hide her feelings from Stan. He pulled them out of her whether she wanted him to see them or not.

      “Remy, I want nothing to do with that woman, which is why I lied to her. I had hoped she would leave me alone, but I see I was wrong.” His hand reached up and uncrossed her arms so he could hold her hands. “I’m sorry you had to deal with her. I’ll take care of it, promise.”

      Remy sniffed hard and nodded. “I was more worried about Louis.”

      “She won’t bother either of you again, I swear it.”

      A smile crept across her face and tears burned in her eyes before she wiped them away quickly. “Thanks I…uh, I guess I’ll go get washed up for dinner, too.”

      “Remy, you know how I feel about you, right?” he asked uncertainly.

      She glanced quickly down the hall to make sure Louis wasn’t in sight and brushed her lips against his. “I do.” Her hands slipped out of his and she darted upstairs before that simple touch turned into anything else and they risked Louis seeing them together.
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      Stan took the arm Remy offered as he stepped out of the car and sank into his wheelchair. Students and parents bustled around them, and Louis played with the straps on his backpack, his eyes wide as he stared at the old brick and stone school building.

      “Louis, are you okay?” he asked, tugging his son’s sleeve.

      “That’s a big school, and there are so many people,” he whispered. “I don’t know about this.”

      “We can wait a few more days if you want. The Headmaster said he would understand if you needed more time to adjust,” Stan reminded him. “It’s up to you, kiddo.”

      Louis puffed out his cheeks and shook his head, his brown, curly hair flying. “No—no, I can do it. Mom would do it, wouldn’t she?”

      Stan smiled and patted Louis’ cheek. “Yes, she would.”

      “Okay, then I can too.”

      “You have her picture with you?” Stan asked, and Louis pulled it out of his pocket. “Good. Keep it with you, and if you start to get nervous or scared, you pull it out and you think of her.”

      “And you,” Louis added.

      Stan’s heart swelled with love, and he was quick to blink a tear away from his eye. “And me.”

      Louis hugged him tightly, and Stan kissed the top of his son’s head. He hoisted his backpack up higher on his back, turned, and vanished into the throng of other students walking inside. A few boys introduced themselves, and before Louis even reached the front doors, he was laughing with them.

      “He’ll be fine,” Remy assured Stan, resting her hand on his shoulder.

      “I hope so. I didn’t think it would be this hard to watch him go to school. Dang.”

      Remy’s warm laughter only made the love in his chest grow even more, and he wished he didn’t have to go into the office again today. Having alone time with Remy without the worry of Louis being in the house was another part of today he looked forward to. From the way her eyes darkened and her hand remained on his shoulder, she had the same idea, but they would have to wait.

      “You have enough to keep you busy so you won’t get bored?” he asked.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m going to walk for a bit and call myself a cab. Take the car.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah, there’s a café not too far from here,” she said. “And possibly an art gallery right next to it that opens in an hour,” she added, grinning.

      “I’ll see if I can’t get off work early,” he whispered and kissed her hand.

      “Until then.”

      She helped him back into the car while the driver folded his chair and slipped it into the trunk. He hated leaving her there when all he wanted was to spend the entire day showing her all the ways they could bring that painting to life, but duty called. His dad would be at the office to put together a new budget for the coming year. He stared at the side mirror until they turned a corner and Remy disappeared from view.

      “She seems quite the woman,” David, one of the many drivers for his company, commented.

      “She certainly is,” Stan agreed. “She doesn’t even know it.”

      “Well, it’s nice to see you smiling again, sir,” David said. “I think most at the company would agree.”

      “I’ve only been back a few days.”

      “Yes, well, people notice.”

      Stan chuckled and wished he could say he’d worked through all his issues since having Remy in his life, but sadly, that wasn’t the case. Her presence certainly helped, but even she hadn’t been able to draw out what still bothered him. He couldn’t bring himself to tell her and have her deal with his burden. For now, he would keep working through it the way he always had: pushing his feelings down deep and hoping that one day, they would simply go away on their own. The days with Louis were getting better and better, and the pain in his legs was tolerable enough that he hadn’t taken his pain pills the last few days. He was able to take a few steps more than usual, giving him hope that when the time came for Remy to be ready, he would actually be able to love her the way he wanted, the way she should be loved for the first time.

      He wasn’t shying away from his emotions and knew he was falling for her. Doubts rose in his mind that he might be the only one, but he’d glanced in her studio last night before heading to bed and the paintings he saw beneath the sheets gave him the only answer he needed. Besides the one of them making love in the garden as the rain fell against their bodies, there were several more. One of him and Louis sitting side by side as they worked on a ship model. The one beside that was another of Remy and Stan, their hands clasped as their heads rested against each other in a tender moment. The scenes weren’t what brought a smile to Stan’s face, though. It was the sudden appearance of subtle color in each painting.

      David pulled the car up to the front of the Wellington Gunsmith Co building and parked. “I’ll get your chair for you, sir.”

      Stan nodded, already planning on sneaking out of the office today as soon as he could. He knew his dad would bug him again about bringing Louis over to meet the family, but Stan wasn’t going to drag his son through that mess until he said he was ready for it. For now, he and Louis were making things work. They still had their moments, but given time, Stan had faith in his relationship with his son.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Remy left the art gallery inspired to work on the wire piece she’d started in her parents’ shed but had lost inspiration to finish. Now, ideas swarmed in her mind. She headed to the studio to get to work. She reworked the wires, snapping a few pieces here and there while twisting the other ones into a completely new shape she hadn’t considered before. Being with Stan had certainly opened another side of her creativity she’d not seen in herself. At some point, she would have to thank him for it.

      She took a break around noon to grab some more water and give her aching hands a rest. As she drank from her glass of water, glancing out the window at the flowerbeds to see if they needed weeding, the phone rang. Stan had mentioned before not to answer it if she didn’t recognize the number, and after a quick look, let it go to the machine.

      The woman’s voice that came through the answering machine, however, stopped her cold.

      “Mr. Wellington, I have told you time and again the only thing I want is for you to suffer. I know you send flowers once a month to my son’s grave and to the other’s hospital bed, but flowers will not bring either son back!”

      Remy stepped closer to the machine to listen, as if afraid the woman would jump out and strangle her instead of Stan.

      “You caused that accident, and my family’s pain is on your head. I will keep calling to remind you of that. I hope you do not have a pleasant day.”

      The woman hung up, but her words lingered in the air. Remy hit the play button and listened again, and each time, another piece of the puzzle that was Stan’s guilt and pain fell snugly into place. When Remy let the message play through for the fourth time, she deleted it afterwards, not wanting Stan to hear it when he came home from work. She hurried to her room, dug out the therapist card, and hoping Stan wouldn’t hate her too much for taking the initiative, called the only other number she could think of for help in this situation.

      “Wellington residence.” A woman answered the phone on the other end.

      “Hi, is this Mrs. Wellington?” Remy asked, peeking out the front curtain, watching for Stan returning home.

      “This is she. Who might this be?”

      “I’m not sure if Stan told you about me, but I’m Remy Reagan, his nanny?” She bit her tongue hard, praying Stan hadn’t kept too much from his family, but his mom let out an excited yelp and Remy heard her clapping on the other end of the line.

      “He has! I’ve wanted to meet this miracle nanny who is changing his life.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yes, my dear. You have no idea how much he’s changed in the past month with you around. Now, what can I do for you? Are you calling to set up a family dinner?”

      “Unfortunately, not yet, but I was hoping you might be able to help me with something else that’s probably going to get me in trouble.” Remy held up the family therapist’s card and took a deep breath. “I’m trying to set up a therapy session for Stan at home to get his butt back into it, but I don’t know who to call. Do you happen to have a number?”

      Silence met her words, and at first, she feared she’d overstepped her bounds. But Mrs. Wellington yelled excitedly again and told her to hold on. “I have that number around here somewhere, and don’t you worry about calling. I’ll get it all set up on my end. What day were you thinking?”

      “Next Monday? I might try to get him a meeting with a regular therapist too.”

      “Really? And he knows nothing about that one either, does he?”

      “No, and I’m trying not to pry into his life,” she promised, speaking in a rush. “I just found out what really happened with the boating accident and know why he’s so broody all the time and I think… I think it’s time he talked to someone about it so I’m forcing the issue because that’s what friends do.”

      “Oh, hon, from what I hear, you might be more than just a good friend.”

      Remy’s grip clutched the phone. “From who?”

      “From Stan himself, of course. He’s told my husband quite a lot about you, and from the way he says your name, and how much you care about him, I’m going to guess there’s something more going on than simply you taking care of his stubborn rear.”

      “Well…I, uh, I mean… I do like him as a friend, you know, and a boss, but there might be a little more…there… oh goodness.” Her face fell into her palm as she groaned, and Mrs. Wellington laughed warmly through the line. “He’s going to kill me.”

      “I’m his mother, hon. I know more than he likes to admit.”

      “Can we keep this conversation between us? For now, at least?”

      “Of course we can. I won’t say a word, though I will get a meeting with this physical therapist going.” The silence that followed her words left Remy feeling she wanted to say more, but she mumbled something too quiet to hear on the other end. “Never you mind. I hope to meet you and my first grandchild soon.”

      “If you need to talk to me again about the therapy session, I’ll give you my cell number to call so Stan doesn’t get suspicious if you call and ask to talk to me.” Remy gave Mrs. Wellington her number and hung up, wondering what she just started.

      Stan didn’t make it home before he had to pick up Louis from school, and when they crashed through the front door, chortling about something or other, Remy knew she couldn’t dampen the mood by confronting Stan with the message on the answering machine. That would have to wait until tomorrow when Louis was safe at school again.

      “How was your first day?” Remy asked Louis as he slung his backpack onto the kitchen table.

      “Awesome! I can’t wait until tomorrow and I already have like twenty friends and the art teacher is amazing, and we’re going to shoot bows next week!” he rambled excitedly. Remy set a snack for him on the table as he shrugged out of his tiny sports coat. “Were you bored all day without me around?”

      “So totally bored, but don’t worry, I’ll survive.”

      Louis scarfed down his snack. Taking his bag, he sprinted upstairs to do his few assignments before dinner so he and Stan could play afterwards.

      “And what did you do all day?” Stan asked, rolling so he was next to Remy.

      His hand snaked around her waist, and she smirked, bending down for a quick kiss while they were safely alone. Heat flared at his touch, and he groaned against her mouth, his fingers finding smooth skin beneath her shirt. She considered letting his hand go higher, but Louis could run back downstairs at any second. She straightened and cleared her throat, pulling away from his touch.

      “I started a new project.”

      “Can I see it?”

      “No. This one you can’t see until it’s finished—if I ever finish it.”

      “And if I sneak in there for a peek?” he asked teasingly, pushing his chair towards her studio.

      “Don’t you dare, Stanford Wellington. Some things aren’t meant to be seen until they’re finished, so hold off for a while. Like a month or two, just for that piece.”

      He frowned and sighed, giving in. “Yes, my lady. I’m going to change out of this suit.”

      He was in such a good mood, and as the night wore on, his good mood only increased, playing video games with Louis until sunset when his son wanted to go outside and catch fireflies. Remy watched from the bench, tugging a blanket up her lap as the sun’s warmth faded into the cool night air. Stan and Louis were at the other end of the patio and their voices calmed her worries, her eyes slipping closed as sleep crept in. She dimly heard the patio door open and close, and squinted one eye open to see Stan rolling towards her.

      “Fun over already?” she asked.

      “He said he should get some sleep so he’d be ready for school tomorrow. That kid is amazing. I’m not sure I’d be that excited about school after such a huge loss.”

      “He’s got you,” she said and rested her hand on his.

      He held it, lacing their fingers together, and kissed the back of her hand. “I know. But I worry I’m not enough. You saw the other night. I still don’t have all my trash together.”

      There it was, the perfect opening to bring up the message, but fear at his reaction held her back. “You’ll get there in time. We all have our issues. Sometimes they take a while to be brought to light, and sometimes they keep getting buried deeper and deeper until you don’t even realize they’re there anymore.”

      Stan shifted in his chair, and she raised her gaze to his sharp blue one, filled with curiosity. “Are you talking about me or you?”

      “You, clearly.”

      “No, not clearly,” he replied.

      Callie’s words appeared in her mind again, telling her she spent too much time wrapped up in other people’s lives, but this time was different, wasn’t it? She wasn’t here anymore to help Stan and Louis. She was here because Stan wanted her—no, needed her here because of who she was to him. Or because he hadn’t had sex in so long and she was the first attractive woman to walk through his door. There were moments she couldn’t decide if what she felt for him went more than skin deep, and without the chance to explore that avenue, she would never understand these feelings rampaging through her.

      “It’s nothing, I’m fine,” she said lamely.

      “No, you’re not. There’s something bothering you. Talk to me.”

      “Oh, like you talk to me so openly?” She tried to stand, but he still held her hand and drew her back down to the bench. “I want to go to bed.”

      “What did I do this time?” he asked, exasperated.

      “Nothing,” she said, sighing and forcing her anger down. “You didn’t do anything. I’m going to bed. See you in the morning?”

      “Sure,” he said and let go of her hand.

      Remy’s heart sank. Leaving him confused and dejected on the patio hurt her, but this was not a conversation she wanted to have at night with Louis in the house. Yelling was the last thing he needed to hear when he was finally getting into a good routine. Remy had to choose her words carefully tomorrow as it was. Anything could throw off the happy home Stan and Louis had created so far, and ruining their relationship by completely breaking Stan would stay with her for a long time. She tossed and turned all night, groaning when her alarm went off, and considered not getting up at all. Except she wanted Louis to have a good breakfast before Stan took him to school.

      “Remy, you sick or something?” Louis asked when he appeared in the kitchen.

      “Nah. I didn’t sleep too well. Here’s your eggs and toast. Eat up, kid,” she said and ruffled his hair as Stan rolled into the kitchen.

      Without a word, she set his coffee on the table and he murmured, “Thank you.”

      Louis stared between the two of them as silence descended in the kitchen. “Wow, you two suck at fighting but not fighting. You know that, right?”

      Stan’s eyes widened, and Remy shrugged, turning away. “Who said we’re fighting?” Stan asked.

      “You two are obviously not talking. I’ve been around enough adults to see it.” Louis rolled his eyes as if they were the ten-year-olds and not him. “Ready, Stan?”

      “Yep, let’s get you to school. I’ll be back,” he told Remy, who nodded absently.

      The front door opened, then closed, and she sagged against the counter, glaring down the dark drain as she cleaned up the dishes, pulled her hair back from her face, and trudged to her studio. The paint didn’t call to her today, so she went to the wire figure coming to life in the corner and tugged the sheet off it. The form was bigger than she anticipated, and she had to move a few of her other works to the side so the back piece would have room to expand as the figure grew up and out. She worked her way up the main torso, twisting the wires around and shaping the chest, when her fingers found their way to the back piece instead. She picked up new wiring, connected it and shaped it, fanning the metal out to encompass the massive form. Sweat dripped down her face and her fingers ached, her hands cramping, but she kept going.

      When she returned to the front of the figure, she picked up another post to start the second form and connected it to the first, twisting wires around to begin on the more slender second form she saw in her mind’s eye. She twisted two wires together when the end of one stabbed into her palm.

      “Shoot!”

      “Remy?” Stan asked worriedly and rolled into her studio from the hall. “Let me see it.”

      “I’m fine,” she grunted with a wince, pressing a rag to her palm.

      “I said let me see it,” he ordered, and she held out her hand. “That rag’s filthy. Come with me, and I’m not taking no for an answer.”

      She glared but followed behind his chair as he pushed his way into his bedroom then to his large master bath. He pointed to the edge of the tub so she could sit as he pulled out a first aid kit from under the sink.

      “What are you doing in there with the wires?” he asked, dabbing at the puncture wound with a wipe. She flinched, but his hand caught her wrist and held her steady.

      “A new project. I told you.”

      “Maybe you should slow down a bit so you don’t hurt yourself anymore.”

      “It was an accident. It’s not like I’m in there purposely beating myself up over what happened in my life.”

      His hands stilled and he raised his eyes to hers. “What was that?”

      She pinched her tongue between her teeth, but she might as well tell him now. “You got a phone call the other day while you were out from a woman ranting about how you ruined her family’s lives.”

      Stan swallowed hard, his jaw clenching as he continued to work on her hand. “I thought I told you not to answer the phone.”

      “I didn’t. She left a message, which I promptly deleted.”

      “You had no right!” he ranted and tossed the alcohol pad away.

      “Yeah, I think I do when I’m living in the same house as someone who keeps brooding about an accident that wasn’t his fault! That’s what’s been wrong this whole time, isn’t it? You’re not upset about some boat or your legs. You think you need to keep punishing yourself because one of those brothers died and the other won’t wake up.”

      Stan whipped his chair away from her, but she simply followed him, planting her hands on the arms and glaring at him. “Move.”

      “No. You’re not going to keep running to that cave of yours to sulk.”

      “I don’t hide,” he growled. “And it is my fault.”

      “No, it’s not! Everyone knows you tried to avoid their boat. They were drunk, Stan. That’s not on you. You can’t keep carrying this guilt around with you. It’s not worth it, trust me. It’ll eat you alive if you’re not careful.”

      “And what would you know of guilt, huh? You and your perfect, happy life of watching other people’s kids and their families. What have you ever done that would make you feel guilt like this? Tell me!” he raged.

      Remy’s mouth opened and words poured out and she had no idea where they even came from. “I was born, all right? I was born and I ruined my parent’s lives.”

      Stan leaned away from her. “What?”

      “I was born when my mom was sixteen, remember? They gave up everything for me. Gave up their dreams of going to college,” Remy rambled. “They lost their friends, their parents… they lost so much of their lives because of me. Try being a kid and carrying that trash around with you. Try understanding why the other kids at school won’t talk to you or why everyone in the town looks at you like you’re trash.”

      She stumbled backwards until she hit the rim of the tub and sank onto it, holding her head in her hands. Where had that come from? She’d thought those feelings had vanished a long time ago. Her parents had found out what she carried with her and had told her very firmly they loved her and they wouldn’t change their decision for anything. But Remy, apparently, never got over it.

      “The paintings,” he whispered. “That’s where they all stem from—your guilt?”

      “No, not all of them,” she murmured, not lifting her head. Why was she even telling him this? “I’ve always been scared to live my own life, scared of who else I might hurt by being around.”

      “So you live vicariously through the families you take care of?”

      She nodded, her hair flying everywhere. “I love what I do, but when I leave a family, I’m lost. I don’t know what to do…and this is way too much information.” She stood abruptly and tried to skirt around him to the door, but he whipped his chair around too fast, catching her legs. She cursed as he dragged her down onto his lap. Before she had a chance to push away, he grabbed the nape of her neck and kissed her intently on the mouth.

      “No running away, not this time,” he whispered against her mouth.

      “Stan,” she replied, but he kissed her again and she melted at his touch, unable to resist him any longer. She had no idea where this might lead and, frankly, didn’t care. In that moment, her fears lifted, and she and Stan were all that mattered as he wheeled them from the bathroom to his bedroom. She clung to him, not wanting to leave his touch even for a second. Since coming here, being at this house with him, new emotions awoke within her and she saw the possibilities of her future laid out before her.

      All she had to do was be brave enough to believe in herself and believe in him to reach them.
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      Stan’s lips caressed Remy’s in a frantic need to be close to her and chase her guilt away as she had with his. He never thought anyone could understand the burden he carried. Though she had not been the cause of someone’s death, in a way, she seemed like the only one who understood his sulking and the depression weighing him down. Her art showed him more clearly than her words ever could the burden she carried around, and he wanted nothing more than to see those bursts of colors come to life in her paintings and in her smile.

      She clutched his shoulders, and not sure where the strength came from, he stood from his chair, lifting her with him, and tackled her to the bed. He rolled them so she was on top and he sat up. They tore at each other’s clothes, desperate for the touch of bare skin. His shirt went first, and she dragged her fingertips over his pecs and lower, tracing what remained of his abs. His stomach clenched, and he caught her hand as she grinned wickedly.

      “That tickles,” he whispered.

      “Does it now?” She lowered her head and kissed a path with her soft lips down his chest to his stomach. He dragged the band from her hair and let it fall over his hands, the silky strands brushing over his sides as she moved lower and lower until she reached the top of his jeans. “Remy,” he grunted when she unbuttoned them and worked at the zipper.

      “Do you want me to stop?” she asked, her fingers digging beneath the hem at his hips.

      His hands clenched the bedsheets as she tugged at his jeans, dragging them down inch by agonizing inch. “That is a very loaded question,” he argued, swallowing hard. “Remy, wait.”

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, her brow furrowed in worry.

      “I haven’t…you know, done this in a long time and my legs…they’re not really…” He failed to find the words, but she crawled up his body, resting her palm against his cheek.

      “You really think I care about that?”

      He remembered the first day they met and how she hadn’t given him the pitying look he was used to or even stared at his chair like it was a hindrance. “No.”

      She kissed him, her tongue flicking against his lower lip, and he grabbed her rear, grinding against her until she slipped back down his body again. Part of his brain said to bring her back, that he should be the one pleasuring her first, but she grabbed his jeans and boxers and in one hard yank, revealed the rest of his naked body to her hungry gaze. Her hair brushed across his legs as she kissed them, starting at his knees. He shivered in anticipation and tried to remember when he had last been touched by a woman. His cock throbbed with need, and when she closed one delicate hand around his shaft, his head fell back on a moan, nearly spilling himself. Arousal had been hard for him since the accident, but not with Remy.

      Her hand slid up his cock, gripping it with just the right amount of pressure to make his eyes roll back. She straddled his legs and rubbed her thumb over the crown. His hands twisted the sheets and his hips bucked, already so close to losing control.

      “How long has it been?” she asked curiously.

      “Too long,” he muttered. His head fell forward as he remembered she was still a virgin. He wanted to make sure she was ready for this, but her head lowered, her hair covering his groin. A second later, he cursed as her perfect lips surrounded his crown and drew him into her hot, wet mouth. He groaned and rested his hand, shaking from the pleasure rippling through his body, on the back of her head, urging her gently to take more of him in.

      She obliged, and soon, nearly his whole cock filled her mouth. She drew back slowly, dragging her teeth against his skin before lowering her head again. Her hand pressed down hard against him, finding that extra hidden length and increasing the ecstasy tenfold. He shoved her hair to the side, wanting to watch as he disappeared inch by inch into her mouth. When her brown eyes flickered up to meet his, his breath caught painfully in his chest and his hips bucked. She smirked around him, licking him like a blasted sucker before swirling her tongue around his crown again.

      “Too much?” she asked when he started to pull away.

      “I have a feeling you’ll always be too much,” he grunted.

      She chuckled, the sound full of mischief, and licked his shaft again before sucking him hard into her mouth. As much as he wanted to spill inside, he wanted their first time to be together listening to her scream his name as he thrust within her depths, not her mouth. He rolled his hips away from her and dragged her up his body so she straddled his lap. When he kissed her again, his taste was on her lips, and the urgency to claim her overwhelmed him. He lifted her shirt, and she tossed it aside as he fumbled with the hooks on her bra. Those soft, warm mounds of flesh spilled free and he cupped them, massaging them as he drew one nipple into his mouth, sucking it until it hardened against his tongue and she dug her nails into his shoulders.

      He wanted to taste more of her sweet skin and licked from one nipple to the other, sucking and ravaging her breasts, leaving beard burns on the tender skin. Remy pushed his head closer as hers fell back on a moan. Her jeans blocked his hands from sneaking lower, and he grunted in annoyance.

      “Jeans off,” he growled against her chest.

      She laughed, leaning back with an arched brow. “Yes, master,” she whispered, and he sucked in a breath, his hunger ratcheting up even higher than before. She stood on the bed and undid her jeans languidly, slid the zipper down, and turned around so he received a clear view of that perfect rear he’d wanted to see for so long. Her jeans down, she kicked them from the bed and hooked her fingers in her lacy panties. “These too?” she teased.

      He growled hoarsely in reply, and she pulled them down, revealing the rest of her rear. He had always appreciated a nice, firm rear, and Remy had one. Throwing the panties off the bed, she turned to face him, and his eyes grazed down her naked body from her toes to her breasts, every inch of skin calling to him. She nibbled her tongue nervously, and he held out his hand for hers.

      “Beautiful,” he whispered.

      Her face softened. She took his hand, straddling his waist again. He wished he could do more, but for now, this was what he could manage. He drew her close, his lips closing around hers as he smoothed his other hand down her stomach to those soft curls. He twirled his fingers in them, teasing before slipping lower and finding that sweet bundle of nerves. She gasped against his mouth, rolling her hips to be closer, and his cock ached to spread those soaking wet lips pressed against him and plunge into her. She was wet enough, but he didn’t want to rush, not if he could help it. Rolling her nub, he moved his hips, rubbing his cock between those swollen lips, and she trembled at his touch.

      His heart thundering in his chest, he maneuvered his fingers lower, urging her to lean away from him so he had better access to her cleft. His fingers glided down and slipped carefully into her, spreading and stretching her untouched depths. She was tight, so tight, and he was not a small man by any means. His fingers worked within her wetness as his thumb pressed against her clit. Her ragged breathing tormented him with each stroke of his fingers. She clenched around him, holding him deep within her body each time. Her back arched, her head falling back so her hair draped over his legs. Drawing back his fingers, he grabbed her hips and smoothed her over his cock, wanting her to feel him, all of him.

      “Remy.” Her name was strained as his struggle for control grew too intense.

      “I want you,” she whispered and lifted her body so she hovered over his aching, hard cock. Her eyes holding his gaze, she lowered herself over him. His crown pressed against her lips, and she sucked in a breath. Her eyes widened as he stretched her slowly with each bit of him her body accepted. He lifted her off, not wanting to hurt her, but she shook her head, holding his shoulders fiercely in her hands. “I’ll be fine,” she promised.

      He wanted to argue, to take it slower, but she bit her bottom lip and the raw lust in her eyes took away any chance of maintaining control. He drove up within her and she cried out, hugging him hard to her chest as she shook in his arms. Cursing himself for being an idiot, he waited for her to yell at him, to pull away, but she rolled her hips and moved against him, riding him hard and steady.

      “Remy?” he asked, worried he’d hurt her, but when she looked at him, she smiled.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      “Smart aleck,” he muttered and drew her mouth down to his as he thrust within her.

      The pleasure grew with each glide of her hips. He couldn’t get enough of her taste, of the feel of her tight sheath holding his cock snugly. He sucked her nipple hard into his mouth, and her speed increased. Stan cupped her rear, and when they neared the end, he held her steady as he thrust with abandon into her. Her moan turned into a sharp cry as her muscles held him and milked him dry. He bellowed his ecstasy, having not experienced anything this intense in years. Their quivering bodies clung to each other, riding the waves rippling across their bodies, and he never wanted to leave her warmth cradling him.

      Her head sank to his shoulder, panting for breath, and her whole body went limp against his chest. “Incredible,” she mumbled. “I don’t think I can move.”

      He chuckled, pushing her hair to the side so he could kiss her cheek. “Same.” He rested his head back against the headboard, closing his eyes, but almost immediately, they shot open again. “Shoot!”

      “What? What’s wrong?” she asked, sitting up and looking wildly around.

      “Condom—I don’t even have any in the house.” He cursed, fearing she would hate him, but she burst out laughing instead. “I’m not sure this is funny.”

      She took his hand and placed it against her lower back. His fingers felt something too smooth to be skin and the edges of a square. “Sticker. We’re covered.”

      “Sticker? For what?”

      “Birth control. Quite handy.”

      He sagged in relief as she continued chuckling, the sound vibrating through his body.

      “Did I wear you out for the rest of the day?” she asked, her fingertips barely touching his chest.

      Catching her hand, he kissed each one. “No, why?”

      “Well, we only have until this afternoon to enjoy our time alone…” She trailed off as she rolled her hips. He was still inside her and already growing hard again. Whatever she did to him, he never wanted it to stop.

      He managed to roll them over so she was splayed out on her back and drew out of her at the same time. She gasped, whining at the loss of him, but he had something else in mind.
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* * *

      Remy’s body was still reeling from the first orgasm, and after a quick jaunt to the restroom, she was back in bed. She was not going to waste a second of their time alone in the house. She lifted her head to see what Stan was doing when his tongue licked along the length of her swollen lips, spreading her easily, and sucked hard at her clit.

      Her back arched off the bed as she gasped at the sharp pleasure shooting through her body. He did it again, licking and sucking hard, plundering her depths with his mouth until she couldn’t even see straight. With each glide of his tongue, her legs fell open wider until she was spread-eagled. His hands massaged her inner thighs, caressing her tender skin as his tongue continued to drive into her body. Sex with Stan was more intense than she ever dreamt it could be, but what he did with his mouth was beyond pleasure. She might be an artist with paints, but he pulled moan after moan from her lips like a grand master of the art of lovemaking. His mouth drew away, and she whimpered at the loss, only to have his fingers replace it. They curved inside her, searching for that one spot, twisting and turning until they found it.

      She shot off the bed as a scream escaped her lips. As pleasure consumed her, she squirmed to move away from him and closer at the same time, torn between wanting more and unable to handle more of his touch. As the aftershocks of the orgasm still tingled through her body, he rolled them over again so she straddled him. Her mouth fell open on a silent cry as he filled her.

      With each shift of her hips, his eyes darkened and a look Remy could only describe as love filled those blue irises. It was insane to even think love could be on the table so soon, but the possibility of it surrounded her, cradling her in its warmth. Her hips moved at a steady and firm pace, driving her closer to another explosive orgasm as his breathing increased.

      “Stan?” she whispered.

      He paused, worry clouding his face. “What’s wrong?”

      “No, nothing’s wrong I just… this is so perfect and you and me…” she mumbled, not sure what she was saying. His soft smile told her he already knew, and he sat up against her, bringing his mouth to hers. The kiss deepened, their tongues desperate to explore each other’s mouths as his hips moved as much as they could. She leaned back, deepening the angle of his thrusts, and they groaned together.

      He wrapped his arms firmly around her as if to say he would never let her go. Remy didn’t want him to. She never wanted to leave this house, this life. Whatever drove her to be there with him, she didn’t care anymore. She was there and being with Stan was all that mattered.

      She dragged her nails down his back as he thrust hard, and she cried out against his mouth. Her legs shook, holding him inside her as his grunt turned into a bellow, spilling into her a second time. It warmed her from her toes to the top of her head, and as they sank to the bed in a sweating, tangled mess of limbs, she smiled as he snuggled closer, slipping from her sheath but keeping her close to his chest.

      “Remy…” he started but cursed and rolled over onto his back.

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry for being a jerk,” he muttered, and she giggled. “I’m trying to apologize and you’re laughing.”

      “I wasn’t much better,” she pointed out. “And you’re probably going to hate me for what I say next, but I’m putting my foot down so you have to deal with it.”

      “Oh?” His narrowed eyes considered her suspiciously. “And what am I going to have to deal with?”

      She laid across his body and kissed him. “You’re starting your physical therapy again, and I’ve called that therapist Theresa recommended. It’s time you talk about this to someone.” His lips thinned in annoyance and he grunted. “It’s not just you anymore. You have Louis to think about. You can’t have a blow up with him like you do with me,” she insisted firmly. “He’s been through enough, and you owe it to yourself—to both of you—to get yourself healthy in all regards.”

      He closed his eyes and blew out a deep breath. “You’re right, I guess.”

      “You guess?’

      He ran his fingers across her jawline. “What about you?”

      “I’m not the one who needs therapy.”

      “Maybe not as much as I do, I’ll admit, but we both need to agree to not hide anything anymore. If I’m going to talk to some quack, then you have to agree to talk to me, Remy—about everything, even the little trash.”

      It was her turn to huff and bury her face against his chest. “Do I have to?”

      “Do you want me to do therapy?”

      “Yes,” she muttered.

      “Then consider me your therapist.”

      She barked a laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Not even close. Deal?” He held out his hand, waiting for her to take it.

      She scrunched her mouth to the side, but she didn’t see a way out of this. She already knew she could talk to Stan about almost anything, but she worried that certain issues would make him think she didn’t want to be there with him. Her fluttering heart told her she was definitely falling for this man. Doubts popped up in her mind, one after the other, that after he worked through his issues, he would realize he didn’t need her like he thought he did. He might not want her around to mess things up with his son.

      “Remy?”

      “All right,” she agreed and shook his hand. “Does my therapy start right now?”

      He gave her a wolfish grin. “Your physical therapy, maybe,” he growled and drew her over his body, kissing her passionately. She glanced at the clock and settled into his arms. They had a few more hours of alone time, and this was the perfect way to spend it.
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      At first, when the therapist, Wendall Price, arrived at the house for the initial sit-down with only him, Stan had second-guessed his decision to agree to this. But as the hour ticked by and he found himself talking openly about the accident and the guilt he carried from it, he actually liked Dr. Price. The man was down-to-earth and encouraged Stan to show his feelings more towards his son and everyone else he cared for in his life. During the second meeting, still one-on-one, Stan felt tears streaming down his cheeks as he let everything out. Afterwards, he tracked Remy down, and they disappeared into his bedroom for the two hours before Louis needed to be picked up from school.

      They didn’t simply have sex that day. They made love, and the passion flowing from every touch she gave him in return showed him that what blossomed between them was real for her, too. He still couldn’t get all the words out he wanted to say, but he prayed she would understand from his kisses.

      August faded into September, and by the time October arrived and Remy had decorated the house for Halloween, Stan had been in physical therapy for two months. Louis joined Stan for their once-a-week home meetings with Dr. Price. During the first meeting, Stan learned how alike he and Louis were and how much the boy bottled up inside. By the end of the first session, he hugged Louis close as his son cried about his mom and missing out on all the time he could’ve had with Stan. He was amazed to learn Louis was actually angry with Lara for never telling Stan he had a son. The breakthroughs they both made at communicating with each other and beginning the long path to overcoming their issues was astounding.

      Halloween grew closer, and Stan spent five days a week with his physical therapist, Bert. Stan wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but Bert pushed him hard. No matter how much he cursed and sputtered about the pain, his physical therapist told him to work through it. Remy was usually present during these sessions to encourage him—or yell at him, depending on his temperament.

      It was on such a day, when Remy was busy in her studio and Louis was at school, that Stan managed to walk around the entire first floor of the house using a cane.

      “Well now, look at you go, speedster,” Bert teased.

      “Not too shabby for taking a few months off from rehab,” Stan agreed.

      “How are your legs? Pain?”

      “Tolerable. More than tolerable, actually,” he admitted, amazed at how great he felt standing on his own two feet. He held the cane out to Bert and staggered forward the full length of the room and back before collapsing against the kitchen counter. “Dang it.”

      Bert handed back his cane. “Don’t push yourself too hard. You’ll damage your legs.”

      “I want it to be like old times, that’s all.”

      “You’ll get there,” Bert insisted. “Patience—patience and hard work.” He checked his watch. “Well then, I’m off. See you Monday.”

      “You mean see you in November,” Stan corrected. “I think I’m going trick or treating this Sunday.”

      Bert grinned. “I think finding out you had a son was the best thing for you,” he said then turned when Remy strolled into the kitchen, smiling at the sight of Stan standing. “Well, one of the best things. Later all!”

      “Bye, Bert!” Remy called out and hurried to Stan’s side. “You’re walking!”

      He threw back his shoulders with pride. “With a cane, but yes, I’m walking.”

      She cupped his face in her hands and kissed him. “Told you.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ll find a way to thank you later…or right now.”

      Though he couldn’t yet pick her up and carry her like he wanted, he kissed her as he guided her down the hallway towards his bedroom. She tugged on his shirt-front, dragging him into her studio instead.

      “I want you to see something,” she whispered against his lips and stepped aside.

      His eyes took in the newer paintings leaning against the walls, filled with vibrant oranges and hues of reds and yellows, representing the surrounding landscape of the house. He smiled at such warmth and color showing through her work, but it was the piece at the back of her studio he was drawn to.

      “This is what you’ve been working on?” he asked on a breath, stepping closer and reaching out a hand to trace the wires delicately. “Remy.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “What? No, no—it’s incredible.” No other word could describe it, and what he said barely did the piece justice. It left him speechless. The beauty of the two figures taking shape from the wires, the love in their embrace, was palpable, and he felt as if he could disappear into it if he stared any longer.

      “I still need to finish the wings and the rest of the hands, but it’s getting there.”

      He nodded as he leaned his cane to the side and faced her. The same love he sensed from the wire sculpture was reflected clearly in her eyes, and it touched that burning ember deep within Stan. For the past two months, they’d found solace in each other, spending as much time as they could wrapped up in each other’s arms and their evenings talking about their lives. He wanted to tell her so many times what he truly felt, what he wanted, but every time, fear got the better of him that she would reject him after everything they’d been through. Even when he thought they were on the same page, he sensed uncertainty from Remy. She would come to understand what he did in time, and pushing her would do nothing except place pressure on her to make a decision.

      For now, Stan would continue to explain to her the only way he could what was in his heart. His fingers laced through hers as his other hand pushed up through her hair and freed it from the loose braid. She sighed, closing her eyes as his lips met hers.

      Sex with Remy was anything but boring, and it was never just about the lust either. He became lost in her sweet touches, the sounds of her moans, and her breathing against his ear. Their clothes fell to the floor at their feet, and he sank to his knees before her as she leaned against the worktable. He spread her thighs, shifting her feet far enough apart so his fingers could slide along her cleft already crying for his touch. His tongue flicked out, and the sweet, salty taste of her brought his cock to immediate attention. With the strength returning to his legs, at least enough, he hoped to manage a few more enticing positions; he was ready to show her what he could do with her body in and out of bed. He plunged his tongue within her depths, not relenting even when she squirmed against him, riding his mouth as her back arched back against the table. He sucked her clit hard, rolling the nub against his tongue and drinking her in. She was the reason he found the strength to push through his rehab every day. Her smile, her laughter, even her darkness… all supported him. She was his world now, her and a son he never knew he wanted.

      Her knees gave out as a cry ripped free from her mouth. He caught her and kissed a path from her clit to her stomach, then higher, pausing to tend to each perky nipple. He lathered them as she grabbed his hips and his cock found its home between her thighs, rubbing against her wetness. He wanted to bury himself inside her, so he broke the kiss and turned her around, holding her breasts firmly in his hands as he nuzzled her neck and bent her over the table.

      “Wait, are you sure? Your legs?”

      He smirked. “Haven’t felt a twinge of pain since I walked in here to be with you,” he promised her. “And worst case scenario, we fall to the floor and finish there.”

      She shivered as he angled himself and with one push, found her ready for him. He thrust all the way home, and they both shuddered at the deep connection.

      He held onto her hips as he moved within her, kissing her shoulders. When she shook her hair out, leaning her head back, he wrapped the locks around his hand. She turned her head enough so he caught her wink, and his eyes rolled back as what she wanted him to do hit him. He tugged on her hair, thrusting even deeper, and she moaned with pleasure. Her inner muscles clenched hard, holding him longer each time.

      “You are going to be the death of me,” he groaned.

      “Right back at ya,” she murmured right before he let loose completely and thrust until he spilled into her fiercely, his yell of release mingling with her cries before his chest fell against her back, his legs shaking, not that he cared. “I’m going to get spoiled with these afternoon romps.”

      “Good. I like you being spoiled.”

      He kissed each vertebra down her back as he slipped free. His cock throbbed, wanting more, but his legs trembled and he reached for his cane. Remy scooped up their clothes and let him lean on her as they walked together, naked through the house, as casually as if they were strolling in the park. When they reached the bathroom, he dragged her with him into the shower. In there, he could sit on the bench, which led to another bout of her straddling him and making another mess.

      As they panted for breath, he nearly asked her to stay with him forever, to move in and stop being the nanny but officially be his girlfriend instead. The words were on the tip of his tongue when the alarm on his cell went off.

      “I hate to cut our afternoon short,” he grumbled, “but I have to get Louis.”

      “I know.” She kissed the tip of his nose and stepped off his lap, turning around to shower, but he caught the hint of doubt flickering in her eyes again. “Tomorrow, do you mind if I take the day to spend with my friend? She’s been begging me for lunch for days.”

      “Sure. Louis and I will go to the zoo and make a day of it,” he said, wishing he had the balls to say what he wanted.

      “Great! Bring me home a stuffed animal,” she said with a wink before stepping out of the shower. “I love bears.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      He finished showering, dried off, and dragged his clothes back on. Remy handed him his cane and walked him to the front door where the car waited as it did every day to take him to the school. He planted a gentle kiss on her cheek, his chest swelling with love when she smiled and leaned into him.

      “Be back soon.”

      “I’ll be ready for you both.” She grinned and waved until he was in the car and down the drive.

      Stan tapped his fingers against his thighs the entire drive to the school. He needed to tell Remy the truth soon. Even Dr. Price had brought it up once or twice when Louis wasn’t there. Keeping this much emotion bottled up wasn’t good, no matter how positive the emotions were. If only Remy and his future were certain, he would be more than happy to spill his guts to her.
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* * *

      Remy tugged her sweater tighter around her shoulders as she and Callie walked around the art festival. Several pieces called to her that she was interested in buying for the house, masterful pieces of ships she knew Louis would love. Even some metalwork pieces would work really well in Stan’s gardens now that they brimmed with life again.

      “You slept with him, didn’t you?” Callie stated suddenly.

      Remy whipped around to stare at her. “What? I never said that.”

      “You don’t have to. I can see it all over your face. Dang, girl, please tell me you did it once and that’s the end of it?”

      “Sure, only once,” Remy mumbled as her mind flashed to images of yesterday afternoon in her studio and again in the shower.

      They had even risked it this morning. She woke early, unable to sleep with the aching need of Stan, driving her to knock on his door. He’d rolled over with a smirk and lifted the blankets for her to slip into bed beside him. They managed to stay quiet so they didn’t wake Louis, but she was nearly caught sneaking out of his room.

      “You’re such a liar! Oh, my goodness, Remy, what is wrong with you?” Callie grabbed her arm and dragged her off the main path behind one of the booths set up. “You realize how much you’re screwing yourself here?”

      “By doing what? So we’re having a bit of a relationship. We’re adults,” Remy shot back hotly. “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Has he said anything to you about what’s going to happen later on?”

      “What do you mean? Later on what?”

      “You’re the nanny right now because he needs you to be the nanny. What happens when he and his son no longer need you around?” Callie asked. “Has he talked to Louis about having a girlfriend or what it might mean to them both?”

      “Well, no, but they’ve been busy working on their relationship,” Remy explained and even to her ears, she sounded worried. “We haven’t gotten around to it yet, but we will in time.”

      “When?”

      “I don’t know, all right? Goodness!”

      She paced away from her friend, running her hands over her head as she thought about the last few weeks and how close they’d become. But never during any of their late-night talks did he bring up what would happen once the six-month trial was over for him and Louis. Theresa told Remy several times they had nothing to worry about. Louis was obviously happy and well taken care of. There were days Stan didn’t even need Remy to take him to school or pick him up. He even started cooking dinner now that he could stand for short periods of time.

      Remy’s hands fell to her sides as he realized her friend was right. Soon, Stan would realize he no longer needed her as a nanny. Would he risk his fragile relationship with his son by bringing Remy permanently into his life as his girlfriend?

      “Remy? You okay?” Callie asked softly, reaching out for her, but Remy stepped away.

      “No—no, I’m not. I’ll see you later,” she snapped and stormed off into the crowd.

      “Remy, wait!” Callie yelled, chasing after her. “Come on, I’m only looking out for you.”

      “Yes, because you have the best history of having successful relationships,” she yelled back. “Callie, do you and Matt even know anything about each other? Every time you talk about him it involves sex!”

      Callie’s face reddened and she crossed her arms over her chest. “Of course we do.”

      “From that look on your face, I’d say you don’t. Maybe you need to stop worrying about my life and worry about your own. Everyone needs to stop worrying about my life!” She threw her arms in the air and walked into the crowd again, leaving Callie standing open-mouthed behind her.

      Remy walked around the rest of the festival, buying the few pieces she’d picked out, and left the address for them to be shipped later. She called for a cab and fumed in the backseat the whole ride home. Stan and Louis were still gone when she arrived, so she barricaded herself in her studio, blaring music from her phone, and glared at the wire sculpture.

      Callie’s words cut slashes into the perfect images she had of a future with Stan and Louis. Worried her anger would ruin the piece, she picked up a blank canvas, her paints and brushes, and let her anger drive her hand. She wanted to hear the words from Stan’s mouth, to hear he loved her as she loved him. Several times, she’d wanted to confess her feelings, but something stopped her every time. Callie only repeated what Remy already considered nearly every morning she woke up in that house. Her hand cramped, and she stretched it, squeezing more paint onto her palette. Her gaze drifted across the room to the painting of her and Stan making love in the garden with new life blooming around them. A single tear slipped from her eye, and she wiped it away hastily.

      Paint covered her hands and face by the time she heard loud knocking and paused her music. Making sure she was smiling, she opened the door. “Hey, how was the zoo?” she asked Stan.

      He leaned heavily on his cane, exhaustion on his face, but his grin was genuine. “Fantastic. I brought you a present. Louis wants to give it to you, though.”

      “Great, I’ll be out in a second,” she said and tried to close the door.

      Stan moved his cane in the way. “Remy? Your eyes are red.”

      “Huh? Oh, my allergies are bad today,” she lied, wiping again at her eyes as if they itched. “I just have to put my paints away.”

      “Lunch with your friend go okay?” he pushed, not moving his cane.

      Laughing brightly, she waved away his worry. “Perfect. I bought you and Louis some pretty neat art pieces. I promise, everything’s fine. I’ll be right out.”

      He frowned but nodded and stepped back. She closed the door quickly, leaning her back against it and hanging her head. Tears pricked at her eyes again, and she sniffed hard, wiping her face and tapping her cheeks.

      “Get ahold of yourself,” she hissed, annoyed. “If he doesn’t then he doesn’t. You’ll move on like you always do, even if you’re in love with the mongrel.”

      The words hung in the air. Her eyes landed on the painting she’d spent the last few hours working on. Pushing off the door, she walked towards it, covering her mouth with one hand as her eyes widened in shock. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she sank to the floor in front of the painting. Eventually, Stan would come back, wondering why she was hiding. Rubbing the sleeve of her sweater over her face, she found her feet, covered the painting with a sheet so it wasn’t visible from the door, and walked out of the studio, leaving her pain and sadness behind.
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* * *

      Stan groaned as he rubbed his face with a weary hand and glared at the clock. It was nearly three in the morning, but he couldn’t seem to keep his eyes shut. Since he had given Remy that room for her studio, she hadn’t once locked the door to keep him out. When she opened the door that afternoon, she didn’t even let him see what she was up to. Her face was splattered with paint, and the fake smile twisted his gut. Something had happened. Throwing off the blankets, he reached for his cane and climbed to his feet.

      He peeked out his door, listening, but the house was silent. As silently as he could, he crept down the hall, his cane’s tapping echoing around him, until he reached Remy’s studio door. He half expected the door to be locked, but the handle turned and the door swung inward. He flipped on the light and glanced at the wire sculpture across the room, but she hadn’t touched that at all today. Instead, he saw the sheet draped over a canvas. Guiltily, he glanced over his shoulder, but Remy was upstairs, sound asleep. Stan closed the distance between himself and the sheet, lifted it gently off the easel, and stared. The sheet fell from his numb hand and he stumbled back a step at the range of emotions covering the canvas.

      “No,” he whispered, his eyes searching every inch of it for color. None appeared in the midst of the black and grays. “Dang it.”

      His hand gripping his cane, he forced himself closer, studying the images before him. The image was of a man and a woman, both with hearts dripping black in their hollow chests. Their hands pressed towards one another, but something blocked them, kept them apart. That was only the left side of the canvas. He shifted to see the rest of it and saw the same form of the woman huddled on the ground, dead flowers surrounding her and the heart shattered in her hollow chest. The man was far off in the distance, but there was no heart in his chest. Nothing. Stan ground his teeth. Was this what she thought of them? That he did not love her at all?

      Anger flooded his chest, and he slammed his cane into the floor. That morning when he left, she was happy, smiling, and full of a love he sensed in her hand as she clung to him before he climbed into the car. She met with her friend and something changed. What was it? He didn’t know her friend or have a number to call her to ask what they’d talked about that crushed Remy’s heart.

      Stan studied the painting until the room lightened with the first hint of morning. He covered it hastily in the sheet and ducked back into his room as a set of steps sounded on the stairs. Pressing his ear to the door, he heard Remy muttering under her breath and the studio door open. He counted to ten then went, ready to confront her about what he saw. Except when he spied her, he saw a paintbrush in one hand covered in white paint. She glared at the painting on the easel and swiped the white paint across it. With each stroke, the painting vanished from view until it was nothing but a blank canvas. She set the paintbrush down, smiling to herself. He backed away, then made sure his steps were louder before he stood in the doorway, smiling.

      “Morning,” he said, faking a yawn.

      “Oh, morning,” she replied, looking sheepish.

      “Working this early?”

      “No. I had to take care of something from yesterday. I’m starting over on a project.”

      The light was back in her eyes as she sauntered towards him in her sleep shorts and tank top. Her arms wrapped around his neck and brought him down to her lips for a kiss.

      “Hmm, bacon or sausage this morning?” she asked.

      “How about you let me make breakfast. Pancakes?”

      “Oh, those do sound good,” she agreed and kissed him again.

      He hugged her close, lifting her off her feet as she squealed with laughter. “You know, Remy, I care about you very much,” he whispered.

      She stiffened for a split second in his arms before she hugged him back. “I know.”

      “Good, that’s good.” He leaned back to see her smiling. “Breakfast, then?”

      “Breakfast.”

      She slipped her hand into his, and they strolled to the kitchen, ready to start another day and make ready for Halloween night. Stan watched Remy all day, searching for signs she was pulling away from him, but her laughter was real as she helped dress Louis as a pirate and Stan as Captain Blackbeard. She dressed up as Grace O’Malley, another pirate, and the three set off through his neighborhood as soon as the sun set. Several neighbors were quite pleased to see Stan out and about, and only one glared openly at him and Remy. Melody. She almost didn’t place any candy in Louis’ bucket, but Stan held it out with a great wide smile and thanked her loudly. More parents and kids waited behind them, so she had no choice.

      “Happy Halloween,” he told her happily as they left her front porch, her glaring at them the entire time.

      When Louis had hit all the houses Stan could walk to, he told him to keep going with Remy, but they both refused to keep doing it without him. Back at the house, they turned on the original Mummy movie and ate candy. Louis fell asleep between them on the couch, and Stan stared in awe at the resemblance his son had to him. It was uncanny, sometimes. He glanced up and saw Remy watching him. The doubt on her face nagged at the back of his mind for the next few days.

      He hoped it was nothing, but as the days stretched on into November, she pulled away from him bit by bit. Their afternoon tumbles in bed grew more infrequent, and whenever he was with Louis, she kept herself busy getting the garden and flowerbeds ready for winter or in her studio. Thanksgiving was fast approaching, and he finally gave in and announced to his parents he and Louis would be coming over that night for dinner. He asked Remy if she wanted to go with him or spend time with her own family.

      “We do Thanksgiving on the Saturday after,” she told him with a shrug. “If you want me to go, I’ll go with you.”

      “Why would I not want you to go?” he pushed. They lay in his bed, Louis at his final day of school before his four days off for the holiday, but they barely spoke.

      “I mean, it’s a holiday. Some people consider that to only be with family.”

      His brow furrowed and he hugged her closer to him. “You’re pretty much family, Remy. You are more than welcome to come. Louis and I would be thrilled to have you there.”

      “Then I guess I’ll go,” she said, giving in.

      “If something was wrong, you’d tell me, right?” he asked, tracing his fingers along her cheek.

      “That was our deal. You know I would.”

      She lied, but he could hardly argue when she kissed him, and a moment later, they were both breathing hard as she straddled his body, riding hard and slow against him. Her touch was different—desperate, as if she clung to these few moments with him.

      As if she was getting ready to say goodbye.

      He sat up, holding her to his body as they made love in the late afternoon sun, the chill from the window brushing against their heated skin. After the holiday, he planned on sitting down with Louis and talking to him about Remy, about her not being his nanny anymore but an actual part of the family. If Louis was okay with it, he would confess his love to Remy. He only prayed he wouldn’t be too late.
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      Theresa decided to make a surprise visit the day before Thanksgiving, and Remy heard them talking to her in the living room. She was finishing dishes from that morning, humming to herself and lost in thought. Callie had tried to call her several times, but she ignored her friend and even stopped taking calls from her mom. Abbey had sided with what her friend had told her, and in all her voicemails, she told Remy to think really hard about what she was doing.

      The messages from her mom were harsher, though, worried she was being selfish and what this would do to two people Remy cared very much for. Stan watched her like a hawk, his touches more tender and his kisses lingering as if he wanted to tell her something but couldn’t find the words. The bags under Remy’s eyes grew bigger with each passing day as sleep eluded her, and she stayed up late in her studio, working on finishing the wire sculpture her heart was no longer in. The voices died down in the living room, and she heard steps wander upstairs. The last dish rinsed and in the drying rack, Remy wiped her hands and figured she would do a little more work before lunch. The work usually helped clear her mind, but lately, all it did was muddle her thoughts even more.

      “Oh, Theresa, you scared me,” she said when she walked into her studio and found Theresa standing there. “Is there something I can help you find? I thought you went upstairs with the boys.”

      “No, Remy, but I think you and I need to have a talk,” she said seriously.

      “Why? Is something wrong with Louis?” she asked, rushing to Theresa’s side, but when she saw what the woman stared at, she stopped dead. “Theresa.” The painting of her and Stan making love in the garden was right there for her to see.

      “I hope this does not reflect something that is currently happening beneath this roof,” Theresa said firmly. “Louis and Stan have a very fragile relationship. Anything could throw that out of balance. I have seen much progress, but I do not think Louis is ready to see his father with a woman, especially a woman who he has come to trust as the nanny and nothing more.”

      Remy gulped, wringing her hands. “He doesn’t know about it.”

      “I suggest you keep it that way and that you find a new place of employment.”

      “What?” she snapped in disbelief.

      Theresa sighed. “I have seen this time and again. A child winds up with a parent who then starts a relationship with a woman or man, and the child can’t handle it emotionally. What happens if you two don’t work out? Louis will be in the middle of any fallout.”

      “No, he wouldn’t,” Remy argued.

      “Yes, he would, whether you want him to be or not. You have to think of the child, Remy. I understand not having any of your own makes this hard, but—”

      “How dare you?” Remy seethed. “I might not have a child of my own, but I have been a nanny long enough to know how to take care of them. I always—always—put them first, especially Louis.”

      “I see, and do you always leave your studio door unlocked?” Remy’s mouth worked, but all she managed was a nod. “Many of your works are quite lovely, but some of them are inappropriate for a child of his age to see. I won’t write this down, but consider this a verbal warning.” Theresa patted Remy on the shoulder as if she hadn’t just told her to give up the man she loved. “Have a good holiday, Remy.”

      “You too,” she replied on reflex.

      Theresa left the room, closing the door securely behind her. Remy wandered numbly towards the wire sculpture, tracing her fingers up over the face of the man with no face to the woman he held in his arms. The wings would never be finished, not now.

      “Remy?” Stan asked as the door opened.

      “Yeah? Theresa leave already?” she asked, not turning around yet.

      “She just did. I have somewhere I have to go, a last-minute thing.”

      “What’s going on?” She moved to him, and the resolve in his eyes let her cling to that last hope that he would say the words she needed to hear.

      “I got a call from the hospital. The brother who was in a coma woke up a week ago and is coherent now. I’m going to see him and put this to rest once and for all,” he explained.

      Don’t let him see you fall apart. He has his own issues to deal with.

      “Do you want us to come with you for moral support?” she asked, but he was already shaking his head. “We’ll keep ourselves busy here. Go do what you have to do.” She rested her palm against his cheek, her chest tightening when he leaned into her touch then kissed her palm.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Stan limped down the hall, walking with his back straight and head held high. She wanted to follow him but forced herself to stay behind.

      “Bye, Stan,” she whispered when the front door closed. “I’m sorry.”

      Not today, but soon, she would have to leave. It would kill her to stay in this house with him and not be able to hold him or kiss him. She would never last.

      She would have to leave.
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* * *

      The hospital was busy. Stan let the sounds of the surrounding people fill his ears so he wouldn’t let his own thoughts deter him from what he came here to do. Dr. Price told him if he ever had the chance to speak to the man who did this to him, he should take that chance to forgive the man and let the issue rest for good. Closure, that was all Stan needed to truly put the accident behind him and finally heal from the inside out.

      A few people stood by the door Stan needed to go through. He kept his face down so they wouldn’t notice him, but he only managed two more steps before one of the men stepped forward.

      “You—you’re that rich guy,” the man grunted.

      “Stanford Wellington, yes,” Stan replied. “I’ve come to visit with James.”

      “James? You came here to see James?” the man shouted, and half the floor fell silent.

      The door was thrown open and an angry, gray-haired woman stalked out, planting her body in the doorway. “You mongrel. How dare you show your face here?”

      “I’ve come to speak with James, please,” Stan said calmly.

      “He does not want to speak with you. Get out.”

      “Would you mind asking him?” Stan pressed. “It’s quite important I talk to him.”

      The woman yelled at him again, but a weaker voice called from inside the room. She whipped around, her gray hair flying, and Stan spotted a pale man, his face skinny and hair lank, sitting up in bed.

      “Ma, let him in,” James repeated from his bed.

      “You can’t possibly want to talk to him,” the woman urged, but James spotted Stan and waved for him to come in. “James, please. He killed your brother.”

      “No, he didn’t,” James grunted sadly. “Ma, you have to stop this.”

      “James,” Stan said and held out his hand. “Pleasure to officially meet you.”

      James shook his hand weakly, smiling sadly. “They said you were in a wheelchair. I’m happy to see you walking around.”

      “And I’m happy to see you are awake.”

      James smiled sadly. “I am too. Why are you here, man? I would’ve thought you wanted nothing to do with me.”

      “I didn’t, but I still needed to come.” Stan glanced at James’ mom still fuming on the other side of her son’s bedside. “I needed to come to say I forgive you for the accident and I am sorry for your brother.”

      “You should be,” the woman snarled, but James held up his hand.

      “Ma, enough! Goodness, I was drunk and driving the boat, all right? This guy had nothing to do with the stupid trash I did. If you want to blame someone for Derek’s death, you blame me and leave him alone. Got it?”

      The woman crumbled, doubling over and resting her head on James’ chest as she cried.

      “I am sorry,” Stan told James again. “You’ve paid enough by losing your brother, so if there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me.”

      James’ eyes widened in surprise. “Why would you offer to help me?”

      “Because it’s the right thing to do,” Stan told him. He smiled as a weight lifted from his shoulders. He bowed his head and backed towards the door when the woman reached out and took his hand in hers. Pain was etched in every line of her face and she opened her mouth to speak, but words failed her. She walked around the bed instead and hugged Stan. He returned the gesture and left James’ family to be together.

      When he returned home, all he wanted to do was find Louis and hug his son close. Later, he would find Remy and kiss her until neither of them could breathe. Today was a great day, and if all went according to plan, this was the beginning of the new life Stan saw laid out before him.
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* * *

      “What if they don’t like me?” Louis asked again as they walked up the steps towards the Wellington’s front door. He tugged at his tiny tie and cringed.

      “They’ll love you,” he assured his son, ruffling his hair.

      “And if they don’t?”

      “They will. Who could not love you? But,” he said, bending lower, “if you get too uncomfortable and want to leave, you just say the word and we’ll go.”

      Louis nodded earnestly, his hand slipping into his pocket. The picture of Lara was tucked safely away there so she could be with them on this day, too. Louis had cried a little that morning as Stan helped him get dressed in his best clothes. This was his first major holiday without Lara, and it struck him hard. Stan needed this day to go well for Louis’ sake—and for Remy’s, who stood behind the boy. Everyone would fall in love with them both, Stan was sure of it, but the nagging he woke with in his gut that morning grew into a pain, refusing to leave him alone.

      “Everyone ready?” he asked, his hand poised to knock.

      “Ready,” Louis said, and Remy nodded.

      Stan frowned and let his hand fall. The door flew open a second later, and Erin Wellington beamed at her son as she dragged him nearly off his feet and into her arms. “Stanford! I’m so happy to see you out of that chair! You look wonderful!”

      “Thanks, Mom,” he replied, struggling to breathe. “Mom? You’re crushing me here.”

      “Sorry, sorry,” she said and set him back on his feet. She kissed his cheek loudly, and Louis laughed at the lipstick all over his face. “Well now, who do we have here?”

      Stan grinned encouragingly to Louis as he stepped closer. “I’m Louis, ma’am.”

      “Ma’am,” Erin repeated. She held out her hand for his. “Young man, you can call me Erin or Grandma, whatever makes you happy. Would you like to meet the rest of the family?” Louis nodded eagerly, his hand still tucked in Erin’s as they moved deeper into the house. “Oh, and nice to see you again, dear!” Erin called over her shoulder to Remy.

      Stan turned to stare accusingly at Remy. She gripped the pie in her hands and grinned so wide her eyes shut. “See you again?” he asked.

      “So where should I put this? The kitchen? Great,” she said and hurried past him.

      “Remy!” He chased after her. “When did you meet my mother?”

      “Oh, now dear, don’t let it bother you,” Erin said, waving away his worries when they reached the kitchen where the rest of the family was gathered until dinnertime. “How else do you think she managed to get Bert to your house?”

      He hugged his sisters in turn, glaring at Remy and his mom over their heads. “You know, I think I’m going to hang out with my sisters all night. They won’t drive me crazy.”

      “I…uh, met them already too,” Remy muttered then coughed loudly into her hand.

      “Sorry, brother,” Sarah, the youngest said, nudging him in the side.

      “Yeah, we had a great afternoon the other day,” Susan added.

      Sally was the only one who didn’t speak, her eyes locked on Louis. Stan worried that she would be a problem tonight. He grabbed her elbow gently and asked if he could speak with her in private. Louis sat at the breakfast bar, talking to Sampson, his dad.

      “What’s up?” Sally asked, averting her gaze.

      “Is this going to be a problem?”

      “Problem?”

      “Come on, Sal, I know you and Nick have been trying for a while now, and I show up with a ten-year-old son? If you’re mad, promise you’ll be mad at me and not take it out on him.”

      Sally hung her head before she hugged him. “I would never be mad at either of you. I feel bad for that kid, losing his mom, and now he’s stuck with a rotten mongrel like you,” she teased.

      “Thanks, really.”

      “You’re welcome. How’s it going? He looks happy.”

      “He is. We both are. Hasn’t called me Dad yet, but we’ll get there eventually. I wake up some days thinking it was all a dream, both of them.”

      “Both?” Sally asked, then smiled. “Ah, I see. Remy.”

      “She’s something special,” he told her. “I’m not sure I could’ve done this without her.”

      Sally’s eyes narrowed, then widened. “Incredible, you’re in love with her.”

      Stan froze as his heart pounded in his chest and his palms grew sweaty. He stared at Remy standing in the kitchen chatting with his mom, laughing with his sisters as if she was already part of the family. Sally was right, he loved that woman. So why wouldn’t the words come out when he needed them to?

      “Please tell me you’ve told her.”

      “It’s complicated,” he muttered. “I’ve got Louis to worry about.”

      “But you do love her, and I have a feeling she loves you. Why haven’t you talked to the kid yet?”

      “Because I’m a coward,” he admitted. “I don’t know what to say to either of them. I’m asking my nanny to be my girlfriend and move in with me as my girlfriend, which means I’m technically firing her and leaving her without a job,” he rambled. “And Louis likes her now, but if she becomes my girlfriend, I’m not sure what he’ll do about that. What if Remy and I don’t work out?”

      Sally pursed her lips. “I see your point. Well, you’re going to have to say something to them both, and sooner rather than later.”

      “I planned on it after the holiday before Louis goes back to school.”

      “Promise me you’ll tell Remy you love her before too long? She shouldn’t have to wait to hear it.”

      The floorboards creaked, and Stan glanced over at Louis, standing a few feet away. “Hey, kiddo, you all right?” he asked quickly, worried he’d overheard Sally’s words.

      He nodded slowly. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      “I’ll show you,” Sally said brightly. “And I can show you Stan’s old room. Would you like that? There’s a ton of model ships in there.”

      “Cool.” Louis took Sally’s hand, and they walked away.

      Stan stayed in the dining room until Sampson walked in carrying a stack of plates and silverware. “Here, you can get stuck with table duty with me,” he grunted.

      “Could be worse,” Stan said, setting out the plates.

      “Yes, yes, it could. Your mother could have tried to cook the turkey again this year.”

      “I heard that, you balding moron!” Erin yelled into the dining room.

      They bantered back and forth as the food was pulled out of the oven and carried into the dining room by his other two sisters, Remy, and his brothers-in-law. Sally and Louis returned in time for Sampson to cut the turkey, the golden skin glistening with juices and smelling delicious, as always, when Sampson cooked. They passed around plates and chatted through the dinner, swapping stories and each sibling telling Louis all about his dad growing up. Louis was in stitches by the time the dinner dishes were cleared away. Remy offered to start cutting up the pies in the kitchen. Stan followed her, ignoring the curious look Erin shot them both.

      “I hope my family hasn’t been too much for you,” he said, leaning against the counter a few inches away from Remy. His arm ached to wrap around her waist and pull in her for a kiss, but she resisted at the last second.

      “They’re louder than I’m used to, but they’re all very nice,” she replied, not looking up from the pie.

      “You know, if you’re tired, we can leave.”

      “Louis is having a good time. We can stay. I’m fine.”

      “Remy,” he whispered, and his hand rested over hers on the counter. “Look at me and say that.”

      Her breath was shaky as she closed her eyes then opened them, staring deep into his eyes. “I’m fine,” she repeated, but no smile lifted her lips and his hand slipped away from hers. She finished cutting the pie and carried it into the dining room.

      He was losing her, and he was too much of a fool to tell her exactly what she needed to hear. Fear of hurting his and Louis’ relationship stopped him.

      Just a little longer, please, he begged her silently. Please don’t leave me yet.
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      Tears burned in her eyes. Remy wiped them away as the car pulled up outside the house. She needed to get her butt upstairs before Stan could corner her and ask her anything else. Making it through dinner had been hard enough—and lying to his mom every time she asked if Remy would stick around for a while longer. His family was great, so nice and caring, but she wouldn’t ruin anyone’s holiday by saying exactly what was on her mind.

      She let Louis into the house, who was still talking excitedly about the night and how awesome Stan’s family was, the man himself bringing up the rear.

      “All right, kiddo, time for bed,” Stan informed him.

      “What? Aw, come on,” he argued as he yawned.

      “It’s midnight. Time for bed. See you in the morning.” Louis hugged Stan around the middle and rushed to do the same for Remy, and she nearly lost it. He darted upstairs and out of sight.

      “I think I’m off to bed, too,” she said and turned to go.

      “Wait, we need to talk,” he said and caught her hand. “Remy, we made a deal, remember? You would be honest with me and I would go through therapy. Only one of us has kept up our end of the deal.”

      She bit her tongue hard against the tears, but they slipped down her cheeks. “Please, not now.”

      “Yes, now,” he insisted. “Tell me, for the love of God, what’s going on?”

      You have to be strong, she told herself sternly. You have to be strong for both their sakes. No backing down. Just do it and get out of their lives before you screw anything up.

      Squaring her shoulders and sniffing hard, she turned and looked him right in the eye. “I’m leaving, Stan.”

      His face collapsed in a pale sheet of confusion, her hand slipping from his. “I don’t understand.”

      “I think you do, more than you want to. Whatever this is… it’s risky. You and Louis have come far, but you still have so much further to go,” she said, her voice shaking. “I can’t be around to screw that up. I won’t be. It’s time for me to go.”

      She held her breath as he opened his mouth. Please don’t say it, please don’t. You’ll only make this harder. I can’t stay… I can’t!

      “Of course, if that’s what you want,” he whispered, his voice rough, brow wrinkled as if that was not what he wanted to say at all.

      “It’s what’s best for you and Louis,” she insisted, telling herself repeatedly this was the right thing to do. “I let myself get too wrapped in your lives. This isn’t my place. You two need to figure out life on your own, so I’m leaving.” She picked up her purse off the entryway table. “I’ll send a truck for the rest of my things after the holidays if that’s all right.”

      “You’re leaving right now? It’s midnight,” he argued.

      “I think it’s best.” She glanced up the stairs. “Tell Louis I said goodbye. I’ll send him some fresh art supplies before too long.”

      “Remy,” he whispered, licking his lips nervously. He reached out a hand for her, but it fell short and his shoulders sagged. “Enjoy your holiday with your family,” he finished lamely.

      Her heart heaved in her chest, wanting to fall apart, but this was what was best for everyone. Well, at least for the man she loved and his son. That was more important. She stepped out into the cold of the night and called Callie as she walked to the end of the drive to stop the urge to run back inside and into his arms. By the time her friend pulled up to the drive, she was bawling her eyes out and babbling about what an idiot she was.

      “Right, you need a drink,” Callie insisted. “Come with me, girlie. Let’s go wallow together.”

      “Together? You and Matt?” she asked, wiping her eyes.

      “Yeah. Turns out you were right, but you can say ‘I told you so’ tomorrow.”

      Remy laughed through her tears and rested her head against her friend’s shoulder. “I didn’t want to be right.”

      “Neither did I. As much of a jerk I was the other day, I was really rooting for you. I just want you to be happy.” She sighed heavily and tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “So, whiskey or tequila?”

      “Tequila, please.” Remy shut her eyes and let the rocking of the car soothe her, but it would be a long time before she managed to forget Stanford Wellington and the life she had imagined with him and his son.
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* * *

      Stan stared at the front door as his heart broke in two. She was gone, just like that, gone because he was too much of a coward to open his mouth or risk anything.

      “Where’s Remy going?”

      “Louis,” Stan said, surprised, and wiped away the wetness on his cheeks. “I thought you were in bed, kiddo. She…uh, she had to go see her family.”

      “I heard what she said,” Louis said plainly as he walked down the steps, still in his suit and tie.

      “You did?”

      He nodded his little head, his curly hair bobbing. “Yeah, I did, Dad. So why aren’t you going after her?”

      “It’s complicated… wait, what did you say?”

      Louis stepped off the stairs. “Dad. I called you Dad because that’s who you are.”

      Stan sank to his knees and hugged Louis close, kissing the top of his head as Louis wrapped his tiny arms around his neck. “Oh, kiddo, you have no idea how happy that makes me.”

      “Doesn’t Remy make you happy, too?” he asked, confused.

      “Well…yes, but it’s not an easy thing.”

      “I heard what you told Aunt Sally before dinner. You love Remy, don’t you?”

      Stan was tempted to deny it, but he couldn’t, not anymore. “I do. I love her very much.”

      “I do too.” Louis frowned at the front door. “You remember during one of our talks with Dr. Price, you told him you regretted not telling Mom you loved her before she died?”

      “I…I did say that.”

      “So what are you doing?”

      Stan shook his head. “What do you mean?’

      “You love Remy, Dad. Why didn’t you tell her?”

      He puffed out his cheeks and sat on the floor. “I was worried about you and me, about whether we were ready for that next step or not.”

      “I think we are, and besides, Remy makes this place a home. The three of us together.”

      “Yeah?”

      Louis nodded smiling wide. “Yeah, she does. I want you to be happy, too, Dad. I know you loved Mom and we both miss her, but we have Remy, too. We need her here.”

      “You are certainly wise beyond your years. I think you got that from your mom.”

      “Probably,” he agreed and laughed when Stan tickled his sides. “So, are you going to go after her or what?”

      “Not tonight,” he said and held up a hand when Louis started to argue. “But we will, Saturday. If we’re going to do this, we have to do it right.”

      Louis helped him back to his feet, and father and son walked up the steps, talking about their plan to win Remy back, the woman they both needed in their lives.
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* * *

      Remy tried being drunk all weekend, but Abbey and George wouldn’t allow it and told her by Saturday evening, she’d better be sober enough to sit at the table and eat dinner with them. Callie joined them, the rest of her family living across the country, but it was only the four of them. Not a very merry gathering, especially when Remy was still hurting over leaving the only man she ever loved.

      During her drunken rant, she confessed to Callie how much she’d fallen for the man and how she hated herself for always trying to do the right thing and leaving. She loved him and here she was taking herself out of his life. The chances of her finding a man that could ever compare to Stan again were slim. Later, when she was alone, she realized Callie and her mom were to blame for some of it, both telling her she needed to find a life of her own. Well, she had done just that and look what happened? But that was simply putting the blame for her own actions on someone else. Her mind was jumbled and part of her wished she’d told the social worker to shove it. The other pictured Stan and Louis having the perfect father-son relationship and being happy, and she would remind herself she’d done the right thing.

      She had enough money saved up. A month-long vacation sounded like a great idea. She could disappear. Not coming back sounded like an even greater idea, and she was halfway through packing a suitcase before she broke down in tears again. Her whole body ached as if she had been hit by a truck and it wasn’t from the drinking.

      “Remy!” Abbey called up the stairs.

      “I’ll be down in a minute, Mom,” she yelled back, dumping her suitcase out on the floor.

      “This can’t wait a minute.”

      Groaning in aggravation, Remy tossed her suitcase aside and marched out of her room. She ran down the stairs, muttering curses under her breath the entire way down. “What, Mom? I’m really not in the mood to do dinner, so maybe we can just—” She let out a startled yelp and froze, her hand to her chest.

      “Told you it couldn’t wait,” Abbey said quietly, smiling from across the living room.

      “What…what are you doing here?” Remy asked.

      Stan cringed as he stepped closer. “I wasn’t ready to let you leave,” he told her.

      “No, you can’t be here right now. I left so you could have your chance with your son! If I come back I’ll just ruin everything,” she snapped, angry with him for ruining her perfect plan. “Just go, ok? You’re only making this harder and if your social worker finds out, then it will all be over because of me. You have to think of Louis. What’s best for him.” The words tumbled out of her mouth faster than she could stop them. “And you’re going to show up here and say what—you want me back as the nanny?”

      “Nope,” a little voice said behind her, and Remy bit her lip as she spun around. “Hi, Remy.”

      “Louis? What is going on?” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “Don’t repeat those words.”

      He giggled. “We’re here because Dad loves you.”

      “Louis,” Stan whispered, and Remy’s hand slipped from her mouth.

      “He what?” she asked, not believing she’d heard Louis correctly. Don’t say it! You say it and I’ll never be able to leave you.

      The little boy laughed as he took her hand and dragged her across the room to Stan. “He loves you. I heard him tell Aunt Sally, but he was too worried about me, just like you were.”

      “Louis, I…uh… you talked to him about this?” she asked Stan.

      He laced his fingers through hers with a chuckle. “Actually, he talked to me about it. Remy, I want you back—we both do—and not as the nanny, though I’m afraid I’m leaving you without a job.”

      She laughed as tears fell from her eyes. “I think I’ll survive.”

      He wiped her tears away gently with his thumb, letting his cane fall to the floor. “I love you, Remy. I should’ve told you every dang day.”

      “Ditto,” she whispered. They hugged, him picking her up off her feet as her family and Louis whistled and cheered. He kissed her fiercely, dipping her low as she clung to his body. When he straightened, Louis hugged them both around the middle. Remy laughed, shaking her head at Stan as she wrapped an arm around Louis. “You sure about this, kid?”

      “Hell yeah,” he hollered, and she laughed as Stan scowled at him. “What? Heat of the moment, Dad.”

      “Dad,” Remy repeated. “What about the social worker?”

      “I’ll explain everything to her, don’t worry about it. So,” Stan said, clearing his throat. “I hope you don’t mind that we crashed your Thanksgiving.”

      Abbey squealed in delight and rushed over to hug Stan. “Of course not. Make yourselves at home, both of you.”

      Louis followed Abbey and George right into the kitchen, but Stan held Remy back. “You know, I thought I wouldn’t make it without you.”

      “I was gone a day,” she said, laughing. “But same.”

      He grinned and kissed her again, then rested his forehead against hers. “I love you, Remy. Don’t leave again, ever. Yell at me, scream at me, but please don’t leave me.”

      “You’ve got yourself a deal. No more secrets,” she promised. “I love you, too.”

      They walked hand in hand to join her parents, and her new family, to enjoy a second Thanksgiving dinner. In that moment, she was truly thankful for the two new men in her life.
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* * *

      Christmas Morning, One Year Later

      “Here she comes,” Louis hissed to Stan. He adjusted the two packages on the coffee table as Louis ran back into the living room.

      “Well, hello,” she said through a yawn, wrapping her fluffy purple robe around her body. “You haven’t opened any of your presents yet?”

      “We were waiting for you,” Louis said.

      “Is that right?” She sat down on the couch, tucking her feet up beneath her. “Well, go ahead, I’m here. Have at it.”

      Louis and Stan exchanged a glance. “We thought we’d do things differently this year,” he said and picked up the small box on the table while Louis picked up the slim package.

      Remy’s eyes narrowed. “What’s going on with you two this morning?”

      Louis nudged his dad closer, and Stan cleared his throat, his hands trembling as he moved to stand in front of Remy. His stomach in knots and heart thundering in his chest, he held out the small box wrapped in red and silver paper. “This one’s from me,” he told her.

      Cautiously, Remy held out her hand and took it. “Stan?”

      “No hints, just open it!” Louis exclaimed, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

      He and Stan had planned this for nearly two months, and now that the moment was finally here, Stan could hardly stand to wait. He was sure he already knew the answer, but his nerves got the better of him all the same. Remy tore at the paper to reveal a black velvet box.

      “Stan,” she whispered on a breath, sitting up straighter.

      “Open it,” he urged.

      Her eyes wide, she did as he said and gasped. “Oh, my goodness.”

      Stan took the box from her and pulled out the silver and diamond ring. He fell to one knee before her and took her left hand in his. “Remy, you’ve changed my life—our lives—for the better. Marry me? Make this family official?”

      She nodded, and he slipped the ring onto her finger. She tackled him in a hug, taking him to the floor with her kiss. Louis cleared his throat loudly until she stopped. Stan helped her sit up.

      “Sorry, kiddo,” Stan said. “Your turn.”

      “His turn?” Remy asked, confused, as Louis held out the slim package to her. He didn’t say a word, but his smile widened as much as it could. She tore at the packaging to find a skinny, flat box. Remy shook it, sniffed it, and did everything to it before Louis groaned and told her to open it. “All right, I’m doing it,” she said through her laughter and pulled the top off the box. Her eyes narrowed at what lay inside before they filled with tears. “Louis?”

      Tears filled his eyes too as he clasped his hands behind his back. “So? Will you?”

      “You…you want me to adopt you?” she asked.

      He nodded, and she dragged him into a bear hug, kissing the top of his head as they cried together. Stan wrapped them both in his arms, hugging the family he never thought he would have.

      “I guess we have a wedding to plan,” Remy said when she pulled back, kissing first Stan’s cheek and then Louis’. “At least I know a good florist.”

      Stan chuckled in agreement. “All right, Louis, have at it.”

      As Louis opened his presents, Remy and Stan watched, curled up together on the couch while Remy admired her ring. Stan sighed, content with his life and the path it took. He stared past Louis and out the window to the wire sculpture Remy had finally finished when she officially moved back in with him and Louis, and not as the nanny.

      The three figures created by twisting wires was the most precious thing he owned now. The male figure in the back stood tall and strong while the woman rested against his chest, and before them both was the figure of a child, probably around the age of ten. Wings encompassed the three of them, keeping them safe and together. The longer he stared, the sooner he saw the white flakes drifting in front of the sculpture.

      “Louis, look,” he said, and Louis glanced out the window.

      “Snow!” He rushed to his feet and sprinted to get outside in his slippers and robe.

      Stan and Remy followed as the snow came down heavily over the hibernating gardens, the tree branches, and the greenhouse roof in the distance. Before long, there was enough for snowballs, and they spent the morning flinging snow at each other and laughing, falling in a heap to the ground. Stan hugged them both close, promising without words to never let go.
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      Why can’t I be like that? Free to go wherever I want with nothing to stop me? True and utter freedom.

      Johanna stared intently at the raindrops running down the windowpane. Soon, the campus would be flooded by the heavy sheets of cold rain pouring down outside, cooling the dry, dusty air of Nebraska, but she didn’t want to be inside watching it. Though her coffee cup was empty, Johanna chewed on the lid anyway, gazing longingly out the window as she strolled through the hall towards her last class of the day.

      She sighed and chewed harder on the lid until her friend, Melody, pulled her hand away. “What?” Johanna asked.

      “You’re doing it again. If your mom catches you, she’ll smack your hand and you know it,” Melody muttered, glancing down at the schedule on top of her binder. “You know they said this class is the worst. Heard rumors from some friends that he’s a hard-rear.”

      Johanna brought the cup back up to her lips until Melody glared at her. She tossed it in the next trashcan they passed. “Great. Remind me why we waited until senior year to take this class?”

      “Because of you, Jo. It’s always because of you.”

      “I resent that,” Johanna said with a laugh as her friend smirked. “I tried to take it last fall and you said to wait because you weren’t in the mood for a business class.”

      Melody glanced up at her friend—Johanna was tall, nearly five-foot-nine—and frowned. “No, I said I never wanted to take a business class, but sadly, like you, I have no say in the matter.”

      Johanna’s lips thinned, thinking of the degree she was only two semesters away from earning. A degree she wanted nothing to do with, just like a family that had pushed her patience to the bitter limit. She was twenty-two and had nothing to say for herself as far as enjoying life, being out there and doing what she wanted, living the dream.

      She and Melody passed a group of guys standing near the intersection of the hallway. They turned away from her, glaring as she passed. Johanna tightened her hold on the strap of her tote and tried not to show how much it still hurt, after all these years. Everywhere she went in this town—hell, the whole dang state—people hated her because of her last name.

      “You would think they’d have other things to worry about,” Melody said loudly over her shoulder as they passed. One of the guys flipped them both off, and Melody cursed, grabbing Johanna’s arm and giving her a little shove onward when her steps slowed. “Don’t worry about them.”

      “I’m fine,” Johanna muttered. “Perfectly fine. Used to it, remember?”

      “Right, sure you are,” Melody quipped and tossed her black hair over her shoulder.

      Johanna watched the straight waves fall down her friend’s back and stifled the jealousy that shot through her. She had inherited her mother’s features, her smooth face and her amber eyes, but it was the curly, sandy brown hair she hated. She’d wanted to cut it for years, but every time she tried, her mom would throw a fit about losing such beautiful locks. One of these days, she was going to take the kitchen scissors to it and be done with it.

      “You’re doing it again,” Melody whispered out of the side of her mouth.

      The pen Johanna always kept in her pocket was now at her lips as she chewed on the cap. Blushing, she pulled the pen away and asked where the lecture hall was. Melody nodded down another hall, and they turned, Johanna wishing they had to pass through the courtyard at some point. Concordia University certainly wasn’t the Ivy League colleges her brothers had attended, but it was still private and good enough for her parents. They had wanted her to go to New York, but she put her foot down, claiming being so far away from her little sister, Isabel, would do more harm than good. Her little sister had quite the rebellious streak beneath that innocent face. Johanna couldn’t leave her behind to deal with the weight of their family legacy all on her own.

      “There it is,” Melody said, pointing towards the end of the hall. “That’s the biggest lecture hall. Good, maybe we can sit in the back and disappear all semester.”

      If only. Johanna followed her friend through the door. They looked at the students already present in the stadium seating, which went up twenty rows. They climbed the steps to where they saw two open seats in the far back. Rain battered the windows, and Johanna turned to watch it fall and stream down the smooth surface of the glass. After a few minutes of knowing she’d be out in the downpour after class, she turned around and pulled out a notebook and her old, reliable pen with its gnarled cap.

      Melody smirked as she always did when she saw another pen so abused. Johanna needed a vice to get her through the day sometimes, and it was either chew on something or start smoking.

      More people filtered in through the door as it drew closer to class time, and she watched them, picking out familiar faces from her other classes over the years. Many steered clear of her, but when the small group of guys from the corridor stepped in, the one in front let out a loud whistle.

      “Well, lookie there, boys, guess we have to deal with a Chadwick this semester after all.”

      Johanna bit down harder on the pen cap, cracking it, and cursed but didn’t speak to the guys. They snickered and jeered as they took up the front row, lounging in their seats like the lazy mongrels they probably were. People like them were the reason Johanna wanted out of Nebraska. She needed to leave, but deep down, she knew the truth: She’d be stuck here until her parents bit the dust and then her brothers would do the exact same thing to her. Control every aspect of her life. She knew they were even checking out potential men for her to date who would help the family business.

      “You look like you’re going to kill someone with that pen,” Melody whispered. “I think you need a drink after class.”

      “Can’t, Frank and Frederick are picking me up today,” she fumed. She hated the days her brothers decided to drive her around as if she was still a child. “Apparently, they want to talk to me about something.”

      Melody’s nostrils flared, but she didn’t argue. She had learned a long time ago that when the twins were involved, it was best to leave the situation be and let Johanna do what she had to do.

      Class was only a few minutes from starting when another person rushed through the door, sopping wet and with a hood pulled over his head. His boots stomped heavily across the floor, and Johanna heard him curse all the way across the room. When he reached the front row, he shrugged out of his leather jacket, and she sank down as low as she could in her seat.

      “Dang it. Why is he in this class?” she spat, praying he didn’t look up and see her.

      Melody asked who then followed Johanna’s horrified gaze. “Oh, good Lord. You’re in serious trash now.”

      “Three years we manage not to have any classes together, and he strolls into this one?” Johanna sputtered, debating if she should hurry from the class and see if there were another available.

      Her friend caught the look in her eye and gripped Johanna’s arm. “No, you’re not leaving. You need this class to graduate. Act like he’s not here. It’s a big room with lots of people, and you are adults.”

      “He’s a blasted Marquette, Melody,” she said. “If my brothers find out—”

      “So don’t tell them,” she shrugged.

      Johanna’s feet itched to run away, but a man in a suit jacket and jeans stepped in and closed the door behind him. His perfectly bald head and the glasses propped atop the shiny surface caught the overhead lights.

      “Afternoon, students,” the man said loudly with a smile as he faced them all.

      Most of them replied and watched as the man walked to the dry-erase board. Johanna’s eyes darted to the man she’d spent her entire life trying to avoid. Melody was right, though. Nearly every seat was filled. The chances of him noticing her were slim.

      “I’m Professor James Ashford. If I like you well enough by the end of the semester, you can call me Professor Ash,” he told them with a smile, and some of the students laughed. “Now, before we delve into exactly what this class will entail, we’ll go over a basic code of conduct in my class, things you should know but tend to forget.”

      Several students laughed again as he opened his leather bag and pulled out a folder. Johanna glanced towards the front of the room again. Maybe she would get through this class without the Marquette even realizing that she sat a few rows behind him.
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* * *

      Reider dripped water all over the floor beneath his seat, hating the rain and its bad timing, but there was nothing for it. This was the one class he had to take to graduate, and he couldn’t be late on the first day. If he didn’t pass with a high enough grade, he’d never hear the end of it from his parents.

      Senior year was finally here, and he wanted to get it over with as fast as possible so he could figure out how to break it to his parents that he wanted to do something different with his life. It was bad enough that he had to drive far out of his way just to buy a cup of coffee where no one knew who he was at first sight. He loved his parents most of the time, but having a legacy hanging over him had him champing at the bit to have one day—just one day—where he wasn’t under so much pressure to be the perfect son and heir to the family business.

      “Right then,” Professor Ashford said, and Reider straightened in his seat. “Who was the perfect, suck-up student and did the assigned reading for today because they checked my online syllabus first?” He glanced around the room and pointed to someone in the back. “Ms. Johanna Chadwick, how about you?”

      The room erupted in whispers, and he turned, searching for a familiar face, listening for the sound of that voice.

      “Sorry, Professor, must’ve slipped my mind.” She spoke quietly from the far back of the room, and when Reider turned far enough to see her, he caught the reluctance to speak on her face.

      She whispered to the girl next to her behind her hand and hung her head. Something was bothering the girl. Had she seen Reider walk in? He groaned, knowing exactly what she was thinking.

      Though their families moved in similar circles and showed nothing but respect for each other at such social gatherings, the Marquettes and Chadwicks openly avoided and hated each other with a deep-seated, burning passion which had cultivated over decades. If he was stuck in a class with her, it was going to be a long semester of avoiding her every time he came to class.

      “Reider.” Tommy, the guy sitting next to him and his friend of ten years, nudged his arm. “If you hadn’t been so late, I would’ve warned you.”

      “You saw her come in?” Reider said, his eye twitching. “Why didn’t you text me or something?”

      Tommy cringed. “Sorry, man.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” he muttered. “Whatever—it's not like I have to talk to her.”

      And he wasn’t going to. He didn’t want anything to do with a Chadwick, not after all the trash her family put his through. He’d have to be sure not to tell his family about them being in a class together. His mom would throw a fit, and his dad would drive up and cause a scene.

      Ashford glanced their way with a raised brow as Reider’s quiet conversation with Tommy apparently wasn’t as quiet as he thought. “And you Mr. Marquette? Did you do the reading?”

      Reider narrowed his gaze. Did he do that on purpose? “No, afraid I don’t do schoolwork before the semester actually starts,” he said and tried to put a polite smile on his face.

      More whispers than before echoed around the room, so loud that Ashford rapped his knuckles on the board to draw their attention. Reider didn’t want to turn around but couldn’t stop himself, just to see Johanna’s reaction, but she was slumped too far down in her seat. Not that it mattered if she could see him or vice versa. They’d get through the class without saying a word to one another, and that would be the end of it. He’d have to be more careful next semester when he picked his final classes before graduating.

      Ashford propped himself on his desk as he turned to face the class and briefly explained what the tiny one-page reading assignment was that only two students appeared to have done. “Now, you’re all here because this is the one class that will make a difference in your lives the second you graduate and become proper adults. You might think this is simply one more business class to tuck under your belt, but you’re wrong.”

      Reider straightened with most of the students around him and watched as Ashford pulled out more papers from his bag. He set them on the desk and tapped his fingertips on them.

      “At the end of class, I will be assigning your semester project. Until that moment, let us delve into the world of business and psychology. You see, you cannot simply run a business and hope for the best without understanding either your clientele or even those you work with. That includes partners, employees…”

      Reider tried to listen and flipped open his notebook, ready to scribble down something so it appeared he was paying attention, but his mind drifted. His life, a few weeks ago, had been simple. And, in one fell swoop, everything had changed. He stifled a yawn behind his hand and rubbed the heavy bags under his eyes. He used to live on campus, but this year, at the last second, his parents told him he’d be staying at home. His dorm room was still available on campus so he had a place to go, but for the majority of the time, he’d be home.

      His younger cousin, Micah, had lost his parents in a tragic accident and had nowhere else to live except with Reider and his parents. So far, his cousin was lost in a world of grief and wasn’t talking to anyone but Reider. He felt bad for his cousin, he really did, and he missed his aunt and uncle, but this was his senior year of school and he didn’t want to be worrying about his little cousin. His mom wasn’t giving him a choice, though, and from now on, he was going to have to be there when Micah needed him.

      He was being selfish, but he was used to being an only child and not having to deal with anyone besides himself.

      Ashford jotted a few words on the board, and though Reider had no idea what the man was talking about, he quickly copied them down before letting his mind drift again. He’d hoped this class would be somewhat exciting, but so far, it was like all the others he’d been forced into. Boring, pointless, and having nothing to do with what he wanted to do someday soon. His family had owned land in Nebraska for generations and had their hands in the biggest cattle ranches and even in the rail system. The family money was old and had created a lavish life, but that wasn’t where Reider wanted to be.

      Since he was little, he had worked on the ranches, rode the horses, and took care of the cattle that passed through. That was where he desperately wanted to be, not in some stuffy mansion, looking down on everyone around him.

      He wanted freedom—true freedom—and a wide-open field to ride through.

      “Now, your main assignment for this class will last the entire duration of the sixteen weeks,” Ashford said loudly, and Reider perked up. “I will hand out the syllabus, and then I’ll tell you who you will partner with.”

      Partner? Reider glanced around the room. Tommy nudged his arm. “Good, maybe I’ll actually earn a decent grade in this class if we’re together,” he teased.

      “Don’t lay that on me,” Reider muttered. “I have enough garbage to deal with as it is.”

      A partner. Why did they have to work with someone else? He didn’t have time for the irritation of working with someone he might never have met before. He doubted Ashford knew who had friends in this class and probably didn’t care. For all he knew, Ashford put all the names in a hat and drew them out at random before coming to the lecture hall that day. When the stack of syllabi made its way to Reider, he took one and passed it along, frowning at the thick packet of information.

      “This is one project?” he mused.

      Ashford chuckled, standing a few feet from him. “Yes, Mr. Marquette. Don’t worry, you’ll see the value of it in the end.”

      Reider frowned. “Yes, sir.”

      Ashford gave him a long look Reider couldn’t read before he returned to his desk and picked up a piece of paper. “Now, when I call out your names, jot them down and you can find your new buddy for the semester when class is over. I advise you to exchange numbers, e-mails, whatever so you have plenty of ways to contact each other. This project is the entirety of your grade and credit for this class. I hope I’ve made myself clear.”

      He eyed everyone, and many of the students squirmed in their seats. He sighed and hunkered back down again. Too bad he couldn’t shove the work onto his partner. If this was to be the only assignment they had the entire semester, he’d have to put in full effort. Tapping his boot on the floor, he waited for Ashford to call out names.

      “Johanna Chadwick and Reider Marquette, you will be partners,” Ashford said a few minutes later.

      “What?” a female voice snapped from the back of the room.

      Reider’s lip twitched at Ashford as he grinned. “You heard me correctly, Ms. Chadwick. Now, if you’d please remain quiet so I can get through the rest of the names?”

      Reider tapped his pen angrily on his notebook. Partnered with a Chadwick for the entire semester? It couldn’t happen. It wouldn’t happen. Her family was the enemy, and if his parents heard about him socializing with her outside of normal, high society events, they’d throw a fit. He couldn’t afford to drop the class either, or let himself fail, so there was no other option except to ask Ashford to change his mind. He’d been in this town long enough to know of the feud between the elite families. Why would he stick the two of them together? No good would come of it except more drama that neither family needed.

      “I suggest you all do as I said before,” Ashford announced after he called out the final two names. “Meet with your partner between now and Wednesday and start going over plans for the semester. Good day to you all, and try to stay dry,” he added with a wink, the rain battering loudly against the windows.

      Reider shoved his notebook and pen back in his leather messenger bag and picked up his jacket. Several other students approached Ashford first so he grunted while he waited for them to go away.

      “Man, you have to work with a Chadwick?” Tommy said, shaking his head. “How are you going to handle that?”

      “I’m not, that’s how,” he spat. “My name means something in this town. I’m not letting a professor think he can do whatever he wants to me. I’m not working with her. I refuse. He’ll have to switch us with other people.”

      “There are a few other hotties in the class,” Tommy said, tilting his head to study several of those girls’ rears as they exited the class. Reider’s brow lifted, and his lips twitched in a grin. There were quite a few good-looking ladies he’d be more than happy to spend quality time with. Anyone except—

      “This is total trash,” an angry voice snapped nearby, and Reider turned to see Johanna moving towards the front of the room, a girl at her side. “I can’t believe he would be so stupid as to pair us together!”

      Reider slung his jacket on, wondering if she realized he stood so close. When she finally did turn his way, his body paused and his mouth slackened. He’d seen Johanna before, numerous times at functions, but had never really paid much attention to her. The last one had been nearly six months ago, but he’d be darned if he didn’t notice how different she looked, glaring openly at him.

      Her curly hair hung long over her shoulders, framing a soft face with smooth skin. He felt a sudden, ridiculous urge to reach out and run his fingers down it. She gripped one hand tightly around the strap of her tote, and the other held a pen in her fist, the cap looking like it’d been through hell and back. But it was her eyes that drew him in and froze his body in place. They were filled with anger, but beneath that was a simmering fire burning a hole right through him.

      “Can I help you with something or do you want to keep staring?” she snapped when she reached the ground level beside him.

      He forgot how tall she was, not matching his six-foot-three frame but tall enough she didn’t have to tilt her head back too far. He leered at her. “No, nothing at all. Just wondering how I got stuck in this class with you.”

      “Likewise,” she seethed. “A problem I’m going to soon remedy.”

      “Right behind you,” he said and followed her up to Ashford’s desk.

      The other four students left, and the bald professor stared at Reider and Johanna over his glasses. “Ah, and what can I do for you today?”

      “I’m not working with him,” Johanna stated before Reider could even open his mouth. The vehemence in her words made his jaw drop, and he shifted on his feet. “I refuse to do it.”

      Ashford nodded once, glancing from her to Reider and back again. He removed his glasses with a sigh and tucked them into his suit jacket pocket. “And Reider? You feel the same?”

      Reider gritted his teeth as Johanna shot him another burning glare. He was willing to admit he didn’t want to work with her, but he was at least trying to be civil in his refusal to do so. He shoved one hand deep in his pocket and glared just as hotly back at Johanna. “Yes, I do.”

      “Then I guess you both leave me with no other choice,” Ashford said and let out a heavy breath. “You either work together, or I fail you both—right now.”
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      Johanna’s hand tightened painfully around the pen. “What did you say?”

      Ashford crossed his arms over his chest and smirked. “I said, work together or fail. Those are your two options, Ms. Chadwick. I think I made myself clear.”

      She sputtered for words, not used to anyone being ignored, and glowered at Reider. “I can’t work with him! It’s impossible. You do realize who we are, right? There is no way we can even remotely make this successful for sixteen weeks! He’ll purposely screw it up so I fail.”

      “That’s stupid,” Reider snapped. “Who says you won’t do the exact same to me? You are a Chadwick. Everyone knows your whole family are liars and con-men.”

      “They are not! Those accusations were never proven, and you know it!”

      “Says your family,” Reider replied tightly.

      Johanna cursed and shook her head, sending her curls flying. “I won’t do it. I won’t work with him. Please, Professor Ashford, you’ve been here long enough to know we can’t possibly do this.”

      “I don’t understand why not,” he said, and his smile widened. “There is absolutely no reason the two of you cannot partner for the semester. I actually think it will do you some good, give you an edge over the other students.”

      “An edge?” Reider repeated. “Yeah, it’ll take me to the edge of insanity and throw me over a cliff! Or she’ll steal my work,” he added in an undertone.

      Her blood boiling, Johanna lifted her hand with the pen to point at him, but the second his eyes shifted to the chewed-on cap and the anger slipped away to reveal curiosity, she dropped it and shoved it in her tote. She didn’t want to admit having him so close to her was more thrilling than she believed possible with a Marquette. He’d bulked up over the summer, and his piercing green eyes would’ve had her fawning if he was any other man. But he wasn’t any other man. He was a Marquette, the sworn enemy of her family.

      “We did not steal anything,” she finally managed to scoff. “Your family simply did not know how to hold onto their land.”

      “Maybe your family should’ve used legal and ethical business practices,” he shot back, straightening to his full height. To anyone else, it might’ve been intimidating, but Johanna was tall and she didn’t step back an inch. “Everyone knows it was your family that started the feud, amongst other things.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she snapped and poked him hard in the chest.

      “Alright, that’s enough,” Ashford said and, gripping both of their arms, gave them a gentle shove away from each other. “Do you hear yourselves? You’re not behaving like adults.”

      Johanna sniffed hard and crossed her arms over her chest, biting back the urge to say he started it.

      “Now then, I have assigned you as partners for the entire semester,” Ashford continued. “And unlike everyone else in this town, I will not baby you simply because of your last names. Either accept the inevitable and find a way to cooperate or drop the class. I have a feeling your parents would not be happy with the latter,” he added.

      Johanna knew this class was not offered in the spring so if she did drop it, she’d have to wait until the fall to take it, meaning she’d be there longer than she was supposed to be. That would not go over well at all.

      “I suggest you both look at this as an opportunity to learn something from one another—and yes, Mr. Marquette, I’m being serious, so I advise you not to scoff at me again. I am your professor and the almighty controller of your grade,” Ashford said, picking up his leather bag. “Act like the adults I know you can be and figure it out. I expect to see you both in class, sitting together, on Wednesday. Good day.”

      Professor Ashford hurried out of the lecture hall, leaving Johanna to glare at Reider. “You could drop, you know,” she suggested. “Take the class next fall.”

      “So could you,” he retorted. “Go on, you know you want to. This is only going to make you miserable.”

      She stared him down and frowned as her gaze drifted to his sharp cheekbones and stoic chin and the way his black hair revealed the intense green of his eyes. Shaking her head and cursing, she tugged on her tote strap.

      “This is ridiculous. He’s right,” she stated. “We are adults, and if we have to work together, then so be it.”

      His face went blank, and he rubbed his hand over his jaw, scratching at his beard stubble. “You’re agreeing to this? An entire semester of working with me? Why?” he asked suspiciously.

      “I need this class to graduate, and I’m assuming you do, too.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So, he’s not going to give, and it’s not offered again until the fall,” she said, biting her lip. “We don’t have a choice, and honestly, we can’t let our feud keep us from surviving one class together. We’re seniors. Now is not the time to screw things up.”

      He paced away from her, his boots stomping heavily across the floor. He muttered under his breath and hung his head. “Fine,” he said, turning back around. “Fine, we do this, and we work through it the best we can.”

      “Agreed. But,” she said, holding up a finger as thoughts of her family finding out hit her hard, “we can’t let our families know. The drama this little project would cause is not worth it. Agreed?”

      She held out her hand without thinking, and Reider didn’t hesitate to shake it. His skin was warm against hers and his palm rough, nothing like what she expected. She knew he worked on the ranches, but it had to be more than she thought for his hands to be so calloused. She waited for him to let go first, but he didn’t, and a strange look passed over his face until he cleared his throat roughly and stepped back.

      “Agreed,” he added quickly. “See you Wednesday. We can discuss our plans then. I’m late.”

      “Right, me… too,” she said lamely as he ducked out the door and let it slam shut behind him. Johanna sagged against the desk, staring at her hand. She felt his in hers still and wondered at the sensation twisting in her gut. “It’s nothing, absolutely nothing,” she told herself and walked out the door. If she kept her brothers waiting too long, they’d come looking for her, and unlike their little sister, they despised the rain. She didn’t want to hear them complaining the whole ride home.
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* * *

      James Ashford whistled as he wandered down the hall to the faculty offices, not surprised to see the headmaster sitting in his chair, waiting for him. “Ah, good evening, Greg.”

      “Don’t good evening me,” the old man stammered, his white hair combed back from his face and his beady eyes narrowed behind thick glasses. “It’s all over campus what you did. Are you insane? Do you have any idea what those two families could do to us?”

      “Not you, too? Come on, you’re too old to give a hoot what their families think,” James scolded as he set his leather bag on the desk. “I didn’t do anything except partner two students together, completely at random.”

      Greg’s penetrating stare over his glasses said he wasn’t buying it. “Undo it. Now.”

      “No,” James said definitively. “I’m not going to let them dictate my classroom, for goodness sake. They’re adults, they’re in college, and sooner or later, they will have to know what it’s like to work with someone they despise.”

      “Still, did you have to do it now?” Greg said, sounding exhausted.

      James sat down across from his own desk. “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s their senior year, and their parents are breathing down my neck about them passing and graduating.”

      “Last I checked, this was your university,” James reminded him. “Stop answering your phone.”

      “They donate quite a bit of money each year,” he said, tapping his chin. “I can’t just ignore them and hope for the best.”

      James shook his head, laughing, and pulled out a handful of papers from his bag. “Listen, if it looks like they’re going to kill each other in class, I’ll make sure they don’t spill too much blood, alright? But how old is this feud, really? Do they expect it to continue forever? It’s ridiculous!”

      Greg pushed out of the chair with a grunt and, leaning on his cane, limped to the door. “No one said it made sense, but when they own half the state, what else can we do but bend to their will? Don’t let it get out of hand. I like you. The students like you. I’d hate to lose you,” he warned and sauntered out the door.

      James sagged in his chair, waiting until the tapping of Greg’s cane disappeared before he switched sides and plopped down in his chair behind the desk. He knew exactly what he was doing with those two students. He had grown up in this town and was subjected to the same hatred the rest of them were because of the Marquettes and the Chadwicks. Knew it better than most. Even if nothing changed, at least he could say he tried to end a feud neither family even knew the truth about. Heck, anyone who might have was long dead and buried. James was an optimist, and he hated seeing this city at odds and the land divided by two ruling hands who refused to work together.

      As he got to work, planning his next few days, he whistled, hoping what he began would end better than it had started.
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* * *

      It’d been an hour since they reached the house, and Johanna heard her brothers complaining about the rain not letting up. They’d gotten soaked walking halfway across campus to look for her when she wasn’t exactly on time and then more when they’d parked and had to run for the house. She tugged on a curl and tried to tune them out, focusing on the assignments already handed out that day.

      All her classes were on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, so it made for busy days but gave her two off during the week. She didn’t plan her schedule like that for herself, but for her sister so they could be home together on the same days. Since her dad, Ben, had hinted that he and their mom, Lucy, would be taking a step back in the family business sooner rather than later, the twins had acted as if they were in charge of the household. Meaning they were more controlling than their dad ever was with their sisters.

      Johanna knew why her father did it, in all honesty. He wasn’t the original Chadwick, their mom was, and he had agreed to take her name when they married. She saw it in the worry lines etched onto his face, in the way he overcompensated. He worried he wouldn’t live up to being a true Chadwick. Even now, after so many years, their grandparents were hard on him. Their dad could’ve stepped back and looked at what he did to his kids instead of charging blindly ahead, driven by the constant need to prove his worth.

      Johanna tried to forget the conversation in the car on the way home, wanting to deck both of her brothers for plotting out the rest of her life for her as if she wasn’t even there. Because to them, you’re nothing but a pawn, she thought bitterly, chewing angrily on her pen. Nothing but someone for them to marry off to improve the family business and increase the net worth.

      She wanted to ask them why they hadn’t married yet but bit her tongue. Her brothers rolled in the family money and flashed it around as if it was nothing, going out with a new woman every weekend and acting like they were God’s gifts to the world. She was amazed they didn’t have mongrel children running around already.

      “Jo? You busy?”

      She turned in her desk chair and smiled at Isabel. “Nope, what’s wrong?” she asked when she noticed her sister’s red eyes. “Izzy?”

      “I… uh, I had to change my major today,” she said, sniffing hard, and sat down on Johanna’s bed. “Dad found out what I switched it to, and I spent all day with the counselors redoing it with him and Mom.”

      Johanna’s hands curled into fists. “I’m sorry, hon.”

      “I know. It’s okay,” she said, trying to smile as more tears filled her eyes. “I thought he said it was fine before I did it, but he saw a copy of my schedule and flipped out.” When the tears slipped down her cheeks, Jo got up and sat beside her sister, pulling her close. “What’s so wrong with what I want to do? I don’t want to be in the family business.”

      She kissed the top of her sister’s head. “Neither of us do.”

      Izzy was an artist, despite what their parents said. Her paintings were masterpieces. A lot of her pieces were good enough for a gallery, but each time she brought it up, their parents shot her down—except over the summer when their dad had been in a particularly good mood. Izzy asked about becoming an art major her sophomore year, and their dad had said yes. Guess his good mood didn’t extend to seeing his daughter happy.

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to cry all over you,” Izzy said, muffled against Johanna’s shoulder.

      “That’s what big sisters are for. You won’t get any comfort from our brothers,” she snapped, remembering her own tough Monday. “I wish I could get us out of here.”

      “Me too,” she said. “I wish I could find a guy who would whisk me away from this life, drive us to Alaska or fly me to Hawaii—as far away as we could. Never come back.”

      Johanna smiled at her sister’s ever hopeful dreaming. “You’re such a romantic.”

      “One of us has to be. It's not like you ever date anyone.”

      “It's not that I don’t want to,” she whispered.

      Johanna wanted to date more than anything, but as her brothers kindly reminded her today, they expected her to date who they chose and eventually marry someone who walked in their social circles. Several of their friends from their Ivy League days were apparently single and looking for a wife who met their standards. Johanna, sadly, fit exactly what they were looking for.

      There was a charity event coming up soon, and the twins told her quite plainly they expected her to speak with all their friends there and decide which one she’d be willing to date.

      Izzy squeezed Johanna’s hand and smiled sadly. “Don’t worry. We’ll find a way out of this someday, right?”

      Johanna wanted to tell her they would and that eventually their lives would be their own, but she couldn’t lie. “Remember, no matter what happens, I’m here for you, Izzy.”

      Izzy hugged her close, and Johanna ran her hand through her hair. She was the rock for her sister, always had been, but she couldn’t help but wonder when someone would be there for her in the same way. She couldn’t rely on either brother to care about what she wanted, and her parents tuned out any complaints she voiced. Last year, she’d given up and accepted what they told her with a fake smile and a promise to herself that somehow, someday, she’d get out of this life.

      For now, she had to worry about living through the next sixteen weeks with Reider Marquette in her life. She wasn’t sure how this was going to work out between them or how she was going to hide it from her family for the entire semester, but there was no other option.

      “Jo? You sure you’re alright?” Izzy asked. “You look pissed.”

      She forced a smile onto her face. “Rough first day of classes,” she reassured her sister. “Now, come on, dinner will probably be ready soon.”
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      Wednesday morning rolled around, and Reider groaned, wishing he still lived at the dorms so he could pull the covers up, go back to sleep, and forget about his business class that afternoon.

      “Reider? You awake, son?” Peter, his dad, called up the stairs. “Reider?”

      “Yeah, Dad, I’m up!” he yelled, grunting as he pushed himself up out of bed and rubbed his eyes. He’d been up most of the night, trying to think of a way—any way—to get out of this partnership with Johanna Chadwick, but nothing came to mind unless he wanted to drop the class. If he did that, he’d need a blasted good reason to tell his parents why it was going to be an extra semester before he graduated.

      His earlier classes were as boring as the business one, and he wanted to ask his dad about going out to the ranch over the weekend. He needed to get his hands dirty, work off some stress from this new development, and collect his thoughts. As he headed out his door for the bathroom to hop in the shower, Micah stepped out of the guest room down the hall, his eyes red and swollen.

      “Morning, Micah,” Reider called out through a yawn. “Ready for classes today?”

      He’d missed his first day because he hadn’t been able to pull himself out of bed for grief, but today he was up and moving around, even dressed. “Think so. Mind if I bum a ride with you to campus?”

      Reider forced his face to stay blank as he said sure, while figuring out a way to ensure Micah did not see him anywhere near Johanna. “I think you finish before me, but you can wait in the library or something.”

      Micah nodded and said he was going downstairs for breakfast. Reider said he’d be down soon and closed the bathroom door behind him, locking it tightly. While he wanted to say he was still pissed about being partnered with Johanna, his subconscious had something else entirely to say on the matter. His dreams were filled with images of the two of them doing more than shaking hands as they’d done in class. In his dreams, he dragged her up against his body and kissed her fiercely, forgetting the feud between their families. He pushed her back against the desk and held her as his hands roamed over the curves he saw under her tight-fitting jeans and blouse. He woke up more than once during the night, cursing his hard-on.

      It's not going to happen, so forget it, he thought, glaring at the accusing member. She’s off-limits—completely off-limits. Besides, she hates me on principle.

      He turned the water on cold to chase away the lingering dreams, dragging his mind back to other women more readily available than his enemy. Anyone but a Chadwick.

      If you hate her so much, why did you hold her hand so long?

      The thought stilled his hand on the shower curtain. He had dismissed the action Monday evening and yesterday, but after dreaming of nothing last night but Johanna, hearing her whisper his name, he remembered taking her hand. He told himself on Monday that she was the one that had held on too long, but he’d only lied to himself.

      Johanna Chadwick, whether he wanted to admit it or not, was extremely attractive with her amber eyes filled with rage and fire at the same time and the pen, chewed to perdition, he saw clutched in her hand. Her curves didn’t hurt either, nor did her perfectly sized chest would fit in the palms of his hands. He cursed when his hard-on throbbed with sudden want. Without waiting another second, he stepped into the icy water, his teeth chattering, and knew he needed to leave for the weekend. Go out to the ranch and work off this sudden lust before he did something stupid.

      Like thinking he could ever get close to a lying, cheating Chadwick, no matter how much she fit the type of woman he looked for.

      “Ah, there you are,” Peter exclaimed when Reider finally made an appearance in the state-of-the-art and over-sized kitchen in his parents’ house. “I was worried you’d drowned in the shower.”

      Reider rolled his eyes. “Right, and you were worried enough to come check on me. Thanks, Dad, I'm really feeling the love,” he muttered, sticking his head in the fridge to grab a bottle of water. “Micah, you ready?”

      Janet, Reider’s mom, perked up at the kitchen table, glancing from her son to Micah. “You sure you’re ready to start classes? You know the headmaster said he’d give you a full week if you needed it. No need to push yourself.”

      Micah, who looked similar to Reider, though scrawnier and with green eyes that looked like a swamp, shrugged. “I’ll be alright. I think it’ll be good to be out of the house.”

      “Well, at least Reider is on campus with you,” Janet told him, glancing pointedly at her son. “If you need anything, he can give you his class schedule so you can find him.”

      Reider bit his tongue and smiled. “No problem.”

      He liked his cousin, but he wasn’t prepared to play babysitter to someone who was so deep in depression he looked like he was the one who died. The accident that took his parents’ lives had been tragic, and how Micah managed to survive was a miracle, but Reider was uncomfortable around his cousin. He was different now. Even before the accident, he’d noticed a change, and now, it was worse.

      At first, it was only going to be temporary, his cousin living with them, but lately, he heard his parents talking about taking him in permanently, at least until he got through school. He was two years behind Reider, and he did not look forward to dealing with his cousin for that long. He considered bringing it up with his parents—the weird way Micah clung to Reider when he was home, being in the same room with him and not saying a word. It took a lot to throw Reider off, but lately Micah managed it with just a look.

      “Dad,” Reider said, tucking his water bottle in his messenger bag. “This weekend, think I might head up to the ranch.”

      “No can do, son,” Peter said without even glancing up.

      “Why not? There’s nothing going on this weekend.”

      “No, but I don’t think Micah’s up for traveling to the ranch with you,” Janet informed him, sipping her coffee and raising a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Besides, I could use some help around here prepping for the charity event next weekend.”

      Reider hung his head. “Another one? How many do we have to attend?”

      “You’ve never had an issue with them before,” his dad said, shaking out the paper with a frown. “Besides, it’s high time you found yourself a pretty girl you can settle down with. I hear the Chadwick twins are lining up suitors for their sister, and if it’s any of the families I’ve heard whispers of, you best get a move on.”

      Reider’s eye twitched as his hand tightened around his jacket. Johanna, being married off by her brothers. For reasons he couldn’t begin to describe, a white-hot pain shot through his chest before he gritted his teeth and said he’d be sure he was around to help.

      “And find a date,” his dad called after him. “Dates for both of you!”

      Reider didn’t say anything or look at Micah to see if he followed. His Wrangler sat in the driveway, ready for him to jump into and drive off into the vast plains, but as much as he wanted to simply disappear, he threw his stuff into the back and climbed in.

      “There’re no doors,” Micah said, standing on the passenger side and staring at the open space.

      “Yeah, I like it that way,” he returned, his tone close to rude. “Be happy the top’s up. If I’d been on time this morning, I would’ve taken it down.” When Micah made no move to get in, Reider sighed. “Listen, I’ll put the doors back on tomorrow, but if you don’t get in now, we’ll be late. You might have an excuse, but I do not.”

      Micah rubbed his neck and finally climbed into the Wrangler. Once he was belted in, Reider took off down the drive and out the gated entrance to their street, hopped on Route 34, and sped towards campus. Micah’s hands paled as he gripped the dashboard, and Reider let his foot off the accelerator a little. He didn’t want his cousin having a panic attack on the way to his first day at classes. Neither had said a word the whole trip, and Reider parked in his usual place towards the back. There was less chance of someone hitting his baby than up front.

      “Right, you have my cell,” he told Micah as he slung his bag over his shoulder. “If you need me, text, but if I’m in class, I won’t answer right away.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter, Reider,” Micah said, sniffing hard.

      Reider pushed at his lip with his tongue. “Never said you did, but if you don’t start acting normal, my mom is going to make sure I look after you so you don’t do anything stupid.” He meant it to come out sounding better than it did, but Micah’s face fell as he balled his fists. “They’re worried about you. It’s been weeks. You have to start living your life again.”

      “Whatever. I’ll see you later,” he barked and shoved past his cousin, storming off towards campus.

      Reider counted to ten in his mind and forced his feet to move away from his Wrangler before he jumped back in and took off for the campus. He hadn’t had his coffee yet, so he checked his watch and used a few of his precious minutes to swing by the campus café and snag one, black with a drop of creamer. He had it all ready to go and put the lid back on when he turned and ran into Johanna, spilling his coffee between them.

      “You jerk!” she shrieked, fuming at him.

      With coffee burning his hand, Reider did the only thing he could think of. He grinned. “Well, good morning to you too, sunshine.”

      She glowered. “You did that on purpose.”

      “Yes, I purposely waited here on the off chance you would be getting coffee the same time I was,” he snapped, losing patience.

      “I always grab coffee before class,” she snapped. “You, however, do not. Otherwise, I would avoid this area—and thereby you—entirely so you wouldn’t have a chance to do something like this!”

      She had a point, but he didn’t admit it. Several people gathered around to watch their exchange, but he was too transfixed by the sight before him to notice them. Her blouse was light pink, and all she had on underneath was a bra, cupping each breast tightly and leaving very little to the imagination.

      “You might want to find a different shirt,” he whispered as he leaned towards her.

      Her eyes shot down to her chest, and she crossed her arms over her breasts quickly. She looked ready to slap him but stormed away instead, and Reider was disappointed he’d said anything about it to begin with. The view of her storming away was quite nice, though, and his eyes didn’t leave her rear until she turned the corner.

      One glance at his watch said he didn’t have time to grab another coffee, so he chugged what little was left in his cup and tossed it, rushing to his first class of the day. Once he slid into his seat and got his notebook out, he took a moment to appreciate the seat he had in the very back of class. The erection bulging in his jeans would be a bit hard to hide, otherwise.
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* * *

      Reider’s cell vibrated again in his pocket, and he groaned. The second he saw it was Micah, he turned the thing off and shoved it back in his bag. His cousin had texted him nearly every half hour all day long, and he was ready to track him down and tell him to stop freaking out every two seconds. Reider had stopped reading the messages two hours ago and dreaded the car ride home. He’d never hear the end of how he ignored Micah’s need to be near the one person he could lean on without feeling embarrassed or ashamed all day. Yet this morning, all he’d seen was anger from Micah before he’d walked off to class.

      Whatever his cousin was going through, maybe it was time he saw a shrink before he decked Reider out of spite.

      He reached the lecture hall for his last class of the day and glanced around, but there was no sign of Johanna yet. He picked his seat in the front row again and waited to see what her move would be. He heard her before he saw her and looked up. When her furious glare struck him, he straightened in his seat and cursed. So much for this being an easy afternoon. She’d changed her blouse and wore a tight black t-shirt instead. Her friend said she would see her after class and went to find her partner, leaving Johanna to approach the seat beside Reider.

      “Nice to see you weren’t permanently damaged,” he muttered, lounging back in his seat and meeting her furious glare with one of his own. “Going to stand the whole class?”

      “Checking to make sure you don’t have anything else you could spill on me.”

      “I think you’re safe,” he grunted.

      She dropped her tote to the floor with a thud, nearly hitting his foot, and slid into the open seat. He watched, unable to look away, as she pulled out a notebook and that same pen with the chewed cap. She tapped it on the desk then brought it to her lips and bit down hard on the plastic.

      As her lips closed around it, he shifted in his seat, mentally cursing her and those perfect pink lips on the pen instead of somewhere on him. Where did that thought come from? You can’t do this! He pinched his arm and focused on the throbbing pain instead of watching whatever Johanna did beside him. Thankfully, Professor Ashford walked in and greeted the class warmly. His gaze lingered on Reider and Johanna for a moment, and he smirked.

      “Now then, if you’ve all had a chance to introduce yourselves to your partners, we’ll begin today’s lesson. Towards the end, I’ll give you a little time to go over exactly what is expected of you both,” Ashford told them.

      Reider prepared for an hour of boredom as Ashford started his lecture. His eyes were drawn to Johanna again. Her pen rarely left her paper as she jotted down nearly every word Ashford said. He smiled and settled back in his chair. Maybe this wouldn’t be such a bad thing if he didn’t have to take notes the whole semester. Every time she glanced his way, he made sure to glare so she wouldn’t see what he was really thinking about with her sitting so close. The hour ticked by, and Reider found himself doodling in his notebook in a furious effort to stop thinking about Johanna’s breasts with their perky nipples or the dreams returning to his mind.

      When Ashford clapped his hands and told them they had the remaining time to look through the assignment and make plans with their partners, Reider needed the time to readjust himself before he could stand again.

      Johanna stuck her pen in her mouth, chewing on the cap as she flipped back through her notes. When her gaze landed on his blank sheet of paper, minus the scribbles, her face fell and reddened. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Seriously? You didn’t take a single note?”

      “Why should I when you’re over there zooming through it?” he said. “I’ll snag whatever I need from you.”

      “Not a chance you will,” she muttered and slammed her notebook shut.

      He shrugged as if it didn’t matter and leaned closer. He flipped open the packet of papers they got Monday as she did the same. He read over each assignment briefly, and the good mood fantasies of Johanna put him in earlier disappeared in a shot.

      “This is going to take hours to finish,” he said. “Outside of class.”

      She nodded and chewed on her pen. He didn’t want to feel anything but contempt for this woman, or the heat pouring through his body from checking her out, but when the fire disappeared from her eyes and was replaced with worry, he couldn’t stop the ghost of sympathy filling him.

      “We’ll have to find a place to meet outside of town,” he told her firmly. “Somewhere neither of our families will see us.”

      “Still,” she said quietly, “this is a ton of work. There’s no way they won’t find out.”

      “We have to be careful,” he warned. “I’ll give you my number, but don’t save it in your cell. We’ll keep it pretty far out, a place they wouldn’t expect us to go.”

      She nodded. “Perfect. Looks like our first assignment is due in two weeks. Want to meet this weekend?”

      “Can’t,” he said. “Might be better to keep our meetings during the week, anyway.”

      “Why’s that?” she asked sharply.

      “How easy is it for you to disappear from your brothers on the weekend?” he asked, looking her in the eye. The words were harsh, and when he caught the glimmer of pain dance over her face, he frowned, mentally kicking himself. She’s a Chadwick, he reminded himself hotly. You don’t care about her emotions, you idiot.

      “Not easy. You’re right, during the week is better,” she replied quietly. “I’ll text you a place and time, say next Wednesday?”

      They exchanged numbers, and as they packed up in silence, Reider did his best to keep his mouth shut, telling himself he didn’t care about the woman beside him. Not in the least, but the question slipped out before he could catch it. “Rumors are going around that your brothers are setting you up with a future husband. How’s that going?”

      Her hands stilled, and a tremor passed over her body. Ashford announced that class had ended and they could leave. Johanna slid out of her seat and stood, slinging her tote angrily onto her shoulder and nearly whacking him in the face in the process.

      “Let’s make one thing clear, Reider,” she snapped. “We are only partnering to get through this class, pass, and graduate. I don’t care about your life, and if you ask me anything like that again, I will ram my pen into your eye socket. Got it? See you Friday.”

      She stormed out of the room before he could say another word, not even waiting for her friend, who rushed after Johanna after shooting Reider a glare. He slammed his things back in his bag and ignored Tommy when he called out for him to wait up. Reider needed a drink… a few drinks. Once he was out the door, he turned his cell back on and wished he hadn’t. There were messages from Micah and a few voicemails saying he was ready to leave an hour ago. He had texted Micah his schedule earlier and tucked his cell away after texting his cousin back, saying to meet him at the Wrangler.

      The next week was going to be a nightmare. Between Micah’s mood swings and Johanna threatening to disfigure him, Reider wasn’t sure which one should worry him more.
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      A week later, Johanna made certain her friend was with her when she left campus after texting her parents about her after-class plans. Melody was her excuse for coming home late, but in reality, she headed far out of town to finally meet with Reider. All through class, he had glared at the white board while she did her best to take notes, but she had been distracted and all she could do was jot down a word or two here and there.

      “Are you sure you don’t actually want me to go in with you?” Melody asked after Johanna had parked the car outside the coffee shop.

      “No, no need for him to freak out,” she said. “You’ll be alright alone?”

      She shrugged. “There’s a bookstore. I’ll get lost in there for a bit. Text if you need me, and I’ll come charging in to save you, but maybe… no, never mind. Not going to go there.”

      “What are you going on about?”

      “I’m thinking that maybe Ashford is right. This could be really good for you both.” She smirked when Johanna’s mouth fell open. “Text me when you’re ready to go and don’t kill him, at least not yet.”

      She sauntered off down the street, and Johanna muttered prayers for her patience and tolerance so she didn’t strangle her friend. It was bad enough that Reider cropped up in her thoughts at the worst times lately. Melody hinting at some good actually coming of this nightmare brought the pen to her lips so she could chew on it as she marched into the coffeehouse and found a table. After grabbing a coffee and danish, she plopped down at the table near the window and watched people pass by. Thankfully, this far out of Lincoln, no one recognized her to give her trouble, which was why they had decided to come so far outside the city. Less chance of anyone telling their families they were together.

      If every day could be like that, she’d be content with life.

      As Johanna nibbled on her danish, she glanced around the small coffee shop, noting the cozy furniture around the hearth and the cabin feel to it, different for the middle of Nebraska. She liked it and settled back in her seat. Here, away from the watchful eyes of her brothers, she could relax and let her mind wander. Her life was taking turns she’d hoped to avoid, but so far, there was no way out and it ate at her every day. The charity event coming up was going to be her personal hell as the twins paraded her around for their friends like a blasted show horse. She would have to stand there and smile and be polite, or they would ensure her life was even more miserable. Worse, they would take it out on Izzy.

      Wonder if Reider has the same issues, she thought absently, and her lips twitched in a smile, picturing his face.

      The past few nights, he had appeared in her dreams as their simple handshake turned into so much more. Her fingers brushed against her lips, remembering the lingering dream from last night and how flushed she had been when he walked into class that afternoon and sat down heavily beside her. All through the hour, her gaze had darted to his face, his lips, and his piercing green eyes until Ashford dismissed them. When he turned to say he would see her for their first meeting, all she’d been able to do was nod as her heart pounded painfully against her ribs. None of it made sense. She could never have anything to do with him.

      Even if they tried it, even if they snuck an innocent kiss, if her brothers found out, they’d pull her out of classes and marry her off before she had a chance to react. She didn’t want to think about what they would do to Reider.

      After she finished her danish and refilled her coffee, she sat and checked her watch. Twenty minutes late. She knew if he was thinking like her, he had taken the long way to drive out of town so no one would see. She shrugged and pulled out her notebook and pen, nibbling on the end as she watched people stroll up and down the main street of this small town. It was quaint and quiet, and she would give anything to live out here instead of in their stone and brick mansion.

      When an hour ticked by, she texted Melody to let her know Reider was late and tried calling him. As the phone rang, she wondered if he had done this on purpose to set her up and chewed on her pen cap angrily. Leave it to a blasted Marquette to make a fool out of her when they needed to complete their work for a class. She needed to be able to rely on him, but as always, his family name proved his character perfectly. As another twenty minutes passed, she stood and shoved her things angrily back into her bag, ready to leave, when tires squealed outside the coffee shop. She glanced up and saw a Wrangler, no doors attached, parallel parking in a hurry, and watched Reider hop out, running for the front door.

      The second he stepped inside and spotted her, he hung his head and rushed over. “I’m sorry I’m late,” he said. “Please, don’t leave. We still have to get this done.”

      She paused in putting away her things and glared at him. “How can we do this if I can’t trust you to be on time? You’re almost two hours late! You know how our families are, and if my brothers come looking for me…” She trailed off, not wanting to picture that. “You can’t pull this trash.”

      “Didn’t have much of a choice. My aunt and uncle were killed in an accident recently, and my cousin follows me around,” he snapped, running a hand through his hair as he sighed angrily. “I had to lose him. Took longer than I thought.”

      Johanna bit back her anger and frowned. “You lost your aunt and uncle?” Why had she not heard about the accident? Not that her family told her things she needed to know.

      “Yeah, car accident over the summer,” he told her and tilted his head as he stared at her. “Why?”

      She watched the uncertainty appear on his face as he fidgeted, probably wondering why he would tell her of all people about deaths in the family. She wondered the same and couldn’t look away, too stunned at the revelation of such personal information. “Uh… I’m sorry,” she managed finally. “Really, that’s hard. I didn’t know.”

      He thanked her quietly. Johanna sat back down and motioned for him to do the same.

      “Do you want a coffee? I probably had too much waiting for you,” she said lightly and surprised herself with a quiet laugh. It’s just the caffeine, she told herself as she pulled her notebook back out. No more coffee today. You might do something stupid.

      He set his leather bag on the table and nodded. “Yeah, do you mind if I grab something? Don’t want to pass out at the table.”

      “Go ahead. I have to get my things back out anyway.” She watched as he walked to the counter to order his coffee, pulling her things out as she did.

      She tried not to stare, but her eyes were drawn to his broad shoulders and the way his t-shirt clung to every edge of his muscled body. She leaned over so far in her chair, it tipped. She quickly righted herself before she tumbled out. One glance around told her that no one had seen, and she buried her head in her bag as she dug for a pen that had not been gnawed on. He might’ve thought she was being sneaky the other day, but she noticed how much he watched her and what she did. No need to give him anything to ask questions about. He might be willing to open up to her, but she was not even close to comfortable talking to him involving anything personal.

      When he returned to the table, he set a mug down in front of her and one for himself before he took his seat. Johanna looked at it, her face scrunched. “You didn’t have to bring me anything.”

      “A gesture of goodwill and an apology for being late,” he said simply and pulled out his notebook and pen.

      Johanna thanked him and sipped it. “How did you know what to put in it?” she asked when it tasted exactly like how she usually made her coffee. “Spying on me?”

      He laughed, and the sound caressed her body, sending a thrill through her. “No, I asked the barista. And if I was spying on you, it wouldn’t be to learn your coffee habits, trust me.” His eye twitched after he spoke, and Johanna pondered his meaning. “So, let’s get started on the project then.”

      She nodded, sneaking a look at her cell for the time. Her brothers would be suspicious if she were gone too long, but the fear she usually felt at getting caught doing something she shouldn’t was overruled by the exhilaration pumping through her veins. Her finger hovered over the screen, debating for a moment if this were really a good idea, then texted Melody that Reider was there and they’d be another hour. She tucked her cell away before she could change her mind and sipped her coffee, not wanting to admit how impressed she was that he even bothered to figure out how she took it.

      “Alright, where should we start?”
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* * *

      Reider wasn’t sure what to expect when he arrived so late to the coffeehouse, but it definitely was not an understanding Johanna expressing how sorry she was for a loss in his family. He bought her coffee mostly for the apology, but it felt strange not to buy her something if they were going to be there together. At the same table. Working for a few hours.

      It’s not a date, he yelled at himself as he took a drink and chanced another look across the table as she sipped her coffee. But dang, do I wish it was.

      His hand stilled, and he choked on his coffee, earning a curious stare from Johanna. “Sorry,” he said and cleared his throat. “Where do you think we should start?”

      She flipped through the packet, her lips pursed to one side in thought. The pen went to her lips, and she chewed on the cap before she pulled it quickly from her mouth again. Reider grinned. She did that a lot, and from the way she quickly glanced around, someone must yell at her quite often for doing it.

      “A lot of the early assignments are about knowing our new business partner so we can understand how he or she might think,” she said, scanning the pages. “I guess we should start at the beginning.”

      “Right, beginning,” he said and stared at the first questions.

      He scratched his chin as he read through them, mouthing the words while he bought time to figure out how much would be safe to tell her. Though he found her highly attractive and she at least had one nice bone in her body, he wasn’t planning to reveal every last detail of his life to her. For all he knew, she’d take the answers home and tell her family. As she chewed on her pen cap, he assumed her thoughts ran along the same line as his.

      “Want to make a deal?” he asked, pushing the papers aside.

      “What kind of deal?” she replied, leaning back in her chair.

      “These questions aren’t exactly the best for our case,” he said slowly. “Why don’t we agree right now to either give each other leeway to lie to cover up the real details or we keep our answers as simple as possible? No need to go too far in depth. It’s for the class, right? Not like we’re actually going to be partners in anything outside of the assignment.”

      Was that disappointment he caught in her eyes before she blinked? Reider sipped his coffee slowly, waiting for her response as he debated if what he saw were real or not.

      “I don’t see why not,” she said with a firm nod. “It's not like Ashford is going to know the difference.”

      “Perfect,” he said and scooted his chair closer to the table. “Then, ladies first.”

      She smirked, and they started the assignment. The questions went back and forth as each jotted down answers for the other, and they quickly filled out the first few pages of the packet. Each of them would have to take the answers home and type up an actual report, but that wouldn’t take too long and she was good to give him long enough answers to satisfy an overly curious professor. He did the same, the best he could, and soon, they reached the end of what would be due the following Monday.

      Reider set his pen down and stretched his hand. “That went well enough, I think,” he said and covered his mouth as he yawned.

      “Not sleeping well?” she asked.

      Reider opened his mouth to explain exactly why when he noticed the bags under her eyes, too, and wondered what they were from. He thought about asking her why she wasn’t sleeping but remembered they weren’t friends and weren’t supposed to get along. Heck, they weren’t supposed to be around each other at all. He shifted in his chair and rubbed at his twitching eye.

      “No,” he answered quietly. “It’s my cousin. He’s been depressed lately, and it’s hard to handle. Not sure what to do with him.”

      He gulped the rest of his coffee quickly —cold now—and wanted to kick himself for saying that much to her. She didn’t need to know what was going on in his life, but he’d told her without so much as a worry as to whom she might tell in turn. This meeting might have gone well, but he expected a snarky remark, something to mock him. Instead, she ran her finger over the rim of her mug and sagged in her chair.

      “I understand a thing or two about being depressed,” she murmured quietly, not meeting his gaze. “Wondering what it’s all supposed to mean. Being trapped with no clear way out.”

      Reider’s anger spiked. She had to be talking about her brothers trying to marry her off, and his hands curled into fists on the table. “Sorry.”

      “For what?” she asked without looking up.

      “For whatever you’re going through.”

      She laughed, and Reider wished it sounded happy instead of bitter so he could learn that sound. “We’re in a truce. Doesn’t mean you have to be nice to me.”

      “No, but you were nice to me so I thought I would return the favor.”

      “Thank you,” she said. Her gaze locked on his, and he froze. The blood in his veins ran hot, and his heart threatened to pound out of his chest. The amber depths of her eyes dragged him in deeper, and his dreams rushed to the forefront of his mind. Kissing Johanna in the coffeehouse would be a terrible idea. They might be far away from their usual haunts, but that didn’t mean someone who knew the families wouldn’t spread the word. Meeting in public was risky enough.

      He cleared his throat after a long minute and shook his head. “No problem. Guess we should set this up for next week. Wednesday work for you?” He pulled out his cell to set a reminder when he saw the rest of the week on his calendar and cursed. “The charity event.”

      “What charity event?”

      “This Saturday. I’m assuming you’re going,” he said, and her jaw clenched.

      “Forgot about it ‘til now.” She leaned back in her chair, glaring out the window. “That might throw a damper on things a bit.”

      “They can’t know we’re working together,” he insisted. “Heck, they can’t even know we have a class together. How are we going to make it through an entire night without anyone figuring out what’s going on?”

      “You’re saying you can’t pretend for one night like you still hate me?” she asked and raised a brow.

      His eye twitched. “I never said I hated you,” he muttered. “That would be this ridiculous family feud of ours.”

      Her eyes lightened and she held up her hands. “You’re right, sorry. Forgot what it does to us.” She chewed on her pen cap for a moment before she said, “We’ll have to lie, is all, if anyone asks about our classes or what not. Really, it should be fine.” Reider’s jaw clenched, and he muttered under his breath. “What did you say?”

      “I said I can’t lie to save my life, so you better hope no one does ask us anything or we’re screwed.”

      “You can’t lie, really? Not for anything?” He shook his head, and she laughed. “How did you make it through your childhood?”

      “Not all of us are as good at lying as a Chadwick,” he rambled without thinking, repeating the old phrase his family had used for decades to describe hers. He wanted to take it back immediately when her whole body stiffened. The truce was over for today. She gathered up her things roughly. “Wait,” he said, but she held up her hand.

      “Just don’t, alright? We’ll clearly be fine at the charity event. Won’t be hard to ignore a Marquette like I usually do. Thanks for the reminder.” She stormed off, and Reider rested his elbows on the table, his head in hands.

      If he hadn’t opened his mouth and said that, what might have happened? He could no longer deny he was attracted to her fierce beauty and smart-mouth attitude, but as he so kindly reminded her, their families were still at odds with each other and probably always would be. There was no forgetting that fact and no getting around it, but ignoring her was no longer an option, not when he was drawn to every small movement she made. When her lips closed around the pen cap, his gut clenched, and he pictured those lips on his as they were in his dreams. As she shifted in her seat, he wished he could be the chair and feel those hips cradled in his.

      Get a hold of yourself. You can’t have her, so let it go, he told himself and packed up his things. It’s one class, and it’s a few hours a week. You can handle this.

      But as he stood and turned, he saw Johanna on the sidewalk, talking with her friend. The various tones of brown in her hair changed as she shook her head and the sun played off it. That woman was everything he wanted—attractive, full of fire, and had an attitude that could rival his own. If only her last name was different.

      If only our families could get over this feud, he thought bitterly and stomped out the door. If he turned right, he would see her again, but he kept his gaze forward and focused on his jeep. As he threw his bag in, his cell went off and he groaned when he saw Micah’s name pop up.

      “Micah, what do you need?” he asked, climbing in behind the wheel.

      A few cars ahead of him, Johanna climbed into the driver’s side of her car and revved the engine. She sped away, and he smirked, watching the taillights disappear around the corner. Woman had a lead foot like him, too.

      “Did you hear me?”

      He frowned and stuck the key in the ignition. “No, sorry, what’s up?”

      “Your mom wanted to know when you’d be back,” he repeated. “And she also wanted to know if you were secretly on a date and lying to them.”

      Reider’s hand slipped off the wheel so hard he caught his head on it and cursed.

      “What did you do? You alright?” Micah asked.

      “Yeah, freaking fantastic,” he griped. “No, no date. I’ll be home soon.”

      “You sure there’s not something going on?”

      “If you want to ask something, just ask it,” he snapped, rubbing his forehead.

      Micah sighed and muttered, “You’ve been off all week, that’s all. Different. Like you’re hiding something or someone. I just want to make sure my cousin’s not getting into something he shouldn’t.”

      Reider stiffened. “Now who’s acting like the babysitter? I’m fine, really. I’ll be home soon, and stop grilling me about my personal life. That is none of your business.”

      “It is if it affects the family,” he said quietly and hung up.

      He stared at his cell and cursed his cousin for being so nosy. Had he followed him after all? Reider glanced quickly up and down the street, but he didn’t recognize anyone or any of the cars, and Micah hadn’t driven since the accident. He played it off as his cousin being lonely and needing to distract himself by digging into Reider’s life.

      But the whole drive home, Reider couldn’t shake the feeling that Micah was hiding something from his cousin, something Reider felt was going to bite him in the rear if he weren’t careful.
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* * *

      Johanna was barely through the door before Frank and Frederick stalked out of the living room and blocked her from running upstairs. “Mind if I put my stuff down?” she muttered as Frank reached for her tote. “What are you doing?”

      “Where were you?” he asked, digging through her school papers.

      “I texted Mom and told her exactly where I was,” she snapped. “Give me my bag.”

      Frank stepped away from her and shook his head as Frederick crossed his arms over his chest. “You were studying with Melody the whole time? Where? We didn’t see you anywhere around town.”

      On the outside, she glared at her brothers and crossed her arms, but in her mind, she freaked out, trying to remember if she’d written anything down in the packet of papers that might give Reider away. She wanted to snatch the bag back, but they’d know she’d hidden something and that would start an argument she was in no mood to have.

      “We went to a different coffeehouse outside of town,” she said calmly. “Heard they have killer danishes.”

      “Really? You expect us to believe you drove all that way for a danish?”

      She glared harder at Frederick and straightened, nearly as tall as he was, and she smirked when he glowered at her. “Yes, I do, because it’s the truth.”

      Frank pulled out her notebook and flipped through it roughly before he shoved it back and took out the packet of papers. Thankfully, he didn’t even look at those and shoved them back in, bending them all out of whack. “Nothing,” he muttered and handed her tote back.

      She yanked it out of his hand and slung it over her shoulder. “Is my inspection over? Can I return to my cell, warden?” she quipped and waited for them to move.

      Fredrick and Frank exchanged a glance before they stepped to the side. Johanna walked to the stairs. “If we find out you’re trying to date someone on the side,” Frank warned, “the guy will be sorry he ever touched you.”

      She paused before whipping around. “How dare you? You are not Dad, so stop trying to sell me off like a blasted cow! I have a life, and it’s mine, not yours. I’ll date whoever the heck I want.”

      “No, you can’t, not when you’re a Chadwick,” Frank sniffed. “You’ll date who we approve of, and you’ll marry someone we approve of. Anyone else is not allowed near you.” He moved closer and raised a brow. “Did you see a guy today? Is that why you drove so far away?”

      “No, I did not,” she snapped. “I studied with Melody, like I said, so drop it and leave me alone.”

      “We will, until Saturday night at the charity event. Your dress is upstairs. Mom said to try it on and make sure it fits,” he added with a smirk.

      “And when are you two going to marry your sorry rears off?”

      Frank’s face fell. He moved closer until he was barely an inch from her face. “Whenever we dang well please. Maybe after I finish sowing some wild oats—which reminds me, you better not be sleeping around, either.”

      “And what if I am? You worried it’ll drive your precious friends away?” she sneered. “Too bad you’ll never know.”

      She tried to turn, but he reached out and grabbed her arm. “Do what you want, but if you have a mongrel, you’ll ruin this family name and Dad will kick you out. I suggest you keep your legs closed,” he whispered and let her go.

      Johanna’s hand closed into a fist, ready to deck him, but Lucy, their mom, called out from the kitchen before she entered the hall. Frank and Frederick immediately put smiles on their faces and asked her when dinner would be ready, leaving Johanna to pull herself together quickly.

      “There’s my precious girl,” Lucy said and took Johanna’s hand. “Do your mom a favor and try that dress on before dinner. I want to make sure we don’t need to alter it at all.”

      “I’m sure it fits fine, Mom,” she said, forcing the smile to stay on her face as Frank and Frederick shot her a warning look behind Lucy’s back.

      “Let me see it. The boys tell me there are some suitors interested in you,” she said proudly and cupped Johanna’s cheek. “Go on. Your dad wants to see it, too.”

      Johanna gave in and said she’d be back down in a few minutes. Izzy’s door was open, but she wasn’t in her room and Johanna wondered if she were in the kitchen, listening to another lecture from their dad about school. Johanna closed her door and threw her tote across the room with a frustrated cry. Her books and pens scattered everywhere, but she didn’t care. With her back to the door, she slid down it to the floor, holding her face in her hands as a few hot tears pricked her eyes.

      This was her life, and it was never going to change. She didn’t have a plan for her life, but she knew she wanted nothing to do with the family business. She wanted freedom, pure freedom. Without meaning to, her thoughts drifted to Reider and how easily they’d spent the afternoon together despite who they were. In those few hours, it was like their last names didn’t exist. Even when he made the joke about Chadwicks, she hadn’t really been mad, but it gave her an excuse to stop the strange friendliness they had together. To get out of there before anything else happened.

      She would never have the chance to know what he was really like because of her name and her brothers. She was trapped, and despite what Izzy wished for—a white knight riding in to save her—there were no knights. This wasn’t a blasted fairy tale, and no one was coming to save Johanna before the sun set.
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      Saturday morning hit Johanna like a sucker punch to the gut, and she rolled out of bed a mess. The day before had been terrible, sitting next to Reider during class and dealing with his looks ranging from worry to confusion to annoyance until she wanted to leave so he’d stop staring at her. She knew she looked awful—no makeup and wearing jeans and an old hoodie. Most of the previous day was spent locked in her room as tears fell unbidden from her eyes, and she faked being sick so her mom would leave her be.

      Her life flashed before her, and she stared at her reflection now, grumbling about the circles around her eyes and the paleness of her skin.

      “Johanna? Are you awake?” her mom called as she knocked on the door. “Really, it is time to get up. We have a lot to do today to get you ready.”

      Johanna groaned and shoved her hair out of her face as she opened her bedroom door. “I don’t think we need to do the whole ritual like normal, right? It’s a charity event. I’m not speaking at it or anything. I’ll fix my hair, and we’ll be good to go.”

      Lucy laughed as she bustled into the room, already primped and ready for the day. “Nonsense. Get dressed. We have an appointment at the salon, and I don’t want to be late.”

      “The salon? Really? Mom, I have a ton of homework to work on this weekend,” she lied, hoping her mom would reconsider if it meant not doing well in her classes, but when Lucy replied, Johanna’s jaw clenched and she reached for something to throw against the wall, barely stopping herself in time.

      “School is just school. You might find your future husband tonight, and that’s what you really need… what this family needs.”

      “When are you going to lean on the other two to find wives?” she argued.

      “They each have a date tonight, and from what Frank says, they’re hopeful that these two women will fit right in.”

      Johanna frowned. “They said that about the last few, too. I don’t see them sticking around.”

      Lucy shrugged, not meeting her eyes. “Things didn’t work out. Now, hurry up and get dressed.”

      “Mom, really, if I’m being pushed to find a freaking mate then they should be, too. They’re inheriting the business,” she said loudly when her mom whirled around and glared at her.

      “I hoped, by now, you would understand your duty to this family.”

      “We’re not royalty! Goodness, Mom, this is ridiculous. Why do we have to do this? Why?” she snapped, falling down on her bed. She didn’t move when her mom told her to get ready. “No, not until you tell me.”

      Lucy stared at her daughter, the perfect picture of a woman of the elite social class, and pursed her lips. “You are going tonight because it is your job as a Chadwick to maintain our relations with other wealthy families in this state,” she said firmly. “Not to mention that we have to show we are still giving back to our community so they will continue to support us.”

      “They already respect us. You’re not blind, I know you see it,” she said, but Lucy shook her head.

      “You never stop trying to gain people’s favor,” she explained haughtily. “You can’t or you lose ground, and before you know it, everyone is siding with the Marquettes.”

      Johanna swallowed hard at the mention of the name and pictured Reider, wondering briefly what he’d be wearing at the event. “But still, I don’t understand why I have to be there, all dolled up.”

      “Two of our friends are running for Congress in the coming election. We need to impress them so we stay on their good sides and they on ours, should they win,” she told me and walked briskly to the closet. As she pulled open the door, she continued her lecture on Johanna playing her part and doing what was expected of her without any more questions.

      Johanna watched her throw a sweater and slacks onto the bed before she strode to the door. “You have fifteen minutes to be downstairs, ready to go,” Lucy said. “I suggest you dress quickly and put on some make-up.”

      “Why, if it’s going to be done at the salon?” she mumbled.

      “Do not mumble, and you look like a blasted raccoon. Izzy said you went out of the house like that yesterday. You will not do so again. I will not have you be an embarrassment to this family.”

      Lucy slammed the door behind her, and Johanna groaned and glared at the ceiling. Once upon a time, she had enjoyed being pampered and spending time with her mom, who was always so busy running the social side of their family’s business. Now, it was pointless tedium, and Johanna wanted nothing to do with it. She wanted to look like a raccoon so the twins’ friends would steer clear of her and she’d be able to date who she wanted.

      You can’t date him, the voice nagged quietly. Your brothers would kill him, and you know it.

      She dressed quickly, threw on minimal make-up—knowing she’d earn another lecture from her mom—and hurried downstairs to see Lucy and Izzy waiting for her by the front door. Lucy didn’t say a word but turned and walked out. Izzy laughed quietly, and Johanna winked at her. At least she’d spend some time with her baby sister, too. And later, she’d spend the night checking out Reider. Just because she couldn’t touch the man didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy the view.

      Nine hours later, after being tortured at the salon and taken to the clubhouse for lunch to indulge her mom and her friends, they finally returned home to dress, just to turn right around and leave for the charity event.

      The boning in the corset of the dress made it hard for Johanna to breathe, and she fidgeted with it until Lucy smacked her hands away from her sides.

      “You look like you’re having a fit,” she hissed as they walked into the hall at the conference center.

      “It’s too tight,” she snapped. “What are you trying to do? Suffocate me?”

      “You look perfect, and that’s what matters. You can suffer for a few hours for the good of this family,” her mom argued through her smile, waving at several women gathered close by. “Now, do mingle and be certain to speak to whoever Frank and Frederick ask you to.”

      Johanna glared openly after her mother for a moment before Izzy tugged on her hand. “Stop. You know it’ll make it worse.”

      “Sorry, can’t help it. Rough week,” she whispered and sighed, giving up on breathing easily the rest of the night.

      Her dad was on the opposite end of the room in a tux, as were the twins. The three of them had arrived earlier to help set up. The band on the stage played gentle music, and several couples danced on the floor, moving gracefully between and around each other. Johanna watched them, focused on their faces, and frowned. None of them wore real smiles, and the glimmer in their eyes was all the same: haughty and happy to flash their wealth, even at a charity event. Johanna hated it and slouched until her sister nudged her again.

      “Frank’s watching you,” she warned. “Might want to smile. Looks like he’s coming this way and he has a friend.”

      Johanna plastered a smile on her face. “Could really use one of those white knights about now,” she whispered out of the side of her mouth, and Izzy giggled.

      “Johanna, there you are,” Frank announced loudly, taking away any chance she might’ve had at running. “I’d like you to meet a friend of mine from Cornell. This is Brandon.” He motioned to the tall man with a smug smile and eyes that took in every inch of Johanna’s body, resting on her cleavage for nearly a solid minute before they returned to her eye level. “He’s considering moving here, and I thought you could tell him about our home. Maybe while dancing?”

      The smile remained on her face as the sudden urge to shower and scrub herself for days hit her hard. “Brandon, pleasure to meet you,” she said and held out her hand.

      He took it and kissed the back. “Same to you. Shall we?”

      Johanna followed him to the dance floor, hoping she’d faint halfway through and save herself the trouble of turning this man down. He pulled her too close to his body and started the dance. She gritted her teeth and counted down the minutes until the night ended.
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* * *

      Reider watched his parents disappear into the crowd the second they were through the front doors, leaving him to deal with Micah trailing dourly behind him. “Oh, come on.” He tried again to cheer his cousin up. “It won’t be that bad.”

      “They’re staring at me,” he muttered and ducked his head as several people nearby quieted as they passed.

      “So? You don’t have to talk to them, and you sure don’t have to worry about what anyone thinks. You’re old enough. Go grab a drink at the bar, find a quiet corner, and people watch,” Reider suggested. “Usually what I do.”

      “Yeah, but normally you have a girl or two with you,” Micah said, frowning. “Hitting a cold streak?”

      Reider hefted one shoulder in a shrug as he scanned the crowd. “No, didn’t know who to ask to suffer with me.”

      Micah shifted closer to him, but Reider ignored him. He thought his cousin was going to stay home, but his classes dragged him out of his funk, for the most part, and he seemed excited to go that morning. But now, he was nearly touching Reider’s side. If he did it all night, it would drive him crazy. When Reider didn’t spot Johanna, he frowned with a curse and slapped his cousin merrily on the back to keep up appearances.

      “Go find that corner, and I’ll find us some drinks.”

      Micah nodded, and, with his head down, meandered into the crowd to find a place to sit for the rest of the evening. Reider considered swiping a whole bottle from the bar with shot glasses and getting his cousin drunk, but he was pretty sure his parents would disapprove of his method for overcoming grief. When he reached the bar, he asked for two Jack Daniels on the rocks and tapped his fingers on the bar as he waited.

      A few women he had spent some time with passed. He smiled at them in greeting, but his heart wasn’t in it, his urge to flirt completely absent. There was only one woman he wanted to see and, if he had a chance, apologize to her again for what he’d said at their last meeting. He tried to do it in class yesterday, but she’d cut him off and muttered it was fine.

      She might’ve said that, but something bothered her. All through class, her pen barely left her mouth, and the bags under her eyes were worse. She had fidgeted in her seat the entire time, and it was the first time he had seen her without makeup looking like she rolled out of bed and dragged herself to class. That was not the Johanna he was used to. The fire had dimmed in her eyes as if someone had snuffed the fight right out of her.

      The voice in his head said he wasn’t supposed to worry about her. She was the enemy, but he no longer gave a blasted about that. They spent one afternoon together, and for the first time, he saw how alike they were and the friends they could be—maybe even more—if it wasn’t for their families.

      “Your drinks, Mr. Marquette,” the bartender said.

      Reider smiled grimly. “Thanks,” he said and picked up the two glasses.

      On his way across the room, he caught a flash of amber eyes amidst the dancers and paused to find them again. The second she spun out and her gaze found his, Reider nearly dropped the glasses. She was beautiful on a regular day, but he thought he had to be dreaming. The dark green dress brought out her eyes more than anything he had seen her in, and the top clung to her shape, pushing up her breasts and highlighting her waist before the skirt filled out and swung around her. There was a small bustle in the back, but he knew that underneath it, the fabric pressed against a jerk he wanted to hold in his hands as he kissed her hotly like he did in his dreams.

      But this was not a dream, and he shook his head when her eyes suddenly narrowed. She gave a little shake of her head before the man she danced with pulled her in close again, and they were off.

      Reider’s grip on the glasses tightened until he was sure they’d break before he got a hold of himself. When she circled the floor again, he chanced a look at her face and inwardly breathed a sigh of relief to see the fire back in her eyes. The set of her jaw, though, revealed she did not like the company of the man holding her way too close for comfort. His feet moved closer, ready to break them apart, until he remembered where he was. He forced his steps to veer off to find his cousin.

      “Who did you run into?” Micah asked as he took his whiskey and sipped it. “Dang, you couldn’t have mixed it?”

      Reider laughed, trying to drag his gaze away from the mesmerizing beauty on the dance floor. “The men in this family usually don’t. You know that.”

      “Still,” he muttered and glared into the depths of the glass. “You going to tell me why you look ready to kill someone?”

      “I do not.”

      “Yeah, actually, you do,” Micah argued. “Is your girl here with someone else?”

      Reider choked on his whiskey, and Micah pounded him hard on the back. “Why would you think that? I don’t have a girl.”

      “Sure you don’t. I saw you coming back from the bar,” he said and glanced at the dance floor. “Which one is it?”

      “Really, it’s nothing,” he muttered because he didn’t want to yell at his cousin to mind his own dang business in front of everyone. The guy was more observant than he realized, and Reider saw how precarious the situation between him and Johanna had just become. If Micah picked up on any vibe between them—a gesture, a glance—he’d blabber to his parents because he didn’t know how to keep his mouth shut. He could never keep a secret when they were kids, and Reider knew he hadn’t improved since.

      “Need some air,” he told Micah. His cousin stood up, ready to join him, but Reider shook his head. “Mind if I have a minute alone? Need to make a call to Benny at the station.”

      Micah tilted his head, slightly confused, but he nodded and sat back down to watch the dancers on the floor. Reider strolled through the crowd, smiling and sharing greetings with everyone he passed while trying to catch another glimpse of Johanna. The man led her from the dance floor, and they stopped to talk to her older brothers and two other men Reider didn’t know. Johanna laughed at something her brother said, but Reider smirked when he heard the mocking undertone as he passed quickly and out of the ballroom.

      A balcony stretched along the entire back part of the building. He leaned on the railing, no longer in the mood for his whiskey. He tossed it over the railing and leaned hard on his elbows, hating that he couldn’t rush in and grab the woman he wanted to be with.

      What he didn’t know was why he wanted to be with her. Why, when he saw her with another man, his chest tightened and his eye twitched in jealousy.

      His mind warring against what he was told about the Chadwick family and what he knew from spending time with Johanna, he leapt over the railing to the ground, a few feet down, and with his hands shoved deep into his pockets, strolled towards the garden path. Lights lit the path, so he wandered down one at random, the stillness of the night closing in around him. He hoped to sort out his thoughts, but by the time he reached the bench under a willow tree in the center of the garden, his head ached and he was more confused than before.

      He debated hiding in the garden the rest of the night when heels clicking hard against the flagstones met his ears. He perked up at the sound of a startled feminine gasp.

      “Oh, sorry,” Johanna muttered. “I didn’t know you were out here. I’ll go.” She turned quickly to leave through the high hedges, but Reider was quicker. Without thinking, he reached out for her hand.

      “No, you can stay. I don’t mind the company.” His thumb caressed the back of her hand, and he smiled until he saw the tears pricking her eyes and the strain etched on her face. “Johanna? What’s wrong?”

      She pulled her hand free and crossed her arms. “It’s nothing… something in my eye.”

      “You’re a worse liar than I am,” he said with a quiet laugh.

      She joined him for a moment before her eyes lightened, and she sucked in a deep breath. “Rough night, is all. I needed some air and a drink—or several.”

      “And to get away from the man your brothers were showing you off to?” he asked quietly.

      He expected her to yell at him, curse him, threaten to stab him in the eye again, but instead, her shoulders hunched and she cried, tears streaming down her face as she turned her back to him. Reider froze, not sure what to do. Her body trembled and instinct took over. Carefully, he reached out a hand to rest on her shoulder in comfort. When she didn’t flinch away, he moved closer and turned her gently around to face him. Reider had no idea what to expect, but when Johanna’s head fell against his shoulder and she leaned into him, he put his arms around her and held her close. Hidden away in the garden and cloaked by the night, she wasn’t a Chadwick and he wasn’t a Marquette. She was simply Johanna, and he was Reider.

      When she calmed down, she stayed in his arms, mumbling against his shoulder. “They expect me to marry one of them. Just like that. Date him one day and announce an engagement the next.”

      “Don’t you have a choice?” he asked as his anger grew.

      “Of course not. They’ll be heads of the family, and I’m their little sister. It doesn’t matter what I want and never will,” she spat bitterly. “All I want is a chance to choose, and I can’t even get that.”

      “There has to be something you can do,” he argued stiffly. “They can’t force you to marry someone.”

      “You don’t know my family very well. Trust me, they can. I have a little sister to think of,” she said, and for the first time since he enveloped her in his arms, she met his gaze.

      Her breath caught, and her face softened as Reider looked down at her, his brow furrowed at the sudden longing filling him. He wanted this woman more than he wanted any other he could remember. Her body pressed into his and his arms tightened against her back, one hand sliding up towards her neck.

      “Johanna,” he whispered, “what are we doing?”

      He waited for her to pull away and yell at him, but she shook her head and replied just as quietly, “I don’t know.”

      His mouth slanted down over hers, and she melted into his touch. His hand moved up into her hair, not caring if he messed it up as she grabbed the lapels of his tux jacket and brought him closer, the kiss intensifying when her lips parted and his tongue slipped inside. She moaned, and Reider forgot where they were or why this was such a bad idea. Her breasts pushed up against his chest, and his hand moved to cup her rear, groaning because it was as firm as he’d imagined. If they had been anywhere else, he would’ve found a soft patch of grass and showed her everything they could have together.

      A door opened that led into the ballroom, and the loud music from the band trickled out, killing the moment. Johanna pulled back instantly, holding her swollen lips and shaking her head. Reider sucked in a few deep breaths, mentally telling the bulge in his pants to go away now that the kiss was over.

      “What did we do?” she whispered. “Reider? Oh my goodness! Someone could’ve seen us!”

      “Calm down,” he said. “No one saw us, we’re fine.”

      “No, we can’t do this,” she muttered and took another step backwards. “This never happened. Understand? It didn’t happen.”

      He reached for her, but she staggered away and, hiking up her dress, ran down the path. Reider stepped after her but stopped. If he did, anyone out on the balcony would see, and if her brothers knew, he didn’t want her to deal with that grief. So he waited. He returned to the bench and sat down, glaring at the hard-on in his pants. It was probably a good idea to wait before strolling back inside with the bulge, anyway. He would give her enough time to collect herself and mingle amongst the crowd before he went back inside.

      His own lips swollen from the kiss, Reider reached up and ran his fingers over them, unable to stop the smile from spreading across his face. Hers were softer than he imagined, and God, was she filled with a passion that he wanted to be a part of. He knew it was wrong to want more, that it could never happen, but as he sat there alone, he knew there was no way he could ever forget that kiss happened.

      Figuring enough time had passed, he walked down the path, remembering every second of the kiss he shared with Johanna. He almost didn’t notice the young woman standing on the balcony, shooting him a curious glance as he opened the door to go inside. He smiled absently at her, and she grinned in reply before moving farther down.

      The music hit him hard, and he frowned as he refused to look for Johanna. No one could know what happened, and he wasn’t going to piss her off by making a scene, not with everyone there.

      “Where’ve you been?” Micah asked sharply even though he smiled. “Thought you got lost out there.”

      “Nah, took a walk to clear my head,” he said.

      “Everything okay with Benny?”

      Reider frowned. “Benny?”

      “You said you had to call him about something at the station,” Micah said, tilting his head curiously. “Did you forget?”

      “Oh, right. No, I called him. He didn’t answer,” he lied quickly. “Think I need another drink.”

      “Looks like you need another one.”

      He nudged his cousin with his elbow as they went to the bar. “Thanks, Micah, really.”

      “Just being honest. Did you see the Chadwick twins? Been showing off their sister all night long,” he muttered with a nod in their direction.

      Reider didn’t mean to look. Frank and Frederick were with Johanna, who stood between them, her body language clearly revealing her hatred of the position. His feet slowed, and he wondered if she thought of their kiss in the garden. He didn’t think it would ever fade from his mind. Micah asked if he were coming, and Reider hurried to catch up. At the bar, he ordered a shot of whiskey first, followed by another whiskey on the rocks.

      Micah watched him with a close eye. “You sure nothing happened out there?”

      “You worry too much,” Reider told him. “Let’s go find you someone to dance with.”

      “What? Reider, come back! I don’t want to dance!”

      “It’ll be good for you, trust me,” he insisted and moved easily through the crowd, Micah trailing behind, until he found several women he had dated very briefly. Most of them were sweet, and two were very good in bed.

      “Ladies, you remember my cousin, Micah?” They smiled and giggled at Micah’s blushing face. “He’s in need of a dance partner. Mind obliging the poor boy before he falls asleep from boredom?”

      Reider took his glass as Meredith led Micah out onto the dance floor. “I’m going to get you back for this,” he called over his shoulder, eliciting a laugh from Reider.

      The other women moved closer and asked if he wanted to dance, but he shook his head. “Not tonight, ladies, sorry. Strictly on babysitting duty.” He finished his whiskey quickly, watching Micah dance awkwardly across the floor. Reider finished his cousin’s whiskey next, then excused himself to grab another.

      Several hours later, when the event finally came to a close, Reider left Micah to put Meredith’s number into his phone and headed for the front doors. At least he’d ridden with his parents; otherwise, he’d be calling a cab to get his sorry rear home. The whiskey helped dull the ache left behind from Johanna’s kiss but not enough to make him forget it happened, not even close. He would dream about her all night, and though it wasn’t what he wanted—he’d rather have her—it would suffice for the moment.

      His head down as he moved through the crowd, he didn’t pay attention to where he was going until he ran into a soft body. His arms shot out to catch her before she could fall, and he cursed when he saw Johanna’s face staring worriedly back at him.

      “Incredible, I’m sorry,” he said quickly and steadied her on her feet. “Are you alright?”

      “What are you doing, jerk?” Frank yelled from behind Johanna and charged forward. “Get your hands off my sister.” He shoved Reider back roughly and blocked Johanna from view. “Touch her again, and it’ll be the last thing you do,” he warned quietly.

      Reider glowered at him and straightened his jacket. He swallowed the snarky reply rising up in him and held his hands up instead as he backed away. “Sorry, won’t happen again.”

      “Dang right it won’t, Marquette,” he snapped and turned to steer Johanna towards the door. She muttered angrily to her brother, but whatever she’d said, Reider couldn’t hear though it seemed to piss Frank off even more. He pointed, his face red, and Johanna stomped out the door.

      Fredrick and her parents followed a moment later, along with the young woman he’d spotted on the balcony. She glanced at Reider, wringing her hands before someone called.

      “Izzy,” Reider whispered. “Her little sister.” His heart pounding in his chest, he wondered if she had told her brothers what she’d seen, or if she’d even seen anything. The rest of the night, all he did was worry about who might have seen their kiss and if there was a chance they would share another one.
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* * *

      Johanna seethed the whole way home. The second she was inside, she hiked up her skirts and hurried up the stairs as Frank and Frederick called after her. Their parents had driven separately with Izzy and had stopped by the store on their way home.

      “Hey, we’re talking to you,” Frank yelled as he followed her.

      “You’re such a jerk—both of you are,” she snapped. “There was no reason to be rude.”

      “To the Marquette? That’s what you’re upset about?” Frederick asked suspiciously.

      “No, I’m pissed because you expect me to actually want to date one of your friends,” she yelled. “They’re rude and conceited, and it’s not going to happen. Get out of my room so I can change.” She shoved on the door to slam it closed, but Frank put his foot in the way. “I said move.”

      “No. Brandon likes you and wants to go on a date. I gave him your number, so expect a call,” he informed her stiffly. “And I expect you to answer it.”

      “If I don’t?” she asked, her stomach clenching at the mocking smile he gave her.

      “You will, end of discussion,” he said and backed away.

      Johanna slammed her door hard enough to rattle the pictures on the walls. She screamed, frustrated she couldn’t just tell them about what happened out in the gardens. She’d found the man she wanted to date. But he was the one man she couldn’t have.
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      Johanna barely made it through the weekend without lashing out at her brothers, but she did manage to postpone any dates with Brandon for at least a month. She was swamped with class work, which wasn’t a lie. Because it was her senior year, Ashford wasn’t the only one piling on the assignments and tests.

      Sunday night, Izzy knocked on her door. Johanna called, “Come in.”

      “So at the charity event…” Izzy said, hopping onto Johanna’s bed.

      “What about it?” she asked slowly, spinning around in her desk chair. Izzy grinned and Johanna’s palms sweated. Did her sister see what had happened in the garden? If she knew, maybe someone else had seen it too. “Izzy, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing, I was wondering if you saw how handsome Reider Marquette looked,” she murmured innocently and, with a girly sigh, fell backwards onto the bed. “That tux clung to him like a second skin.”

      Johanna rolled her chair closer. “He’s a Marquette. Can’t have anything to do with him, and why were you checking him out to begin with?” She waited for her sister to drop the bomb that she saw them together, saw their kiss, but Izzy sat up and shrugged.

      “I went outside to grab some air, and he came up from the gardens, all broody,” she muttered. “That only made him even handsomer. Didn’t you notice him when he ran into you?”

      She pushed away again and rolled to her desk, turning her back on her sister. “I might’ve taken a gander, but he’s a Marquette, so it’s not like anything could happen with him for either of us, so don’t even think it,” she warned and pinned Izzy with a solid stare. “I mean it. It’s not worth the trouble.”

      Then why do you keep thinking that it would be? You enjoyed that kiss and you know it!

      “Jo? You alright? Your face is all scrunched up,” Izzy asked with a raised brow. “Is something going on you’re not telling me?”

      Johanna hunched over the packet of papers on her desk, scanning what she had written down for Reider’s answers before she continued typing up the latest assignment. “Absolutely sure,” she answered her sister, her voice light and fluttery until she coughed. “Wanted to be sure you’re not planning on doing something stupid like try to hit on him. It wouldn’t end well for either of you.”

      “Right, and are you telling me that, or yourself, sis?” Before Johanna could reply, Izzy hopped off the bed and walked to the door, a wistful grin on her face. She winked at Johanna. “I’m going to bed. See you in the morning.”

      Johanna sighed, leaned back in her chair, and stared at the ceiling fan. Her sister knew nothing. If she had seen the kiss, she would’ve said something and told Johanna to go for it, but instead, she hinted at what could happen with Reider. That, right there, was the question she was dying to ask. “Except your family and his family would explode and the city would erupt in chaos from the fallout.”

      She groaned and rested her head on her desk. She hated how twisted up inside she was over one kiss. It happened in the garden, and it would stay there—in the garden, where no one else would ever know about it except her and Reider. He would have to keep his mouth shut over it and his hands away from her, even though that was the last thing she wanted. In fact, she had wanted him the second he sat down in the coffeehouse and gave her brief glimpses into his real personality. Wanted him even more when he put his arms around her so easily in the garden to comfort her, how his voice rang with jealousy anytime mention of her dating or marrying someone else came up.

      Trying to make it through the remainder of the semester without another kiss would be a nightmare, but what choice did she have? She told Izzy it wasn’t worth it, but why was part of her screaming that it might be? She wanted a way out of this life, from where it was headed too quickly for her to stop. Instead of simply stopping the train, she needed to derail it completely.

      “No,” she snapped at herself and stood abruptly, pacing her room.

      But her fingers drifted to her lips, brushing across them as Reider’s lips had before the kiss had heated them, and she wished they weren’t in a freaking garden where anyone could walk by and see them. She wished they weren’t in a city where their families controlled everything, and she wanted more than anything for this feud to not matter as much as it did. It shouldn’t, and in that moment, she hated her brothers and blamed her parents more for how the feud affected their lives.

      Realizing there was no chance of completing any more work that night, she closed her laptop and fell into bed, hoping sleep would come with no dreams of Reider. As the sun rose and her alarm rang shrilly in her ear the next morning, she pulled her pillow over her face and screamed into it. All night, all she had seen was his face, and as she sat up, the lingering touch of his lips drove her crazy with need.

      “This is going to be impossible,” she muttered and rolled out of bed. “Utterly and horribly impossible.”

      After a quick shower and failing to conceal the bags under her eyes, she snatched up her tote when her cell dinged. She dug around for it in her bag and when she checked the screen, recognized the number as Reider’s. Making sure none of her siblings were around, she opened it and read it quickly before debating what to send back.

      He wanted to meet that afternoon after class to go over some notes he couldn’t read from their last meeting. Johanna’s fingers twitched over the buttons, wondering if he were telling the truth or if he wanted to see her again.

      “Johanna? What are you doing up there? You’re going to be late,” Lucy called up the stairs.

      “I’m on my way down right now,” she yelled back and sent back a quick reply to Reider. Meeting him wouldn’t be so bad today. It was Monday, meaning Melody would be available for another alibi if she needed one. “Hey, Mom,” she said as she reached the bottom stair to find Lucy ready to greet her. “I have to study with Melody today after class.”

      “For what class? You seem to be studying a lot already,” she said and reached out to fix the stray curls around Johanna’s face. She bit her tongue to stop herself from a biting remark as her mom did it. “You know, this is exactly what I was talking about. Working so much, look at the bags under your eyes. Finding a nice boy would solve your problems, sweetie.”

      Johanna stepped away quickly, moving towards the door. “Senior year, Mom. I'm not going to throw it all away. I’ll text you when I’m on my way home.”

      “Johanna, wait,” Lucy called.

      Johanna stopped right at the front door. “Mom, I’m going to be late.”

      “Did you receive a call from Brandon? Frank said the two of you hit it off the other night.”

      “I did, but I’m so busy with school work right now, I told him we’d go on a date when I had some time in a few weeks,” she said, and, to ensure her mom wouldn’t keep asking, she turned, gave her a huge hug, and said she loved her before hustling out the door.

      Classes dragged by the entire day, and Johanna hardly listened to anything Melody talked about, too busy scanning the crowded campus for a glimpse of Reider, hoping to catch sight of his black hair or his intense green eyes. The way they had held her gaze before the kiss, and right after, as she freaked out about it, drove her mad, and seeing them again was the only thing on her mind. When it was time for Ashford’s class, she nearly ran to the lecture hall and hurried to sit down in the front row. Melody eyed her friend curiously, her lips twitching in a smile.

      “Before you ask, I can’t tell you yet, but I promise I will later,” Johanna whispered.

      “If I’m playing your alibi again today, you’d better,” she said with a wink and wandered off to find her partner for the class.

      Johanna grabbed her notebook and a pen from her tote and eyed the doorway closely, hoping she wasn’t bouncing in her seat. The second she heard his laugh, deep and loud, her body stilled and she sighed. He talked with a few of his friends, but when his head turned and his gaze landed on her watching him, his lips widened into a grin and his eyes glimmered with the same attraction she remembered from Saturday night.

      “I’ll see you guys later,” Reider told them and patted one on the shoulder. His gaze went from Reider to Johanna and back again before he mouthed something and his face scrunched. “Hey,” Reider said as he approached.

      Johanna smiled. “Hey yourself.”

      “I see you’re not ready to stab me with your pen,” he said quietly as he sat down, his shoulder brushing hers. “That’s good to know.”

      “Were you expecting violence?”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “After what happened, yeah, pretty much. Or for your brothers to be here instead, ready to rip my head off.”

      Johanna bit her tongue hard and winced. “I’d never do that to you,” she said quietly, staring down at her notebook. “I don’t think I could stomach watching them hurt you.”

      “Trying to hurt me,” he said with a laugh, but she felt him shift in his desk. “Johanna?”

      “Why are we doing this?” she asked, barely able to force the words out.

      “Doing what? Talking?”

      “Being nice to each other. What’s the point?” Every good feeling flowing through her mind and body during the day vanished in a shot at the mention of her brothers. He was right, and for some reason, the idea of her brothers finding out never crossed her mind, not after the dreams she had of Reider holding her again. “We can’t do this.”

      “I recall you saying that Saturday night, too,” he remembered, smiling slyly. “But what if I can convince you?”

      She lifted her gaze to his, and when the green pulled her in, her lips parted on a sigh. “Convince me of what?” she asked, breathless.

      His hand slid across his desk and rested beside hers. “Convince you that our families do not have to rule our lives. That kiss meant something, and before you try to lie and say it didn’t, you can’t lie to me. I saw your eyes afterwards, saw the way they darkened with the same desire that is trying to claw its way out of me.”

      Johanna’s heartbeat pounded in her ears, and she leaned closer as he did the same. “They’ll find out, and it’ll be over for both of us. You know that.”

      “Do I?”

      “Why would you risk anything for me?” she asked, knowing it could very well ruin the moment.

      Reider’s eyes darkened, and a twitch started near his lip, but before he could answer, the classroom door slammed and Ashford dropped his bag on the desk with a loud thud. Quickly, Johanna pulled away and chewed on her pen, looking anywhere but at Ashford. He raised his brow as his gaze landed on her and Reider—or the way Reider smirked next to her.

      “Right then,” Ashford said after a long moment and everyone settled down. “Let’s begin today’s lesson.”

      Johanna sank lower in her seat and scribbled a few random notes here and there. The rest of the class spoke and discussed the day’s lesson as the hour wore on, but her lips remained carefully closed. Reider didn’t speak either.

      “Now,” Ashford said loudly, and Johanna glanced his way. “You should be at least on the fourth page of your packets. I expect those reports in my inbox by Wednesday evening, and if they’re not there, then I will not count them towards your final grade. I don’t care if your printer runs out of paper or your dog eats it, or your cat, or an alien abduction happens,” he added to a few laughs. “This is no longer just a class. This is real life, so get used to it.” He glanced at the clock on the wall behind him and grinned. “Until Wednesday, everyone.”

      The others stood up and gathered their things. Johanna closed her notebook and was ready to ask Reider about meeting soon when Ashford walked over to their desks, his hands on his hips, and smirked.

      “So, I see you two are still alive and well.”

      Johanna hesitated, but Reider took the lead and scoffed. “Yeah, we’re still alive. Great for us,” he muttered and slung his messenger bag over his head. “It's not like we’re going to be friends, Professor.”

      “No one could ever be friends with a blasted Marquette anyway,” she added and pushed hotly to her feet, shooting Reider a glare. “Probably hasn’t even typed up his half of the assignment yet.” It took everything she had not to burst out laughing when Reider’s eyes widened slightly and he glanced away, looking guilty. “Don’t get your hopes up. We’re getting through this class, and that’s all.”

      She stormed out of the room ahead of Reider and heard him laugh sharply. “There she goes again, pretending she’s better than everyone in the place!”

      She shot a glare over her shoulder but kept walking until she reached a hall and turned, pressing her back against the brick. Pulling out her cell, she texted Reider and said that she would meet him at the coffee house and that they could figure out a plan from there. When she stepped back out into the main corridor, Melody was there, shaking her head.

      “And I thought you two were actually getting along with how much time you spent talking the other day,” Melody said. “So, you need me still?”

      “Why do I feel like you’re going to tell me you can’t?” Johanna asked as they walked. When Melody held her books tighter to her chest, Johanna groaned. “Dang. Alright. It’ll be fine.”

      “Sorry. Work called, and I could use the extra hours,” she shrugged.

      “You know if you ever need money you could always ask,” she said seriously. “You’ve been my friend for over a decade, Mel. I wouldn’t mind helping you out when you need it.”

      “I know, but I’m not in that tight of a spot, not yet,” she promised and tucked her books away in her bag. “You sure you don’t need me? How are you going to pull this off if I’m not there?”

      Johanna fidgeted with the strap of her bag, itching to take out her pen and gnaw it to death. “I’ll think of something. Izzy isn’t busy today. I’ll text her and tell her to head to the coffee house and lay low there for a while.”

      Dragging Izzy into this mess wasn’t what she wanted to do, but she had to meet with Reider to work on the next pages of the assignment anyway, and if Melody wasn’t available, there was no one else who could cover for her. She got to her car and texted her sister, telling her she had to meet with a few friends, but their brothers wouldn’t approve because it was all guys so she needed Izzy to cover for her. Her sister texted her back quickly that she’d be there in an hour. She had a ton of homework to catch up on anyway, and Izzy was a closet caffeine addict. She’d be content for a few hours, except that meant Johanna and Reider had to be out of sight before Izzy showed up.

      Johanna started her car and let out a worried sigh, resting her head on the steering wheel. “This is ridiculous. What are we thinking?”

      All this sneaking around was going to end badly, and they were barely in their third week of classes. Her hands shaking, she gripped the wheel and drove to the coffee house. The second she spotted Reider’s Wrangler, she smiled nervously and parked a few cars down. He stood outside, waiting for her, and waved when she approached.

      “There’s a table right by the windows again,” he said, shifting on his feet. He shoved his hands deep in his pocket. “Nicely played, by the way, with Professor Ashford.”

      Johanna’s face went blank, and she lifted her lip in disgust. “Who said I was playing?”

      Reider took a half step backwards before Johanna laughed quietly. “Oh, I see how it is. Are you trying to drive me crazier than you already do?”

      “I drive you crazy, do I?” she asked and waggled her eyebrows until the seriousness of the situation sank in. “Reider, we can’t stay here. My sister’s on her way to be my cover in case my brothers try to figure out where I am.”

      He turned and glanced down the street. “Right, well, that puts a damper on things. How did you manage the other day?”

      She cringed. “My friend was in the bookstore the whole time,” she admitted. “I’m sorry. If Frank and Fredrick think I’m up to something and it has anything to do with a guy, they’ll track me down and it won’t end well. Especially now with… with… look, can we go somewhere else? Please?”

      He pushed his left hip out as he crossed his arms, those green eyes piercing her amber ones until he nodded. “Get in the Wrangler. I have a place not far from here. No one will bother us.”

      “Thank you,” she said, but he held up a finger. “What?”

      “When we arrive, you tell me what you’re hiding and why you looked so bad this morning.”

      “This morning? When did you see me?” she asked.

      He smirked. “I have my ways. Deal?” He held out his hand, and after chewing on her tongue for a second, she shook it and followed him to the Wrangler. They hopped in, and she grinned at the fact that the vehicle had no doors. When he took off down the street, she let her hair fly wildly and laughed from the thrill of him speeding around turns. They left the small town behind and drove out into open fields, turning onto a blacktop road that veered and eventually gave way to gravel.

      Johanna’s cheeks were sore from smiling for so long, but she couldn’t have cared less as she hopped out of the Wrangler and stared around the open fields. There was one building in front of them that looked like a barn, but when she walked closer and peered inside a front window, she saw a couch, a TV, and a radio, a small kitchenette, and steps leading up to what was once the hayloft.

      “Where are we?” she asked as Reider came up behind her.

      His head turned as he glanced around and breathed in the air. “We are on Marquette land. This is one of the stations we use, but at this time of year, it’s empty, so I use it as my getaway when the family’s too much to handle. This far enough away for you?”

      Johanna nodded, eager to enjoy a few hours away from the prying eyes of anyone. Reider unlocked the door and slid it aside, flipping on lights as he walked. He set his bag down on the couch and smirked.

      “I have to admit, I lied about not being able to read those notes,” he said quietly, not meeting her gaze as he fiddled with his notebook. “I… uh, I wanted to see if you were pissed at me about Saturday night.”

      She set her tote down, too, and a light breeze from outside blew in, lifting the ends of her hair and bringing with it the smells of the ranches she grew up around, the sweet grass and fresh air not found near their home. “Since we’re not going to work, can we take a walk? You said there’s no one around, right?”

      “No, we’re safe out here,” he said. “You owe me an answer anyway, remember?”

      “I remember, don’t worry,” she said and led him back outside.

      Reider left the door unlocked behind them and motioned towards a path leading into the field along the old fence. “So spill, what’s going on with your brothers?”

      His hands were shoved in his pockets and his gaze watched the ground, but Johanna’s eyes remained on his face. “You never answered my question before.”

      “Like you’re not answering mine now?” he asked, his lips twisting in amusement.

      “Fine. My brothers’ friend has called me and is planning on dating me unless I can find a way to put it off,” she replied in a breath. “Your turn.”

      Reider stopped abruptly, and Johanna turned back to look at him. His face was red, and his eye twitched as he stared at her. “He already tried to ask you out on a date?”

      “Tried and was turned down, but he refused to officially take no for an answer,” she shrugged and grabbed a piece of tall grass near her hand. As she spoke, she shredded it, imagining it was her brothers instead. “I can’t keep turning him down with the excuse of schoolwork. My brothers will pick up on it, eventually.” He cursed, watching her hands closely. “Reider, tell me.”

      “Tell you what?” he asked, his voice rough.

      “Why you’re risking this? I’m not worth this. I can’t be.” She threw the rest of the grass aside, her mind racing with every single confusing thought she’d had since they sat in that coffee house for hours and talked like two normal people. “I’m a Chadwick. You can’t like me, not like this, so what are you doing?”

      He moved away and leaned against the fence, propping his boot up on the lowest railing, and stared out over the open fields. The wind rustled his black hair, and Johanna pictured him living out here, working the land and not having anything to do with the family feud. She blinked and for a second, saw herself standing beside him in a life she could only dream of. Anger flooded her chest at that life snatched away, and she wiped at her eyes before the hot tears could fall.

      “Why did you come here with me?” he asked finally, breaking the heavy silence.

      “What?”

      “Why come here with me, Johanna? You didn’t have to. Heck, you could’ve stopped that kiss as easily as I could’ve, and we both had good reason to keep meeting strictly for our work,” he argued, pushing away from the fence to face her.

      She stood straighter, almost eye-level, and licked her lips when her gaze darted to his and back to his eyes. “We could have, but we didn’t.”

      “No, we didn’t,” he said softly and moved closer until Johanna’s body shivered in anticipation.

      “Reider,” she whispered. “Why does this feel right?”

      His feet stilled, and his jaw clenched. Johanna mentally kicked herself, thinking she said the wrong thing, and was ready to take it back and cut and run when he stretched out a hand for her waist and drew her up against his hard, muscled silhouette.

      “I don’t think we’ll ever know,” he replied, his brow furrowing as she ran her hands up his chest to his shoulders. “But, I don’t give a hoot. I want you.”

      Much like at the charity event, the moment Reider’s lips caressed hers, Johanna melted into him and moaned at the fire flooding her body down to her toes and up to her fingertips. She ran a hand through his hair, and he lifted her higher as his mouth claimed hers in a kiss so intense it couldn’t be real. She waited for her alarm to sound, to wake up in her bed filled with a painful longing for him, but Reider deepened the kiss. His tongue danced with hers in a fierce need to possess her, and she let him.

      Standing together with the light breeze blowing the tall grass around them and the warmth of the sun shining on their bodies, Johanna lacked any care in the world except to keep kissing Reider for as long as she could.
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* * *

      Reider’s arms wrapped tightly around Johanna, knowing they were doomed. He could never have enough of her succulent lips, the sweet scent of honeysuckle in his nose, or the quiet moans she made when he deepened the kiss. The game they played was dangerous. It could destroy both of them if they were caught and cause an even worse rift, but for the first time ever, Reider knew with whom he wanted to spend his life.

      The thought hit him hard, and he broke the kiss to catch his breath so he could understand his racing heart and the woman in his arms. Her eyes were dark, the brown showing more than the green, and he ran his hands through her curls, loving the softness against his calloused palms.

      “Dang, woman,” he muttered and laughed. “I don’t think I can stop this from happening.”

      “Good,” she said breathily and kissed his lips in a sweet peck. “Then it’s not just me.”

      “You want to do this?” he asked, resting his forehead against hers.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t?” she asked and leaned back until he stopped her gently by holding her closer. “Reider?”

      “I do, trust me I do, but if this goes wrong… If it ends badly, it won’t be just a bad day,” he warned, watching the emotions race across her tensed face as his want for her grew until he could hardly stand not to kiss her.

      She nodded. “For our families, you mean.”

      “No, not exactly,” he said and fidgeted, laughing nervously in disbelief over the words about to come out of his mouth. “I just met you, really met you a few weeks ago, and I haven’t stopped thinking about you since. It’s crazy and makes no sense, but this feels right and I don’t think I can live without you now that I know what it feels like.”

      He waited for her to pull back and call him crazy, to run off and never talk to him again, but Johanna did none of that. Instead, she reached her hands up and cupped his cheeks, staring fiercely at him.

      “I don’t want to date Brandon or anyone else. It might be crazy, but I want you.”

      He let out a loud sigh of relief and kissed her gently, enjoying the feel of her in his arms and the way they fit so easily together. He held her close and rested his chin on her head as they looked out over the tall grass swaying in the breeze.

      “I know what you mean, though,” she said quietly against his chest.

      “About what?”

      “If this ends badly, it won’t just be a breakup,” she whispered. “It’ll be the worst storm this state has ever seen, and we’ll be at the center of it.”

      Reider’s arms tensed around her in a sudden urge to protect her and keep her away from her brothers, her parents, his parents, and anyone who might come between them. A Chadwick and a Marquette being friends was unheard of, but two of them dating? Having a relationship and possibly falling in love? The notion was beyond treacherous, and he tried not to think about how limited their time might be together if they couldn’t overcome the prejudices that surrounded them.

      “How about we finish that walk?” she suggested and leaned back to smile up at him, taking his hand in hers.

      Reider held her hand securely in his, and together, they moved through the grass, talking about anything and everything besides their families. Before long, they laughed loudly as old friends would, the sound carrying across the open land. Reider had been in plenty of relationships before, but never had they felt this right. Johanna’s hand in his fit perfectly, like a puzzle piece, and he never wanted to let her go. They were both insane, had to be to find such a strange connection between two people meant to be enemies.

      An old cottonwood tree grew beside a small creek running through the land, and Reider pulled Johanna to a stop beneath it. They stared up through the leaves at the sun speckling their faces and rested in the shade. He leaned his back against the bark, and she stood on her toes, smiling as she captured his mouth. He grunted, loving the boldness of the woman in his arms, and let her kiss him passionately.

      Figures the one woman you fall for is a Chadwick, he thought, amused by the typical fierceness of the family appearing in a way he never thought to experience.

      “Jo,” he said quietly when she stopped to take a breath.

      “What? Don’t like it when a woman takes control?” she asked, smirking.

      “Hell no, no complaints here,” he said and brushed her wild curls from her face. “Do you want to go on an actual date soon? Only you and me with no one around?”

      “Isn’t that what this is?” She glanced around, laughing, and he joined her.

      “Well… yeah, but I meant a nice one with dinner and not worrying about your sister—”

      “Incredible, Izzy!” she screeched and pulled her cell from her butt pocket. “Oh goodness! I don’t have reception out here, and it’s nearly six!”

      Reider pulled her close for one last kiss, leaving them both breathless before he took her hand and they ran, laughing despite the lateness of the hour, cutting quickly through the field. They reached the barn, grabbed their things, and leapt into the Wrangler. He wanted the afternoon to last longer, but they were just getting started and he didn’t want to risk what this could be because he didn’t drive her back home in time.

      When he parked outside the coffee house, Johanna blew out a breath when she spotted Izzy through the window, her head bouncing to whatever music played through her earbuds.

      “She probably doesn’t even know what time it is. Never even texted me,” Johanna laughed.

      Reider saw the urge to lean over and kiss him in every twitch of her hands and the way she bit her lip, but he placed his hand gently on her thigh to stop her, squeezing gently. “Just have to imagine it. Go on. I’ll see you Wednesday.”

      “Text me tonight?” she asked quietly, resting her hand over his.

      She tugged nervously at a stray curl, and watching her twisted his gut until he wanted nothing more than to lean over and kiss her again, no matter who was around. “Promise,” he said. “Go on, before she sees you getting out.”

      He watched her hop out and hurry into the coffee house. She sat down across from her sister, and Izzy’s face lit up, laughing at whatever Johanna told her. Reider idled at the curb, unable to look away, but she was waiting for him to disappear. He threw the Wrangler into drive and took off down the street, his future looking both brighter and more perilous than ever before.
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      “Jo, did you hear your brother?” Ben asked loudly at the dinner table on Thursday night.

      “Huh? No, sorry, Frank,” Johanna muttered as she plastered a smile on her face and stared across the table at her brother. “What?”

      Izzy stifled a laugh as Lucy scowled at her eldest daughter and Ben frowned at her. Johanna picked at the salad on her plate and acted as if she hadn’t snapped at her brother—something she never did, at least not in front of their parents. No, to their parents, the four siblings got along swimmingly. Anything to keep them in the dark about what really went on in the family, especially now that they had chosen to take a backseat.

      “I asked if you’ve heard from Brandon lately,” Frank said through gritted teeth. “You’ve been on your cell a lot.”

      Johanna controlled her features well, not even flinching at the question. “Yeah, so? Melody’s going through a rough time right now. Am I not allowed to talk to my friend?”

      “You sure you’re not hiding something?” Fredrick asked suspiciously.

      Turning her glare on him, Johanna let her fork clatter against her plate. “No, I’m not. Are you?”

      Fredrick’s eyes widened, and he sagged in his chair. “No, course not.”

      She hadn’t meant to actually imply he was hiding something, but Fredrick didn’t meet her gaze again and his jaw clenched so hard she thought he’d crack his teeth. The rest of the tense meal, she watched him closely, wondering what her brother had got himself into. Even Frank seemed thrown off by his sudden change of behavior, but as always, her parents remained oblivious in their perfect bubble, thinking everything was right with their kids and the family.

      When dinner finally ended, Johanna carried the dishes to the kitchen, helped Izzy wash up, and walked to her room as quickly as she could without arousing suspicion. After locking her bedroom door, she rushed to her desk and unlocked the bottom drawer to pull out her cell. She was taking no chances in case her brothers were snooping. A message from Reider waited for her as she unlocked the screen, and she fell onto her bed to read it and text him back. She wanted to call him and hear his voice and his deep baritone laugh, but a call risked being overheard. For now, texting would be enough. He had planned their date and needed to know when she thought she might be able to sneak away.

      She tried to think of a way to be gone for that many hours without anyone noticing when a knock sounded at her door. “Johanna? Are you still awake, sweetie?”

      Tossing her cell back in the drawer, she told her mom she was coming and answered the door. “Something wrong?” she asked, hoping her smile looked normal.

      “No. I wanted to remind you of our plans in two weeks.”

      “Plans?” she asked, searching her mind. More time away from Reider was not something she looked forward to.

      Her mom strolled into her room and straightened her scattering of books and papers on the floor and desk. “Honestly, I don’t know how you function in such clutter,” she mumbled under her breath. “Yes, plans. Your father and I are taking your brothers to the cattle conference in Montana. We’ll be gone Friday afternoon until Sunday. I could have sworn I told you about this months ago. It’s why your brothers have been pushing you to date Brandon.”

      Johanna nearly shouted in excitement. Instead, she frowned at her mom. “What does Brandon have to do with anything?”

      “They were hoping you two would have a nice romantic weekend getaway, but I guess if you’re too busy with school, it’ll have to wait,” she said wistfully and smiled, tugging at her daughter’s curls. “I’ll let you know more about our plans soon.”

      She waited impatiently for her mom to leave, praying she wouldn’t want to talk about Brandon anymore, and finally, she walked out of the room. Johanna waited until her steps faded before she relocked her door and grabbed her cell.

      After she sent the text telling Reider they had a whole weekend to plan a date, she held her cell in her hand, waiting for his reply. When it vibrated, she checked it quickly and laughed. Even without him in the room, she sensed the same excitement in him as she’d had when she found out. He said he’d see her tomorrow in class and looked forward to their weekend together.

      Johanna would experience the romantic weekend her mom mentioned, just with a Marquette instead of some smug jerk her brothers set her up with.

      Since the narrow escape getting home, Johanna had spent a few nights wondering if what they risked was worth it, but she remembered what it felt like to be in his arms, his strength and warmth surrounding her. True security. Maybe even true love? She laughed at the notion, but it lingered long after she flipped off her light and tried to fall asleep. An explosive relationship indeed. The fire coursing through her body as she lay in the dark was unlike any heat she could hope to describe.

      For the first time in her life, Johanna was filled with an insane hope that her future would turn out better than she imagined, and if she were lucky, maybe she could take Izzy with her. Making it work with Reider was a long-shot, but she was more than ready to jump in headfirst with him. Their last names held no meaning, not anymore.

      If she were going to take this chance, she was not going to hold anything back. When sleep claimed her, the dreams of Reider turned from simple kissing to his hands all over her body as he took her in the field by the creek. The dream was so intense, she woke drenched in sweat, a throbbing between her legs.

      “No holding back,” she whispered to the darkness and smirked. “Not with him.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Reider feared the days until he could treat Johanna to an actual date would drag by, but instead, they disappeared one after the other and his heart lightened with each one. Even Micah’s dour mood couldn’t keep a grin off his face, and his parents had noticed him laughing more easily. His mom asked about a girl, but Reider shrugged it off and said life was good.

      Micah, however, was not satisfied with that answer. As the days drew closer to his date with Johanna, his cousin’s sudden pestering threatened to destroy his good mood. Reider pulled in the drive after another meeting with Johanna that started at the coffee house and ended at ‘their spot,’ as he called it now. The barn was the perfect hangout for them to relax and forget about the dangerous territory they wandered into by indulging in this relationship.

      The date with Johanna loomed closer, and suddenly, he was a nervous teen again. They had kissed and held hands, cuddling on the couch in the barn nearly every time they were together, but this would be different. An official date meant they were serious about having each other in their lives. Meant she was as crazy about him as he was about her to keep risking so much for each other.

      “Where were you?” Micah snapped as Reider grabbed his bag from the backseat.

      “Studying with friends. What’s it to you?” he asked and pushed past for the front door.

      “I’ve been alone a lot lately, that’s all,” Micah whined and trailed behind Reider like a lost puppy. “I was wondering if next time, I can go with you.”

      “No, absolutely not,” Reider said, shooting Micah a stern look. “You’ve been at college long enough to have made some friends. Hang out with them.”

      “I… uh, don’t talk to anyone, not really,” he said and hung his head, his eyes downcast as they walked through the foyer. “No one wants to talk to me because I’m a Marquette.”

      “No,” Reider argued, kicking off his boots. “No one wants to talk to you because you’re depressed all the time. Micah, you need to move on.” He laid a heavy hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “Work at smiling once in a while, and maybe people will treat you differently. You need friends. You can’t always rely on me to be there for you.”

      Frowning, Micah watched Reider closely. “But we’re family. We’ll always have each other. Isn’t that what you told me when my parents died?”

      Reider nodded slowly and moved towards the stairs, wishing more than ever he lived full-time on campus. His dorm room was still empty and ready to be used as an escape from Micah’s constant hounding. “Listen, do what I told you. Things change, and if I’m not there when you need me, you need someone who can be.”

      “Are you dating a girl? Is that what this is about?”

      “What? No, of course not,” he said, laughing nervously. “Nothing to do with a girl. You’ll be bored if you come with me.”

      He turned and told Micah he’d be down later for dinner. He had some reports to type, which was technically true, but he wanted to finish his plans for the date and text Johanna. He couldn’t stand being away from her on the days when she couldn’t manage an alibi with her sister or friend, both of whom still had no real idea what she and Reider were up to. They still assumed it was all for the class and nothing more.

      “Reider!”

      His hand was on the doorknob when he groaned and called back downstairs, “What?”

      “Forgot to ask you something,” Micah said and ran up the steps. “I need a favor and can’t ask your parents because… well, I already tried, and they think I should see a shrink.”

      “What are you talking about?” You should see a blasted shrink anyway, was what he wanted to add, but the words remained in his mind.

      “I… uh, I hired a PI to investigate the accident with Mom and Dad, but I’m running out of funds.”

      Reider expected to hear almost anything but that and simply stared at his cousin as his mouth slackened and his brow furrowed. “Micah, it was a car accident,” he finally said quietly. “Even the police said so. What are you investigating?”

      “No, it wasn’t an accident,” he whispered harshly and leaned closer. His hands twisted together and his eyes were wild as he spoke. “I already have some proof, but I need more. Please, I need a few thousand to finish everything and then I can prove it was them.”

      “Them? No, this isn’t healthy,” he said and shook his head. “You need to talk to someone about this. Who do you think caused your parents’ accident?”

      Micah straightened, and his body stilled as he glared at his cousin with an open hostility Reider had never seen in him before. He refused to back down, but it unnerved him.

      “Who else but the Chadwicks? Your family has most of the control over the cattle, but mine dealt with the railways, the one industry controlled over fifty percent by the Marquettes until the accident,” he said, each word straining against the onslaught of rage and bitterness rushing through his eyes. His hands fisted, and he took a step closer to Reider. “Please, let me prove it. Lend me the money. That’s what family does.”

      Reider hoped if his parents heard the same insane theory from Micah, they would have given him a heads up that his cousin had taken a turn towards crazy town… unless he lied to them about what he needed the money for.

      “Micah, I can’t,” he said quietly. “Please go talk to someone. You’re grieving and looking to place blame, that’s all.”

      “Why would you say that?” he raged and paced down the hall before whipping back around. “Why would you defend the Chadwick name?”

      Reider cursed, wishing his family was home, and reached out to Micah, but he flinched away. “I’m not, but you can’t really think they’d go so far as to murder your parents.”

      Micah’s face went scarily blank for a long minute before his lip lifted in a snarl. “Whatever, forget I said anything. I’ll get the money another way.”

      He stormed down the hall to his room and slammed the door behind him. Reider heard the lock click and rubbed the back of his neck. He knew Micah was having a hard time adjusting to life without his parents, but accusing the Chadwicks of murder? Even if he wasn’t with Johanna, that was crossing the line. The families might hate each other, but neither had gone so far as to kill anyone, nor even attempt it.

      They might now if they knew what you and Johanna were doing, he thought, picturing Johanna’s brothers leering at him as they came after him. He wasn’t scared of them, nor what they might to do him. He was worried about them taking it out on Jo.

      On top of worrying about them finding out, he had to keep an eye on Micah with his crazy ideas about his parents being murdered. He considered warning Jo about it, but the last thing he wanted was to add any more weight to her shoulders. As much as she said she loved their time together, he knew every time they met there was another chance of them being caught, and the strain showed on her face until he managed to soothe it away.

      When he locked his bedroom door, he pulled out his cell to see a message from Jo asking what she should wear Friday night. Reider grinned and told her to dress nice for the occasion, knowing how good she looked in a dress. He wanted to take her to a fancy dinner and a night out on the town, but someone would see, and ruining this crazy heated passion growing between them was not what he wanted to do, so he was going to bring the night out to her in a place no one would look for them. She messaged back saying she would see him in class Friday and then for the whole weekend.

      They had two whole days together. His parents weren’t going out of town, but he had made plans to be at one of the other ranches this weekend, bribing Benny to cover for him. He trusted the guy, thought of him as an uncle, and knew they were safe. Unless Micah decided to be a pain and follow. Reider would have to make sure that did not happen. If his cousin caught on to who Reider was dating, it would spell the end of Reider and Jo’s time together, and the devastation he worried about causing would happen before he could stop it.

      He texted Benny and asked if the man would mind switching vehicles for the weekend, lending Reider the beat up old truck instead of his recognizable, bright orange Wrangler. Nothing was going to ruin this weekend.
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      Another dress flew across Johanna’s bed with a frustrated mutter coming from her closet as she pushed aside the rest of her clothes and searched for the perfect thing to wear. She glared at her clothes and hated that she hadn’t been shopping in ages. Tonight, she wanted something she’d never worn before, something Reider might not have seen her in, but there was nothing in her closet that felt right.

      “Jo? What are you doing?” Izzy asked with a laugh as she stepped into the bedroom.

      Johanna heard her steps and poked her head out of her closet. “Cleaning out some stuff.”

      “Right, cleaning out only dresses,” Izzy said, picking up one by the strap. “Are you going on a date tonight?”

      “No, hanging out with Melody,” she said quickly and ducked back into the closet.

      “Seriously? Come on, I might be your baby sister, but I’m not blind. I see how you’ve been acting lately, and all those meetings at the coffee house? Who is he?”

      Johanna hoped she would leave if she gave no answer, but Izzy sighed and hopped onto her bed, making herself comfortable amongst the pile of clothing. Tapping her nails loudly on the door frame, Johanna nibbled her tongue before she sighed and gave in. “Yes, I’m seeing someone, but no one can know, alright? I mean it.”

      Izzy nodded and fiddled with one of the dresses on the bed. “You know, I don’t think Reider saw you in this one. It’s probably safe to wear.”

      “No, I wore that last ti—What did you say?” Johanna gasped.

      “I said I don’t think Reider has seen this one. You should wear it.”

      The room spun, and Johanna staggered forward until Izzy reached out and helped steady her. “How… how did you know?” she gasped, eyeing her sister closely.

      “I spotted you hopping out of his Wrangler,” she said with a shrug. “He kissed your hand, and you smiled in a way I haven’t seen in a long time.” She straightened with Johanna and hugged her. “I’m so happy for you both!”

      Johanna, at a loss, hugged her sister back. “Izzy, you can’t tell anyone about this.”

      “I’m not stupid,” she said and stepped back. “I wasn’t going to say anything at all, but with everyone out of town, and you said you were busy all weekend, I had a feeling you two had planned something special.”

      Johanna nodded once, reeling that her sister knew the truth. She trusted her sister, but if Izzy had seen them, someone else might have as well. The thought terrified her until she took a deep breath, let it out, and realized that there was no reason for her to care who did. She was going to spend the weekend with Reider, which meant she was going to fully enjoy whatever time they had together. She wanted more than a simple kiss and he did, too; she knew by the way his hands had caressed her the few times they had touched.

      She picked up the dress her sister suggested, a short, black number with draping straps going around the shoulders and a low back. The date needed to go perfectly because tonight Johanna wanted to do something she never had before, had never felt the urge to do with another guy. She ducked back into her closet, and Izzy followed. When Johanna pulled out matching, black and red lace panties and bra set, Izzy whistled.

      “So it’s going to be that kind of weekend,” she mused and grinned until Johanna shifted nervously on her feet. “Wait, have you never… You’re still a virgin?”

      “What made you think I wasn’t?” Johanna asked.

      Izzy shook her head. “Don’t know. Thought with the few guys you did date, you might’ve done it with one of them.”

      “Nope, but Reider… There’s something about him, and neither one of us can figure it out,” she told her sister quietly, and a weight lifted off her. Keeping the secret, not having anyone to confide in was hard, but now that Izzy knew, at least Johanna had one person with whom she could share her worries. “I want this to work out so much it’s driving me crazy.”

      “You think Frank and Fredrick will find out?”

      “I think we’re playing with fire, and if this goes wrong, it’s going to cause a rift we’d never be able to come back from,” she said, remembering how Reider described it. All her worries flooded her mind again, and she groaned, eyeing her sister. “Am I crazy for doing this?”

      Izzy sighed and hugged Johanna. “No, you’re not. You’re brave, both of you, and this is a good thing. I feel it—not to mention that it’s horribly romantic.”

      Johanna laughed as her sister backed away, her eyes shining. “You think so?”

      “Yeah. Now get your rear dressed and text me later. I’m assuming from the lace in your hands you’re not coming home tonight.” She winked and waved over her shoulder as she left the closet. “Finish getting ready before you’re late!”

      Hoping this weekend would go perfectly, her hands shook with nerves as she pulled on the sexy undergarments and dress. Johanna finished getting ready, leaving her curls hanging loose over her shoulders. She applied a little makeup, put some simple silver studs in her ears and a silver chain necklace around her neck.

      When she glanced at herself in the mirror, she sucked in a deep breath and let it out, smiling as she pictured Reider. “You can do this.” She picked up her clutch and the small overnight bag she had packed just in case and darted out the front door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Reider tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, waiting for Johanna’s red Coupe to pull up. He glanced at his watch before checking his cell again, worried that something had gone wrong. Maybe her brothers had found out and were holding her at the house. For all he knew, they could be on their way to kick his rear for trying to date their sister. He was ready to call her when a text came in from her, saying she was parked outside the coffee house. Breathing a sigh of relief, he told her which vehicle he was in and asked if she were alright following. She asked where they were going, but he chuckled quietly to himself and told her it was a surprise. He set his cell down and pulled away from the curb.

      A little while later, they left the town behind and pulled up the gravel drive leading to the barn, which was all lit up inside. He had been there earlier to ready the place, and as he directed her to park her Coupe under the overhang around back, he worked at controlling his nerves.

      He was doing fine until she opened her door and one long, bare leg appeared, followed by the other, and she stood up, tugging on the black sheath wrapped snugly around her curves. Her curls hung loose across her shoulders, and her smile caused his heart to pound. The rest of his body perked up as well. Running a hand down his face, he cursed quietly under his breath before striding over.

      “So the date is here?” she asked. At first, he thought she didn’t like the idea, but her eyes lit up. “I approve.”

      “I figured we’d avoid all chance of us being caught together so we can actually enjoy the night.” He walked around the front of the car and grabbed a heavy, canvas tarp to drag over the red Coupe. Once it was covered, he offered her his arm and a sly smile. “Shall we?”

      Johanna slipped her hand through the crook of his arm, and Reider led her out of the overhang and towards the field. The sun wouldn’t set for another two hours, so they had plenty of time to enjoy the dinner he had prepared by the creek under the old cottonwood tree. The walk there was enjoyable and filled with easy talk of their classes and what Johanna wanted to do if she wasn’t tied to her family. Mostly, she wanted a chance to choose her life and not be dictated to. She told him about Izzy and her art, and when she asked what Reider was hoping to do with his life, his feet paused. He stepped back from her towards the open field and held out his arms wide.

      “This. I want all of this to be my world, my office,” he said proudly, glancing around. “I’m not a businessman. That’s my dad. I’m the rancher, the cattle driver, the guy who works the land.”

      “I had a feeling you’d say that,” Johanna said and reached for one of his hands. She ran her fingers over the callouses and smirked. “You wouldn’t have rough hands like these without actually doing some hard work with them.”

      “Yeah, well,” he said quietly and had to clear his throat before he said the next words. The way she touched his hand sent fire scorching through his veins. “Dad will never allow it, so I’m stuck, for a while, anyway.” He closed his hand around hers and brought it to his lips, kissing the back. “Ready for dinner?”

      She nodded, and they continued their walk towards the creek. When he came to a stop at the edge of the plaid blanket laid out on the ground, the bottle of wine chilling in a bucket, and the covered plates of food, Johanna leaned against his shoulder, laughing in delight.

      “Burgers, fries, and wine,” she said. “Couldn’t have planned it any better myself.”

      “I’ll admit, it’s about all I can cook,” he admitted and helped her to sit, her dress riding high up her thighs, and he completely lost his train of thought. “I… uh, I forgot to ask… what you liked to eat.” He managed to finish the sentence and sat down beside her, his gaze returning to the bare skin he wanted to touch to see if it were as smooth as it looked.

      Johanna picked up the bottle of wine and read the name on the label. “Goodness, I miss the cheap stuff,” she said and poured two very full glasses.

      “Never thought I’d hear you say that,” he mused. “It was all that was here.”

      “My parents drink the driest reds from the most expensive vineyards, and they’re god-awful. I never get to enjoy a good glass of sweet wine.” She raised the glass to her lips and sipped it, sighing as she swallowed.

      Reider’s jeans tightened around the bulge growing from his observation of her, and he shifted so she wouldn’t see. The breeze blew across her body, and the sweet smell of honeysuckle filled his nose as they dug into the food. He worried she would be uncomfortable in a dress and hadn’t even thought to tell her to bring jeans, but she stretched her legs out in front of her, kicked off her heels, and made herself at home beside him. He grinned, happy she was so relaxed and easy-going with him by her side as the evening wore on and the sun began its downward descent.

      “So,” he said when there was a quiet lull in the conversation.

      “Yes?” she asked, rolling onto her side and propping her head up with her hand. “What’s up?”

      He fiddled with the edge of the blanket, lying on his side, too, and stared at the empty bottle of wine, unable to meet her gaze. His nerves on fire, he licked his lips and said, “I wasn’t sure what your plans were for the whole weekend, with your family gone, but I wanted to know if you would stay here with me for the next two nights—”

      The last word was barely out of his mouth before Johanna rolled him onto his back and kissed him hotly. Her hands cupped his face as his arms slid easily around her, holding her close to him as the long grass blew in the evening breeze and the crickets sang. Reider’s hands fisted in the fabric of her dress, wanting to tear it off, but the date wasn’t over yet and he wanted to do this right. Johanna wasn’t a weekend fling nor a roll in the hay. No, he wanted this to last a very long time, and he was going to make every stolen moment with her count. The kiss deepened, and he rolled them over gently, loving it when she laughed against his lips. It turned quickly into a moan when his hand slid up her smooth leg, inching closer to the bottom of her dress. But it wasn’t time for that, not yet.

      “Come on,” he said and kissed her sweetly before climbing to his feet and pulling her up with him.

      “Where are we going now?” she asked, picking up her shoes in one hand. After he had piled everything back into the basket, she scooped up the blanket.

      “It’s getting dark,” he informed her, nodding towards the setting sun and the fire blazing across the sky in bursts of orange and crimson. “By the time we reach the barn, it’ll be perfect.”

      He motioned for them to walk, and she continued with a stream of questions, but he only laughed until they reached the barn when the sun was barely peeking over the horizon. He took the blanket from her and, holding her hand, led her around to the other side of the barn towards the back where he had set up one of the old projectors facing the barn wall and spread out the blanket.

      “Movie for you, my lady?” he asked with a flourish.

      A mound of pillows was stacked in front of several hay bales for them to lean back on, and another blanket was there in case the air grew chilly. Reider glanced at Johanna and frowned when he saw a shine to her eyes as she chewed on her nails.

      “Jo?”

      She wiped her eyes and laughed nervously. “Sorry, this is embarrassing.”

      “What?” he asked and moved towards her. “Jo, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she muttered. “This is perfect. You, the dinner, the movie. It’s all so perfect and I’m… I’m worried that I’ll wake up in the morning and find it’s all a blasted dream that we can’t have.”

      Reider held her face in his hands and wiped the tears away with his thumbs. “It’s not a dream. This is real, and I don’t care about anyone else right now except you. For now, we’ll enjoy the time we can have together, and soon, we’ll come up with a way to make this work long-term.”

      “Long-term?” she asked quietly.

      “Yeah. Not to sound horribly cheesy here, but I wasn’t lying when I said I’ve never felt this way about anyone before—ever—and if you think I’m going to let you slip away so easily, I’m sorry, but it’s not going to happen. I don’t care if your brothers come after us, or your parents or mine,” he said fiercely and wrapped her in his arms. “I want you, and I’m not letting you go for any of them. Ever.”

      She nodded and hugged him close until he lifted her off her feet to hold her to him. He meant every dang word he’d said, and as she kissed him, he knew she understood that. She clung to him tightly, and they stayed in the embrace as the sun set and the night closed in. When he set her on her feet, he kissed her lips softly and leaned his head back to stare up at the stars. She did the same and sighed, leaning against his chest.

      “This is all I want,” she whispered. “The stars and the plains, nothing else.”

      “One day, we’ll make it happen,” he promised. “Ready for a show?”

      She sat down on the blanket as he walked to the projector behind her and set it up to run. “What movie are we watching? It’s nothing scary, right?”

      “What? You don’t trust me to keep you safe?” he chuckled.

      “We’re out in the middle of nowhere. I’d prefer not to have nightmares,” she replied with a nervous giggle.

      “Don’t worry, nothing like that,” he said and started the movie. When the opening credits rolled, Johanna whipped around to stare at him. “What?”

      “How did you know this was my favorite movie?” she asked as he hurried to sit down beside her and she snuggled close. He placed his arm around her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. There was nothing more natural in the world than Johanna by his side. “Seriously, how did you know?”

      He shrugged. “You had your laptop the other day at the coffee house, and I saw your desktop background. No one has a movie poster as their background unless they really like the movie.”

      “Sneaky, aren't we?” she teased.

      “I try, though I’ll admit, I have no idea what this movie is about.”

      She stared at him in disbelief. “You’ve never seen Shakespeare in Love? Really?”

      “I’m an only child and a guy,” he said with a laugh. “Not exactly on my movie list.”

      “Well, it should be,” she whispered as the opening scene played.

      Reider pulled her closer and breathed her in. “I’m sure it will be from now on.”

      While they watched the movie, Reider was well aware of Johanna’s body pressed up against his and how warm it was beneath the blanket he pulled over her when she shivered in the night air. His hand rested on her shoulder while his other held one of hers under the blanket, resting on her thigh, a thigh he wanted to feel every inch of as he kissed her passionately beneath the stars.

      If she kept inching her hand closer to the throbbing erection in his jeans, he might not be able to control himself. Her face didn’t change, but her hand slipped from his and she rested it exactly where he wanted it to be. Biting back a curse, Reider shifted so her hand pressed harder against it, and her lips twitched in a wicked grin.

      Reider’s hand slid down her arm, and she shivered at his touch, her hand massaging him through his jeans as her other snaked up his chest under his shirt. When her fingers trailed up the light dusting of hair that ran down his abs, he forgot to pay attention to the movie and let his free hand wander. Two could play at this game, and before long, his fingers found the edge of her dress and slipped slowly up beneath the fabric. Johanna’s breath caught, but her hand remained where it was. She massaged him harder, and he cursed as he moved his hand up her thigh to the hem of her panties. He teased her, gliding his fingertips along the edge as they inched towards her warm center. She sighed, and her thighs parted slightly, letting him move between.

      The music for the movie hit a dramatic crescendo, but Reider had stopped paying attention. All he wanted was Johanna in his arms. As his hand was busy inching closer to the most delicate part of her, her hand moved up to the button of his jeans and undid it, slid his zipper down, and before he could even brace for it, her hand reached in and gripped him.

      “Jo,” he grunted, and his hips moved against her hand. She ran her hand down his length, holding him firmly with the right amount of pressure and laughed quietly as she leaned close and sucked on his earlobe. “I have a feeling we won’t be finishing the movie.”

      She brushed her thumb over his tip as his hand under her dress cupped her, kneading her swollen lips and pressing against her clit until she groaned against his ear. “Do you want to finish the movie?” she asked breathlessly, her hand moving up and down his swollen shaft, making his hips buck from her simple touch.

      He’d had sex with a few women, but none of them set him on fire this quickly, drove him to the edge of insanity and made him want to live there. Reider pulled his hand free and very delicately removed hers from his pants. She pouted, but he scooped her up into his arms and carried her to the barn. He had planned to go in ahead of her at some point and light candles, get a small fire going in the hearth, and really set the mood, but with his jeans already undone and after feeling the wetness between her thighs, he wasn’t sure that was an option anymore.

      Once inside, he set her on her feet. “I guess I should turn the movie off,” he muttered roughly as his eyes caressed her body while her hands slid down to her hips and she grinned. “Dang. You really are trying to drive me over the edge.”

      “Is it working?” she whispered.

      “You have no idea,” he growled and drew her into his arms so he could kiss her intently, letting his tongue delve into her mouth as she moaned and melted against him. “Be back in a minute,” he said and hurried back out the door.

      His hands itching to hold her naked body to him, Reider shut off the projector quickly and rushed back inside. Johanna wasn’t in the open room, but he saw the bathroom door closed with the light on. Perfect. He grabbed the lighter and lit the candles, his body reeling with anticipation.
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      Johanna smoothed her hands down her dress as she stared at her flushed cheeks in the bathroom mirror. Earlier, when she first arrived, she thought she would be too nervous to do anything with Reider, but as they watched the movie, all the worry faded until it was only the two of them, alone with a weekend to spend in each other’s arms. She wanted to be with him more than anything, wanted him to have all of her, just as she wanted all of him.

      She ran her fingers through her hair and smiled. There was no nervousness with Reider, and Johanna reached up and tugged at the zipper on the back of her dress. She heard his booted steps come back inside. As the dress came undone, she shoved it over her hips and let it hit the floor with a soft sound. The red and black lace bra and panties highlighted her chest, hips and narrow waist, even showing off the tattoo she got in secret when she’d started college.

      She’d wondered if they would take it slow at first, if it would be better, but in the bathroom, remembering how hot he felt in her hands, throbbing with his desire for her, taking it slow was the last thing on her mind.

      Johanna took one last deep breath and turned to open the bathroom door. “Reider?”

      As she glanced around the barn turned cozy hideaway, she smiled when she saw him on the other side of the room lighting more candles to add to the dim glow illuminating the space. He asked if she wanted another glass of wine as he turned. When he saw her, he fumbled to catch the lighter in his hands.

      “Is this alright?” she asked, running her hands down her sides. When he sucked in a deep breath, she took a step closer. “Reider?”

      He set the lighter down, swallowing hard, and moved across the room one slow step at a time. He said nothing, but he didn’t have to. Johanna saw the desire in his glimmering green eyes lit only by the candles surrounding them. It pulsed towards her with each step he took. What grew between them was not simple attraction, and when he stood a few inches from her, she breathed him in, closing her eyes on the teak-wood cologne he wore that drove her crazy every time they had class together. No, this was something so much more, a force Johanna had only read about in books or saw in movies. Yet she felt a strong passion consuming her with a heat that would never be extinguished. Reider’s gaze locked onto hers, and his chest heaved with every deep breath he took as if searching for the words to express what was happening.

      His face tightened with sudden worry, and he asked her quietly about protection before this went too far. “I was tested recently,” he said quietly.

      She smiled, sensing his annoyance at having to ask such a thing. “I was, too, as a just-in-case, and I’m on the pill. If we’re going to have this weekend, I want to feel you, really feel you. Don’t you want to feel me?”

      Reider’s face relaxed, and he reached out his hand tentatively to hold her cheek. The second his skin touched hers, she was lost. He groaned and dragged her against his body as she wrapped her arms around his neck, claiming his mouth as intensely as he did hers. Their tongues clashed in a fierce dance, trying to dominate and surrender at the same time. Reider’s arms enveloped her, and his fingers made quick work of her bra hook, undoing it and removing the lace. It fluttered to the floor beside them and he leaned back long enough to see her breasts. A moment later, Johanna moaned as his lips closed over one pert nipple and sucked hard.

      Her hands dug into his hair, pushing his head even closer as his hand gripped her rear, massaging it until she couldn’t see straight from the crazy flare of need flooding her body. As he switched to her other nipple, she slipped her hands between them and yanked at his shirt so she could see his chest, feel his bare skin against hers.

      Though they’d only really met this semester, had only spent a few weeks together, it felt like ages that Johanna had waited to see Reider bare-chested so she could press her palms flat against his well-defined muscles. She tugged at the soft dusting of hair and traced her fingers over the tattoo she never knew he had. He held her close, breathing hard as she went over the intricate details of the vines around his left shoulder, intertwined with barbed wire and dying leaves that turned to blossoms towards his chest. It fascinated her, but tonight was not a night for words, so she kissed it instead, knowing he would tell her the story behind it one day.

      Reider claimed her mouth and picked her up, carrying her to the kitchen table, and set her down on it as she worked at his jeans, shoving them roughly over his hips. He kicked out of his boots as quickly as he could, and the second he was completely free before her, Johanna reached out her hand and gripped him. He shivered at her touch, groaning as her hand moved against him. His fingers pressed into her back, massaging before they trailed down her sides to her panties.

      When he glanced down, his lips twitched in a smirk, and she felt his calloused fingers touch the tattoo on her hip, the broken, melting heart done in black and red ink. He glanced at her face, but she pulled him close for another kiss as he slowly and gently tugged down her panties, lifting her with one arm to remove them completely. He tossed them aside with the rest of their clothes.

      There was no fear of being naked with him, no worry or anxiety over what might happen. Johanna didn’t even stop to tell him she was a virgin. She trusted Reider to follow her lead, and when she nipped at his lip, he grunted and moved his hand between her thighs.

      His fingers circled her swollen, wet lips, and he growled against her neck, nipping and sucking as he spread her thighs wider and stood between them. His erection rubbed against the tender skin of her inner leg, hot and wanting her. Johanna’s head fell back on a moan when he tugged on her clit, rolling it between his fingers. Her hand dug into his shoulder, her other holding onto him still, wanting him to feel as much pleasure as she was.

      As his fingers worked against her and penetrated her most sacred place, her head fell back and she lost her hold on him. She needed to grip his shoulders, the table… anything to keep herself from falling over the edge.

      “Reider,” she gasped roughly. “Oh goodness!”

      He smirked, but his fingers disappeared and she whimpered, wanting them back. He sank to his knees in front of her, and when his tongue thrust into her, she cried out, the new sensation twisting her inside and stoking the ever-growing fire they created together. She couldn’t take it. His one hand tugged and teased her nipple while the other rolled her clit as his tongue thrust continually within her. Her eyes rolling back, she cried out, her whole body quivering at his touch until he quickly reached an arm around her to hold her up.

      While she recovered from the orgasm, Reider stood and picked her up, carrying her to the over-sized couch where he set her gently and followed her down. He nuzzled her neck, moving lower until his tongue caressed each breast and sent more shivers of pleasure down her back. She tried to reach for his throbbing member, but he pushed her hands gently aside, chuckling deep within his chest.

      “Not yet,” he whispered. “I want you to enjoy this.”

      “I thought I was,” she said, then gasped when he closed his mouth over her nipple and tugged, licking until her eyes rolled back again and her limbs weakened. “Your tongue… is not… playing fair.”

      “Oh no?” He smirked against her breast before moving to capture the other nipple.

      Johanna cursed and writhed beneath him, but he held her captive against the hard planes of his body. His hand reached between them, and his fingers thrust into her as his thumb teased her clit. They stretched and twisted her untested depths, arousing her until every nerve begged for release. The smooth motion of his expert touch left her hungry for more, and her desire flared. Before long, she cried out again, the intensity of the orgasm greater than the last.

      “Your eyes are beautiful when you lose control,” he whispered against her lips. “All fire and passion.”

      She grinned wickedly as her body calmed enough for her to feel her limbs again. “Is that right?”

      Wrapping her arms tightly around him, Johanna glanced once at the thick, fur rug on the floor in front of the couch and, with a smirk, pulled him off with her. They rolled, and she straddled him as he stared at her, his mouth agape until he burst out laughing. She joined him for a minute before each of their gazes held the other’s and a heavy silence fell between them—not filled with trepidation, but with a sudden understanding of what they were about to become to one another. Johanna moved her hips slightly, lifting herself up to feel him hot and hard between her legs, pressing against her wet lips.

      Reider’s hands held her hips and slowly, without breaking eye contact, she lowered herself onto him. His tip entered her, and she pulled back before taking more of him in. Bit by bit, he filled her, stretching her as she had never been before. Melody had told her once that her first time hurt really bad, but it’d been worth it once the pinch was over.

      But as Johanna’s gaze stayed locked on Reider’s, she felt nothing but the sensation of him filling her in more ways than physical. Her face scrunched when there was a twinge of discomfort, but she lifted her hips and slid all the way down, taking him in fully with a moan. Reider groaned, his body shaking beneath hers as his fingers dug into her hips, and slowly, she moved against him. The building friction between them rubbed her in all the right places, but Reider wanted more, so he sat up, and pulled her close against him as he thrust within her.

      Johanna’s breath was ragged as Reider’s mouth slanted over hers, their bodies moving naturally as if they had always been together. She needed him deep within her, to fill her as much as he could, and never wanted to let him go. When the edge rushed to meet her and the fire threatened to consume her, Reider whispered in her ear.

      “Let go, Johanna. Let go,” he whispered hoarsely, and she cried out as every fiber of her being erupted in pleasure, her inner muscles clenching hard around him. “Goodness, Johanna,” he growled, and his hoarse curse echoed around the open space.

      He groaned, and his whole body stiffened, holding himself deep within her as his release shivered through his body. His arms tightened around her as he fell back to the rug with her on his chest. He sucked in a few deep breaths, still buried deep within her, and Johanna never wanted him to leave. When she raised her head, he grinned at her and she kissed him sweetly.

      “That was incredible,” he mused, keeping her wrapped in his arms. “Dang.”

      “Is it always like that?” she asked, resting her chin on his chest, and watched his eyes widen then narrow as he leaned up to stare at her. “What?”

      “This… this was your first time? Oh my goodness! Why didn’t you tell me? Did I hurt you?” He scrambled to pull out and made them both shiver. Johanna told him to calm down, but he shook his head. “No, you nearly made me lose control. I could’ve hurt you.”

      “But you didn’t,” she promised and held his face in her hands. “I’ve never felt better.”

      “You’re sure I didn’t hurt you?”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” she said and kissed him, straddling his lap. “But I am curious now.”

      “About what?” he asked with a frown.

      She leaned against him, pressing her breasts against his chest, and watched his eyes darken. “You said you nearly lost control. What does it take to make you lose control?” She nipped at his lip, and his hands pressed hard against her back as he grunted. “Because, you know, I’m just getting started here.”

      He raised one brow and shifted his hips, his erection growing between them again and pressed against her. “Is that right?”

      “Reider,” she whispered, “I never want this weekend to end, but it will, so until then, I want you to love me for as long as you can.” She held him closely. His face turned serious as he held onto her and stood, wrapping her legs around his waist.

      The weight of their lives threatened to crash down on them, but when his lips found hers, nothing else mattered. He carried her to the steps leading to what was once the hayloft and the bed there, situated perfectly beneath a skylight where Johanna could see the stars and the sliver of moon. Reider laid her back and crawled into bed with her, covering her body with his. Gently, he pushed the curls from her face.

      “I’ll always love you, Johanna. No one can change that,” he swore and kissed her deeply.

      Johanna believed him. She trusted him, and as he spread her legs with his knee and thrust home, she moved with him, lifting her legs to wrap around him as he moved deep within her, deliberately slow as if he was trying to feel every bit of her inside as he did her outside. His fingers massaged her thigh and up to her hip as his mouth ravaged hers in a stern promise this would never end. He would make it work, and Johanna showed him as much as she could through her touch and her kisses that she would do the same.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Reider laughed as he stumbled back up the steps, a bottle of wine in hand, and grinned at Johanna lying on the bed, naked, watching him with a light in her eyes he wanted to see every day of his life.

      “I forgot glasses,” he said as he fell down on the bed beside her.

      “We don’t need glasses,” she said through her giggles and grabbed the bottle, twisted the cap off, and took a large swig. “I’ve never been a proper society lady.”

      Reider took the bottle when she offered it, and after a swig of his own, he rested it on the bed and leaned down to kiss her lips, sweet from the red wine, as their tongues danced hypnotically together.

      “I knew it was all an act,” he muttered, and she shoved playfully at his arm. “You were always too serious. No one could ever be that content with their life.”

      “Especially when your brothers are trying to marry you off,” she grumbled and rolled over onto her back, glaring up at the stars. Reider’s hand clenched into a fist on the sheet. “Don’t worry, it’s not going to happen.”

      He wanted to trust her, but everyone knew the twins had a reputation for being ruthless when it came to their family, doing what was necessary to keep them ahead of the competition. If that meant they would promise Johanna to another man, they would do it without a second thought. Reider knew Johanna didn’t want it, but if it ever came to that point, they would have to tell the truth about their relationship to the families. And probably leave the city—hell, leave the state.

      Johanna leaned her head back, bunching the sheet, and frowned at him. “You’re thinking too hard. Stop it.”

      He smirked and kissed her forehead. “Can’t help it. Worried.”

      “No, you’re not allowed to worry, not until we both have a reason to worry. I don’t want this weekend ruined by overthinking every last thing that could go wrong.” She blew out a breath, puffing her cheeks out, and Reider laughed, caressing her cheek softly. “Tell me about your tattoo,” she said quietly and rolled over onto her stomach.

      He swallowed hard, his eyes darting to the soft mounds of flesh pressed against the bed, wanting them pressed against him instead. “Only if you tell me about yours,” he managed to grate out.

      She tugged at a strand of hair and nodded slowly. “I had a rebellious streak.”

      “It’s a broken heart, though,” he said, hoping jealousy was nowhere in his words, but from the way her lips screwed up in a crooked grin, he failed. “What? I’m curious.”

      “I didn’t get it because of an ex. I got it because… because I never thought I would have the future I wanted. Freedom to live and find real love, not the false garbage my parents have,” she muttered bitterly. “They make everyone else believe their lives, believe they’re so happy together, but it’s fake. All of it.”

      The sadness in her words hit Reider hard, and he stretched out his body so they were shoulder to shoulder. He passed her the wine, and she took it, gulping before handing it back. “Funny how the world thinks everything in our lives is perfect,” he said with a dark smile. “If they only knew.”

      “So many lies and so much dang back-stabbing. I’m tired of it all. This is what I want,” she said and nudged his shoulder with hers. “Weekends like this with someone who gets me.”

      He nudged her back. “My parents pushed so many different women on me from this family or that, and all of them were so fake it killed me to spend time with them. Then I get stuck with you as a partner and look what happened.”

      “Not my fault. You shouldn’t be so freaking charming all the time,” she said and leaned into him.

      Reider’s chest swelled with warmth and contentedness when she rested her head against his shoulder and the rest of her followed, moving as close as she could.

      “So, what about your tattoo? Barbed wire’s pretty edgy,” she teased.

      “I did it to make a statement to my dad about what I really wanted to do. He hates tattoos. So does Mom. They threw a fit when I got it. I tried to tell him then what I wanted, but he didn’t listen,” he said and took a drink of the wine. “They never do.”

      He set the bottle on the floor and rolled onto his side so he could let his fingers run down Johanna’s back, watching her eyes slide closed and a sleepy smile slip across her face.

      “Reider?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

      “Yeah?” he replied, moving his hand up to her hair, playing with the wild curls he never wanted to stop touching. “Jo?”

      “No matter what happens, I want you to know I’m really glad we got stuck in that class together,” she told him as her breathing steadied. “Changed my life.”

      A moment later, she was asleep, and Reider kissed her forehead. Her lips twitched in a grin, but her eyes remained closed. “Me too, Jo,” he said. “Me too.”

      When Ashford had forced them to partner together, Reider thought he’d been sentenced to a semester of torture. Working with a Chadwick was something his family claimed was impossible. And there he was, falling more in love with one every second he spent by her side. As she slept soundly beside him, Reider realized this was a glimpse of what his life could be, just as he saw it the other day out in the fields.

      He no longer cared what his family wanted, not anymore. He wanted Johanna, and after tonight, as she gave herself to him and he did the same with her, he knew they were meant to be together. Their names didn’t matter, not anymore. He sure couldn’t see the future, but they would find a way to make this work, despite what their families had to say on the matter. He’d run away with her before he saw Johanna’s brothers marry her off to some jerk who didn’t deserve her.

      “I swear we’ll stay together,” he whispered in her ear. “I’ll never let you go.”

      Reider stayed by her side through the night and didn’t wake until he heard a commotion downstairs. His eyes shot open and he glanced around wildly, but Johanna wasn’t in the bed. She cursed from below, and he let out a breath of relief. For a second, he thought they’d been found out, and he watched the potential of their relationship disappear in a puff of smoke.

      “What are you doing down there?” he called out as he glanced around for clothes and remembered they were downstairs. He took the sheet and wrapped it around his waist as he walked down the steps.

      “Trying to make breakfast,” she grumbled and turned to face him.

      He laughed loudly at the flour covering her cheeks and nose. “Trying seems to be a fitting word.”

      She wore nothing but his t-shirt, and when her toes scratched slowly at her opposite calf, he groaned and dragged her up against his body, capturing her mouth. She tasted of pancakes and coffee, and he loved it, kissing her deeper, and backed her against the counter.

      “Pancakes are going to burn,” she whispered raggedly.

      “That would be a shame,” he replied against her lips and reached behind her to turn off the griddle. “There. Now, they won’t.”

      “Reider,” she tried to protest, but he was already tugging up the t-shirt, revealing her perfect breasts he wanted to hold again. Her hands moved to the sheet at his waist, and with barely a yank, it fell away, but he wasn’t going to let her have him that easily.

      He turned her around so her back pressed against his chest as he kissed her neck down to her shoulder, and one arm wrapped around her waist. Leisurely, his hand crept lower to her hip, barely touching her skin and loving how it made her squirm against him. She tried again to reach back for him, but he moved them deliberately to the wall and lifted her arms up over her head with one hand, holding her wrists gently while his other hand continued its unhurried exploration of her body.

      When he reached her swollen lips, he growled at her wetness and ready for his touch, but he didn’t thrust his fingers within her, not yet. He trailed them along the edges, teasing her clit until she moaned and whispered his name before his hand moved again.

      As he moved closer, he made sure his burning length pressed against her, moving between her legs. With his knee, he spread them and let her thighs hold him. That one touch nearly sent him to his knees. Every nerve in his body wanted to take her, but he held back and his hand massaged her hip on its way back up to her breasts. As if he was carving her features on her skin, he let his hand move around the mound of her breast, teasing the nipple briefly as he kissed her neck again, pressing himself harder between her legs. He dragged himself back and forth, growling at how wet she grew for him, ready to take him as she had last night.

      “Reider,” she whispered, her back arching against his chest. “I’m going to lose it if you keep doing that.”

      “That’s the idea,” he muttered. When she moaned and her thighs clenched around him, he turned her around and lifted her up as his mouth claimed hers and her legs wrapped around his waist.

      She was so wet, he slid right inside, deep within her, and they both gasped, clinging to each other in the small kitchenette as if the rest of the world was not waiting outside the doors to ruin what they’d found in each other’s arms. With each breath, her chest pressed against his, her nipples hard on his skin, and he shifted his hips, moving deep within her. Reider tried to hold back, remembering this was her second time to have sex, but she dug her nails into his back and whispered for him to let go, to lose control, she could take it. And God, did he want to.

      Staying buried within her, Reider moved away from the wall and carried her to the couch, his mouth never leaving hers until he sat down, bringing her with him. She rocked against him, but he gripped her hips hard to hold her in place and drove into her. Her head fell back on a moan, and he thrust even harder. His release grew closer, but he wanted to hear her scream his name first. Slowing down his movements, he took her nipple into his mouth and sucked hard, tugging and teasing with his tongue and teeth until her inner muscles clenched him hard, quivering with the pleasure consuming her body. She cried out his name, and his hips faltered as he grunted beneath her, unable to keep going as he spilled into her.

      Johanna collapsed against his chest, and he felt her grin against his shoulder as his hands moved up her back. “That… that was better than pancakes,” she mused with a quiet laugh.

      “Maybe, but now, I’m famished,” he growled and nuzzled her neck until she shrieked with laughter. He tackled her to the couch and tickled her until she cried uncle, laughing so hard tears shone in her eyes. He kissed her forehead, her nose, her cheeks, and ended with those delicious lips he had dreamt about. “So, pancakes?” he asked as he wiped some of the leftover flour off her cheek.

      She nodded and leaned up to kiss him back. “Pancakes.”
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      On Sunday morning, Johanna groaned when her cell went off with a message from Izzy saying their parents called and would be home by noon. She cursed loudly and nudged Reider awake. She needed to scoop her things together and head back, but he rolled over and kissed her as his hand explored her warm lips, and a moment later, they breathed heavily against each other, desperately holding on as their weekend came to a close.

      This lovemaking wasn’t for passion. She knew he felt the same as she did. If they loved each other fiercely enough, intensely enough, everything would turn out alright. Leaving Reider’s side was the last thing she wanted to do, but there was no other option. Reider groaned as she cried out, holding him as close to her body as she could.

      As their breathing returned to normal, their bodies reeling from an orgasm even crazier than what she’d experienced all weekend, Reider smoothed her hair back from her face and kissed her. “We’ll figure this out,” he swore. “Remember that.”

      “I know,” she said, holding her hands over his. “We’ll get through it together.”

      The overwhelming love etched on his body filled Johanna’s heart, and though she had to leave him for the rest of the day, she knew that every hour, he would think of her, and every night, she would fill his dreams. This was no ordinary love between them; it was a raging inferno she knew there was no hope of trying to contain.

      The whole way home, with his teak-wood scent clinging to her body, she thought of ways to escape her current life, how to tell her parents the truth so she and Reider could be happy. For years, she’d been stashing money away in her room on the off chance she ever got up the nerve to take off for a while and leave. But if she left, she would never come back. Not to a family more concerned with fueling a decades’ old fight instead of moving on and learning to tolerate each other.

      Johanna parked her car in the driveway at 11:15, and after grabbing her things, hurried inside the house to shower. Izzy grinned from the living room but didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. Johanna was pretty sure it was all over her face that the weekend had been perfect.

      The water was hot when she stepped under it, but Reider’s touch was hotter and stayed with her throughout as she washed herself and closed her eyes. She pictured his hands on her, gliding across her wet skin as they had the night before when they took a steamy shower together. The way he knew where to touch her to make her squirm, to make her cry out his name and melt into his arms. Her hand slipped between her legs as her other cupped her breast, remembering those moments.

      “Jo? They’re pulling in the drive,” Izzy called after a loud bang on the bathroom door.

      Johanna stumbled but managed to stay upright. “I’ll be out in a minute!”

      Her hands ran through her wet hair, and she sucked in a few deep breaths to calm her thudding heart. Acting natural was going to be harder than she thought, but she didn’t have a choice. If her brothers suspected she was dating someone, they would grill her until they found out, or stalk her around town. She’d never be alone again.

      Johanna dried and dressed quickly, towel-drying her hair before she stepped out of her room and heard Izzy greeting their parents and her brothers grumbling about the conference. From the sound of it, they weren’t able to score any hot women all weekend and were dying to go out on the town.

      “Ah, there’s my girl,” Lucy said as Johanna reached the bottom step. “How was your weekend, dear? Get all your work caught up?”

      “For the most part,” she said, hoping she sounded bored. “You know how it goes. Last year of college. So much to do.”

      “Right, so much work,” Frank added, watching her closely. “What did you girls do all weekend?”

      “Told you, I had homework, and Izzy had a movie marathon,” she said and turned pointedly to her little sister for help.

      Izzy nodded eagerly. “Right, I nerded out. Watched all the Underworld movies and ate way too much junk food,” she added, and Lucy frowned.

      “Really, Izzy, you won’t keep that shape forever, you know. Better to watch what you eat now than wait until you’re too fat to do anything about it,” Lucy muttered and picked up her small suitcase to take upstairs. Jo heard her dad in the lounge. It sounded like he was on the phone, and she breathed a sigh of relief. At least she only had to deal with one parent for a little while.

      Izzy watched their mother walk up the main stairs. Her hands twisted together until Johanna walked over and held them. “Sorry.”

      “No, don’t listen to her,” Johanna whispered. “You look perfect.”

      “She needs to stay looking perfect,” Frank growled as he walked up behind them. “Brandon has a younger cousin who’s single and looking for a lovely woman to date. Isabel, I think you and he would get along.”

      Izzy pulled away from her brother and glared. “No thanks, I’m good.”

      “I wasn’t asking you. I was telling you,” Frank said sternly. “Dad thought it’d be a good idea and Mom was ecstatic that both of her daughters would be dating high-profile men in the near future.”

      “You can’t make her date anyone,” Johanna argued and stood in front of her sister. “For goodness sake, Frank, she’s only nineteen. Give her some time to have a life first.”

      “Like you apparently are?” he asked.

      Johanna frowned and she crossed her arms. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re glowing,” he said with a darkening frown. “Why? What were you doing all weekend?”

      “Told you, working on schoolwork,” she snapped. “Stop questioning me. My answer isn’t going to change.”

      “You weren’t studying. You were with a guy, weren’t you?”

      “A guy? Who was with a guy?” Fredrick asked as he returned to the room. “Johanna?”

      She shook her head so her curls went crazy and stormed towards the stairs. “You two are unbelievable. Stay the heck out of my life.”

      “Not if you’re seeing someone behind the family’s back,” Frank accused. “Who is it?”

      “No one! There is no guy, so leave me alone. Maybe you should ask your twin what he’s been hiding lately,” she muttered quietly and glanced at Fredrick, whose face paled and feet shifted. “You think I’m the only one who might be harboring secrets under this roof?”

      Johanna watched Fredrick take a step away from Frank as his brother eyed him darkly before he whipped his gaze back to hers. “So you admit you’re hiding something. If you’re with a guy, we’ll find out, and when we do—”

      “You’ll what? Beat the garbage out of him because he’s not Brandon?” She sucked in a deep breath, ready to hurl curses at him, but she had to be careful. One slip, one blow-up, and she might let the whole truth come out before Reider and she were ready to announce it. “There’s no one, so back off and leave Izzy alone.”

      Frank held up his hands, but the glint in his eyes said it wasn’t over. He nudged his twin, and Fredrick mumbled something under his breath before rushing for the front door and slamming it behind him. Johanna’s brow furrowed, wondering what he hid from the family, but if she didn’t want him in her business, she was sure not going to pry into his life. The fight wasn’t worth it.

      Johanna turned on her heel and said she would be down for dinner. She had more reports to type up. That part, at least, was true. All weekend, she’d spent her time in Reider’s arms and not even bothered to mess with their assignments, which were due tomorrow.

      The rest of the afternoon, she worked on her laptop, her thoughts drifting to Reider. Her cell went off towards evening, showing her a message from him saying how much he enjoyed their time together. She texted him back saying she couldn’t wait to see him tomorrow and then deleted the messages, locked her cell in her desk, and went downstairs for dinner early to avoid any unsolicited visits from her family members.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Reider smirked as he slid his hand casually from his leg to Johanna’s thigh beneath the cover of their desktops during Ashford’s lecture on Monday. As his hand massaged her leg, she covered his hand with hers, pressing it harder against her body. He bit his cheek to stop from grunting with desire and focused his gaze on the white board.

      The lecture went on far too long, and Reider thought of nothing except a chance to hold Johanna in his arms again, tear her clothes from her body, and make love to her for hours on end until they were both too spent to move. His hand moved slowly inwards, seeking the warmth waiting for his touch. Briefly, he wondered how wet she would be by the end of this class when Ashford rapped the board with his knuckles and announced class was over.

      “Don’t forget to turn in your reports,” he announced.

      A few groans echoed through the class, but Reider pulled his out and Johanna reached for hers in her tote. “What are you doing tonight?” he whispered, wanting to lean over and kiss her neck.

      “Family meeting,” she muttered darkly. “Don’t ask.”

      “You can vent to me later tonight then,” he promised and gave her leg one final squeeze before he pulled away. She leaned her shoulder into his and sighed before she stood up and slung her tote over her shoulder. “Jo?”

      She turned, and though she didn’t smile for sake of the people around them, her eyes glimmered with the grin she wanted to share with him. “What?” she asked roughly.

      He picked up the pen off her desk—the one with the perfect cap, never touched by an anxious set of teeth—and held it up to her. “Your pen. You want it or not?” He winked as he said it and loved how her body gave a little shiver before she snatched it.

      “Guess I should be grateful. Thanks,” she muttered and turned to meet her friend coming from the other side of the room.

      They walked out together, and Reider leaned back in his seat, enjoying the view of her rear in the skintight jeans she wore. Tommy called out to him, and Reider said he’d be right there as he picked up his leather bag and dropped it over his shoulder. He took his report to the desk and was about to drop it and leave when Ashford stopped him.

      “Reider, mind if we share a word?” he asked, the light glinting off his bald head.

      “Something wrong?” he asked, worried he’d screwed up one of the assignments—or worse, his parents were asking questions about the class and who was in it.

      “No, not at all. I have something to discuss with you,” he said and stacked the reports together. He tucked them under his arm and picked up his bag. “Walk with me to my office? Unless you have somewhere else you need to be.”

      Reider waved Tommy off and turned back to Ashford. “No, I’m good to talk for a few minutes.”

      He followed Ashford to his office down the corridor and sat down in front of the desk as his professor closed the door behind them. “So, I wanted to check in and see how you and Johanna were getting along. Everything seems to be in order so far,” he said as he sat down.

      “Yeah, we’re managing alright,” he said in a neutral voice. “We both need the class, so no reason making it difficult on each other.”

      Ashford’s lips twitched in a smile that said he knew too much. “I see. Is that why you two are so… close now during my class?”

      Reider tensed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You know, Reider, I study people for a living. It's part of my job. I pick up on the slightest changes in the actions of people, and those minor actions say many things,” he said and leaned back in his chair. “I think you and Johanna have found something by working together.”

      “Right, like how annoying she is?” he snapped and hoped Ashford would back off.

      The man barked a laugh. “You can quit the act. No one is here but us, and I’m not going to tattle to your parents—or hers.”

      Reider stared at him long and hard before he sagged in the chair and hung his head. “Is it that obvious?” he asked finally, and Ashford laughed lightly. “Dang, we can’t let anyone know. And I mean anyone, or it’ll ruin us both.”

      Ashford leaned forward and nodded. “You won’t hear anything from me. I sensed you needed someone to talk to about it, though. You two look like you’re ready to bust, and the fake fighting with each other before and after class… No one else might be able to see through it, but be careful. If you go overboard, your friends will pick up on it.”

      Reider nodded and blew out a breath. “I'm not going to lie, it’s a relief for someone else to know.”

      “I can imagine,” he agreed. “I must admit, when I partnered you together, I simply hoped you two would find a way to become friends, but this is certainly better.”

      “I knew it,” Reider announced as he smacked his hand on the chair arm. “I knew you did this on purpose.”

      “Your families have feuded too long, and everyone in the town knows it,” Ashford said with a shrug. “I figured I would try my hand at ending some part of it.”

      Reider grinned with him until he realized that though his professor was alright with his relationship with Johanna, it meant nothing when it came to what his parents would do when they found out. “Might be a great thing, but I’m not sure how long it’ll last. We’re treading on thin ice, trying to be together, and you know as well as I do what will happen if we’re found out.”

      “I do, but for the time being, know you have at least one ally you can talk to. If either side starts growing suspicious, I’ll throw them off the trail the best I can,” he promised.

      “Why would you help us?” he asked. “Our families donate a chunk to the college. You could lose your job if you’re not careful.”

      “Eh, I’ve had offers from other colleges. I’ll survive,” he scoffed. “But you and Johanna, you two can do something great if your families stay out of the way. You could end the feud or, if nothing else, escape for good.” He shuffled some papers on his desk and glanced at his watch. “Well, I have another class in ten minutes, but you are more than welcome to stop by any time to talk to me. Really.”

      He held out his hand. and Reider shook it, some of the anxiety weighing him down falling off his shoulders. “Thanks, Professor.”

      As he left Ashford’s office, his cell dinged. He stepped to the side when he saw Johanna’s number and read the message, asking him if everything was alright. She had seen him go into the office with Ashford before she left the building. He wasn’t sure how she would react to their professor knowing about their relationship, so he told her the professor had a question about his report from the week before, nothing to worry about. He didn’t want to lie to her, but they were on dangerous ground and any added worry could cause a slip.

      “There you are,” Micah said loudly, and Reider groaned inwardly as his cousin hurried his way. “I’ve been waiting to leave. Let’s go home.”

      “You know, you do have a car,” Reider reminded him as they walked. He wanted to catch another glimpse of Johanna. “You could drive yourself to and from campus so you’re not always waiting on me.”

      “I’m not ready for that yet,” he said with a shrug. “Besides, it needs to be fixed up.”

      “So? You’re one of the wealthiest people in the state. Take it to a shop and get it looked at.”

      “Can’t. My money’s tied up, remember?”

      Reider slowed and turned to drag Micah out of the way of other people walking. “Yeah, about that, Micah—I really think you need to talk to someone about this paranoia. Your parents had an accident, and you need to accept that.”

      Micah’s whole body tensed, and he sneered at Reider. “You really think that, even after I told you I had proof?”

      “What proof? It was a drunk driver who hit you, and one having nothing to do with the Chadwicks.”

      “Right, so if that’s the case, why was that particular drunk on that two-lane road at the right moment? That guy doesn’t even live around that area, had no reason to be out there!”

      “Keep your voice down,” Reider whispered as several people stopped to stare at the two cousins. “We can talk about this at home.”

      “No, I’m done talking to you about it. Why don’t you think it’s them? You like their family all of a sudden?” he snapped, stepping closer until he was right in Reider’s face. He glared at him intently, his swamp green eyes looking sickly with his delusions of murder and conspiracy.

      Reider gripped his shoulders hard and gave him a little shake. “No. You know I never would, but accidents happen. You can’t blame someone else because you can’t get over the loss.”

      “Right,” Micah said quietly and crossed his arms over his chest. “Where were you all weekend?”

      Stepping back, surprised by the abrupt topic change, Reider cleared his throat and glared. “I was at the station out on the ranch.”

      “Are you sure that’s where you were?”

      “I’m pretty sure I know where I spent my weekend. Are you sure you didn’t spend the whole time wrapped in your delusions of killers and drinking yourself into oblivion again? Who dragged your sorry rear home this time? I’m sure my parents would love to know you’re out binging every night and that’s why you’ve been missing half your morning classes.”

      “You’re the one who takes me every morning,” he argued.

      “Yes, and you’re the one who goes to the library to sleep in one of the study nooks. I’ve seen you there enough times.” Reider hung his head when Micah’s face contorted with rage. “Listen, stay out of my business, and I’ll stay out of yours, deal?” He held out his hand, waiting for Micah to shake, but his cousin shook his head once and stormed off, yelling at people to move out of his way.

      Reider leaned back against the wall and ignored everyone’s stares as they passed. He’d hoped Micah would’ve gotten over his parents’ death by now or at least dropped the idea that they were murdered. He wondered if the PI was even legit or if he was simply feeding a rich, distraught son what he wanted to hear for the paychecks. Reider needed the name of the guy so he could track him down and force him to stop before Micah did some real damage to himself or someone else. Telling his parents would be the easiest course of action, but did Micah really know Benny was the one at the station over the weekend and not Reider?

      The idea of his cousin finding out about him and Johanna made Reider’s gut twist, and his hands curled in rage. That mongrel would ruin everything if he found out the truth, but there was no way he could know. Reider was careful—extremely careful—to make sure Micah didn’t follow him or have any idea about the barn.

      They were safe. Reider had to keep believing they were safe. If Micah knew, with his sudden urge for vengeance against the Chadwicks, Reider doubted he would remain silent. He gripped the strap of his bag and exited the building, stalking towards his Wrangler and taking one last long look across the parking lot. By chance, he caught sight of Johanna’s Coupe as it made a turn down his row. Her window was down, and as she passed, she winked at him before hitting the accelerator and speeding off. Reider smirked and fished his keys out from his pocket. He circled around a truck parked by his Wrangler and flinched when he saw Micah waiting at the passenger side door, his face drawn in suspicion.

      “You sure you want to ride home with me?” Reider snapped, wondering what Micah saw.

      “I’m not walking, and I don’t have money for a cab.”

      “You would if you’d stop feeding it to the con-man you’re having investigate a car accident,” he argued and climbed in. He slammed the door shut—a door he had not wanted to put back on—but after a heated argument with him and his dad about taking care of his fragile cousin, Reider had no say in the matter. “You getting in or not?”

      Micah grumbled under his breath but pulled himself up and in. Reider started the engine and peeled out of the parking lot, purposely speeding and whipping around turns until Micah yelled at him to stop as his white-knuckled hands pressed against the dashboard. Reider smirked and took a right turn quickly enough to squeal the tires.

      “Slow down, you mongrel,” Micah snarled.

      “Why? I thought you liked my driving,” Reider replied and pressed the pedal to the floor to make it through a yellow light. “What’s wrong? Maybe you should drive yourself from now on.”

      They reached home in record time, and Micah’s hands shook as he undid his seatbelt and pointed an accusing finger at Reider. “Don’t think you’re going to scare me off. I know what you’re up to.”

      “And what would that be?” Reider turned off the Wrangler and pulled the keys out, but Micah’s hand closed around his tightly. “Let go,” he warned, pulling at his hand, but Micah’s face darkened menacingly as he leaned in close.

      “I know you’re hiding something and it has to do with the Chadwicks. I’ll find out, and you’ll be ruined like I was,” he promised and let go, hightailing it out of the Wrangler before Reider could think of anything to say in return.

      His cousin disappeared inside, but Reider couldn’t move his body from the vehicle. He sat in his seat as the realization hit him that he’d underestimated his cousin and the craziness, rather than grief, filling him. Micah was growing dangerous, and if he did find out—if he followed Reider around—he would figure out that he and Johanna were together. He would have to tell her the next time he saw her and figure out a way around his cousin’s sudden interest in his life. For tonight, he wouldn’t worry about it and considered telling his parents about the PI, but revealing that much had him on edge.

      All Micah had to do to set Reider’s parents off was drop hints that their son was somehow involved with a Chadwick. His dad would lose it, and any hope Reider had of swaying his parents’ minds to let him handle the cattle side of the business would disappear in a shot. He loved his family, was loyal to their business and the name, but at the same time, he was tired of the constant competition between the two families.

      Professor Ashford was right. The fight had gone on long enough, and Reider was not going to be a part of it. On Wednesday, he’d talk to Johanna and a plan that would take them both out of the city and far from the reach of their families.
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      All day Tuesday, Reider and Johanna texted because they couldn’t see each other due to her brothers watching her closely and his dealing with Micah. Reider needed to hold her, to feel her skin beneath his hands, and it killed him that he couldn’t drive to her house, pick her up for the day, and drive off like a normal couple. No ideas had come to him of how they would pull off an escape, and he worried Micah would catch on at some point.

      Johanna’s messages sounded as desperate as he felt, and he knew she pictured their weekend and any others like it slipping away. It might’ve only been a few days, but it was so much longer in his mind since Reider merely held her hand or kissed her lips. All Tuesday night, he paced his room until midnight came and went, and he wracked his mind for a place for them to go tomorrow during classes. They had a break around the same time. His mind threatened to lose it if he didn’t hold her soon.

      In his pacing, his eyes landed on a key sitting on his desk. “You idiot,” he muttered and picked it up, smacking himself in the forehead. “You dumb mongrel. You have a dorm room.”

      Too excited to sleep, Reider texted Johanna and told her he had a surprise for her tomorrow that would give them a chance to see each other alone on campus. He told her to let him know if she’d be in class tomorrow. She didn’t respond until the next morning. Her message was the first thing he saw when he picked up his cell, and he grinned. She promised to be there and wanted to know what he had up his sleeve.

      Even Micah didn’t annoy him with his dour face and onslaught of questions about the previous weekend. Reider hummed along with the radio and simply turned it up when Micah kept talking. When they reached campus, his cousin rushed off and Reider whistled on his way to his first class. A dorm room, all to themselves, and he had the only key. As long as no one saw them go in or leave together, they could be alone whenever they wanted while on campus. That room was the perfect solution to their current predicament.

      Maybe they would have a chance to discuss their future and work out a plan they could both live with. After his first class, he swung by Ashford’s office and smiled at the man sitting behind his desk.

      “Ah, Reider, come in, come in,” Ashford said.

      Reider did so, but he didn’t take a seat. “Can you do me a favor?”

      Ashford set down his pen and nodded. “I shall do my best, unless it’s about your grade.” He raised a brow until Reider shook his head. “Then ask away.”

      Reider took the dorm room key and held it out to his professor. “Give this to Johanna when she comes by your office in an hour. Please.”

      “A key?”

      “Yes. Will you be here?”

      Ashford tucked the key safely away in his drawer as he nodded seriously. “I have office hours up until our class starts, so yes, I will be here. Tell her if my door is closed to announce herself. I’ll make sure she gets it.” Reider thanked him again, grinning madly, and turned for the door. “Reider, does she know I know?”

      “Not yet, but I’ll let her know we have at least one person who won’t treat us like outcasts,” Reider said over his shoulder.

      Ashford chuckled. “No, that is something I would never do. See you in class.”

      Once out in the hall, Reider texted Johanna and told her to head to Ashford’s office when she could and there’d be a key. Once she had it, she was to go to the dorm building he mentioned and find the specific room number, which he included, and said he would be along shortly after. All she had to do was trust him. His chest aching with the longing to feel her body pressed against his nearly drove him mad, and he walked around campus, not speaking to anyone, and held his cell tightly in his hand, waiting for her message. His phone vibrated after what felt like an eternity. The message said she was in the room, waiting for him, and added why hadn’t he mentioned it before.

      “Wish I knew,” he whispered and sent a reply saying he was on his way.

      Reider tucked his cell away, took one long look around the quad, and walked as quickly as he could, without running, towards the dorms. His room was on the ground floor near several study rooms, but no one recognized him so he passed them and didn’t stop until he reached room fifteen. He fumbled with the knob while texting Johanna to say he was there. It would look strange if he didn’t have a key to his own dorm.

      The lock clicked open a second later, and he opened the door. The light was off, and he walked in, closed the door, and locked it behind him before he turned around. “Johanna,” he said, but it was all he managed to get out of his mouth.

      Johanna sat on the bed he’d made before he was told he would be living at home. Her clothes were scattered all over the floor, and as he let his bag drop to the floor, she smirked and spread her legs. Groaning roughly, Reider stalked across the room and took the hand she offered him. She pulled him closer and pressed his hand against her cheek.

      “Goodness, I want you,” he muttered and leaned down to kiss her. His hands pushed through her curly hair, holding her close to him as he devoured her mouth as if he were poisoned and her lips were the antidote.

      “Feels like forever since you touched me,” she whispered against his lips. “Reider.”

      She breathed his name with so much love and desire that he kissed her harder until they both struggled to catch their breaths. Her hands fumbled at his jeans, tugging them down as he tore his shirt off and bared his chest to her. His pants undone, Johanna tugged them over his hips before her hands glided up his abs to his pecs and back down again. She gripped him hard between her warm palms, and Reider’s hips bucked at the sensation flooding his body. The heat filling him was almost too much to handle… almost. All he wanted was Johanna beneath him as he took her hard and fast.

      They’d been apart too long, and he couldn’t stand to wait any longer to have her take all of him deep within her, to have her scream his name as he brought her to climax and the fire consumed them both. She lowered her head, and before he realized what she was doing, she’d moved off the bed and her hot mouth closed over his tip, sucking hard as her hand slid up and down in an agonizingly slow motion.

      “Goodness, Jo,” he grunted. She dug her nails into his rear, bringing him even closer to her mouth.

      He buried his hands in her hair as his head fell back. Too much of this, and he’d lose it. As much as it pained him to pull her back, he did and lifted her up and turned her around so she was pressed against his chest. As her right hand reached up and around to hold onto his neck, her other held his throbbing erection. He nuzzled her neck, kissing and nipping to her shoulder while his hands cupped her breasts, heavy with arousal. When she moaned his name and pressed her rear into the cradle of his hips, Reider lost all sense of pacing themselves.

      Gently, he bent her forward against the bed and gripped her hips. With his knee, he spread her legs, loving the visible shiver running down her back in anticipation. Thankfully, she was tall enough to make this work. He positioned himself between her legs, and after running himself along her swollen lips to see if she was wet enough, Reider parted her, slowly at first, barely entering her before he pulled back.

      “Don’t you dare hold back,” she whispered hotly.

      His jaw clenching at her words, he pulled back, and when he thrust this time, it was all the way into her warm sheath ready and waiting for him. She clenched tightly around him as they moaned from the connection. She fisted her hands in the comforter as he pulled back and thrust again, harder, lifting her feet from the floor. Her back arched and she whispered his name. Reider grinned and maneuvered his hands to a different place. When he moved against her this time, the fingers of his right hand tugged and teased hard on her clit while his left held her steady.

      A cry broke free of her mouth before she pressed her face into the bed to muffle the sound. Reider didn’t let up his merciless touch as her body cried for more, but he wanted to see her face and pulled free though he was so close to the edge. Johanna lifted her head, a question in her eyes until he turned her around, picked her up, and laid her back on the bed, following her down. As he slid his hands up her legs from her ankles to her thighs, she parted for him. His gut clenched at the sight of her giving herself to him, trusting in him and their crazy love. His lips caressed her inner thigh, moving languidly towards her hot center.

      “Reider,” she pleaded, reaching for him, but he only grinned wickedly and continued his exploration of the sensitive flesh.

      When his mouth closed on her clit and he nibbled the bundle of nerves, her back arched and she pressed her hands back against the headboard. His tongue moved within her, groaning at the sweet taste he’d missed. As she panted for him, begged him to take her, he covered her with his body. He pushed her knees up and to the sides, held her hips, and drove hard into her.

      Johanna’s cry of instant pleasure echoed around the room until she clamped her lips shut, but even Reider’s grunts grew louder. His steady rhythm faltered when she lifted her hips even more for him.

      Reider poured himself into her as a groan issued from his mouth, and Johanna’s hands covered her mouth as her cries of pleasure slipped out at the same time. Their bodies quaked and shivered together until Reider pulled out, sending another intense jolt of pleasure through them both, and he fell to the bed beside her. His gaze landed on hers, and she smiled, her chest heaving as she struggled to catch her breath. Reider propped himself up on his elbow and kissed her sweetly.

      “I missed you,” he said, holding her cheek.

      She leaned into his touch and closed her eyes. “Same.” She smiled, but it didn’t last long before she scooted closer and he wrapped her securely in his arms. “We can’t meet like this forever. We’ll get caught, eventually, and why did Ashford have the key to your dorm room?”

      He laughed. “Apparently, we’re more transparent than we thought to some people,” he said, holding her hand.

      “He knew by looking at us?” she asked, making her hands twitch in panic.

      “It’s fine. He’s on our side. Hence the key,” he assured her. “Really, Johanna, I trust the guy. He paired us up on purpose to begin with.”

      “I knew he was up to something,” she muttered and laid her head back. “Well, fine, he knows, but what about everyone else? I was serious. We can’t think this is going to work, sneaking around all the time without someone catching on.”

      He played with her fingers, entwining them with his own as he nodded slowly. “I’ve been checking out some land in Montana,” he told her. “Some plots are for sale that I could afford if I pulled enough money. Just have to do it over a span of weeks. If I take that much all at once, the bank will notify my dad, I’m sure of it.”

      “He watches your accounts? I thought he trusted you more than my parents did me.”

      “The household has been tense since Micah started living with us,” he said, annoyed. “He’s been following me around lately. Watching me. He is under the impression that a Chadwick is somehow responsible for his parents’ car accident.”

      “What? That’s crazy,” she said but stilled in his arms. “What night was the accident?”

      He sat up to look at her, frowning at the worry growing with every tensing muscle of her body. “You really think he might be right? You’re kidding—who would do it?”

      “My brothers. Fredrick’s been acting strange lately. I called him out on hiding something, a bluff to get him off my case, but he clammed up. Won’t talk to me now, barely looks at me,” she mused and sat up beside him. “Your cousin might be obnoxious, but there might be some truth to what he’s telling you.”

      Reider didn’t want to think it was possible, but the truth in Johanna’s eyes told him she believed it. If she did, he had to as well. “Dang, you can’t confront him, though.”

      “No, but we still need to get out of here, the faster the better. How much is the land?”

      “You’re not going to help buy it,” he claimed. “I’ll figure it out.”

      With a sigh, she cupped his face in her hands and turned him to look her in the eye. “I want us to get out of here as much as you do. I want us to have that life on a ranch, far away from everyone, and I’ll do whatever we have to do to make it a reality. How much?”

      He sucked in a deep breath and sagged, knowing from the fire staring back at him from those amber depths that she wouldn’t let it go. He rattled off the number, and she nodded firmly.

      “So we need enough money to get us there and put a little down, right?” She counted off on her fingers. “I think I have a decent-sized chunk to help.”

      “Don’t tell me you have that much lying around,” he said, but when she glanced away and her hands fell from his face, he knew the truth. “Incredible, Jo, what were you planning on doing with that much cash lying around? How long have you been stashing it?”

      She lay back on the bed and glared up at the ceiling. “Since I started earning an allowance, and then more when I realized what my life would be like unless I got out. I’ve been pulling money out weekly from my accounts and the inheritance I acquired when I turned eighteen. My parents apparently trust me enough to think it all goes to schooling.”

      “And what were you planning on doing with it?” he asked as he stretched himself out beside her and trailed his fingers down her flat stomach. She shivered, and his body reacted in kind.

      “I was going to run away after I graduated, take Izzy with me, and get the heck out. Then my brothers threatened to marry me off, and, well, if you and I hadn’t hit it off, I’d already be gone,” she admitted. Her hand reached down to hold his, resting on her stomach as it rose and fell with her breaths.

      Bringing her hand to his lips, he kissed it, and she turned to look at him. “We’ll get out of here, I swear it, and we’ll take your sister with us.”

      Her brow scrunched. “Really? You’re sure? It won’t be easy to run away with both of us.”

      “I want to be with you,” he told her firmly. “This—what we have—it’s not normal. It’s extraordinary, and I’m not going to lose it because we’re too scared to take that chance. I love you.” The words came out in a rush, and he smiled at the sound of them. When Johanna sat up slowly, he added, “I love you, Johanna Chadwick, and no one is going to tell me I can’t be with you.”

      For a long moment, silence filled the room, and Reider worried that he spoke the words too soon. But Johanna gasped and tackled him to the bed, whispering against his lips, “I love you, too, even if you are a blasted Marquette.”

      He wrapped her in his arms, keeping her tight against his body as the heat grew to a blazing inferno between them. His hands on her hips, he shifted them, never letting his lips leave hers, and buried himself within her warmth. She trembled as they made love again. Their lips never left one another’s, not even when they tumbled over the edge and let the flames consume them, hidden away from the rest of the world.

      An hour later, as they lay in bed, working on the timeline for their plan of running off to Montana, Johanna’s cell went off and she half walked off the bed, nearly falling until Reider caught her with a loud laugh.

      “What are you doing?” he asked and pulled her back up.

      She giggled when he tickled her sides until she showed him her cell and the alarm. “We have class in half an hour,” she said sadly. “Time to go back to the real world.”

      “This is the real world. You and me,” he said and kissed her gently. “We’ll make it work.”

      “Goodness, I hope so,” she whispered. “I don’t know if I can go back to my days without you in them.”

      She slipped off the bed and picked up her clothes. Reider sat on the edge of the bed, fascinated by her fingers tugging on her panties and jeans, dragging them up over her hips. Watching her dress was nearly as intoxicating as helping her take everything off. He leaned back on his hands with a raised brow as she put her bra on and turned to see him staring.

      “What?” she asked as she hooked her bra.

      “Just thinking,” he said and sighed.

      “About what?”

      “About how no matter how short a time I have to watch you, I continually find myself drawn to you even more,” he whispered. “The way your eyes light when you’re annoyed, or your hands seem to dance. Or,” he said as he stood and reached for his jeans, “how since we’ve been together, you’ve stopped chewing all your pens to death.”

      He smirked when her eyes widened. “Have I really?”

      “You didn’t notice?”

      She shook her head, her curls flying in the way he loved. They cascaded down her shoulders as she pulled her t-shirt over her head. “No, I didn’t. Guess that’s a sign, right?”

      Once she was dressed, she stole one last kiss, Reider fighting the urge to tackle her to the bed again, and she handed over the key to the dorm. “No,” he said and tucked it back in her hand. “Keep it. Easier that way.”

      She nodded, placed it in her wallet, and walked towards the door. “See you soon. Be a little late for class so we don’t arrive at the same time. Might arouse some suspicions,” she added then ducked out of the room.

      Reider ran his hands through his hair, running over the timeline again as he dressed and gathered up his bag. Three weeks, tops, and they would be on the road and out of the state for good. There was a lot to get ready for, and he knew he would have to be careful pulling the money from the accounts, but if it was for Johanna, he’d make it happen. Her cash would cover a down payment, and the money he transferred into a new account would be their nest egg to get them started.

      He told himself it would happen. It had to. After he left the dorm, he turned to make sure the door was locked. A heavy hand landed on his shoulder and whipped him around, slamming him up against the door.

      “What were you doing with her?” Micah snarled. “She’s a blasted Chadwick!”

      “Keep your voice down,” Reider snapped and shoved his cousin back.

      The hall was empty, but that didn’t mean people weren’t close enough to hear. Reider grabbed Micah by the shirt and dragged him into an empty study room, slamming the door behind them.

      “Are you spying on me?” he growled as Micah paced angrily around the room, his face red and hands fisted tightly at his sides. “Micah, look at me, you mongrel.”

      “Me?” he yelled and stopped to stare Reider down. “You’re sleeping with her, aren’t you?”

      “You don’t know what you saw,” Reider tried to lie, but Micah’s harsh laugh told him there’d be no talking his way out of this. “If you say anything, I’ll—”

      “What? What can you possibly do to me?”

      Reider’s mouth opened and closed a few times. Threats of violence would get him nowhere. Micah was already over the edge, and the glimmer of hate in his eyes told Reider he would almost welcome an excuse for a fight.

      “You can’t run to Mommy and Daddy,” Micah added, clapping his hands together. “Oh, you’ve put yourself in quite the dilemma, haven’t you?”

      Resting his palms on a nearby table, Reider breathed loudly through his nose. “What do you want?”

      “For me to keep my mouth shut about your little tryst here?”

      “Yes,” he bit out. “What do you want?”

      Micah cackled and tapped his chin. “I asked you for a favor before and you turned me down, so I’ll ask again, but I want double.”

      Reider grimaced, thinking of the money he needed to run off with Johanna. “I can’t.”

      “Well, then, I guess there’s no sense in holding off,” he said and pulled out his cell. “Your parents will be thrilled to know their only son is sleeping with the enemy, and from that glow in your eyes, it’s about more than banging her.”

      “Fine!” Reider yelled as Micah’s finger hovered over the screen. “Fine, double, but it won’t be easy for me to get it to you.”

      “Figure it out, and once you do, it has to be cash. You have until this weekend for the first payment.”

      “First payment?” Reider repeated as his gut twisted.

      “One payment isn’t enough to keep me quiet. The PI I hired is close to the truth, but he keeps threatening to take everything and burn it if I don’t pay him on time,” Micah said and slipped his cell in his pocket. “The Chadwicks are close to being ruined. You might not want to stand too close.”

      “She has nothing to do with the accident,” Reider growled and stalked towards his cousin.

      But Micah took a step back with a grimace of disbelief, his anger pouring off him in waves. “Are you admitting that something did happen?” he asked quietly.

      “No,” he hissed, trying to recover, but the suspicious twitch to his cousin’s face didn’t waver. “Johanna and her sister are trying to get away. Don’t bring them down in whatever you’re planning, please.”

      “Interesting,” he replied. “I’ll consider it, if you pay me. Mess up, and I’ll tell everyone what the two of you have been doing. Disgusting, sleeping with the enemy.” Micah shook his head all the way to the door and shot Reider one final glare before he left.

      The door clicked shut, and the sound hit Reider like a fist to the face. He staggered to a nearby chair and sat down, his head hanging as he thought about what to do next. He had to tell Johanna, and they would have to leave as soon as they could. There was no more time for planning, not if Micah knew. He was a ticking time bomb, a blasted unstable time bomb, and Reider was not going to risk his future with Johanna on that jerk.

      He’d get the money transferred by the weekend, and they’d get the heck out.
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      Johanna hummed as she typed her next reports, her eyes darting to the place her cash was stashed every few minutes. In three weeks, they would leave this behind, and she was anxious to get going. She considered packing, but if her brothers saw, they’d ask her where she was planning on going and it would ruin everything. The less time they spent hounding her steps, the better, especially now that she thought Fredrick might have something to do with the Marquettes’ car accident.

      Her brothers could be jerks, but the idea of them causing an accident where people died seemed a little much, even for them. Still, she was on edge around them and stayed in her room as much as possible.

      She also had to tell Izzy about her plans and get her to go along with them. She knew her sister said she wanted to leave, but this was Izzy’s home, and though she was a romantic at heart, Izzy had never been out of the state. She’d be leaving behind everything she knew, and Johanna feared her little sister wouldn’t be up for it.

      As she tapped her fingers on the keys, her mind incapable of focusing on her reports anymore, her cell vibrated in her pocket. She reached for it as her door opened and her parents hurried inside, bickering with each other as if she wasn’t even in the room.

      “I told you this was going to be a problem,” Lucy snapped and sat down hard on Johanna’s bed. “Honestly, Ben, I told you to take care of this weeks ago. Weeks! Now look what we have to go through!”

      “I had taken care of it,” Ben snapped, running his hand over his balding head. “It's not my fault the venue hasn’t been reopened by the city.”

      “Uh… hi,” Johanna said slowly. “What’s going on?”

      “The party this weekend was supposed to be downtown, but they seem to have had a tiny little fire and the place hasn’t reopened yet! We have to have it here, and it’s going to be a disaster,” Lucy moaned dramatically.

      Johanna smirked but hid it quickly behind her hand as she coughed. “So? You like having parties at the house,” she said. “Used to have them once a month.”

      “Yes, well, this year, we invited all the socialites of the state to expand our influential sphere and for some reason, we invited the Marquettes,” Lucy snapped. “Why did I ever think it was a good idea?”

      “You said you were doing it so you could gloat,” Ben chimed in.

      Johanna frowned, glancing from one to the other. “Gloat over what?”

      Lucy sighed and stared longingly at her daughter. “Oh, sweetie, we expected you to be dating Brandon by now, maybe even engaged. Their son has yet to settle down with anyone, and until he does, their whole business is on the line.”

      Usually, Johanna was good at maintaining her composure, but not anymore. She stood abruptly and paced across the room. “You were holding a party to show off a forced engagement?”

      “Not forced,” Lucy argued and stood, too. “We hoped you would understand your position in this family by now and do what was asked of you to uphold our name and the business. Why do you think your brothers set you up?”

      “Why don’t they have to settle down?!” she yelled, years of pent-up fury rushing out with her words. “They sleep around like man-whores, and you never get onto them to settle down! Why is that? Why does the fate of our family legacy fall on my shoulders?”

      “You are a Chadwick, and you will do whatever is required of you to keep this family moving forward,” Ben stormed.

      Johanna shook her head. “No. I won’t date some jerk for you two, and I sure won’t marry him!”

      She pushed past her dad and charged out the door, tears stinging her eyes. She grabbed her keys and purse off the side table and ran out the front door to her car. Her parents yelled after her, but she didn’t stop. Johanna did not want to go back. She drove mindlessly until she found herself parked on campus. It wasn’t too late, and the quad was lit up, as were many of the windows. Not sure what made her do it, she got out of the car and hurried across the grass towards the far building and Professor Ashford’s office. The light was on in the room, so she knocked before she could stop herself.

      “Yes? Come in,” he called out, and she swung open the door. Reading glasses perched on his nose, Ashford looked up with a furrowed brow. “Johanna? What are you doing here so late?”

      “I—uh, I’m not sure, actually,” she mumbled and hesitated. “Sorry, I shouldn’t be here.”

      She turned to go, but he called her back. “Wait, please, you look like you should sit down. Did something happen?”

      Johanna glanced over her shoulder, but the thought of heading back home instead of over to Reider’s place like she wanted to so she could fall into his arms smacked her hard in the face. She sagged, her body collapsing in on itself. Ashford rushed forward and guided her to a chair, closing his door behind her.

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened?” he said gently, patting her hand.

      “It’s stupid really, and I shouldn’t be here, but Reider said you knew about us and I have no one else to talk to,” she rambled, wiping her face with her shirtsleeve. “I’m sorry. You’re busy.”

      “Nonsense,” Ashford said and stood. He rummaged through several drawers in his desk, muttering under his breath, and when he straightened, he had a bottle of whiskey in his hand and two glasses. “I can’t help but feel this is all my fault anyway,” he added with a shrug. “I put you in this situation.”

      Johanna took the glass filled with whiskey he offered and slouched in the chair as she ran her fingers over the rim. “Yeah, but now that we’re together, I can’t thank you enough for doing it.”

      Ashford raised his glass. “A toast, then, to you and Reider.”

      Johanna barely raised her glass before she gulped the liquor until she drained the glass in seconds and slammed it on the desktop, motioning for another. “Too bad it’s never going to work… can’t, because my family is full of jerks,” she muttered bitterly.

      Ashford kept his mouth closed as he filled her glass again and watched her slam that one back, too.

      “I can’t even go to Reider for comfort like a normal dang girlfriend. Can’t dance with him at the parties or even plan a normal future together,” she continued, glaring into the whiskey. “All I can do is watch my life be planned for me by my family and realize the only way for us to be together is to run. Run far, far away and never look back. But I can’t even do that! They’ll follow us, I know they will.”

      She played with the glass, turning it so the amber liquid caught the dim yellowed light from the two lamps on the desk. A single tear slipped down her cheek, and she wiped it angrily away.

      “Are you two making plans to run?” Ashford asked quietly, leaning back in his chair.

      “We don’t have any other choice.” The words were strained with fear. “But my brothers, they’ll never let me go, and if they hurt Reider… if they ever found us…”

      Images of Reider beaten and bloody rose in her mind, and she remembered what he’d told her about the car accident, about how Micah thought someone set it up. Her brothers could be responsible for killing two people. Would they really hesitate to kill another? She drained her third glass, smacking her lips at the bite of liquor burning down her throat.

      “Maybe I can be of some assistance,” Ashford suggested, and when she held out her glass, he frowned but poured her another anyway. Then he held out his hand. “Keys. You’re not going to drive anywhere, not now.”

      She handed them over and nursed her fourth glass of whiskey. “What did you have in mind? And why help us anyway?” she asked confused. “We’re nothing to you.”

      “You two are the hope for ending this ridiculous feud and uniting the town,” he told her. “I’m tired of watching people be afraid of which family to side with for fear of what the other one might do in retaliation. If you two are going to run, I’ll do what I can to help. Stall your families somehow.”

      Johanna nodded with his words as the whiskey seeped into her mind. She giggled darkly. “This could go horribly wrong,” she muttered through her hysterical laughter. “We’re so screwed.” She shot back the rest of her drink and wondered how long she and Reider really had together.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Reider pulled into the campus parking lot and hopped out of his Wrangler. He ran towards Ashford’s office, the professor’s words running through his head that it was imperative he come to his office tonight. Reider wasn’t sure what to expect, but when he knocked and Ashford pulled open the door, his jaw clenched at what he saw.

      “What is going on?”

      Ashford sighed and closed the door. “Almost a whole bottle of whiskey.”

      Reider nodded slowly and moved forward. Johanna lay on the small couch in the professor’s office, her feet hanging over the edge. Her eyes were closed, and her chest rose steadily up and down, but her face scrunched every few moments as if she were having a bad dream.

      “Why is she here?” Reider asked as he went to her side and knelt. He kissed her forehead and smoothed back her curls as Ashford leaned back against his desk. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of her all night.”

      “Yes, here’s her cell,” he said and handed it to Reider. “Seems you both had bad days. Her parents are forcing her to push forward with a particular man… Brandon or something?”

      Reider grunted in anger. “Yeah, and my cousin is blackmailing me over our relationship,” he snapped. “Why did we think this would work? There are too many problems.”

      “Is that right?” Ashford said, and Reider frowned at the stern tone of his voice. “You hit a wall, and you’re going to give up like that? Both of you?”

      “What am I supposed to do? We have a plan to run, but we won’t get far, not with her brothers coming after us and my cousin knowing all about us,” Reider argued hotly and stood. “I won’t see her hurt, not because of me.”

      “But you’ll see her with another man?”

      Reider yelled and moved as if to hit Ashford, blinded by rage, but he stopped his fist in time as a quiet voice called his name. He whipped back around to see Johanna’s eyes squinting at him. “Johanna? Are you alright?”

      “Drunk,” she said and giggled. “Very, very drunk.” She sat up unsteadily, and he gripped her shoulders. “Why are you here?”

      “Professor Ashford called me,” he said, studying her face, and despite the reason she was drunk, tried not to laugh at her random giggles. “You look lovely.”

      “Thanks,” she muttered then burst out into laughter again. “Wait, you said… You said your cousin knows?” She was still laughing, but he could see the struggle to focus in her eyes. “How does he know?”

      Reider shot a look at Ashford before replying quietly, “Dorm room.”

      “Dang,” she whispered. “That little mongrel.”

      Reider grinned. “Yeah. Yeah, he is.”

      “Wait, if he knows, it ruins everything,” she gasped. “Reider, what are we going to do? We can’t have him walking around for three weeks while we try to leave!” Tears welled in her eyes, and she leaned into his chest as he held her close.

      “I don’t know,” he said into her hair. “I don’t know what we’re going to do.”

      Ashford moved around behind Reider, but he didn’t look to see what the man was doing. His future with Johanna fell apart around him, and there was little he could do to pick up the pieces. If his cousin knew, the second he thought Reider was going to leave, he’d spill everything. And if Johanna’s brothers realized what they were up to, they would lock her up inside that house and never let her see him or anyone else again. Johanna said Fredrick was hiding something, too. Reider had assumed the two guys were thick-headed jerks, but now, he wondered how dangerous they really were.

      “Johanna, you said there is a party at your home this weekend?” Ashford asked, his fingers moving swiftly across his keyboard.

      She sniffed hard and nodded against Reider’s shoulder. “Yeah, but that doesn’t help anything. Maybe… maybe we should break it off… give up.”

      “Do you love each other?” Ashford asked gently, and Reider turned. He and Johanna stared at the man who had started their adventure. He studied the two students he wanted to mend a decades’ old rift. “Do you?”

      “Of course we do,” Reider said fiercely.

      “We do, but this isn’t easy,” Johanna added.

      “Love isn’t supposed to be easy,” Ashford insisted. “I will help you both plan your escape, but if this is to work, you must move quickly. The night of the party, you’ll be at the same place.”

      “Wait,” Reider said, realizing he missed something. “I thought the party was at the conference center downtown?”

      “Not anymore,” Johanna said, sobering with each passing second. “Now, it’s at my home.”

      “While everyone else is busy, you two will sneak away. Bring everything you need to my office on Friday. When you leave the party, come here, and we’ll get you out of the state,” Ashford told them. “I’m not going to see two more people torn apart by your families’ hatred.”

      Reider scratched at his chin. “Why is this so important to you? What happened that you’re not telling us?”

      Ashford sighed and sat back in his chair. “If your parents ever came to see me, they would realize who was actually teaching their children, but since they don’t, I’m safe to do as I please.”

      “Ashford, who are you?” Johanna asked quietly.

      “Once upon a time, I was a Marquette,” he told them, his eyes drifting as if seeing someone else in the office. A light smile touched his lips. “And I, too, fell in love with a Chadwick—Johanna’s mother.”

      Silence fell over the office. Reider’s face screwed up in confusion.

      “You… you’re from my family?” he finally asked. “I would know you.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. I’m your dad’s cousin, and when I was found out—her mother and me—I was disowned at the age of eighteen. Sent away,” Ashford said. “Jameson Marquette, that’s who I was until I tried to love a Chadwick.”

      “Did she… did she love you back?” Johanna asked, and with help from Reider, made it to her feet.

      Ashford smiled sadly. “She did, but she was scared. She, like you two, knew the risks we faced. I never blamed her for leaving me that day and staying behind.”

      “Why did you come back?” Reider’s head ached as he studied Ashford’s face and picked up subtle hints of recognition he should’ve seen before. The way his eyes angled down like his dad’s, or how his smile was crooked on one side. He even had the blue mole on his neck, small and usually hidden by a collar, but it was there, just like Reider’s dad’s. Just like his.

      “I was tired of running. I changed my name after I left Nebraska and figured it was time to come back home and see how bad it was.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Worse than I imagined.”

      Reider glanced down when Johanna’s hand slipped into his and she squeezed it hard. “So you’ll help us?” she asked, and the hope in her words filled Reider with warmth. “You’ll make sure they don’t find us?”

      “I will do my best,” he said. “I won’t watch you two be torn apart.” His gaze turned to Reider. “I’m glad to see you did not turn out like your dad.”

      “Me too,” he agreed. “Thanks, by the way, for doing this.”

      As he got to his feet, Ashford opened his arms to them both. “This is what families are supposed to be for, Reider. Never forget that.”
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* * *

      The next hour was spent with James. Reider was told to call him that unless they were in class—they were family, after all. Once their plan was laid out, Johanna texted Izzy to see if it were safe to return home. Reider waited with her in the parking lot, sitting in his Wrangler while James sat in her Coupe to drive it back to the mansion. The whiskey was still affecting her, and she leaned against Reider while he put his arm around her shoulders, planning on touching her as long as he could in this stolen moment.

      “Do you think this will work?” she asked. “Think we’ll make it?”

      He kissed the top of her head. “I hope so. I don’t want what happened to James happening to us.”

      “My mom,” she mused. “I can’t believe he was in love with my mom and she let him go.”

      “She was scared, and they were younger than us,” he told her. “Don’t hold it against her.”

      A chirp sounded from her cell, and she checked it. “Izzy says my parents are asleep and the brothers are out for another hour or so. Now’s our chance.” She texted her sister as Reider flashed his lights at James. The two vehicles exited the campus lot and drove towards Johanna’s home. “I wish we could go back to our place instead.”

      His lips curled into a grin. “Our place? You mean the barn?”

      “It’s our place now. Feels like it, anyway. I wish we could live there and no one would bother us,” she said and wrapped her hand around his arm.

      “Don’t worry. Soon, we’ll really have our own place. I swear it.” He wanted to believe the words as he said them, but a nagging voice in the back of his mind said this was going to go terribly wrong. It would blow up in their faces, and the fear of seeing Johanna heartbroken, locked away by her family, tore at his chest until a sharp ache made him grunt.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” he said with a smile. “Rest for a bit. You need it after all the whiskey you drank.”

      She laughed, and soon, her breathing steadied and she fell asleep against his side. Twenty minutes later, he parked along the curb and nudged her awake. Izzy rushed out the front gate to meet them and helped get Johanna out of the Wrangler. Reider worried at first when Johanna told him her sister knew, but everything he knew about the young woman told Reider she was a mini version of Johanna and wanted nothing to do with her controlling family.

      “Thanks for bringing her home,” Izzy said. Johanna mumbled under her breath, but she was slipping further into a drunken sleep, her sister holding her up.

      “Izzy, I want you to know, we’re coming back for you,” he promised.

      Her face brightened and she nodded. “I believe you.”

      As she walked back towards the gate, James pulled the Coupe up the drive, and a few seconds later, rushed towards the open passenger door of Reider’s Wrangler.

      “They get inside alright?” he asked.

      James nodded. “She’ll be fine. You both will.”

      Reider didn’t speak. They had made their plans. Now, all they could do was pray nothing went wrong.
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      The night of the party arrived, and Johanna’s hands wouldn’t stop trembling as she tried to fix her hair and makeup. After nearly stabbing herself in the eye with her eyeliner, Izzy, who was getting ready with her, took it away and offered to help.

      “I can’t look so nervous. They’ll know I’m up to something,” she mumbled. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea. My gut’s telling me it’ll go wrong.”

      Izzy sighed, and her eyes narrowed as she focused on her sister’s face. “You have to have some faith.”

      “Faith? We’re about to take a huge risk with our lives, and you’re telling me to have faith?” she snapped. She inhaled deeply and reached out for Izzy’s hand. “I’m sorry, didn’t mean that.”

      “It’s fine. This is a big deal, but I still can’t believe Mom was the first Chadwick to fall for a Marquette.” Her voice turned dreamy as she finished Johanna’s makeup and worked at taming her curls. “To think she could’ve run off and had a completely different life.”

      “Yeah,” Johanna agreed. “She might’ve been happy.”

      Izzy met her gaze in the mirror and smiled. “Maybe. At least you’ll be happy.”

      Johanna turned around and hugged her little sister close. “I never thought I’d run away with a Marquette,” she whispered. “You sure you’ll be alright until we can come back for you?”

      “Don’t worry about me. Tonight is about you and the man you love, and it’s so romantic,” she said, hugging Johanna tighter for a second until she let her go to finish getting them both ready. “Everything’s ready to go?”

      She nodded, thinking about the last few days of preparation for their leaving. She had taken all the cash she’d stashed over the years and packed it with a few clothes and the bare essentials she needed for the trip. Reider had done the same, and their bags waited with James in his office at the college. Izzy would keep everyone busy during the party while Johanna and Reider snuck out the back, drove to the campus, picked up their things, and got away. Their first stop was a motel near the border of Nebraska and South Dakota. In the morning, they’d drive straight through to Montana and start their new lives together. It was a simple enough plan, but Johanna’s hands hadn’t stopped twitching all day. Every time she was near her brothers, anxiety threatened to scare her out of running.

      She’d dreamt that they ran away and almost made it, but her brothers caught up and nearly killed Reider. Johanna woke with a scream and covered in cold sweat. It took a few moments for her racing heart to calm down and for her to realize it was nothing more than a dream.

      As the time drew closer to run away with Reider, the possibility of that nightmare coming true hovered over her like a dismal cloud, ready to suffocate her with fear. It didn’t help that her brothers had invited Brandon. She would have to entertain him for a few minutes here and there or her brothers would get suspicious—Frank would anyway. Fredrick hadn’t spoken to her for the past two days, and she wondered what he was hiding from everyone.

      “There, you’re ready to go,” Izzy said, clapping her hands together, and stepped back.

      Johanna observed her perfectly done up face, and the curls tamed and pulled away from her face so they trailed down her back in little ringlets while the rest piled on her head. “You were always better at this than I was.”

      “I picked up a few things here and there,” Izzy said. “Ready to go downstairs?”

      “We don’t have a choice,” she said and took Izzy’s hand, squeezing it tightly. “You’re sure you’re okay with doing this?”

      “Causing mass panic at one of these things? Hell yes, I’m sure,” she said with a laugh.

      “Don’t get yourself into too much trouble,” Johanna warned. “And as soon as we’ve got a place, we’ll come back for you.”

      Izzy and Johanna walked out of the bedroom to the hall and spotted Frank and Fredrick leaning over the railing, looking down at the foyer. Their tuxes fit them perfectly, as always, but their smiles didn’t reach their eyes. Johanna sighed inwardly. Her brothers could’ve been great guys, but they chose to flash their wealth and act the part of rich snobs, turning nearly everyone against them. Frank nudged Fredrick, and the brothers moved to stand by their sisters, ready to escort them down the steps. Fredrick held out his arm for Johanna, and reluctantly, she slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow while Izzy and Frank lined up behind them.

      “Later, can we talk?” Fredrick whispered, leaning closer to Johanna’s ear.

      She frowned as they walked slowly down the grand staircase. “About what? The thing you’re hiding?”

      His face paled, and he tugged at his bow-tie. “Yes, actually. Please, it’s important. I don’t think Frank will understand, and, well… look, we really need to talk, alright?”

      Johanna rolled her eyes, debating what to tell him, but finally nodded. “We will, after the party,” she told him, knowing she would be long gone. He smiled, but it trembled on his lips before disappearing altogether.

      They reached the main floor, and she stayed with him for a moment longer as he led her to Brandon, who was currently speaking with their parents. “Johanna,” Brandon said, and with a flourish, he took her hand from Fredrick’s arm so he could kiss the back of it. “You look marvelous in that gown.”

      She smiled while reminding herself not to yank her hand away in disgust. “Thank you, Brandon.” He grinned and offered to fetch her a drink. “Yes, please,” she said. “I’ll wait here, if you don’t mind.”

      His face fell, put off by her words, but he nodded and said he’d return. Frank and Fredrick went with him, the first telling Izzy they would come back with Brandon’s cousin who was dying to meet the other Chadwick woman in the family. Izzy made a face behind her brothers’ backs, and Johanna covered her laughter with a hasty cough.

      Their parents shot her a glare until her mom turned to the front door and grimaced before plastering a smile on her face. “Ah, the Marquettes have arrived.”

      Johanna’s heart skipped in her chest, but she forced herself not to look for Reider. They agreed that, during the party, they would avoid each other completely until the time came to leave. She knew he’d parked his Wrangler farther down the street, out of sight of the mansion, and the gate in the garden wall towards the very back was unlocked. She had unlocked it earlier that morning before anyone was awake.

      Izzy brushed by her sister, saying she was going to hide before they returned with Brandon and the cousin, leaving Johanna to smile and greet the other guests. When Reider spoke close by, the caress of his voice sent a wave of heat through her body, but she didn’t turn. Didn’t look. Frank and Brandon returned a moment later, a young man with them looking as annoyed to be there as Johanna was.

      “This is my cousin, Phil,” Brandon said as he handed a glass of champagne to Johanna. “Where’s your sister? He’s dying to meet her.”

      “No, actually, I’m not,” Phil snapped and tugged harshly at his collar. “I’d rather be at home.”

      “You can leave your paints behind for a few hours and be civilized,” Brandon muttered darkly.

      “Paints?” Johanna chipped in. “You paint?”

      Phil glanced at her quickly then away. “Try to, if I could be left in peace.”

      “You, like me, need to branch out within the elite of our circle and find yourself a woman of the same status,” Brandon said sternly. “Go and find Isabel.”

      Phil opened his mouth, but Johanna moved closer and rested her hand on his shoulder. “Phil? Izzy shares some of the same interests as you,” she told him quietly so Brandon and her brother couldn’t hear. “She’s an artist, too. You might actually have something in common.”

      “You approve of them setting us up like this? You can’t tell me you like my cousin.”

      “No. No, I don’t,” she said, hating the way Brandon’s laugh sounded so smug behind her as he spoke with Frank. “Neither does Izzy, but sometimes, it’s better to play along for a few hours. Izzy’s probably by the food table.”

      Phil eyed her curiously but nodded and told Brandon he was going to find Izzy. Brandon frowned and mouthed ‘Izzy’ before his cousin wandered off.

      “Did he call her Izzy?”

      “Yes, it’s what I call her,” Johanna said with a smirk. “Just like she calls me Jo.”

      Frank sputtered on his drink as he glared at his sister while Brandon stared at her, dumbfounded. “That doesn’t seem very ladylike,” he commented. “I believe I would much rather call you Johanna.”

      “By all means, call me whatever you like,” she muttered. “If I answer, that is a different story.”

      “Johanna,” Frank snapped when Brandon sniffed hard and looked dejectedly towards the floor. “She’s had a rough week of classes. I apologize for her bad attitude. I’m sure a dance around the ballroom might knock it out of her.”

      “A dance, I think, would do us both good,” Brandon said and set his glass down on the tray of a passing butler. “Johanna?”

      He emphasized every syllable of her name. His face lacked a smile as he held out his hand for hers. For a second, she debated not taking it, but Frank’s eye twitched and his face was a dangerous shade of red. She handed her drink to her brother and let her hand slide into Brandon’s, but unlike the heat that always came with a touch from Reider, all she felt was a chill. Even his eyes were a cold shade of blue, and when he swung her around to place his hand on her waist, the look turned icier.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand your hesitation,” he said as they moved with the other couples around the dance floor.

      “Hesitation over what?”

      “Why you won’t simply date me and marry me as your brothers wish,” he said intently. “As I wish for us.”

      “You don’t even know me,” she argued. “Why would you want to marry me?”

      “I know your last name and the family business,” he said with a shrug. “In our world, that’s enough. What you do in your spare time does not interest me in the least. You must understand, I am in the market for a wife to display on my arm and be my partner.”

      Johanna’s feet stumbled at the bluntness of his words, but his grip tightened and he prevented her from falling. “And you expect me to go along with it?”

      “What else are you going to do with your life?” he asked, sounding genuinely confused. “You, my dear, are a Chadwick, and there is nothing else for you to worry about but the family business. I assumed your mother taught you that.”

      “I must’ve missed that day,” she spat and tried to pull away, but Brandon didn’t release her. “Get your hands off me, you jerk. I don’t want to date you, and I’m sure not going to marry your rear.”

      He chuckled darkly. “Oh no? Are you holding out for that one special person?”

      She straightened and glared at him. “So what if I am? Don't you believe in love?”

      “I believe in power. Everything else is pointless,” he said simply. “It makes life so much easier.”

      Johanna forced him to a stop when she purposely moved the wrong way and stomped hard on his foot. He cursed, hopping up and down and shooting her a glare. “And that makes you a cold-hearted mongrel who will be lonely for the rest of his life. If you’ll excuse me, I need another drink.”

      Hoisting up her green dress, she hurried away before Brandon managed to recover and snatch her arm. That was the man her brothers wanted her to marry? He was beyond horrid, and if she had any doubts about running away before, those few moments giving her a glimpse of her possible future solidified her plans with Reider. She would leave her family tonight and start a new one.

      “What was that about?” Frank snapped, grabbing her arm as she passed.

      “We had a misunderstanding,” she said and yanked her arm free. “Your friend is a jerk who wants a trophy wife. Do you realize that’s who you’re trying to set me up with?”

      “He’d give you a good life,” he argued.

      “No, that’s not a life, that’s a form of prison. Goodness, you and Fredrick—what happened to you?”

      Frank stepped back as if her question shoved him. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You don’t. Before you left for college, the two of you acted like my brothers. You cared about your little sisters, but now… now you’re using us as pawns!” She shook her head, saddened by the man standing before her. “I used to look up to you both.”

      His face fell, and for a second, Johanna thought she had busted through the wall he put up, but he straightened his collar and stood to his full height. “We haven’t changed. You have.”

      “Right, it's all my fault. Excuse me,” she whispered and pushed through the people around them.

      Soon, it would all be over, and all she’d have to worry about was her future with Reider and coming back for Izzy.
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* * *

      His fists clenched at his side, Reider almost blew the plan when he spotted Johanna dancing with Brandon. Worse, when the man clearly snapped something at her and wouldn’t let her leave the dance floor. A moment later he winced and wobbled in pain. She stormed off, and Reider nodded in approval. He would’ve loved decking the guy, but stomping on his foot was good enough for now.

      “Watching your lover?” Micah spat beside him.

      “I’m not watching anyone,” Reider said stiffly. “What do you want?”

      “I’m waiting patiently for my payment,” he said. “Can’t move forward without it.”

      “I said you would get it in a week. Hasn’t been a week yet,” Reider reminded him and forced his gaze away from Johanna after she’d stopped and argued with her brother. “I told you the money wouldn’t be that easy to get.”

      Micah shoved one hand deep into his pocket as he swirled the whiskey in his glass. “That is not my problem. Soon, Reider, or everyone will know what’s happening between you and that woman.” He shot back the whiskey and handed the glass to Reider. “Cheers.” He strolled away, leaving Reider holding the tumbler.

      He lifted his hand as if to throw it then lowered it, seething. Another hour, and he and Johanna would be out of here. He checked his watch and grimaced. An hour was too long, but they didn’t have a choice. Everything was timed perfectly, and there was no chance to disappear until Izzy caused a distraction. He had asked Johanna what her little sister planned on doing, and she shrugged. Her little sister was the creative one and simply said no one would forget it anytime soon. Reider worried for her, but though Johanna said her sister might be a hopeless romantic, she was like her big sister. She’d get through whatever happened until they came back for her.

      Reider went over the plan again in his thoughts as he chatted mindlessly with the very people he hated being around. They would leave through the back gate and drive to the campus. James was already there waiting with their bags. They had everything they needed; all that was left to do was drive out of Nebraska for good.

      “Reider Marquette,” a gruff voice said, and Reider turned. “Nice to see you’ve been keeping out of trouble these past few months.”

      Reider took Sheriff Ted Princeton’s hand and smiled. “Of course, sir, do my best.” The man was usually called in to supervise these gatherings in case the two families got out of hand. Nothing had happened in years that Reider could remember, but if anyone found out about him and Johanna, rubbish would hit the fan.

      “No run-ins with the Chadwick brothers,” he commented as he readjusted his utility belt beneath his stomach. His black hair grayed on the sides, but his face remained the same weathered and wrinkled one Reider remembered from when he was growing up. “Wish I could say Frank was following your example and keeping himself off my men’s radar.”

      “That right? What’d he do this time?”

      Part of Reider wondered if he should mention Micah’s investigation or that Johanna thought Fredrick was hiding something, but he reined himself in. Those were no longer his problems.

      “Fist fight at the nightclub,” Sheriff Princeton said with a weary sigh. He scratched at the scruff on his chin. “Though I have to say, Fredrick hasn’t been around him as much anymore. Wonder why that is.”

      “Wouldn’t know, sir. I stay away from them. You know that,” Reider lied.

      Princeton studied him with a narrowed gaze. “Is that right? The rumor must be false then.”

      Reider’s blood froze, and he tugged at the cuff of his jacket. “Rumor?”

      “Probably nothing. Thought people around town were saying you had a class with the Chadwick girl, Johanna. Said the professor even partnered you two up together.”

      “No, sir, I think you heard a false rumor,” Reider said and laughed it off.

      “Must’ve,” he agreed, but the gleam in his eyes said he wasn’t buying it. Reider held his breath, waiting for Princeton to oust him and Johanna, but the older man shrugged and said he needed to mosey around the rest of the house and make sure everyone was behaving.

      The second he was out of range, Reider rushed for the bathroom and locked himself in. He leaned heavily on the sink and took several deep breaths through his nose to calm the painful thudding in his chest. If rumors were being spread around town, surely they would’ve heard by now, or his parents—someone—would confront them, but so far, there was no one besides Micah. Was he spreading rumors in case Reider failed to pay?

      Reider splashed water on his face, fixed his hair, and told himself they would get through tonight without any problems. He left the bathroom and returned to the party as if he wasn’t walking on pins and needles, waiting for Micah to decide he couldn’t keep the secret to himself anymore.

      Less than an hour later, Reider saw Johanna in her tight-fitting green dress disappear out the back doors. He sidled slowly after her, and before he slipped out the door, Izzy yelled for everyone’s attention and moved to the middle of the grand staircase. Reider waited, watching everyone turn to stare at the young Chadwick, but none of them caught the mischievous glint in her eyes.

      “I would like to make an announcement,” Izzy said loudly.

      Reider watched her parents move to the bottom of the steps but couldn’t see their faces.

      “I know my parents want many things for me, but I can’t take the lying anymore.” Izzy paused and sucked in a deep breath. “I am a lesbian, I’m an artist, and as of this coming weekend, I’ll be boarding a plane to France!”

      Smirking at the gasp of astonishment running through the gathered crowd and the shriek from Mrs. Chadwick, Reider stepped outside into the dim path lights. He walked straight through the garden, and when he turned past the tall hedges, he came face to face with Johanna.

      “Jo,” he whispered and wrapped her tightly in his arms, kissing her fiercely. She tugged on his jacket, melting against his chest.

      “Later,” she whispered against his lips. “We have to move.”

      He nodded, and she took his hand, leading him out the opened garden gate to the side street by the mansion. Reider’s Wrangler was right where he’d left it, and after he helped her inside, he rushed around the other side and dove in. As quietly as he could, he pulled away from the curb and drove towards the campus.

      “I can’t believe it,” she said laughing. “We’re actually going to do make it! It’s going to work.”

      He took her hand and brought it to his smiling lips, kissing it. “Yeah, we are. This time tomorrow, we’ll be in a new state living our lives together.”

      “What did Izzy do? She never told me.”

      “Apparently, she’s a lesbian and fleeing the country to be an artist in France,” Reider informed her with a smirk. “Never heard your mom shriek before.”

      “You weren’t around when I started rebelling. I thought half the city would hear her.”

      Reider grinned, picturing a younger Johanna, just as fiery, arguing with her mom over what she had to wear or going to a party where she had to look perfect. But now, that life was behind them both, and he sighed in relief.

      “I almost lost it when that jerk upset you,” he muttered.

      “Brandon? Don’t worry, he won’t walk right for a while,” she sneered. “Heels and soft shoes don’t mix well.”

      “I’ll remember that,” he said quietly.

      They went over their plan for once they left campus, deciding how far they wanted to try and go on the first night. Reider was willing to push it as far as they could, but Johanna told him driving through the night wouldn’t be good for either of them. They had a reservation set up, anyway. Might as well take the night to rest.

      “Besides,” she added with a raised brow. “I’m not wearing anything under my dress.”

      His grip on the steering wheel faltered. “What are you trying to do to me?”

      “Love you for the rest of my life,” she said sincerely and leaned against his shoulder.

      Reider floated with the hope of their future together and sped towards campus. When they arrived, James leaned against his car, two black duffels sitting on the trunk. Reider parked next to him and hopped out.

      “So far so good?” James asked quickly.

      “No one saw us leave, so I’m going to say yes,” Reider told him. “We can’t thank you enough for doing this.”

      James waved away his words. “It’s nothing. I wish my own story had ended like this instead of what actually happened. No matter. I’ll help you get these loaded, and then you get your rears out of here.”

      Reider grabbed one duffel as James took the other and walked to the rear of the Wrangler. They tossed the duffels inside when a pair of headlights lit them up as a car squealed around the parking lot.

      “Reider! It’s my brothers!” Johanna yelled and jumped out of the Wrangler.

      The car stopped right behind, blocking them in, and he cursed as Frank climbed out of the driver’s side, his face red and tux collar askew. His hands clenched into fists, but when he spotted Johanna moving to stand beside Reider, he snarled in rage and charged forward. Reider shoved Johanna out of the way and took Frank’s hit head on. They fell backwards to the pavement, and he grunted as pain soared through his body.

      “Frank! Get off him!” Johanna screamed, rushing towards them.

      Fredrick got out of the passenger seat of the car, and Reider saw him hurrying to grab Johanna before Frank’s fist filled his vision. His head slammed back from the punch. He spat out blood and head-butted Frank hard in the face. His nose cracked and with a moan, and he reached up to hold it. Reider didn’t give him too much time and kicked the man off, gaining his feet, and put his fists up.

      “You mongrel!” Frank yelled through his hands. “You slept with my sister!”

      “Frank, enough!” Johanna yelled, struggling to get away from the other twin. “Stop it!”

      “No! He thinks he can ruin us by ruining you! It’s not going to happen,” Frank snarled and went after Reider again.

      He blocked the first punch and ducked under the second, but it’d been a long time since he was in a fist fight. The third punch hit him hard in the gut, and Frank’s knee met his face. Johanna screamed, but Reider couldn’t see her. Frank decked him again and sent him to his knees on the pavement. James yelled, threatening to call the cops, but Frank didn’t stop, and Reider pushed himself back up to face the mongrel.

      “You are not going to run off with my sister,” he swore as Reider lifted his fists again.

      “I love her,” Reider said fiercely. “And she loves me. What’s wrong with that, huh? You think she’d be happy with Brandon? He’d use her, and you were going to hand her over like a blasted war prize!”

      “She doesn’t love you, she can’t! You’re a Marquette!”

      Reider sniffed hard and smirked. “You think a name is going to stop us from being together?”

      “Yeah, that and me!”

      Frank lunged forward, and they landed on the ground again, rolling one way then another as Reider blocked hits the best he could, nailing Frank with a few of his own. Both men grunted and swore until Frank managed to put him in a headlock. Reider pried at the man’s arm, but it didn’t budge. His vision blurred, and his hearing grew fuzzy. He swore he heard Johanna’s voice, and suddenly, Frank yelped in pain and let go.

      Reider hacked and sucked in a painful breath. He turned to see Johanna on her brother’s back, scratching at him as he flung her around. He tried to yell, but no sound came out. Frank grabbed Johanna’s arms and with a forceful tug, tossed her towards the campus lawn. She landed hard with a gasp of pain, and Reider’s vision went red. He wasn’t even sure how it happened, but he and Frank were tangled up again. He hit every bit of that man he could reach. Lights flashed around them and men shouted, but he didn’t stop and neither did Frank, both too lost in their fury to realize what was happening around them.

      “Reider, that’s enough! Get them apart before they kill each other!”

      “No, get off me!” Reider raged as rough hands snagged his body, dragging him away from Frank, also still trying to go after him. “He hurt Jo!”

      “Reider,” the gruff voice snapped in his ear. “Take it down a notch, son. Johanna is fine.”

      He turned, his chest heaving in anger, to see Sheriff Princeton standing between himself and Frank. Four cops held them apart as the sheriff stared at him. His eyes scanned the crowd and finally spotted Johanna not too far away, her parents beside her, yelling. Her arms flew up and she cursed loud enough for everyone to hear before she turned and ran for Reider.

      “Not so fast,” Princeton said and stopped her gently. “We have to take these two downtown, Ms. Chadwick. I’m afraid whatever you have to say to him has to wait.”

      Johanna opened her mouth to yell at him, but Reider called her name. “Jo, look at me.”

      She turned, angry tears filling her eyes and her brow furrowed. “Reider, I’m so sorry. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”

      “I know, but I’ll be fine. Did he hurt you?”

      “No,” she said quietly. “No, I’ll live, and sadly, so will he.”

      “Alright, that’s enough,” Princeton said. “You need to go with your folks and let me handle the situation. Deputy, make sure she gets to where she needs to be.”

      A man stepped forward and took Johanna’s arm. “This way, Ms. Chadwick.”

      “No! Get off me! I’m not leaving him!”

      “Johanna, really,” Lucy snapped as she stormed over to her daughter. “Knock this off, now. I’m sick of your attitude and your lying. What were you thinking, being with him? He’s a Marquette, for goodness sake!”

      “And the man I love, you horrible, bitter old woman!”

      Everyone fell silent, and Lucy reeled as if her daughter had slapped her. “How dare you?”

      “No, how dare I? James is here, Mom. He’s here and he loved you once upon a time, or did you forget that along with how to be a loving mother?” Johanna pulled away from the deputy and ran through the crowd of people, leaving her mom to stare blankly ahead.

      “Lucy? Who is she talking about?” Ben said beside her.

      Reider knew the second her eyes found James’s in the crowd. They widened, and her mouth fell open. She took a few steps towards him before she shook her head and visibly steeled herself. “He’s no one, dear, no one that matters.” She turned and came face to face with Reider. There was no time to brace before she slapped him hard across the face. Princeton growled for her to back away before he put her in cuffs too, and with Reider’s cheek stinging, she stomped away after Johanna.

      Princeton grumbled under his breath and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I clearly recall you telling me earlier this evening you were keeping out of trouble, Reider.”

      “I was,” he spat. “I’m not the one who threw the first punch.”

      “You slept with my sister!” Frank yelled and tried to go after him again, but the cops held him back. “Lock him up!”

      “I’m booking you both,” Princeton told him. “Get them downtown before I lose it.”

      “How did you even know?” Reider asked as the cops dragged him to a cop car.

      Frank leered as he was led past. “Your cousin told us, barely five minutes after you left.”

      Reider couldn’t believe it as he let the cops put him in the back of the squad car. The car pulled away a few minutes later, and he was informed a doctor would check his face when they reached the jail. He nodded, numb to everything. The plan had failed, fallen apart, all because of his cousin. He wanted Jo, needed to hold her in his arms and tell her everything would be okay, but deep in his twisted, bruised gut, he worried he would never see her again.
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      Johanna hurried into the house ahead of her parents and Fredrick. Izzy sat on the steps and stood when she entered, her face pale and reflecting a fraction of the pain rushing through Johanna’s body.

      “Johanna, stop right there,” Lucy yelled. “Johanna!”

      “What? What do you want from me?” she snapped as she whirled back around. “Was this not enough for you tonight?”

      The people still there cleaning up the aftermath of the party she and Reider had ruined with their escape attempt stopped what they were doing to watch the fight.

      “How dare you?” Lucy said quietly. “You lied to us, went behind our backs, because you thought you might love a Marquette! What were you thinking? Did you sleep with him?” When Johanna clamped her mouth shut, her mom gasped with a hand to her chest. “Oh goodness, you did! I can’t believe you betrayed us like this! What is wrong with you?”

      Johanna’s mouth fell open. “With me? Seriously?”

      “Yes, seriously,” Ben said, moving to stand beside his wife. Fredrick, surprisingly, stayed quiet and stared at his feet. “Answer your mother, Johanna.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with me.” She bit out each word harshly. “I was partnered with him by the man Mom used to love but was too scared to run off with. Reider and I have been working together since the beginning of the semester, and we fell in love. I want to be with him, and you two can’t stop me.”

      “He’s a Marquette,” Lucy said wearily. “You can’t be with him.”

      “You want me to be with Brandon? With a man who simply wants to parade me around and have me pop out babies for him?”

      “Brandon is a respectable businessman—” Ben argued, but Johanna cut him off as she threw her hands up.

      “No, he’s a pig! If I married him, I wouldn’t be happy ever again, and I guarantee you, he’d cheat on me within the first month. You really want me with someone like that? Do you never want me to be happy and do what I want with my life?”

      Ben raised an accusing finger towards her and fumed. “You are a Chadwick, and we stick together as a family. You will do as you’re told!”

      “Or what?” she snapped, moving so she stood toe-to-toe with her dad.

      “Do not test me, Johanna. I’m not in the mood to hear it. You betrayed this family, and I’m finished discussing your future with you. If you hope to remain a part of this family at all, you will do as you’re told!”

      Johanna crossed her arms over her chest and lifted her chin. “No.”

      Ben’s face turned three shades of red, and Lucy hung her head. “No?”

      “No,” Johanna repeated. “What are you going to do? Kick me out?”

      “I will cut you off from all your accounts, starting now,” he snarled. “I’m taking your car. Everything we’ve ever bought you is gone.”

      Johanna flinched at the venom in his words—her own dad—and took a step back. All the money she had was in the duffel bags currently on the way to the impound at the police station. She had nothing, no way to leave.

      “I hate you,” she whispered harshly, loathing the tears filling her eyes. “And I’ll never forgive you.”

      She fled upstairs, ignoring her dad’s yells for her to come back down. Once inside her room, she slammed and locked the door then collapsed on her bed. This wasn’t how tonight was supposed to go, and it killed her inside. Reider was in jail, at least for the night, beaten and bruised because of her family, because of their crazy hope that they could sneak away and no one would notice. All her dreams of a future away from her controlling family disappeared and she was left with nothing but a shattered heart and broken spirit. Burying her face in the pillow, she cried, her strength fading. A soft knock sounded at her door followed by Izzy asking if she could come in, but Johanna didn’t move and pulled the quilt up over her head, praying that sometime during the night she’d manage to disappear. Eventually, Izzy went away and she was left alone, so utterly and horribly alone.
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* * *

      Reider stepped out of the cell, smirking because Frank was still sitting in the other holding cell. His moment of joy barely lasted a minute before his parents called his name. He cursed under his breath, not ready to face them.

      “Want to explain what you were doing fraternizing with a Chadwick?” Janet asked stiffly, but Reider didn’t stop and walked towards the doors. “Reider, I’m speaking to you!”

      “Can we please not discuss family matters at the police station?” he replied.

      His parents muttered behind him, but he ignored them. Once outside, he let the cool evening air soothe him for a few seconds until he spotted Micah leaning against his parents’ car. “You mongrel!” Micah tried to run, but Reider was faster and decked him hard enough to knock him to the pavement. Several cops walking inside stopped and watched, but Reider didn’t try to hit him again and his dad said everything was under control.

      “What was that for?” Micah whined as he scrambled to back away, still on the ground.

      “You told her brothers! You greedy jerk!”

      “Reider, that is your cousin,” Janet hissed and moved between them. “In this family, we protect each other. We do not punch each other in the face!”

      “He knew,” Reider growled. “He knew, and he blackmailed me. Is that what family does, too?”

      He paced away, running a hand through his hair and hoping Johanna was alright. He didn’t even want to think what she was going through without him by her side. She was tough, but a person could only take so much of a beating on her spirit before she broke.

      “Micah, is this true?” Peter said finally, and Reider turned back as his cousin dragged himself up the car and back to his feet. “Micah?”

      “He’s lying to cover up what he was doing,” Micah muttered, holding his nose.

      “Incredible. You hired a blasted PI to investigate your parents’ crash, and now, he has you believing it wasn’t an accident!”

      Micah’s face paled, but his mom sighed heavily and reached out for him. “Micah, we told you, you need to talk to someone. It was an accident, that’s it. No one was out to get your parents.”

      “That’s what you think, that’s what everyone thinks, but the Chadwicks killed them!”

      Reider barked a laugh. “You’re an idiot, you know that?”

      “Says the man who stabbed his family in the back by sleeping with the enemy!” Micah yelled.

      “At least I fight for what I love,” he growled. “I don’t treat people around me like trash.”

      “Love?” Peter asked quietly. “Did you say you loved her?”

      Reider wasn’t sure what his dad hoped to hear, but he never got the chance to say it before another voice came from behind him. “Peter, good to see you again.”

      James walked over to the family and held out his hand for Peter’s, but he glared at it before meeting eyes with his cousin. “This is all your fault. You set them up together on purpose! Were you trying to get back at the family?”

      James’s hand fell, and his eyes filled with disappointment. “You think I want revenge?”

      “Why else would you come back here and try to tear my family apart?”

      “Don’t you think it’s time this feud ended? It’s been too long, Peter,” James said. “Why can’t they be together?”

      Peter took a threatening step forward and Reider moved to stand between them, but James shook his head. “No son of mine is going to have anything to do with a Chadwick whore.”

      “Don’t you dare insult her!” Reider yelled

      “See what you’ve done? You’ve poisoned his mind against us.”

      James laughed in disbelief. “Come on, Peter, you’re not that much of an idiot. They love each other. I think every bruise and cut on his face is testament enough to that fact. Let them be together. Let them start a change in this city.”

      But Peter shook his head and stepped away. “No, there won’t be any changes. Reider will come to understand that I did this for his benefit. He’ll take over, and that’ll be the end of it.”

      “Says who?” Reider said with a shrug. “Maybe I’ll disappear like James did.”

      “And leave behind everything you’ve worked towards your whole life? You will have nothing from this family if you leave, Reider. Nothing, and I will make sure your name is mud anywhere but here,” Peter warned. “Want to test me? Ask my cousin.”

      Reider wanted to say none of that mattered, but if he wanted a life with Johanna, they would need jobs, own land—hell, have a little money to get them started. If his dad locked down his accounts, he had nothing. “You’re putting me on house arrest? Is that it?”

      Peter nodded. “If that’s what it takes to make you understand, then yes.”

      “Don’t do this again,” James said. “You’re perpetuating the cycle.”

      “I don’t care. Janet, get in the car, and you,” Peter added, aiming his finger at Micah, “come Monday morning, you’re getting your rear to a therapist. I’m not going to watch you ruin this family name any more than my son already has.”

      Reider hesitated, but James rested a hand on his shoulder. “Go on. I’ll see if I can find out how Johanna’s doing,” he promised.

      “Thanks for trying,” he said.

      “Don’t give up like I did,” he said with an encouraging smile. “Better go before your dad loses it.”

      Reider followed Micah into the backseat, tugging at his collar and feeling the sharp pain from the hits he took during the fight. Micah glared at him the whole ride back to the house, but Reider didn’t care. He was not going to lose Johanna so easily, and it sure wasn’t going to end like this. He needed to see her again, and he’d make sure they got away… except he had no vehicle and no funds.

      His world closed in around him until he could hardly breathe. Once they reached the house, he went straight to his room, ignoring his dad’s calls for him to stop. There was nothing more to say and nothing he wanted to hear. He stood at his window, glaring out over the back gardens, his chest aching as if someone had stabbed him, his mind racing. When the sun came up, he hadn’t moved.

      “Jo,” he whispered to the receding shadows in his room. “I’m not done trying, not yet. Don’t you dare give up on us.”

      The words hung around him. He wished he could whisper them in her ear instead of to an empty room that had nothing to say in return.
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      The weekend dragged by. Johanna didn’t leave her room for meals or anything else. Izzy brought food to her and left it outside her room, but with her stomach in knots, Johanna ignored it. As the days passed, she stared continually out her window, hugging her knees to her chest, wondering how her world had fallen apart so easily.

      Her hair hung lankly around her face, the curls losing their usual bounce in the midst of her dour mood. Without her cell, she had no way of contacting Reider. Her parents had taken her laptop, leaving her with no communication with the outside world. Classes on Monday went on without her, though her mom told her she had to go. Johanna didn’t dress for the day and didn’t leave the window. Lucy yelled at her, but to no effect. Johanna was numb to her disappointment and her dad’s threats. Nothing mattered anymore. They would plan her life from here on out, and without Reider, her only hope of being free slipped away.

      Their love was the beacon she chased after, the rope she clung to. The fire within her dimmed to barely a spark, and most mornings, she woke with tears in her eyes because Reider was not beside her.

      A knock at the door was ignored by Johanna, knowing whoever it was would eventually go away. Fredrick called her name softly. Her face drawn in anger, Johanna pushed herself up, fueled by the rage filling her that her brother would dare talk to her now, after everything that had happened. She yanked the door open and raised her hand to smack him, but Fredrick caught her wrist.

      “Let go, you mongrel,” she snarled and tried to pull free.

      “Johanna, please, I want to talk and I came to apologize—for everything,” he pleaded and let her go, taking a measured step back and out of her reach.

      She glared at him and tugged at the bottom of her hoodie. “Apologize? You?”

      He nodded. “Please, let me in and I’ll tell you everything,” he said and glanced around as if afraid his twin would appear out of nowhere. “As your brother, I’m begging you here.”

      “As my brother. As the brother who tried to set me up with some jerk for a husband? Or the brother who tells me my life has no other purpose than to help keep the family name going strong?” she snapped.

      He hung his head, and for the first time in years, Johanna caught a glimpse of the brother she used to like as a friend. “The brother who’s sorry for being such a jerk all these years.”

      Johanna debated whether she should let him in or not, but his words sounded sincere, so she moved aside and Fredrick entered her room. She closed the door behind him and leaned against it with her arms crossed, watching him closely as he sat down heavily at her desk, his head in his hands.

      “I’m waiting,” she said impatiently, tapping her fingers on her arm.

      He lifted his head and cringed. “That night, when you and Reider tried to leave, I wanted to talk to you about something I’ve been hiding. I wasn’t sure you’d understand, but after seeing you with Reider… This is all my fault. If I’d been honest sooner, none of this would’ve happened,” he sighed.

      Johanna held her breath, wondering if he was going to admit to having something to do with the car accident, but what he said didn’t make sense. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Fredrick’s hands shook in his lap as he said, “I’m engaged, and I haven’t been going out with Frank on the weekends because I’ve been too busy visiting her and our one-year-old son.” His eyes lit up with pride. “I’m a dad, Jo. Me. It’s crazy.”

      “You… you have a kid?” she asked, dumbfounded. “And a fiancée? That’s incredible, and I’m really happy for you.”

      Her brother’s face softened. “You are?”

      Johanna’s anger slipped away as she realized why Fredrick had changed so much over the past few years. Like her, he’d been hiding a whole other life from his family, and the stress of the lying, the tension of being found out had changed him. She moved across the room and hugged him like she hadn’t hugged her brother in so long.

      “Yeah, I am. I wish you had told me, you know?” she said.

      “I was scared,” he admitted. “We met in college, but she was a waitress and hadn’t gone to college, didn’t plan to. She was content, happy, and I was jealous of her for it.” He sighed and smiled as if he stared at the woman he loved. “We dated, and before long, I realized I wanted her, but Dad would never approve so we kept it a secret.”

      Johanna frowned. “But you went to school in New York. Is she still there?”

      He smirked. “Heck, no. I moved her out here with me. We have a small house out in Grand Island. I used all my savings to buy in cash,” he told her. “Not too long after, she found out she was pregnant.”

      “And you went through all of this alone? Does Frank even know?”

      “That mongrel? No, he suspects I’m up to something, but I never told him. He’s too hardheaded, like Dad,” Fredrick said and took her hands. “I want you to know, all those times we told you to marry Brandon, I never would’ve actually let you marry the guy.”

      She squeezed his hands and smiled sadly. “I don’t think I’m going to have much of a choice now. They won’t let me be with the man I do love because of his last name.” Tears pricked her eyes, but Fredrick stood and held his little sister, comforting her. “What am I supposed to do?” she cried against his shoulder. “Forget what we have together? Act like it never happened? I love him, and they’re going to rip us apart.”

      Fredrick shook his head and stepped back from her. “I don’t know, sis, but I do know I’m not going to watch them drag you down and ruin your life anymore.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked and wiped her eyes on her sleeves. “Freddie?”

      “You love Reider, right? Want to be with him?”

      “Of course I do, but they won’t let us… Freddie, what are you doing? Who are you calling?” she asked as he pulled out his cell and pushed a few buttons. “Freddie?”

      He held a finger to his lips and grinned. “Hey, babe, there’s something I need to talk to you about and I was wondering if you would like to meet my sister Johanna?”

      She froze, listening to him speaking to his fiancée.

      “I know,” he said and nodded his head, listening. “I know and I’m sorry, but there’s been a development with what I told you before. I wanted to make sure you were okay if she stayed for a few days until we can figure everything out.”

      Her hands twisting in her hoodie, Johanna bounced anxiously on the balls of her feet as he paced back and forth across her room, answering whatever questions his fiancée asked quietly. After a few tense minutes, Freddie told her he loved her and hung up. “Right then, get packed—just a few things. We don’t have much time to get you out of here before everyone comes home.”

      “What are you doing?” she asked, watching as he hurried to her closet and dug around for a duffel bag, holding it out to her. “What is going on here? Are you crazy? If they figure out what you did for me, they’ll take it out on you.”

      He nodded. “I haven’t been much of a brother lately, so let me make it up to you. I’ll get you to my place out in Grand Island, and when things have calmed down—a few days, tops—I’ll get a message to Reider to meet you out there, and then you can—”

      He barely caught her in time as she dropped the duffel and leapt into her brother’s arms. He held her tightly and kissed the top of her head as her eyes filled with tears of hope this time. “Thanks for this.”

      Setting her back on her feet, he smirked and messed her hair as he used to when they were younger. “Get packed.”

      “What about after you get Reider to me?” she asked, tossing clothes haphazardly in the duffel. “My money was in the Wrangler, which is in impound.”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      “Professor James Ashford at the campus,” she said and grabbed his arm. “You can trust him.”

      “The Marquette who loved Mom?”

      She nodded until her curls flew around her face. “He tried to help me and Reider. I have a feeling he won’t be willing to give up so easily, either.”

      Barely twenty minutes later, they were on the road. Johanna was waiting anxiously for her brother to turn and say it was some horrible prank that he and Frank had come up with. But he didn’t stop the car and drove straight on to Grand Island. She asked him about his fiancée, and a light she had never seen in his eyes before flared to life. He smiled as if unable to help it, thinking of her.

      “Rosaleen,” he whispered. “She’s got fiery red hair and these blue eyes that I could disappear in, do most nights. She’s funny, and she’s the toughest woman I know—next to my little sister, of course. She’s been through some hard times, but her spirit’s never been broken.”

      “You really love her,” she said quietly.

      His smile widened. “I do. She’s my world, she and our son, Travis. He looks like her.”

      She squeezed his arm. “I’m happy for you, really. I'm not going to lie, there’s some rumors spreading. Micah Marquette thinks our family planned his parents’ deaths and with you being so suspicious all the time… I thought… Goodness, I can’t believe I did, but I thought you and Frank were involved. I’m so sorry.”

      His face darkened, but he inhaled and exhaled to calm himself. “No, I don’t blame you, but now that you say that, Frank’s been harsher since that night,” he told her quietly, worry heavy in his words. “I know I haven’t been around much, but he’s been disappearing with guys I’ve never seen before.” His hands tightened on the steering wheel, and he glared at the open highway before them. “Frank might have had something to do with it.”

      An icy caress slid down Johanna’s back. She might’ve had her suspicions, but she never let herself fully believe anyone in her family was capable of murder. But Fredrick… He didn’t sound suspicious; he sounded as if he’d already convinced himself it was true.

      “Promise me you’ll be careful,” she whispered, breaking through the heavy silence in the car.

      “Don’t worry about me,” he assured her. “He’s my dang twin. I can handle him.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I have to go see Princeton, anyway, about getting your things out of the Wrangler,” he said slowly. “I’ll drop a few hints about Frank hanging around some shifty characters and maybe taking what that Marquette kid is ranting about to heart.”

      “And if they realize Frank was involved?” she asked, knowing it would tear their family apart for good. What she did with Reider was nothing compared to outright murder.

      Fredrick shrugged. “He dug his own grave if he set up that accident.”

      The car pulled off the highway a while later, and he drove them to a nice neighborhood with large stone and brick mansions. Nothing as grand as what they grew up in, but definitely not far behind.

      “I thought you said you had a small house.” She smirked as she stared at the houses.

      Fredrick chuckled. “What can I say? She’s never lived in a house before, and I wanted to spoil her.”

      They neared the end of the street, and he pulled into the three-car drive of a timber and stone house on a large plot of land. Cottonwood trees grew along the edge, shading it from the afternoon sun, and the front flowerbeds were filled with lilies and hydrangeas. It was the image of a perfect home, and Johanna longed to share the same with Reider. That morning, she’d believed those dreams were out of her reach, but now, there was a chance they could have the ranch Reider wanted with her by his side.

      “Ready to meet them?” Fredrick asked nervously.

      “Why, are you worried?”

      “Rosaleen wanted to know why I waited until something tragic happened before I finally got up the nerve to introduce her to anyone from the family,” he muttered and slipped out of the car.

      Johanna sighed with a smirk. “She has a right to be annoyed, you know,” she said as he grabbed her bag from the trunk. The front door opened, and a fiery redhead stepped out wearing jeans and a paint-covered tank top. The little boy on her hip had bright blue eyes and red hair, but the way his lips quirked in a crooked grin, that was all her brother.

      “You two make it out alright?” she asked, brow furrowed with worry as she held out her hand for Frederick’s.

      “We’re fine,” he said and wrapped on arm around her waist, kissing her on the lips and his son on the head. “And how’s Travis been today?”

      “Unruly, like his dad,” Rosaleen said with a sigh. She lifted her gaze when Johanna stepped forward and handed her son to Fredrick. Johanna wasn’t sure what to say, but the woman embraced her tightly and all she could do was hug back. “I’m so glad to meet you! And glad you’re okay. Fredrick told me what happened. Had to hold me back from going and rescuing you myself.”

      Johanna liked this woman already. She kept one arm through Johanna’s and led her to the front door. “Thanks. I had no idea he hid you from us,” she said and shot her brother an accusing glare.

      “What? I was scared,” he muttered as he tickled Travis with the hand holding him until his son giggled. “Yes, that’s right. Daddy should’ve been more like his crazy little sister and your mommy.”

      Johanna froze for a second. She had never seen such a soft side of him, and she burst out laughing. “Wow, I don’t think I can get used to that.”

      “Well, you’ll have a while,” Rosaleen told her. “You can stay here as long as you need to. We don’t mind, and frankly, I’m so excited about hanging out with my future sister-in-law.”

      “Likewise,” Johanna said.

      Rosaleen and Fredrick put her in one of the spare bedrooms at the back of the house with a great view of the grove of trees behind them and the creek running through the land. Johanna pictured another creek, and when she closed her eyes, sensed Reider beside her, his arms tightly around her.

      “Right, I’m off,” Fredrick said with a gentle knock at the door.

      “What are you going to tell Mom and Dad about me?”

      “What about you? I came home, and you were gone, left a note saying you were staying with your friend Melody for a few days to cool off,” he said.

      “Melody? I have to call her,” she said, panicked, but Fredrick held up a new cell and tossed it to Johanna. “You already did? She’s okay with it?”

      “She said she’d do her best to keep our parents away, but if they show up at the house, there’s not much she can do. It’ll work out, Jo, I promise. I have to run. Take care of my family while I’m gone,” he added and tapped his forehead in a lazy salute like the twins used to do when they said bye.

      She promised she would and watched him leave. After a few minutes, she tried Reider’s number with the cell, but the number was disconnected. She had no way to get a hold of him.

      “Hey,” Rosaleen said gently at her side. “Travis is down for a nap, and you look like you could use a drink.”

      “A drink might be a good idea.”

      “Great, and when Travis wakes up, he can officially meet his aunt.”

      Johanna remembered the little boy’s grin and nodded. “I’d like that, I really would.”
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      When Johanna wasn’t in class Monday, Reider accepted she might be taking a day to let things cool down. James wasn’t there either, and a sub stepped in to give them the hour to work on their projects. He ignored the questions from his friends and the curious stares at the bruises and cuts on his face caused by the fight. Micah was forced to drive him to campus since his dad saw fit to leave his vehicle impounded. Reider didn’t care until his dad took his cell and disconnected the number.

      Tuesday, he stayed in his room all day and prayed Johanna would appear on Wednesday, but a note posted to the classroom door said class was canceled for the day. He stopped by James’s office, but the door was locked and there was no answer. Each passing hour away from Johanna, not knowing what she was dealing with, not able to be there for her, drove him mad. He hardly ate and didn’t speak a word to anyone. Micah tried and earned another black eye along with a quiet threat of more to come if he continued to harass Reider.

      “You should be thanking me,” Micah snapped, groaning as he held his face.

      They returned home, and Reider stomped towards the front door until Micah’s words hit him. “You think I should thank you for driving away the woman I love?”

      “Yeah, you should. Her family’s a bunch of liars and murderers,” Micah muttered darkly.

      “She isn’t, you jerk! When are you going to get it through your head that not everyone in her family is like that!” He backed Micah up until his cousin was trapped between Reider’s raging body and the car. “If you ever talk to me about her again, her family’s going to be the least of your worries.”

      He stormed into the house, leaving his cousin to either stay outside and cower or follow. He needed to see Johanna and didn’t care anymore how he got there.

      “There you are,” his dad called from the kitchen. “You’re coming with me.”

      “Not in the mood,” he snarled and moved for the stairs.

      “Your Wrangler is being released, and we have to go get it,” Peter said. “You will drive it home and will hand the keys back over.”

      “Why would I do that?” he asked and glared at his dad.

      Peter’s lip twitched, and Micah came inside. “Micah, you’re coming with me. I need you to drive the Wrangler home.”

      Reider twisted around to walk away, but his dad called him back again. “What? You don’t need me if you have him.” He pointed, and Micah flinched at the action. Reider smirked until his dad spotted the new black eye blooming on his cousin’s face.

      “Touch your cousin again, and you’ll regret it,” Peter growled. “Let’s go. I don’t have all afternoon, and I’m not leaving you home so you can try to contact that woman.”

      The three men drove to the station, and Reider sulked the entire way, sitting in the front seat with his dad so he didn’t have to deal with Micah glaring continually at him. Peter opened his mouth a few times, and Reider braced for the lecture, but his dad never said a word. They walked inside to get the keys, and his dad cursed under his breath. Reider glanced up and spotted Fredrick at the counter, speaking quietly with Sheriff Princeton.

      But when Fredrick straightened and his eyes caught Reider’s, there was no hate in them nor the usual haughtiness. A sense of urgency and apology stared back at him. His hands twitched, and he took a step towards Reider before he shook his head to stop himself.

      “I would appreciate if I could have that duffel, Sheriff,” Fredrick said.

      “It’ll be brought up in a minute. Be patient,” the older man said, but his face scrunched in worry as he turned away, leaving the deputy at the desk to deal with Peter about the Wrangler.

      Peter told the man they were there for the car, and when he walked away, he leaned against the counter and glared with open hostility at Fredrick. “How is your brother doing?”

      “He’s fine. I’ll tell him you asked after his well-being,” Fredrick sneered, but the tone of his voice was off. Reider studied his face again. His usual hostile stance was relaxed, and his hand twitched at his side as if trying to tell Reider something. “I assume Reider is healing?”

      “He’s fine as long as he stays away from your sister,” Peter growled.

      “Dad, don’t,” Reider warned.

      Fredrick watched them both closely, but when he spoke next, his words were only for Reider. “She won’t be anywhere near the families again, I swear it.”

      Reider straightened at his words. They weren’t a threat, but a message? His mind racing, he tried to make sense of them, but another officer handed him Johanna’s duffel from the Wrangler and Fredrick excused himself quickly. He wanted to run after him and ask what he meant, but he was gone too quickly. A few minutes later, Peter handed a set of keys to Micah. Numbly, Reider followed them out, his only respite watching Micah’s face pale as he climbed into the Wrangler and started the engine.

      “The nerve of that family,” Peter ranted as they followed Micah back to the house. “They always think they’re better than everyone, and now look at them. One daughter shaming the family with her affair and the other a lesbian, running away to paint for a living.”

      “Don’t forget, I was part of that affair, too, before you start judging people,” Reider mumbled.

      “I won’t ever forget what you put this family through, trust me,” Peter replied, his hands gripping the wheel until his knuckles whitened. “And you will pay for it the rest of your life.”

      “Right, keep telling yourself that, Dad.”

      “You think I’m kidding? You think your actions only affected you or her?” he asked. “Tell me, have you seen my cousin on campus lately?”

      Reider frowned. “What did you do?”

      “What that headmaster should’ve done when that man first paired you two together. Fired him and sent him packing. He doesn’t belong anywhere near us—any of us.” Peter nodded firmly. “He’ll be gone soon, and then everything can go back to normal.”

      Reider scowled at his dad and leaned his head against the window. “No, it won’t, Dad. You can’t make me forget that I love Johanna, and no matter what you do to me, that will never change.”
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* * *

      Firing James from the college wasn’t the only person Peter Marquette took his anger out on, as Reider soon found out. Benny, the guy who had helped him switch vehicles the first weekend he spent with Johanna was let go the same day. Reider raged at his dad for getting rid of one of their best employees, but his dad simply turned the blame back around on Reider and told him to grow up. This was what it meant to be an adult and clean up his son’s mess.

      The next few days passed in a blur, and before long, the weekend was there again. He’d heard not a word from Johanna, and the few people he did ask about her on campus said they hadn’t seen her at all either. He considered walking to her house and banging on the door until someone answered, but if her brothers were home, another beating would be imminent. Sheriff Princeton wouldn’t be so lenient the second time, so Reider stayed locked in his room all weekend, fuming at the world. He put more than one hole in his wall, venting his frustration the only way he really could.

      Sunday night, the house erupted in a fight as Micah screamed at Reider’s parents. Worried he’d finally lost it, Reider charged out of his room and downstairs. His mom was in tears, and his dad snarled at Micah on the other side of the foyer.

      “What’s going on?” Reider yelled.

      “Your cousin has gone insane,” Peter yelled.

      “You’re all too stupid to see it!” Micah argued. “They did it, and I’m going to prove it!”

      “No one murdered your parents,” Reider said, but stopped short and rubbed at his neck. “Micah, did you go to the sheriff with your questions about the case?”

      “Reider, what are you doing?” Peter warned. “There’s no case. Don’t encourage him.”

      “Shut up,” he snapped at his dad, stunning him into silence. “Micah, listen to me, I know the PI you hired said he had proof, but what if I told you I heard something else that might help prove it wasn’t an accident.”

      Micah eyed him and shook his head. “Why would I trust you?”

      “Why would I help you after you ruined my life, you mean?” he raged. Quickly, he reined in his anger. He needed an ally if he were going to see Johanna again, and if he managed to get his cousin back on his side, he would have one person in the world he could trust. Well, two, if he saw James again. “I’m telling you the truth, but if you keep spouting off conspiracy theories about murder, no one is going to take you seriously.”

      Slowly, his cousin nodded, and his body sagged. “You’re right, I… I know it wasn’t an accident.”

      “I know you do, but you can’t do this on your own.”

      “What are you doing?” Peter marched forward and planted himself between them. “You are going to drive him straight to the loony bin.”

      “You know, if you ever bothered to listen, you’d learn about your family and what we all need from you besides your endless lectures about how imperfect we are,” Reider said, standing to his full height and glaring down at his dad. “I’m going back to bed.”

      His mom called him back, but Reider ignored her. The past few days had been Janet trying to explain to Reider how Johanna was wrong for him and how she planned to throw a party soon, inviting all the single women they approved of. Reider shut down after that and refused to even look at her. Peter yelled his name, but Reider didn’t stop. There was no point, not anymore.

      Sleep came that night, but it was filled with nightmares of watching Johanna ripped from his arms and he, unable to do anything, like he was chained to a wall. He woke in a sweat, clutching at the sheets and desperate to see her again. Fredrick’s words from the other day plagued his mind, but nothing ever came of them, and little by little, his hope dimmed.

      After a cold shower and a quick glance in the mirror to see the bags under his eyes worse than yesterday, Reider grabbed his bag and hurried down to wait by Micah’s car. His cousin, though, was already outside and shuffled his feet.

      “Hey, uh, I think… I’m sorry, Reider,” he said lamely, hanging his head.

      For the first time since he’d moved in, Reider saw the side of his cousin he always got along with. The fun-loving guy who wanted to see everyone around him smile. Reider rested a hand on Micah’s shoulder until he met his gaze.

      “We all do stupid trash, man, but it might take me a while before I trust you again.”

      “I know, and if I could somehow get you guys back together, I would. I was pissed, no one was listening, and I messed up. Big time messed up.”

      Reider nodded. There was nothing else to say. His cousin had screwed up his one chance at happiness, but he had one more trick to try. While Micah was in class that afternoon, he was going to find a way to get to Johanna’s house and see where her parents had locked her away. They’d probably call the cops on him, but he was out of options.

      On his way to his morning class, he passed by James’s office and paused because the door was cracked open and the light was on. Rustling papers sounded inside, and Reider knocked on the door frame.

      “Come in,” James called and glanced up from a stack of papers in his hand. “Ah, Reider. You look terrible.”

      He smirked. “Thanks, I think.”

      “Pretty sure I looked like that for a few months after I was kicked out of the city,” he said and sat down in his chair. “I was hoping to catch you before I left again.”

      “I’m sorry he got you fired.”

      “Nah, I knew what I was risking, and I’d do it again.” He spun idly in his chair. “I wish it had ended differently, and I wish I could help you now, but I’m afraid the sheriff has warned me to stay away from Johanna before she goes as far as filing a restraining order against me.”

      “She wouldn’t do that. You haven’t heard from her, have you? Johanna?” Reider asked, sitting down in a chair and holding his head in his hands. “I feel like I’m barely hanging on, no one’s seen her, and I can’t call her. I hate not knowing!”

      His world had fallen apart in a night, and the pieces were so scattered, he didn’t think he’d ever get them back. Johanna’s amber gaze haunted him at all hours of the day, the way they lit up when she smiled or darkened when he kissed her. How she chewed on her pen caps and twirled her curls, tugging on them when she was lost in thought. He missed the sound of her laughter, like rain on a hot summer day, calming him like nothing else could. She was meant to be his, yet they were forced apart.

      “You can’t give up,” James told him firmly. “There’s always a chance things will work out.”

      Reider didn’t answer but stood in silence. He gripped the strap on his bag and held out a hand to shake James’s when he noticed the phone on the desk. A red light blinked with a number beside it. “Were you planning on listening to your messages before you ran off?” he asked. “There’s quite a few.”

      James waved them off. “Probably nothing,” he said, but as Reider said his goodbyes, hoping he’d see the man again, James hit the play button.

      “Professor Ashford, this is Fredrick Chadwick. I need you to get a message to Reider for Johanna,” the gruff voice on the phone said. Reider’s chest tightened, and he whipped back around, holding his breath. “Tell him she’s safe and away from our parents. She’s staying with… with someone who will look after her. He needs to go to the following address so they can get away. Please, pass this on and call me if you have any questions.”

      Fredrick rattled off an address. The next message played, and then the next. All of them were from Fredrick, repeating the exact same words in hopes of reaching Reider.

      “James,” Reider whispered, heart pounding with a sudden rush of adrenaline. “How long ago was that first message?”

      James bent down and replayed the first one, checking the date scrolling across the screen. “Last Tuesday,” he whispered. “Reider, I’m sorry. I wasn’t allowed in my office until today; otherwise, I would’ve tracked you down.”

      His hand to his mouth, Reider smiled for the first time in days. “I need to borrow your car.”
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* * *

      Johanna huddled on the couch in the living room, aimlessly watching TV. Rosaleen had asked if she wanted to go shopping with her and little Travis, but the depression hovering over her like a dark cloud refused to break. Every day, her brother called to say he left another message for the professor, and every day, she waited anxiously to hear from Reider.

      But he never called. He never texted. Nothing happened.

      She settled on some cheesy movie, hoping it would get her to laugh, but she tuned it out and closed her eyes. Sleep didn’t come to her at night anymore, leaving her groggy all day long. Rosaleen told Fredrick she was worried about Johanna. She’d overheard her on the phone last night. Johanna wanted to act like she was fine and full of hope, but after putting on an act for most of her life, she was tired of hiding her true feelings.

      Her eyes slid closed and sleep settled in when the doorbell sounded. Frowning, she set the pillow in her lap aside and got to her feet. Rosaleen had left only five minutes before, and Johanna had seen the keys in her hand. She considered not answering, but the bell rang again and she groaned. She couldn’t sleep if this person wouldn’t go away. Knowing she looked horrible in her sweat capris and hoodie, Johanna opened the door wide, ready to send whomever it was away, but she sucked in a breath and staggered backwards.

      “Jo,” Reider whispered in relief.

      She fumbled for words, wondering for a horrible moment if she were dreaming, but his hand stretched out and cupped her cheek. Sighing, she melted into his touch, and her amber gaze held his fierce green one. “What took you so long?” she breathed.

      He laughed and dragged her into his arms. His lips captured hers, and she clung to him tightly, never wanting to let go again. Fire coursed through her body, chasing away the darkness weighing her down since the night she had been torn away from the man she loved. Reider moved her back inside the house, pressing her against the wall as his kisses trailed from her lips to her neck, nuzzling her shoulder as he shoved her hair out of the way.

      “Anyone else home?” he asked roughly.

      Johanna closed the front door with her foot. “No, no one.”

      “Good,” he said, his hands gliding up under her hoodie. They closed around her heavy breasts, and she gasped from the touch of his skin against hers, the roughness of his palms as they rubbed her nipples into hardened peaks. “I want to hear you scream my name.”

      She broke from his hold to snag his wrist and rush up the stairs. Reider hurried to keep up. They reached the top step, but she was desperate for his kiss again and turned, shoving him into the closest wall, and captured his mouth with hers. His tongue danced along her lips before they parted on a sigh. He groaned, exploring the warm depths while his hands gripped her rear hard and pressed her against the bulge in his jeans. She ground her hips against his, and he muttered incoherently against her mouth, picking her up and asking which way to her room.

      Johanna pointed to the end of the hall, and he walked to the bedroom with her in his arms. Once inside, he turned, kicked the door shut, and carried her to the edge of the bed, setting her down on it without letting his lips leave hers.

      “I thought I’d never see you again,” she confessed. “I was so scared.”

      His hands held her face gently. “Me too. I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner. Didn’t get the messages until today.”

      “Reider?” she asked quietly, her hands covering his.

      There were so many things she wanted to tell him. How much she loved him, how she missed the fierceness of those green eye of his, or how gently he could hold her. The fire he stoked within her body at each touch was only because of him, and now, it threatened to take over her body from the inside out. She wanted him to know that seeing his face in the morning was like the sun coming up, and kissing him was more important to her than breathing. Too many words came to mind, but none of them escaped her lips. She frowned, worried she’d never be able to find the right way to tell him.

      But as she stared at him, his face softened and his eyes darkened. His fingers caressed her face, down to her neck and shoulders. Johanna shivered with want at his touch, and when he kissed her again, full of passion and hunger, she knew she would never have to say those things aloud. He knew. With every kiss they shared, he knew.

      He tugged up her hoodie, laughing with her as it caught on her curls, then tossed it aside. All she had on underneath was a thin tank, and he groaned at the sight. Her nipples were visible and hardened. When he leaned down to kiss her, she pulled him onto the bed with her and turned him so she could straddle his lap. In that moment, it was as if they’d been apart for years instead of days. The trauma of being ripped apart so angrily fueled their urges, and the kisses that started out slow and gentle turned heated.

      Reider’s hands massaged up her back, pressing her against him as their tongues danced around one another, entwining like vines in a garden that had missed the sun too long. He yanked her tank top off and cupped one breast in his hand as he lowered his mouth to it before she could brace.

      A gasp escaped from her mouth, and she dug her fingers into his shoulders as his tongue ravished the sensitive peak. Her head rolled back as sharp pains of pleasure and desire coursed down to her center. She ground her hips against his, and he sucked harder, massaging her rear with his other hand so she couldn’t escape his hold. He nipped and kissed the soft mound of flesh, switching to her other breast, but he barely licked the pink, hardened tip, teasing her until she tugged at his hair and begged.

      Reider groaned, and a second later, her body trembled in his arms as he unleashed his lust on her. With only his tongue and the heat of his hands, feeling his desire press against her swollen lips, Johanna couldn’t bear it any longer and let go. Pleasure exploded in small bursts with each stroke of his tongue until she whispered his name in disbelief and sagged in his arms. But they were far from done.

      She pulled his t-shirt off, trailing her fingers down his chest, through the soft hairs, and lower. This was far from a simple fire now. The love between them grew into a raging inferno, and Johanna worked at the button on his jeans, the flames of passion licking at her exposed skin.

      “I dreamt about this every night,” he whispered as he untied her sweats. “I dreamt about all the ways I would take you again, all the ways I would drive you over that edge into insanity with me.”

      Johanna’s breath caught at the intensity of his words. Reider pulled her hands from his jeans and lifted her up to the side, laying her down on her back. Agonizingly slow, he moved to the edge of the bed, and inch by inch, removed her sweats and her thong, leaving her completely naked and open for his gaze. His green eyes devoured every exposed piece of flesh, and he grunted, a deep growl within his chest, standing at the foot of the bed with his jeans unbuttoned, ready to claim her. Johanna wanted him and no longer restrained her desires.

      With his eyes fixed on her, Johanna lifted her knees and let her legs fall open, all for him. She was wet, warmth pooling between her legs, and his hands twitched at his sides when her fingers snaked down her stomach towards her clit. Reider’s jaw clenched. She wondered how long he would last as she rolled the bundle of nerves and chewed her lip.

      “Jo,” he cursed. He kicked out of his jeans, but before he could reach her, she sat up, grabbed his hips hard, and lowered her mouth to his throbbing erection. She sucked hard on his tip, relishing in the pre-cum there, before taking more of him in. “This… You can’t just… Goodness,” he muttered, and his hands dug into her hair.

      She pulled back and smirked. “You’re not the only one who had dreams.”

      He raised a brow at her and opened his mouth to say something, but she sucked on him again, harder, as her nails dug into his hips. He swelled within the depths of her mouth, and she groaned, knowing he would fill her and take her. One of her hands slipped to her warmth and moved gently against the swollen flesh. Reider watched the movement, and as she was building up momentum, he pulled free and moved to the bed. In a few quick maneuvers, he had her on her side, his fingers thrusting into her wetness until she cried out from the sudden contact. His other hand turned her face gently so his lips could find hers. His tongue delved into her mouth in time with his hand while his thumb pressed hard on that succulent bundle of nerves.

      Overcome by the intensity of his moves, Johanna’s hand clenched at the sheet while the other wrapped around, burying itself in his hair. The heat from his chest radiated through her back, scorching her very soul. The hardness of his erection digging into her back spurred her hunger on even more, and she lifted her leg over his, giving him all of her.

      Johanna nipped his lip and turned her head. Before he could move, she took one of his fingers into her mouth, nibbling on it before sucking it as she had his throbbing length moments ago. His body trembling, Reider growled in her ear. His hand worked harder between her legs, stretching and twisting as he thrust. The edge loomed ahead suddenly, and Johanna moaned with the building pressure until the sharp shocks of pleasure exploded and she cried out his name. She quivered in his grasp, her hips bucking as they tried to get closer and away at the same time, but Reider continued until she was utterly spent, and sagged to the bed.

      Reider kissed her sweetly as his hand moved down her inner thigh, kneading as it went. He moved over her, spreading her legs with his knee, and when he pressed his tip against her, Johanna sighed as a shiver rushed down her spine.

      “I want you more than anything in this world,” he whispered, nuzzling her neck.

      His hips rocked forward slowly, entering her enough to tease. Reeling from the last orgasm, Johanna’s back arched and her hips lifted to meet his. “I’ll never let you go again,” she swore, looking deep into his eyes.

      “And no one will ever take you away from me again,” he promised.

      “Swear it,” she whispered and sucked in a breath when he teased her again. “Swear to me, Reider, we’ll always be together. I can’t lose you.”

      Reider pulled back again, and when he moved forward, he thrust home, filling her completely, making them both groan and tremble in each other’s arms. “I swear to you, Johanna, I’ll never let anyone come between us, not again,” he said and thrust again. “I want you to marry me. Today.”

      Johanna’s head rolled back as he moved hard and desperately within her. “Today? You want to get married?”

      “Yes, I want you as my wife,” he growled and held himself barely within her. “Will you?”

      “Goodness, yes,” she declared. “Reider.”

      She moaned as they made love, all fear of the future lifted from their shoulders. There were no more worries, no more cares of what might happen. This was the here and now, and they were going to get married and stay together for the rest of their lives.

      The inferno raged within them and when his body stiffened over hers, filling her with his warmth, Johanna wrapped her legs tightly around his waist, pulling him even closer as they fell together into the flames. Every muscle tensed then released in her body, the insane pleasure beyond anything they’d shared before.

      Reider kissed her passionately and gently slid free. He did not move away but held her even closer, safe in his arms. Johanna never wanted to be anywhere else again.
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      Johanna struggled to catch her breath after another bout of rolling around in the bed, laughing as they came together fiercely, ignited by their new path in life. He kissed her again, and his hand slithered down her back until she shook her head and pushed herself up.

      “What? Don’t tell me I wore you out already,” he teased with a smug smirk.

      “No, but if you want us to get married today, we have to get to the courthouse soon,” she said and stretched her arms over her head. Her lips twitched as Reider watched her body closely, admiring every curve, but she turned away, and he groaned, falling back to the bed.

      “You are absolutely right, but you need something before we go,” he said and hopped off the bed, laughing with excitement as he scooped up his jeans.

      Johanna pulled fresh clothes from the duffel, and when she turned around, Reider was on one knee before her, holding out a beautiful white-gold band with a single emerald on it. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, tears of joy pricking her eyes.

      “Johanna Chadwick, I know I asked you earlier, but I would like to make this official—or more official,” he added quietly, glancing at his naked body and hers. “You fill me with a fire I never thought I’d feel, a fire for life and for love, and you gave me hope in this dreary world that I could find peace and happiness. Will you marry me?” The last words came out rough, and his eye twitched with concern that she would second-guess their decision.

      “Yes,” she replied quietly then laughed loudly as he slipped the ring onto her finger. He stood and kissed her, spinning her around the room.

      “Johanna? You here?” a voice called from downstairs, and Reider shot a look towards the door.

      “I’ll be out in a minute,” she yelled back to her brother. She saw the anger in Reider’s face, but it quickly disappeared. “He helped us, you know.”

      “I do. He tried to give me a message before, but my dad was there,” he said and scratched his chin. “What about what he was hiding? Is this his house?”

      She nodded but held his hand tightly. “He was hiding his fiancée and his one-year-old son. This is their home. He was never involved in the accident, but he thinks… he thinks Frank might’ve been. Said he was going to talk to Sheriff Princeton about it.”

      Reider nodded and understanding crossed his face. “That’s what they were being so secretive about. That’s why he agreed to help us, then? He hid a love of his own?”

      “Yes, and I think it would be nice if Fredrick and his small family could join us for our wedding.”

      She waited for him to say no way, but instead, he kissed her sweetly. “If that’s what you want, then it’s what I want. Besides, I need to thank him for helping us get away.”

      “He even got the cash from my bag, but… before we run, I want to get my sister out,” she said. “At least bring her here to live with Fredrick and his fiancée. Then we can go to Montana and start our lives.”

      He frowned worriedly. “You want to go back? To see them? Do they even know where you are?”

      She cringed, remembering she was supposed to be at Melody’s and wondering if that story was holding up. “No, not technically.”

      “I’m going to tell you I think this is a bad idea, but if you want to do it, I’ll stand by your side as your husband,” he told her sternly. “We’ll face them together.”

      She stood on her toes and kissed him. “Thank you, Reider.”

      They dressed quickly, she in jeans and a sweater to wear to her wedding, and tried not to worry about how the night would go afterwards. Leaving Izzy behind with her parents and Frank, who for all they knew was involved in murder, was not something she could live with. Right before she and Reider left the room, she glanced at the ring on her finger and grinned. This was the happiest she’d ever been, and it was only going to keep getting better.

      The second she and Reider reached the main floor, Fredrick appeared from the kitchen with Travis in his arms and sighed with relief.

      “Thank goodness. I thought I was going to have to drive to your house to tell you,” he muttered. “Reider, I’m sorry for everything that happened.”

      “No need,” Reider replied with a smile. “You had your own secrets to deal with, and you’re helping us now. I can’t thank you enough for taking care of her and letting me know.”

      Johanna relaxed as the tension faded. She went to her brother and held out her hands for Travis. “And this is my nephew, Travis. Is Rosaleen here?” she asked, laughing when Travis giggled as he played with her curly hair.

      “Yeah, she’s getting a bottle of champagne. She came home first, thought she heard some, uh… some noises,” Fredrick muttered, his face turning three shades of red. “Said we should celebrate.”

      “Well, you might want to wait on opening that,” Johanna said. “We’re going to the courthouse, and we would like you to come with us—to witness our wedding.”

      Fredrick glanced from her to Reider and smiled.

      “Did someone say wedding?” Rosaleen called and rushed out of the kitchen. “You’re getting married! Oh, that’s great! Of course we’ll come.” She rushed forward to hug Johanna and then Reider. “I’m Rosaleen, by the way, the secret fiancée, and you must be Reider.”

      He nodded and hugged the enthusiastic woman back. “Pleasure to meet you, too.”

      “Welcome to the family,” Rosaleen announced. “Well, are going or what?”

      Reider held out his hand for Johanna’s. “If the bride-to-be is ready?”

      Johanna gave Travis back to her brother and took Reider’s hand. “I’ve never been more ready for an adventure in my life.”
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* * *

      They ran down the steps of the courthouse, laughing loudly, and only stopped long enough for him to kiss her hotly when they neared the car. He’d bought a cheap, run-down truck while they were in town with some of the cash Johanna had on her, leaving James’s car at the house until they had a chance to return it. Fredrick promised he’d find a way to get her the rest of her money soon so they would have enough to start their lives properly. They were married—officially married—and all he wanted was to hold his wife close for the rest of his life. But they had one last piece of business to take care of.

      As he set Johanna back on her feet, she turned to her brother. “Are you sure you want to come with us?”

      Reider enjoyed knowing the softer side of Fredrick. According to Johanna, he used to be this way until Frank and her dad messed him up with their insane goals for the family business. The man hid away the love of his life and his son because his family was that awful. If that wasn’t a wake-up call, then Reider didn’t believe there was hope of any of them seeing their families again.

      Fredrick kissed Rosaleen and held his son close. “It’s time they learn the truth, and Johanna’s right. We can’t leave Izzy with them. We’ll get her packed, and she can live with us for a while, and go to art school like she wanted.”

      “But we have to swing by the house first,” Rosaleen said and cooed at Travis. “Someone made a mess in his diaper, and if this is the only time he meets his grandparents, I’d prefer him not to smell.”

      Johanna hugged Rosaleen, and Fredrick shook Reider’s hand. “I’m happy for you both, really, and sorry Frank attacked you.”

      “Eh, it’s all in the past now,” Reider said, touching his face gently where the bruises had mostly faded. “You’ll have to come visit us in Montana.”

      “Visit? Heck, we might join you and move out there, too, depending on how tonight goes.” He clapped him on the shoulder and said he would see them soon.

      Reider opened the door for Johanna, and she climbed into the truck, waving at her brother and future sister-in-law. Once Reider was in, he turned the key and the truck rumbled to life loudly, sputtering a bit, but there was enough life left in it to get them where they needed to go.

      “Ready for this? Jo, you alright?” he asked, frowning at her suddenly pale face. “We don’t have to.”

      “No, it’s not that. I feel nauseated all of a sudden,” she said. After a few deep breaths, she shook her head and smiled. “I’m fine, really. We haven’t eaten much today…” She trailed off and held up her hand, counting quietly on her fingers.

      “Jo? You’re freaking me out here,” he asked.

      Her face blanked, and her hands went to her stomach. When she turned to meet his confused gaze, she smiled and whispered. “I’m pregnant.”

      Reider’s eyes shot to her stomach. “You’re… you’re pregnant? We’re going to have a baby?”

      She nodded. “I don’t know… I mean, maybe. I missed my last period and have been feeling sick lately, but I thought it was because I missed you. But… Reider… I think I am.”

      He laughed with her, filled with joy, and kissed her. “I love you. Goodness, I love you,” he whispered as she held his face and kissed him back. They rested their foreheads together, staring into each other’s eyes. “We’re going to start our own family now, with no more divided lines.”

      “No more pointless hate,” she added and held her stomach in amazement.

      Reider leaned back in his seat and pulled away from the curb. As he drove, he worried about the stress this night could bring to Jo and the baby she might be carrying. He considered telling her they should wait, or to let him go with Fredrick, but he knew she would never allow him to face her family without her by his side.

      He held her hand the whole way back to Lincoln, the silence in the truck soothing as he contemplated their future together. They made it into town as night fell. Everything was going to turn out—

      Reider gasped a second before the truck was struck, sending it rolling across the pavement. Jo screamed, but it cut off as metal and squealing tires filled his ears. Reider coughed and gagged, blood filling his mouth as the truck came to rest upside-down. Glass shards covered his arms and face, but he couldn’t see Johanna.

      “Jo,” he gasped as people outside the truck yelled. “Jo!”

      Smoke filled his eyes and choked him. Someone yelled to get them out, and his door was pried open. “Man? Can you hear me?”

      “Get… get her out,” he sputtered and tried to push away the hands helping him. “No. Get her!”

      “They are, let me get you out,” the gruff voice said. He called over his shoulder for a knife after tugging at the seatbelt. Reider’s vision blurred, but he focused on the pain to stay conscious. Jo coughed beside him and moaned in pain, but she didn’t speak.

      “Can’t see her,” he muttered. “Is… is she alright?”

      The man’s face came into view, and the furrow of his brow told Reider it wasn’t good. “Hold on, let me cut your belt off,” he said. It came free after a few minutes, and Reider tumbled painfully to the hood of the truck. More hands reached in and pulled him out gently, laying him on the pavement. “Ambulance is here,” the guy told Reider. “You should lay still.”

      Reider shook his head until his vision blurred and he vomited. A man told him to sit back down, but Reider pushed past him, staggering around the truck that was flipped over in the middle of the intersection. Lights flashed all around them, and he saw the driver of the other vehicle staring in horror at what he had done. Reider ignored him and made it to the other side, but what he saw sent him to his knees.

      “No… Jo!” he cried out, and a paramedic rushed to his side, trying to pull him away. “No, get off me, that’s my wife!”

      Tears streamed down his face as he howled as if a beast struggled to tear free of his body. It took two more cops to hold him back, and all he could do was watch as Johanna’s motionless body was placed on a board and the paramedics lifted her up to a gurney. They tried to wake her, but she didn’t respond. Her breath rattled loud enough for Reider to hear.

      “Sir, we need to get you to a hospital,” the woman said sternly.

      “My wife… I’m not leaving her,” Reider sobbed, watching as Jo’s body was wheeled towards the ambulance. There was so much blood covering her clothes and her face, and her hair was matted with it. Tears streamed down his cheeks, and he mumbled repeatedly, “Pregnant.”

      The paramedic froze. “What did you say?”

      “She might be pregnant,” he repeated. “The baby—oh goodness!”

      Reider sagged, and the two cops held him upright as the paramedic rushed over to the ambulance to tell the others. Someone yelled Reider’s name and he turned, searching for the man it belonged to. “Freddie?”

      “Let me past! That’s my sister and brother-in-law,” Fredrick ranted.

      The cops let him by, and he rushed to Reider. “I don’t know… she’s hurt badly, man,” he muttered.

      “We need to get him to a hospital,” one of the cops said.

      Fredrick nodded and took one side of Reider as the cop took the other. “Ride with her, alright? I’ll call our parents and yours,” he said, but Reider didn’t respond. “Look at me, man! She’s going to make it. You both are.”

      Reider lifted his hand to wipe the tears from his face, but the paramedic stopped him. “Too much glass. Let’s go,” she said, and Fredrick helped him into the ambulance. The woman told Fredrick where they were going, and after a quick, horrified glance at his sister, he backed away and the doors were slammed shut.

      The ambulance bounced down the road. Reider pushed the woman aside as she tried to work on his face. “I need to get the glass out,” she said sternly, but he shook his head, his eyes glued to Johanna.

      The other two men cleaned the wounds they could and set up an IV in her arm. They placed an oxygen mask on her face and checked her vitals, but the amount of blood oozing from her wounds twisted Reider up inside until he clutched at his chest, unable to breathe. The woman said something, and Reider was leaning back against the sidewall as the woman scolded him and checked his vitals. He said he was fine and asked about Jo, but the woman said nothing.

      Reider closed his eyes, his heart thundering in his chest when Jo gasped for air and struggled against the paramedics. They tried to talk to her as Reider leaned forward, reaching for her hand, then suddenly she went still.

      “Dang it,” the man snapped and reached for paddles. He yelled ‘clear,’ and Reider dug his nails into his palms until blood oozed from the fresh wounds. Jo’s body jerked, but her heart didn’t start. “Again!”

      He whispered under his breath, praying she would live. “Jo, please… come on, Jo,” he whispered, watching as she was hit repeatedly with the paddles. The space inside the ambulance shrank, and his heart shattered. Tears streamed down his face until the man announced he had a pulse. Reider slumped in relief, and the world went dark for a few moments. When he opened his eyes, they were at the hospital. He was taken out and led to the ER, but they wheeled Johanna away and out of sight.

      “I have to go with her… Where’s she going?!” he yelled, but two nurses held him back. “No!”

      “Sir, please, we need to see to your injuries, too,” the older nurse with a kind, soothing smile and wrinkles told him. “We’ll let you know how your wife is as soon as we know anything. Please, sit down.”

      Too long… it took too long for them to stitch up the cuts on his arms and remove the glass shards from his face and neck. When he was bandaged and declared fit enough to leave the ER for the waiting room, he paced around it and stopped every doctor who came near, demanding to know about his wife.

      “Reider,” Fredrick called as he arrived and after another nurse told him he needed to sit down. “Where’s Jo?”

      “They took her into the back. I haven’t seen her yet,” he muttered, rubbing a hand down his face. Fredrick embraced him tightly, and Reider leaned into the man who was once his enemy because of their parents and grandparents, because of a decades’ long feud no one even cared about anymore. “I don’t know if she’ll make it.”

      “Where is she?” a woman shrieked, rushing into the waiting room. “Where is my daughter?”

      Reider and Fredrick turned to see Lucy, Ben, Izzy, and Frank hurrying towards the waiting room. Rosaleen and little Travis stepped quickly out of the way to let them pass, but the second Lucy’s gaze locked onto Reider’s, she slid to a stop.

      “You. What are you doing here? What’s going on, Fredrick?” she yelled.

      “Mom, calm down,” Fredrick snapped and held out his hand for Rosaleen when she looked worried. “There’s a lot to talk about, but right now, you need to sit down.”

      “No, I will not. Why is he here? Is he involved?” Lucy snapped and charged forward and raised her hand to slap Reider again, but Fredrick and Izzy moved between them to stop her. “Why are you protecting him? He hurt your sister!”

      “No, he didn’t!” Fredrick yelled, and Lucy’s mouth clamped shut in surprise. “They were in an accident, running away from you and the rest of the family.”

      Lucy’s mouth moved but no words came out, and Reider glared fiercely at her from between her two children. Anguish filled him because Jo might be dying, along with their unborn child if she were pregnant, and her mom was still holding onto the grudge between the families.

      “They wouldn’t run away,” Lucy muttered. “She wouldn’t do that to me.”

      “We love each other,” Reider said and moved Fredrick aside gently so he could speak to her. “We want to be together. We were leaving tonight, once we saved Izzy from you, too.”

      Lucy’s eyes darted to her youngest daughter, her head lowered and cheeks burning red. “Isabel? Is this true?”

      “Yes,” Fredrick answered for her and placed a hand on his little sister’s shoulder. “She was going to come live with me and my fiancée and our son.”

      Lucy gasped, covering her mouth in shock, and Ben said, “Your what?”

      “Rosaleen,” Fredrick called and held out his hand for the redheaded woman to come over, carrying the little boy. “Mom, Dad, this is my fiancée, Rosaleen, and this is our son, Travis. We’ve been together for two years, and I thought it was time for you to meet.”

      “No,” Lucy muttered and stepped away from Rosaleen’s outstretched hand. “No, this isn’t happening. You’re all turning against us. It’s all lies, and Johanna—my Johanna—is not going to be with a blasted Marquette!”

      “Too late,” Reider said and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “What do you mean?” Ben growled. “What are you talking about?”

      Reider was ready to tell him when his parents rushed around the corner, and he groaned. Janet and Peter hurried to their son’s side. When they spotted the Chadwicks, they stopped in their tracks. “Why are they here? What’s going on?” Peter asked. “Reider?”

      “Your son was in a car accident with our daughter,” Ben muttered and stood toe-to-toe with Peter. “Explain what the heck your son was doing with his hands on my girl?”

      “Your daughter manipulated him,” Peter argued.

      Up and down the hall, people stopped to watch, and Reider cursed. Izzy pulled out a cell and called someone, stepping to the side. Reider had a feeling he knew who it was, and the sheriff couldn’t get there soon enough. The two men continued to snipe at each other while Lucy and Janet eyed each other darkly. No one else visibly cared that Johanna was back in surgery and had nearly died. He had no word yet on how she was doing—whether she would live, if she would ever wake again. The love of his life, the woman he married, was in danger of disappearing from his arms forever, from this world forever, and these people were too busy biting each other’s heads off and placing blame to notice.

      Reider’s hands covered his ears, and he muttered curses under his breath. Rosaleen and Izzy moved closer to him, asking if he was alright, but Reider moved past them. He raised his head, the angry voices filling him with rage, and he screamed at them to shut up.

      “You all are pathetic,” he went on, glaring from his parents to Johanna’s. “Do you even realize why we’re all here tonight? Why this happened? You told us for so long we couldn’t like each other, either side of the family, so when two of us happened to fall in love, we had to hide it. Or we met someone you don’t approve of, and we hid it,” he said, motioning to Fredrick and Rosaleen. “Too scared to tarnish the family legacy.”

      “Reider, really,” his mom said hotly, but he shot her a glare so filled with anger, her lips shut with an audible pop.

      “I’m finished being scared of what you might think or what you might do to me,” he growled. “I am in love with Johanna Chadwick and she with me, and before you open your mouth, Dad,” he warned, “or you, Ben,” he added when the man stepped forward, “nothing you say will change that.”

      He moved to the corridor and pointed at the doors leading to the surgeries. His heart ached for his love, and for a moment, he was too overcome with emotion to say anything until Fredrick gripped his shoulder in support.

      “That woman down there is no longer just your daughter, she is my wife, and I don’t know if she’s going to live or die tonight,” he whispered harshly. “I don’t know anything besides the fact I love her, and you should be here supporting her instead of blaming her!”

      Both sets of parents glanced at each other, faces crinkling with disbelief before Peter finally said, “She’s your wife?”

      Reider nodded. “I will not be taken from her side again.”

      “How dare you do this to us?!” Janet shrieked. “She’s a Chadwick!”

      “Yeah, and I don’t care,” Reider yelled. “Is that really all you care about?”

      Frank rushed forward suddenly, his fist aimed at Reider’s face, but Fredrick was there and decked his twin first, sending him staggering to the floor. “Enough, Frank.”

      He glared up at his brother and spat blood from his mouth. “You traitor.”

      “Traitor to what?” Fredrick argued. “To greed and power? Take it all, I don’t want any part of it, and I sure won’t have my fiancée or son around it either.”

      “You see what you’ve done to us?” Reider snapped at his parents. “This is all because of you.”

      Frank scrambled to his feet, looking ready to fight anyone he could get his hands on, when two cops rushed forward from the end of the hall and pinned him against the wall.

      “I think that’s enough of that,” Sheriff Princeton called out, hefting up his belt as he walked.

      “Sheriff,” Lucy said and aimed an accusing finger at Reider. “Arrest him. He kidnapped my daughter and nearly killed her!”

      Princeton’s lips screwed up to one side as he nodded slowly. “Is that right?”

      “Yes, it is. I want him arrested!”

      Princeton glanced over his shoulder at Frank, struggling against the officers, and the sheriff leaned in real close. “Thought I told you to behave yourself, Frank. Cuff him. He’s wanted for questioning anyway in relation to the car accident that killed the Marquettes.”

      “What? What are you doing?!” Ben yelled and moved to stop them, but Princeton stepped in his path. “How dare you! You work for us!”

      “Since when? Because you donate money to the department two times a year?” Princeton said gruffly and laughed. “You got some nerve, Chadwick. All of you do. Now, the way I hear it, Reider and Johanna got in an accident. Reider, you okay, son?”

      Reider nodded once. “But Jo… I don’t know…” He trailed off, unable to finish as pain choked him. He hung his head, hating to think of his life without Jo in it.

      “She’s strong,” Princeton said encouragingly. “She’ll be alright, you’ll see.”

      “She might be pregnant,” he said. Peter cursed loudly, and his mom muttered something about whores under her breath as Lucy cried. “Don’t you dare insult my wife,” Reider raged at his mom. “Don’t. You want to lose your son tonight, too?”

      “Reider, please, see reason,” she sputtered. “This is young love. It’ll fade. She’s using you like Chadwicks always do.”

      Reider leered at her bitterly. “Right, course they do. You’re a bitter old woman, you know that? I’m sorry you never found happiness, but I’m not going to lose this chance at mine.”

      Silence fell over the waiting room until a man in surgical scrubs cleared his throat. “Are you all here for Johanna Chadwick?”

      “Yes,” Reider said the same time Lucy did. She scowled at him and raised her chin, walking to the doctor.

      “She’s my daughter,” she said. “How is she?”

      The doctor frowned and glanced at Reider. “Are you the husband?”

      “Don’t you dare talk to him,” Lucy yelled. “She’s my daughter!”

      “And she’s my wife, you jerk,” Reider snapped. “You do not control her life, and unless she says so, you will not be a part of it, not anymore.”

      Lucy’s mouth hung open. The doctor cleared his throat again, motioning for Reider to follow him. Fredrick and Izzy said to give her hugs from them, and he promised he would. His heart pounding with trepidation, he waited for the doctor to tell him something—anything—but the man waited until they were at the doors leading to the ICU.

      “She’s stable,” he said and Reider’s shoulder relaxed in relief. “She’s banged up, has a concussion, and has a few broken ribs and some minor internal bleeding, but she’ll pull through.”

      Reider nodded frantically. “And the baby?”

      The doctor hesitated, and Reider leaned back against the wall, tears in his eyes, until the doctor reached out to steady him. “The baby is fine as far as we can tell,” he said. “She’s not far along at all, but so far, so good. Your wife and child are going to be fine, Mr. Marquette.”

      He clung to the man’s arms, thanking him repeatedly. “Can I see her?”

      “She’ll be coming out of the anesthesia soon, so she’ll be groggy, might not remember everything,” he said. “But I’m sure she’d be happy to see you when she wakes up.”

      Reider followed him through the doors, ready to see his wife again.
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      Screeching filled her ears and then screams. Flashing lights. Sound of crunching metal and then…nothing. Johanna tried to speak, to open her mouth and yell for help, but no sound came out. Slowly, her body erupted in pain—her head, her sides, until every nerve screamed for relief. A familiar voice whispered in her ear, and the pain was gone. She drifted in darkness again.

      Images appeared before her, the face of a man she knew well. A man she loved. She reached out to it, but it slipped away and she was alone again. The darkness lasted for hours—days, maybe? Johanna didn’t know.

      A rough hand held hers, she knew that much, and rubbed a thumb over the back of her hand and whispered her name. Her curls were smoothed back and something wet dripped onto her face. Someone was sad, very sad, and she heard crying nearby. Her heart twisted when she heard such cries, so she reached out and her hand held a face covered in beard stubble.

      “Don’t cry,” she whispered hoarsely.

      “Johanna? Jo, can you hear me?” a deep voice overflowing with worry said. “Jo?”

      She knew that voice, but the name wouldn’t come to her so she nodded instead.

      “Thank goodness. Can you open your eyes, love?”

      It took a moment for her eyes to open, and when they did, she winced. The light was dim, but she made out the man’s face hovering nearby, tears welling in his eyes. She pressed her hand against his face again and grinned. “Reider.”

      He nodded and kissed the hand he held. “Do you remember what happened?”

      She blinked slowly a few times, her brain fuzzy with memories. “We… we got married,” she told him, and he smiled with her. “We left, and there was… there was another truck. An accident?”

      Details flashed before her eyes. The truck getting hit and rolling. Hearing Reider call out to her but unable to reply. There was a flash of an ambulance and hearing yells from Reider as she was taken away. Hot tears filled her eyes, and her fingers traced the cuts and bruises on Reider’s face gently. “Are you alright? How bad was it?”

      “Pretty bad,” he told her. “I’m fine. You scared me. I thought… I thought I lost you for a while there.”

      Another memory nagged at her, and her hand slipped down to her belly, her eyes widening. “The baby? Did we lose it?”

      His hand covered hers, and he shook his head. “You and the baby will recover.”

      She relaxed against the bed, and he kissed her forehead. “Well, this was not how I had hoped to make our getaway,” she teased, and Reider’s face darkened. “What did I miss?”

      “Quite a bit, actually,” he said.

      Johanna sighed and scooted over some so he could lay in bed beside her. Once he was settled, she rested against his chest, loving the sound of his heartbeat in her ear, lulling her into a sense of calm. “Everyone knows, I take it?”

      “Yes, and our parents are dealing with it,” he muttered darkly.

      “Have they been by to see me at all?” she asked, hoping her voice didn’t sound as hurt as she felt.

      “No. No, they have neglected to visit, and I’m not sure they will. Sheriff Princeton has been by with some good news. Izzy and Fredrick have visited, if you couldn’t tell by the flowers,” he told her with a quiet laugh.

      Johanna followed his gaze and smiled at the bright yellow and red flowers across the room, vases and vases of them. A giant teddy bear sat in the chair in the corner, along with several balloons.

      “Even James came by a few hours ago,” he added.

      “What was the good news?” she asked and forced down any anxiety she had over her parents. Now was not the time to deal with them. She wanted to be with her husband.

      Reider rested his chin against her head. “The good news is we now have access to the money in our personal accounts. Our parents will be forced to hand it over by the end of the week since the money is ours by right. I'm not sure if this other part is good news or not, but Frank was arrested and is being held for the murder of Micah’s parents. Apparently, the accident was not meant to kill them, just scare them off of accepting a new business deal.”

      Johanna sighed. She wanted to feel shocked, but she couldn’t actually say she knew Frank anymore. “I don’t know what happened to him, but at least Micah should feel better.”

      “He’s hanging in there but definitely better.”

      She tilted her head back to study the bags under his eyes and the stubble covering his face. “I think I’m liking the beard look,” she told him. “How long was I out for?”

      “Too long,” he whispered. “You came to a few times before, but the doctor said it would take a while for you to fully wake up. Don’t ever scare me like that again, alright? I don’t think I could take it.”

      She hugged him the best she could as he held her close. “I don’t plan on it, but what do we do now?”

      He laughed quietly and reached into his back pocket. “Now, we go and live our lives.”

      “What’s this?”

      “That is our new home,” he told her proudly. “I know you liked the barn and the creek with the tree, so I bought the chunk of land from my dad.”

      The words on the paper blurred as tears filled her eyes. “Reider, this is perfect!”

      “Good, because we’re already moved in. Waiting for you to come home.”

      “I’m ready,” she said and hugged him as he kissed her sweetly. They sat on the bed for hours, talking about their plans and what he was going to do with the land. Johanna’s eyes slid closed listening to his voice, and she fell fast asleep, the timbre of his words her lullaby and the sound of his heart matching her own.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Four Months Later…

      Johanna laughed as water splashed her legs and Rosaleen reeled in another fish from the creek. Travis squealed with delight and rushed forward to help snatch it out of the water.

      “Goodness, he’s getting so big,” Johanna said, watching them together.

      Rosaleen unhooked the fish, and holding it in Travis’s hands and hers, they let it go back into the water. “I know. I can’t believe he’s almost two already.”

      “And the wedding plans are coming along? Freddie’s not dragging his feet, is he?”

      “Ha, not anymore. We had a very long, long talk,” she said with a laugh.

      Johanna glanced over her shoulder at Fredrick and Reider standing at the fence posts, drinking beers, probably going over plans for how they were going to use the land. Johanna hadn’t realized Chadwick land backed up right behind this plot. Fredrick had bought it from their dad a few months ago. A house was going up nearby, and Johanna couldn’t be happier to have him as a neighbor.

      Izzy would be coming to live with Fredrick and Rosaleen soon, but for now, she was in New York at art school having the time of her life, and surprisingly, she was dating Brandon’s cousin Phil. Though Brandon was a grade-A jerk, his cousin was like Izzy.

      Johanna rubbed her growing belly, but when the baby moved, kicking near her hand, she froze. “Rosaleen,” she whispered, reaching for her hand. “Come here.”

      “Did he kick?”

      She nodded, bouncing on her heels. “Reider! Reider, come here!”

      Rosaleen grinned as the baby kicked again but stepped aside as Reider ran over, wearing a panicked look.

      “The baby? What’s wrong?” he asked as she took his hand.

      “Shush and put your hand here,” she told him.

      Reider pressed it against her belly, and when the baby kicked again, his eyes grew wide in astonishment. “I felt him,” he whispered.

      “He’s got a good foot,” Johanna muttered as he kicked again, harder.

      He kissed her, wrapping her up in a hug as Fredrick hustled over a moment later. Reider’s beard tickled Johanna’s cheeks, and she laughed, melting into his touch. “Should we start grilling?” he asked. “Or are you two ladies still having too much fun fishing?”

      “You’re just jealous because you didn’t catch any yesterday,” Rosaleen teased.

      “Or the day before,” Johanna added.

      “And I think even the day before that?” Rosaleen added, and both women burst out laughing.

      “You both think you’re so funny,” he muttered and nuzzled Johanna’s neck until she laughed and turned around to smack his arm. “Alright, a truce until food is eaten. Deal?”

      “I guess so,” she said and held his hand. She stared at the creek rushing past the cottonwood tree where they had shared one of their first kisses. She sighed, resting her other hand on her belly.

      “Are you happy?” he asked, putting his arms around her and resting his chin on her shoulder.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I am. You?”

      “I'd be better if Mom would stop trying to call me,” he muttered, “but yeah, I’m happy. I have you and our son. This is more than I ever thought I’d have.”

      She leaned to the side and kissed him. “Me, too.”

      “Great. So we can name our son Milton, right?”

      Johanna stared at him for a long second until he laughed. “No. Goodness, no. That’s the best you can come up with? Milton?”

      “What about Theodore? Sebastian?”

      “You’re terrible,” she said, laughing with him. “What about Reider Junior?”

      “You think you can handle two of us?” he asked.

      She kissed him again, heat growing between them as it always did. “The question is, can you both handle me?” He returned her kiss hotly and groaned as his hands cupped her full breasts. “How long until the food is ready?”

      “Your brother is here,” he muttered but didn’t sound too worried. “Woman.”

      Johanna grinned against his lips. She took his hand and led him towards the barn and to the rest of their lives, wrapped up in their intense and unstoppable love.
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