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      Getting hitched is a convenient business arrangement. No strings attached, no hearts involved… except maybe mine.

      

      Growing up in a broken home taught me to watch out for myself, and that the only love out there is what I create. That’s why I stick to taking care of my baby sister, and the hodgepodge of wildlife I volunteer to rehabilitate. Add in a stray puppy I found under the car with the help of Wil, a recent move-in to Button Blossom, and my life is complete.

      

      He’s cute.

      

      The puppy, not Wil.

      

      Wil’s broody, which also makes him a teensy bit hot.

      

      Turns out, Wil’s a grumpy single dad because he’s been burned before. So when he’s given an ultimatum to marry by his crazy uncle, he finds a way around it by suggesting a mutually beneficial arrangement. No emotion, no required commitment to each other. Just a sterile, clean-cut handshake deal.

      

      Except, it’s not all that easy. For one, Wil’s abs. Can they be any more firm? For another, Wil’s patient with everything that comes with me, from snakes in his tub, flying squirrels in his curtains, and that adorable puppy that just ate his favorite shoes.

      

      What’s worse is the more time I spend with Wil and his son, the more knit I feel to them as the family I never knew I needed. Our marriage has an end date, but my heart may be too entwined to not tear in two when we say goodbye.
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        If you’ve ever felt unloved or unimportant, this story’s for you.
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      “Hey, Roscoe!” I shook a sandwich bag of squirrel-grade peanuts. “Who’s hungry? Come on down! I have a snack with your name on it!”

      Yes, I’m a huge dork for luring a squirrel out of the treetops by yelling about unsalted peanuts while in a public place.

      Not like I care if anyone sees me. They’re all used to it by now. I’ve been Button Blossom’s official crazy animal lady since the cat lady who lived off Main Street moved away to be closer to her children.

      Craning my neck to look toward the tallest tree limbs, I held my breath, waiting for Roscoe to show himself. Usually, he’d make a grand entrance by rattling his bushy tail and slowly descending from the tree head first.

      Today? Nothing.

      Not many people would use their free time before work to check on a climbing rodent, but I’d released Roscoe back into the wild only a week earlier, and I’d come every day—sometimes twice. Crazy animal lady, remember? I told myself it was for Roscoe’s benefit, but it was as much for my peace of mind as it was for him to freeload peanuts from a woman who didn’t trust that he could watch out for himself.

      “Hey, Remi!” Trixie leaned out of her Camaro, her voluminous curls held back by a narrow headband. I loved that my best friend drove a car that was the antithesis of everything she was. If she were a car, she’d be a lemon-yellow Volkswagen Beetle with a pair of fuzzy dice hanging from the rearview mirror, not an aggressive, sleek, wolfish, black muscle car. “Are you still hounding that squirrel to come say hello to you?”

      “That squirrel?” I scoffed, hiding the grin that was twitching at the edge of my mouth. Trixie knew me better than almost anyone, and I could afford to give her grief. “You know I am fully committed to my position of rehabilitating wildlife. I’m not one of those volunteers who do it because I want to feel good about myself. These animals need my help, and as their caretaker, each receives a meticulously selected name.”

      “I know, I know. Saving animals is as much a part of you as green is to grass. I respect that about you, but you’ve got to have faith that the animals you’ve released back into the wild are ready, including that favorite varmint of yours.”

      “His name is Roscoe.”

      Trixie responded by shaking her head and rolling her eyes up to the sky. “He’s still a squirrel, darlin’. Now you… you need someone to be the voice of reason for Remi.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “You’re going to be late for work. Again.”

      I slid my phone out of my back pocket to check the screen. “I’ve still got time.”

      “Barely. You’ve got to trust in Roscoe’s instincts. He was raised right. I know, because I saw you sneak him into the diner more than once, thinking I didn’t notice when you slipped him bits of your meal.”

      I sniffed and folded my arms, choosing to neither confirm nor deny that I’d indeed kept Roscoe as a pocket squirrel when he was small enough to fit into my overalls. “The transition from being fed, cared for, and loved, to on their own, is sometimes challenging for rehabilitated wildlife. Nothing wrong with extending a little extra help until they figure things out.”

      “Honey, you said you loved a squirrel. You don’t see anything wrong with that?”

      “I can’t help that my heart swells every time I’m handed a new animal. There’s something about a tiny, helpless baby that needs to be rescued, that gets me. Even the ugly ones. Besides, it’s your fault if I’m late for work.”

      Trixie jabbed her thumb into her chest. “Me? How do you figure?”

      “You’re the one that found Roscoe when he’d tumbled out of his nest, and you’re the one who handed him over to me.”

      “Hang on, little lady.” Trixie’s eyes shrank into slits. “I didn’t hand over Roscoe to feed an addiction of yours. I sent him to you because you’re the one everyone calls when they find a hurt critter.”

      “You had to know by my ear-splitting squeal and ridiculous dance that I was already emotionally attached. He was a baby fox squirrel, for crying out loud! It was love at first sight.”

      Trixie chuckled. “You even shook your fists when I opened the shoebox he was in.”

      “See? I’m at risk of being tardy to work again because you gave me a squirrel. If you were truly concerned about my inability to say goodbye, you could have taken him somewhere else.”

      “Um, pass. I’m not saying Roscoe wasn’t a sweetheart, but I’m not about to drive an hour one way to another wildlife rehabilitator. Besides, you’re the best at nursing all these unfortunate wildlife back to health. But, that doesn’t mean I’m responsible for you never being able to show up on time for anything.”

      “Hold up. I’m not late for everything. When it matters, I’m there. If I’m late, it’s because someone’s life is hanging in the balance.”

      “Right. Or because you couldn’t stop snuggling a rodent. Seriously. How many times have you cooed about how fluffy Roscoe’s tail is?” I crossed my arms tighter. I’d lost count, and she knew it. “You just promise me something.”

      “What?”

      “That when you find the right man, you love him as much as you love all these animals you keep saving.”

      I snorted. “I have enough to take care of. I don’t think I need to add a guy on top of that.”

      “I’m just saying. You’ve got a lot of love to give and any man would be lucky to be with you.”

      “I could say the same about you.”

      I elevated my eyebrows at her, and she knew that if she was going to meddle in my love life, I had no problem doing the same to her. The details of Trixie’s past were hazy, but I knew she guarded a lot of pain in there. I’d never pried, but someone had carved out a big hole in her heart. Four years after moving to Button Blossom, she was still trying to find herself.

      Trixie lifted the arm she had draped out her open window in an exaggerated movement to check her watch. “Speaking of being on time, I’ve got to get running, or I’ll be out of a job.”

      “Doubtful. Pontoon loves you like you’re his own daughter. You could spit on your customers’ food and tell them to get their own coffee and he still wouldn’t fire you.”

      “I won’t deny I have an incredible boss, but I wouldn’t betray his trust by strolling in late. I’ve got to go, and so should you. Bye!” Twiddling her fingers and grinning at me, Trixie pressed on the gas and peeled off toward The Crispy Crumpet where she waitressed. It was a typical small-town diner, which ironically didn’t serve crumpets, crispy or otherwise.

      Looking at the time again, my heart rate kicked into high gear. Trixie was right. I was pushing my luck waiting for Roscoe to show his lazy self. It was true, that for whatever reason, it’d been harder than usual for me to say goodbye to Roscoe. I wasn’t ready to permanently cut him out of my life.

      Just one more handful of peanuts.

      But first, I needed to find him.

      “Roscoe?” I made kissy noises and shook the baggie again, hoping the noise would rouse him from his hiding spot. “Trixie’s not wrong. I am going to be late to work again if you don’t get down here. That’s the only way I’ll know not to worry about you.”

      My palms sweated as I meandered around Fox Central Park, where I’d released Roscoe. Listening for his telltale chatter, Roscoe’s was the only woodland creature noise I didn’t hear. I kept walking, praying for a miracle.

      If I leaned a little harder than normal on the gas pedal, I could still make it to the post office with four minutes to spare. It’s not like there was ever that much traffic in small-town Button Blossom, Indiana. Other than the Button Blossom Festival that clogged up the roads once a year, farm equipment was my only other nemesis. Occasionally, it was transported from one field to the next, and even that was seasonal. The worst were farmers who rolled down their window and leaned their arm out. It was an unmistakable signal they were going to drive so slow that I could get out of my car and run faster than them. I prided myself on being a courteous driver, but once I saw that elbow pop out of the window, my grip tightened to white-knuckled on my steering wheel.

      Sort of ironic, since I delivered mail, and plenty of people were annoyed when they were stuck behind me.

      Please, don’t let there be any geriatric, slow-driving farmers on the road today.

      Near an oak tree that’d been dropping plump acorns for the past few weeks, I turned a complete circle. The park had plenty of food and shelter for animals like Roscoe, and I’d reintroduced other critters here who had gone on to thrive. Maybe he didn’t need me anymore, and he was fine.

      Maybe he’d gone deeper in. I swallowed at the thought.

      Toward the front of the park, where most people spent their time playing frisbee and having picnics, the trees were carefully manicured, and a new playground had been put in last year. But the remaining chunk of land designated at the center of Button Blossom as a green space was an overgrown, wild jungle where all sorts of apex predators surely made their homes. It was named Fox Central Park for crying out loud! Much too wild for a squirrel as adorable as Roscoe. What had I been thinking by letting him go here?

      “Roscoe?” My voice cracked. Maybe I should have equipped him with a GPS tracker before release. It would have made it so much easier to find him, which would then make it easier for me to breathe. “Roscoe, buddy! Where are you?”

      I heard the tiniest whimper. Almost inaudible. Anyone else might have missed it, but not me. I was always listening for an animal who might need my help. Aside from being able to eat my weight in popcorn, spotting animals was my superpower.

      “Roscoe? Is that you?”

      Another whimper. It definitely didn’t originate from a squirrel, but it piqued my interest enough that I temporarily abandoned my mission and trailed after the noise.

      “Hello, sweet baby,” I cooed. “Is someone needing help? I’m here, but I don’t see where you are.”

      During my school-age years, whenever anyone wanted to pick on me, it was usually for talking to animals the way I did. It hadn’t taken me long to shrug it off, though. If it wasn’t for that quirk, I figured the other kids who taunted me would have found something else to give me grief about. Not exactly the nicest thing to do to a kid already struggling in the foster care system, but children weren’t always brimming with empathy. Besides, it’d given me a thick skin and reiterated that having a talent for caring was hardly a bad thing.

      The sporadic whimpering continued, and I creeped along, trying to locate the source. Under a Cadillac that looked like it was more expensive than the entire apartment complex I lived in, a soulful pair of brown eyes stared pathetically back at me.

      Bingo.

      “Oh, hey.” I slowly took a knee. “What are you doing down there in the gutter?”

      I sunk to the ground, wriggling myself closer to the car on my stomach so I could see better. It was a puppy, and from his sweet face and oversized paws, I could tell he was young. At the curb, I pressed my face to the grass and held out a hand.

      “Hey, there. It’s alright. I won’t hurt you. I’m here to help.”

      The puppy backed up against the rear tire, just out of reach. Stretching my hand out for him to sniff, I finagled myself into a better position by getting back on my knees, chest pressed to the ground, rear end in the air. If the dog was going to come close enough for me to grab him, I’d need the leverage to pull him out. He may have been a youngster, but he was stout and I’d bet my favorite cardigan he’d put up a fight if he felt threatened.

      Hoping my butt looked good in my jeans, in case anyone was close by, was a fleeting thought.

      “Are you alright, miss?”

      The unexpected address made me jerk my head back, and I banged my ear on the underside of the car. It throbbed, and I sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. Reluctantly, I crawled out. Not because I was embarrassed at being caught in such a precarious position, but because whoever it was who’d come to help, I needed to shoo away before the dog got scared and bolted. Main Street in Button Blossom might not be a freeway, but cars and animals on the road didn’t mix.

      Holding a hand over my ear, I turned around with a smile. What I didn’t expect to find standing behind me, looking like a timelessly handsome old Hollywood actor, was Wilberforce. The only other person who might have looked more out of place when I first saw him in Button Blossom was Parker Bingham, because he was a big shot actor.

      Men that grew up in Button Blossom were weathered, usually had dirt under their nails, and owned boots older than me.

      None of that was Wilberforce.

      He was wearing a navy suit, but had the jacket draped over his arm, and his button-up shirt was rolled up past his elbows to offset the simmering autumn morning. In a few weeks, when Button Blossom was blessed with its yearly natural fireworks display as the leaves on the trees turned every warm shade imaginable, the weather would begin to cool. But today, summer still hadn’t taken the hint that it was fall.

      I tried to keep my eyes on Wil’s face, but the carnal side of me had other ideas and ran my gaze over him in a flash. Hello, forearm veins. Nice to see you again, jawline chiseled from marble. How’ve you been doing, hair that looks as soft as it is thick?

      “Oh, hello, Wilberforce.” I rubbed my throbbing ear, ignoring that Wil had found me with my posterior propped up as I reached under the Cadillac. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “It’s Wil.” Did he actually grunt his nickname? I see the rain cloud over his mood hadn’t dissipated since the first and last time I saw him at the Button Blossom Festival. If a person couldn’t be happy when they were handed a wad of cotton candy, then there didn’t seem to be much hope for them. Pity.

      “Right. Wil,” I repeated, demonstrating I was capable of following directions. “What are you doing back here in Button Blossom?”

      His eyes left my face and wandered across the street to a stately turn-of-the-century home with a trio of second-story dormers and a wraparound porch that’d recently become occupied. “We live here now.”

      I choked on my tongue, because I was classy like that. As I coughed and slapped at my chest, Wil took the smallest step backward, like I was carrying the bubonic plague. “You and your son moved to Button Blossom?” He nodded. “You? And Asher?”

      His previous nod was all I was going to get out of him.

      “I stopped to see if you needed help. I saw you crawling under your car and figured you might be having mechanical issues.” He put his hands on his waist, and the plastic bag he was carrying rested on his wrist. The pose emphasized both how unamused and how fit he was. I bet he ran five miles every morning and followed it up with more sit-ups and push-ups than I’d done my whole life. “Do you need help with your car, or are you okay?”

      “This?” I hitched a thumb at the Cadillac. “This isn’t my car.”

      “Then what are you doing under it?”

      “There’s a puppy under there.” I pressed my face back down to the ground to make sure the dog hadn’t escaped. “He’s a stray, and I won’t leave him where he could get hurt, but I can’t reach him.”

      I showed by flattening myself on the grass, keeping my butt down, no matter how good it looked in my jeans, and slowly stretched my arm as far as I could. I barely brushed my fingertips against the puppy’s fur.

      “See?” I retreated to my knees, clapping the grass off my hands. “You have longer arms than me. Can you get down here and grab him?”

      His frown was answer enough. I was asking him to soil his suit, and he probably was one of those weirdos who hated puppies.

      “You want me to climb under the car to get the puppy?” He retreated another step. “In this suit?”

      “You’re the one who asked if I needed help, and I’m telling you that, yes, I need help.”

      It was a teensy bit mean of me to do, pressing the issue so I could watch him squirm. Behind his dark eyes, there was a struggle going on, and I was impressed he had enough of a conscience to even be considering my request. If he truly was a jerk, he would have turned me down without a second thought.

      Two points to Wilberforce for not being completely callous.

      “I have a meeting.” He rubbed his hand down his face, which was so freshly shaven there wasn’t even the sound of stubble scraping against his fingers. My own fingers tingled, and I wanted to touch his cheek to see just how smooth it was. “A very important meeting.”

      “I can tell.” I laughed as I gestured to his suit, and the sound seemed to surprise him. “I appreciate your… Wait. Is that a meat stick in your bag?”

      “It’s jerky.”

      “That’s the same thing.”

      “That’s like saying hot dogs are the same as bratwurst.”

      “They’re in the same category.”

      “No, they’re not.”

      I didn’t have time to argue the difference about over-processed meat products with Wil—at this point, no amount of speeding was going to get me to the post office in time for my shift, but that puppy wasn’t safe hanging out under an automobile. It needed assistance. “May I have that jerky, please?”

      “Isn’t jerky bad for dogs?”

      My jaw slipped open. Only a smidgen. He knew something about dogs, even if it was the most miniscule detail. “I won’t let him actually eat it. I’ll use the scent of it to lure him out so I can grab him. Then you can have it back.”

      Wil wrinkled his nose. “I think it’ll be headed for the trash if you take it under the car with you.”

      “Fine.” I could measure the seconds passing by my increasingly pounding pulse. “I’ll buy you another meat stick to compensate you.”

      “It’s jerky.”

      I’m sure I had enough spare change scattered in my Jeep that I could afford to compensate him for his reluctant generosity. It was for a good cause. It might take me a while to scrounge up the coins, but there had to be enough to buy an artificial meat stick for Wil, the man of many contradictions.

      Handsome but grumpy.

      Health nut, but hiding a dried up hot dog in his plastic bag.

      Taking out the meat stick, he handed it over. With a huffy sigh.

      The very first time we’d met, and I’d found Asher’s toy in the very same park where we were now standing, I’d barely glanced at Wil’s eyes. All that had registered with me was that they were dark. So dark, he looked like, with one stern glare, he’d suck the soul right out of me. But as we briefly locked gazes, I could see there was a depth to his brown eyes. Layers of chocolate and pigments of walnut.

      My stomach rumbled as I inevitably thought about eating chocolate and nuts, while my heart squeezed behind my ribs, ignoring Trixie’s wish for me to find a man to care for. Wil definitely didn’t need my help.

      “Here.” He handed over the questionable meat byproduct. “Have at it.”

      “Thanks.”

      I was back on my stomach in a jiffy, dangling the meat at the puppy the way a fish is lured into swallowing a hook by eating a worm. “Here you go, buddy. I bet you’re hungry, huh?”

      The puppy took a step forward, then another. He nipped at the meat, but I kept it just out of reach. Instead of grabbing him by the scruff, I coaxed him out to the grass next to me and scooped him up.

      “That’s a good boy! Who is?” I spoke to him like he was a chubby six-month-old and ignored the way Wil looked at me. So he thought my behavior was odd. Big deal. “You are!”

      I turned the puppy’s squishy body so we could be face to face and laughed as he tried desperately to reach my nose with his tongue. Most of the animals in my life were temporary. They were with me one day, then migrating south with their own kind the next. I loved the satisfaction of seeing them recover, but a part of me had always longed for a pet that was permanent. A relationship could hardly be deep when it didn’t have the weight of time behind it.

      Maybe that’s why I’d become so attached to Roscoe. He’d been with me for months before he was ready to leave.

      “Congratulations.” The corners of Wil’s lips twitched, but no smile materialized. “You rescued the puppy.”

      “Sure you don’t want your meat stick back?”

      I brushed the gravel off the plastic wrapping, using my jean shorts, but Wil shook his head. “No, thanks.”

      “Fine by me.” I tucked it in my back pocket to keep it from the puppy. “The question is, what to do with you, big guy?” My gaze darted over to Wil. “You’re not looking for a puppy, are you?”

      “No way.” Wil shook his hands, demonstrating how vehement his refusal was. “Nope. I am not a dog person.”

      “You just haven’t met the right dog yet.”

      “Why don’t you take him? You look like you enjoy the company of felines.”

      “Canines,” I corrected. “Felines are cats. And I would take him home in a heartbeat, but I’m not allowed to have pets in my apartment. In fact, if I even get caught holding this adorable ball of paws and ears and fur, I wouldn’t put it past my landlady to accuse me of sneaking it into my apartment. She’d probably use it as a reason to evict me.”

      I liked to think of myself as a natural optimist, but once in a while, life truly sucked. It wasn’t Wil—his grumpiness was easy enough to ignore because I barely knew him and frankly, he had no power over me. But Barbara Broadhurst showing up at that exact moment?

      Ugh.

      “Remi!” Barbara was the landlady from H-E-Double Hockey Sticks. Once I’d put down the deposit on my apartment and signed the lease, she hadn’t bothered hiding her disdain for me. There should really be lemon laws for landlords. “That better not be your dog, or you can pack up your apartment, and hit the road right now.”

      Called it.
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      “Barbara!” My over-the-top greeting was as much out of surprise as it was an attempt to divert her attention from the dog I had balanced in my arms. “How nice to see you. Did you get a new car?”

      “No.” Barbara jabbed her thumb at a woman to her left that could’ve been her twin. They had the same pixie hair style, cut in wispy layers kept off their neck, the same pear-shape figures, and the same upturned nose that made it easier to look down at other people over it. “Susan is in town visiting from Florida. She’s my sister.”

      I have eyeballs, Barbara. I’d be able to tell you were related from a mile away.

      “Riiiiight. Right, right. You told me she was coming up.” I held out my hand. “I’m Remi. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Susan offered a limp-fish handshake, and it made me want to shudder. “Is this the Remi?”

      It didn’t require me to burn up much brainpower to figure out being the Remi wasn’t meant as a compliment.

      Barbara whispered behind her hand, “Yep. Remi Bravo, though I think she made up her last name so she’d sound more interesting.”

      The sisters nodded at each other while my ears burned. It was hardly the worst thing Barbara had ever said to me, but because she was mocking me in the presence of other people, the sting was extra barbed. Susan’s smirk was marinated with amusement, and Barbara looked like she had an entire book of insults she could hurl at me.

      No surprise there.

      Glancing at Wil, I wondered what he was still doing here. He could have left like he wasn’t invested in this conversation. Why would he be? It would have been the perfect chance for him to escape. Barbara’s zings at my expense might be uncomfortable for an onlooker, but things were only going to get more awkward when I tried to explain why I was cuddling a puppy to Barbara, who had been very explicit about her pet policy. She’d reiterated it to me every single time we’d crossed paths so I wouldn’t forget.

      I wish I was exaggerating.

      Instead of backing up and slinking away, Wil seemed to have taken a step toward me. It sure felt like his breath was tickling the hairs at the nape of my neck. I definitely hadn’t retreated closer to him. Never in my life had I ever backed down, and I definitely didn’t need anyone else to fight my battles for me, even with Barbara. Having Wil close by was like knowing a brick wall was there. Should I need to steady myself, it was available.

      Maybe I’d jumped the gun, categorizing Wil as unsympathetic, too quickly

      “You can’t bring a dog back to your apartment,” Barbara said. Here we go again. “No pets allowed. How many times do I have to remind you?”

      “This dog?” I held the puppy closer to my side for his protection as much as mine. Barbara was a regular Cruella DeVil, and probably wouldn’t hesitate to skin an adorable puppy to wear as a genuine fur stole if she thought it would give her higher status as Button Blossom elite. That might have been an exaggeration. She might not be a puppy butcher, but she cared an awful lot about status. The ridiculous thing is that Button Blossom didn’t even have an elite population, and nobody but people like Barbara even cared where they landed in the pecking order. “No, it’s not mine.”

      She shook a finger at me, and I was reduced to being seven again as one of my foster moms waggled an index finger at my face, accusing me of stealing her ice cream. “I know you better than that. Every time there’s an animal in your arms, you have some attachment to it.”

      “The only animals you’ve ever seen me with are the wildlife rescues I’ve taken on, and it was something we agreed to before we signed the lease.” I aimed my sunniest smile at her. Disarming her with kindness was always effective, and frankly, enjoyable. “Remember?”

      Barbara counteracted my smile with an unattractive scowl. It was possible to be attractive when glowering, I’d discovered. Take Wil for example. When Wil tightened his jaw and his brows dropped over his eyes, it was a bona fide smolder that had the power to make women swoon. When Barbara frowned, it emphasized her jowls and her black soul.

      “Yes,” she enunciated the S like I’d tripped into a snake pit, “but the only reason I agreed to allow you to continue your silly wildlife rescue is because of the tax break Button Blossom provides, and that you agreed to keep the animals in your garage unit. Nothing is allowed inside.”

      I anchored my eyes on Barbara so they wouldn’t shift back and forth. Right. Outside. All of them.

      I hadn’t broken that rule. Hardly ever. Only when the animal was exceptionally sick and needed round-the-clock care. Or was cute. Roscoe made the cut, being malnourished and adorable, and might have come inside more frequently than usual. As in, daily. Not that Barbara needed to know. He was always a perfect gentleman when he kept me company.

      Only chewed on one of the baseboards.

      “Right. All the animals stay outside, like we agreed.” I nodded once for good measure. “Like we agreed on.”

      “Then why are you holding a puppy?” The glint in Barbara’s eyes was magnified when I glanced at Susan, because the same look was in her eyes. They were both positively predatory. “Having a dog in your apartment would give me just cause for evicting you.”

      “No need. Like I said. It’s not mine.” Maneuvering myself to face Wil, I thrust the dog into his hands. “It’s his.”

      Wil looked at the puppy like I’d handed him a baby with a diaper blowout. Before he could refute my white lie, I put my hands over his, squeezed heartily, and implored him with a look. Please don’t let Barbara get her wish. I hate living in her crappy apartment complex, but it’s all I can afford.

      Wil clenched his teeth, and stared at me with dark eyes, studying every feature of my face.

      “His?” Barbara parroted.

      Wil cocked an eyebrow, and it drew my attention. He had such thick, well-shaped brows that a person could almost curl up in them to take a nap. Another reminder that it wasn’t fair that some people got all the luck in life—Wil had the eyebrows to go along with the rest of his impeccable good looks, and judging by his suit, he had the money, too. I bet the only thing he ever worried about was which exotic destination he was going to vacation at next. “Mine?”

      “Yep!” I pushed his hands back and held them there as I patted his knuckles. Take the hint, buddy. Hold the darn dog until I can figure out what I’m going to do. “It’s Wil’s puppy. He got it to surprise his son, Asher.”

      The plausible explanation I’d provided had worked. Barbara was speechless as her eyes bounced between Wil and me. Susan, unaffected by whether I had a dog, was too busy setting her sights on Wil.

      “Well, hello there, Wil. I’m Susan,” she purred. Definitely a maniacal cat at her core. Sweet at first, but would just as soon slice a person to pieces with her claws as she would rub herself up against them. “Are you from Button Blossom?”

      “No.” Wil tilted his head back as the puppy attempted to stretch his neck and tongue long enough to reach Wil’s face. “I’m a new move-in.”

      Susan stepped closer, and skipped her manicured nails up his chest, then back down his shoulder to his bicep, which she squeezed conspicuously. “Maybe you’ll convince me to move here after all, Barbara, if this is the type of man coming to this small town.”

      Oh, please. For the love of all that’s good, not another Broadhurst sister in Button Blossom.

      For the little I knew about Wil, he kept his emotions locked up tight, but when Susan poked at him like he was a slab of sirloin, his shock was laughable. Rubbing my hand across my mouth, I concealed my delighted smile from all present until I could get it under control. I needed Wil on my side until I could get rid of Barbara and Susan.

      Linking arms with Wil, I combed my fingers down his arm. Dang. I can see why Susan took these bad boys for a test drive. “Sorry. This one’s already taken. Wil’s my boyfriend.”

      His head snapped toward me, and though my lies were becoming increasingly deceptive, he didn’t utter a word denying my absurd claim. If Wil was a fine wine, I was corn on the cob.

      “That’s why I was holding the puppy.” I tilted my face up at Wil and fluttered my eyelashes. “Right, sweetie?”

      He cleared his throat. “Right.”

      The tension that had been squeezing my ribs like a whale-bone corset loosened. I just might pull this off.

      Figuring out what to actually do with the sweet puppy was another problem I’d address later.

      “Fine,” Barbara barked. Susan might be closer to a conniving cat, but Barbara was more like a vicious, junkyard bulldog. Well, ha ha, Barbara. Joke’s on you, because I happen to like dogs. “But I’m not kidding. If I so much as find a black hair off that mutt inside your apartment, you’ll be gone so fast your head will spin.”

      It wasn’t an empty threat, and my saliva glands dried up faster than a puddle under the summer sun. If I could have moved somewhere else, I would have packed my meager belongings and stuck out my tongue at Barbara as I drove off. As it was, it was the cheapest place in Button Blossom. My job paid decently well, but with so much of my paycheck going to my baby sister, I had to make sacrifices. That meant putting up with Barbara and her abuses. It wasn’t forever.

      I repeated to myself one more time that living at Barbara’s place was only temporary, and it kept me from laugh-crying at the thought of lining Barbara’s pockets with my rent money.

      If having a puppy in my arms wasn’t enough to provoke Barbara, Roscoe had finally decided to show up. He’d snuck out of the trees without me noticing, and stalked cautiously to Barbara.

      “Oh, uh,” I stammered. “You might want to—”

      “What?” Barbara snarled.

      Using Barbara’s derriere as his landing pad, Roscoe tore up and down her broad posterior as she shrieked, swatting at herself to dislodge Roscoe. Running circles around her torso, Roscoe chattered angrily as he avoided her spinning windmill arms.

      “Get it off!” Barbara rasped.

      “Hold still!” Grabbing Barbara’s shoulder to keep her from flailing, Susan delivered a powerful slap. It was meant to knock Roscoe off her sister, but Roscoe was already on the ground, sprinting to me when Susan struck Barbara’s cheek with an open palm.

      The sisters descended into a squabbling match, and it was a relief to have their attention off of me. Roscoe grabbed what nuts he could fit in his cheeks and didn’t stay to chat. He ran up a nearby sycamore, nibbling on the peanuts and watching the show Barbara and Susan were providing.

      Shifting on my feet, I bumped into Wil. Risking a peek to see what he thought of this dumpster fire, there was a hint of amusement on his lips. I hadn’t seen a full-blown smile on Wil, but I bet it looked good.

      The flash of bickering from the sisters subsided, and they retreated for Susan’s car. With her hand on the passenger door handle, Barbara stabbed one of her manicured nails in my direction. “No dogs!”

      She lowered herself into Susan’s car, slamming the door so hard the Cadillac rocked side to side. It was a good thing I’d gotten the puppy out when I did. I doubt either sister would have tapped their brakes knowing there was an innocent creature under the wheels. Reaching for the puppy’s head, I ran my fingers over his silky ears, letting him lick my wrist.

      Before Susan stalked to the driver’s side, she composed herself enough to wave her fingertips at Wil. The cherry on top was Susan’s seductive wink, and the generous kiss she blew his way. “I give you two six months. When you’re finally ready for a real woman, look me up.”

      Wil was not in any way, shape, or form, my boyfriend, but Susan’s brazen attempts to flirt with him when she was under the impression that we were attached unhinged my jaw, and it landed somewhere on the grass. Starting her shiny Cadillac, Wil and I watched them drive away. When the brake lights disappeared over the hill, I let out a breath until there wasn’t a single molecule of oxygen in my lungs.

      “That was…” I could almost see the cogs turning in Wil’s brain. “Odd.”

      I doubled over with laughter. “Odd is a tame way of describing the Broadhurst sisters.”

      The puppy squirmed in Wil’s arms, and he tried to hand it back. “Here. This is yours. I think.”

      “I can’t.” I evaded Wil’s offer, even though all I wanted to do was to take that puppy home with me, get him cleaned up and fed, then spend the rest of the day cuddling with him. Sometimes being an adult with a job was a horrible drag. “I’m already late for work.”

      “So, take the dog with you and drop it off at your place on the way.”

      “Um, you heard Barbara, right? She’d bury me alive if I did that. I bet she’s already staked out by my apartment, waiting to catch me in the act.”

      “I can’t take this dog home.” Wil shifted the puppy into the crook of his arm.

      He looked so natural holding an itty, bitty baby dog there. As if to make a point how divine he looked, my brain flashed an image of him shirtless, posing for one of those charity magazines that featured men with oiled, rippling muscles posing with adorable animals. I blinked, wiping that image out of my head with bleach. No offense to Wil, who would be an excellent candidate for that specific brand of calendar, but we came from totally different worlds.

      Universes, really.

      Straightening myself, I tossed my unruly hair behind my shoulders, and planted my right fist on my hip. “Why not?”

      “I’ve got some important business to attend to.”

      “So do I.” I overtly looked Wil up and down and motioned to his impeccable attire. “You look like you’re important enough that people will make accommodations for you if you can’t make it to a meeting. I’m a lowly mail carrier, and a contracted one at that. Basically, I have no say when I’m scheduled to work.” I drove my point home by checking my phone. “Which started about six minutes ago.”

      Wil released an exasperated breath as he ran a hand through his hair. “How about you take the dog and tell everyone it’s mine? Maybe Barbara will give you a pass. Or take it on your mail route with you. After that, I don’t care what you do with it. Take it to the shelter. Don’t puppies find homes quickly?”

      I gasped and covered my mouth with the back of my hand. Melodramatic, yes, but it was imperative Wil understood that was not an option. “I do not take animals to the shelter. Not even under the most dire circumstances.”

      “That’s where unwanted pets are supposed to go.”

      “Not happening.”

      Wil blew out another breath. “Are you always this stubborn?”

      “Only when it’s something important, then yes. I stick to my guns like I’m a regular, old Annie Oakley.”

      I made pistols with my hands and pretended to fire off a few rounds. Pew, pew, pew!

      Wil impressed me by not scoffing. The guy had an incredible poker face when he wanted, though it wouldn’t have killed him if he cracked a smile once in a while.

      He kept a hold of the puppy as he widened his stance. Wil was going to call me out, and was getting settled in for a debate. Bring it. “Let me get this straight. You’re stubborn and unyielding when it comes to placing an unwanted dog where unwanted dogs belong, yet you have no issue lying about us being a couple?”

      “Those are two totally different arenas.” I laughed, and let my hand slide off my hip, where I hooked my thumb on the belt loop. “One is life and death. The other is fantasy. Barbara and Susan might have fallen for my ruse, but nobody who stopped to think about it for two seconds would believe that you and I are a thing.”

      “Am I not good enough for a woman like you?”

      I snorted a giggle. Hard enough that it kind of hurt, ripping out from my sinuses and straight through my nostrils. It wasn’t like I had self-esteem issues… I knew men were attracted to long legs and wild hair, both which were in my repertoire, but Wil asking if I was too good for him? That was rich. Where he appeared to be cultured, wealthy, and as dry as stale bread, I’d grown up mostly in poverty and in a world where nothing was sure. Not even stale bread for dinner, and especially not someone to take care of me and my sister. Besides the rough past I was clawing my way out of, I was also a fun person. Not bragging, just a fact. Wil probably didn’t know how to have a good time if it ran him over with an antique tractor stuck in first gear.

      “Um, it’s not that,” I said. Peering up to where Roscoe was wagging his impressively ample tail, my gaze trailed across the park to where my trusty old Jeep was parked. “Look, I’ll fill you in later on all the reasons we’d be wrong for each other, but if I don’t leave now, I’m going to be delivering mail until midnight.”

      “I can’t take this dog.” Wil tried offering the puppy to me again.

      “Are you allergic?” I raised my eyebrows.

      “No.”

      “Is Asher?” My eyebrows went higher still.

      Wil caught on to what I was doing, and he glanced at his house. “No.”

      “Is your backyard fenced, and in good repair?”

      He set his jaw. “Yes.”

      Checkmate.

      “Points to you for being honest, Wil. It’s not even my business that I know any of that.”

      “One of us has to be honest,” he mumbled, his eyes averting to the puppy.

      His thumb was absentmindedly running across the puppy’s fur. Wil might have said he doesn’t like dogs, but his actions were screaming otherwise.

      “Look, I know this is a big ask, but if you could do me this favor, I would love you forever.” I pinched my lips into a smile to stop myself. Confessing my undying love for a favor was a bit much. I amended my declaration. “I would be so, so grateful if you could watch the dog for me. Just until my shift ends, and then we can figure something out.”

      “We?”

      “Me. I. I’ll figure something out.”

      Lifting the puppy to his nose, Wil sniffed tentatively. “This puppy smells like it’s been living in a hog pen.”

      “I’ll take care of that. He’ll get a bath, I’ll get him food, and the necessary supplies. It’s just for a few hours. Please?”

      I wasn’t above dropping onto my knees to grovel and beg on behalf of an animal, but that was only as a last resort. I did have some pride. Wil’s jawline rippled as he worked it, but I could see his resistance crumbling.

      Come on, Wil. Throw me a bone. I kept my pun to myself and crossed my fingers behind my back.

      “Fine.”

      “Yes!” I threw my hands in the air like I’d come in first in an Olympic triathlon, and gave both Wil and the puppy a quick hug, which Wil stiffened against, and the puppy snuck in a slobbery kiss with his warm tongue. “Thank you. You won’t regret it.”

      “I think I already am.”

      I ignored his bah humbug attitude and dug deep into the pockets of my cutoffs. Grabbing the wadded up five-dollar bill I’d intended on using to buy some groceries on my way home, I unfolded it and forced it into Wil’s hand.

      “Here. This is to buy this little guy some food. You should be able to get a couple of cans of wet food with that. And another meat stick for yourself.”

      “Jerky.”

      “Agree to disagree on preserved meat classifications. Listen, I’ve got to go. I’ll see you later tonight when I’m done with work, okay? I know where you live.” I teased him by blowing him a kiss and twiddling my fingers, and sealed it with a flirty wink—all the same treats Susan had given him. “Seriously, thank you. I owe you a big one.”
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      “Hold still, dog.” I tried to balance the box I’d stopped by my car to get, and the wriggly dog Remi had insisted I take. The key to the front door was finicky enough without having to keep hold of a dog who moved like a tornado. A collar and a leash would have been useful right about now, but her five bucks wouldn’t cover that. I’d take Asher with me to pick one up later. “For a puppy, you’re strong.”

      The puppy looked up at me with expressive brown eyes, and his tail—no, his whole rear end—thumped rhythmically against my back. I didn’t have anything against dogs, per se, but having one dropped into my lap now? It wasn’t the best time. I’d barely moved Asher to Button Blossom into my uncle’s old childhood house and I was in the middle of a slightly convoluted, but unique opportunity of a lifetime. My Uncle Greg had a way of making all aspects of his life… interesting. Passing along an inheritance to me was no different.

      A normal person would have written their nephew in their will. Boom. Done. My uncle? He was going to run me through a gauntlet before he decided whether I was worthy of a single dime. Maybe I should have refused from the get-go, but my unfailingly competitive nature, coupled with the secret need to people please, was a fatal combination.

      Add a mutt on top of that, and there was no way I’d have the energy to do everything else I was trying to shoulder.

      I barely knew Remi. Barely was being generous. We’d briefly crossed paths at the Button Blossom Festival when she helped my son. I’d been standoffish—she wasn’t wearing shoes, and anyone in overalls, even if they’re cut off and showing their fantastic legs, screams small town redneck.

      Not exactly the type of company I normally kept.

      Then, Remi had bought Asher cotton candy. He had asked me, but I’d resisted, trying to divert his attention to something healthier. Sugar wasn’t a childhood rite of passage I was morally opposed to, but I didn’t want him to be all sticky when we drove home. The car had been detailed and all I could imagine were gummy fingerprints I’d have to scrub clean. What I hadn’t considered was how happy one little bag of cotton candy could make a kid. When Remi kneeled down, eye to eye with him, and he glowed like he was a ray straight from the sun, I was reminded what a genuine smile from him looked like.

      I wasn’t a bad father. At least, not according to all the parenting articles I’d read to try to figure out what I was doing. Except, where I was lacking in being the fun parent, Remi had made up for in five minutes with Asher.

      I almost had the key in the lock, but the dog struggled with renewed vigor to get down, and instead of sliding in, the key scraped against the metal, missing its mark. Exasperated, I let out a low laugh. About Remi. About the unwanted dog in my arms. About my uncle.

      About life.

      The door at my neighbor’s squeaked and groaned before popping open, and Clint came out, toting a garbage bag. I wasn’t the only one on this street with a surly old front door. “Hey, Wil.”

      “Good morning, Clint. How’s it going?”

      Clint was a Button Blossom native, though from what I’d gleaned as we chatted over the fence, he’d grown up outside the city limits on his parents’ cattle ranch. Like me, he’d been working in Indianapolis, but had found himself back in Button Blossom when he’d taken a job as a Deputy with the Sheriff’s department. Unlike me, who was only living in Button Blossom at the bequest of a crazy uncle for financial benefit, Clint had returned to the town of his youth to be closer to his parents. I could respect that. It’d taken a lot to get me to move here, and the second my obligations to my Uncle Greg were over with, I’d be returning to civilization.

      It was stupid, but the quiet, slow pace of Button Blossom unnerved me, like people should move with more purpose. Didn’t they have anything they needed to get done? Anywhere they needed to be?

      Like Remi. She was a flurry of energy and knew how to hustle.

      Wait. Why am I thinking about Remi? Women have been off the table ever since Ashleigh…

      I swallowed, not wanting to get sucked into another painful memory reliving how Ashleigh had put on her pointiest heels and danced the flamenco all over my heart.

      “Can’t complain.” Stopping at the top step, Clint jutted his chin at the dog in my arms. “You get Asher a puppy?”

      “Not exactly.”

      The puppy pushed against my side with all four legs, trying to get my arm off him, and when that didn’t work, he mouthed the band of my watch instead.

      Clint laughed, and he swung the trash bag he’d brought out with him. “Looks like you’ve got your hands full.”

      The key finally slid into place, and I unlocked the door. “It’s temporary.”

      “Right. Tell that to Asher. You know, every kid should grow up with a dog. At least that’s what my granddad always said.”

      “I’m watching it for a friend.” That made me pause. Remi wasn’t a friend. She wasn’t unfriendly, but we didn’t know each other. Not that it’d had any bearing on how she’d behaved in the park. A wink and a kiss, even if she was mocking Susan, had made my heart bruise my rib cage. “I ran to the grocery store to pick up some snacks and Remi was there, trying to get this dog out from under a car.”

      “Remi? Remi Bravo?”

      “The one and only.”

      Clint shook his head as he laughed. “That girl is nuts. She’s been an animal fanatic for as long as I’ve known her. I still remember when she snuck a baby raccoon into middle school in her backpack. It got out in social studies and totally ran amok. It was hilarious.”

      “I’m sure.” I tried to imagine a young Remi, with the same unruly hair, same glint in her eye, same fascination with animals. I bet she was a force to be reckoned with, even then. In my thoughts, I was replaying how she’d talked me out of my jerky, right after insulting me for eating such over-processed garbage when Clint interrupted my reverie.

      “She got you to give her your snacks to save the puppy?” Clint clapped and laughed. “Classic Remi.”

      Apparently, I’d meant to be shepherding my mental reflections about Remi to the privacy of my head, but I’d actually said everything out loud. Remi wouldn’t be contained. Even in my memories she’d found a way out.

      “Yeah. I needed some junk food to mentally get me through the day, but my jerky was commandeered as puppy bait.” I did an inventory of what was in my shopping bag and still had peanut butter candies, cheese crackers, and an energy drink for focus. “It’s going to be a long one.”

      “Don’t worry man. Remi isn’t the kind of person to leave people hanging. She’ll take care of you.” I opened my mouth to let Clint know I didn’t need a woman to attend to me, thank you very much, when he added, “She’ll replace your snack food.”

      “Right. The jerky. Yeah. She said she would.”

      My attention drifted across the street to Fox Central Park where my morning had diverged from any semblance of what I’d planned. When I’d crossed the street, I hadn’t expected to sacrifice my snack, come home with a puppy, or be fictitiously linked to Remi as her boyfriend.

      That morsel of information about Remi and me wasn’t important for Clint to know. I didn’t need anyone to laugh about it with, and I wasn’t about to open myself up for ridicule, having stood in as a fake boyfriend for her. When I saw Remi again, I had no doubt she’d give me a hard enough time about it. I was in no mood to laugh, especially today.

      “How is Remi doing?” Clint asked. “I’ve waved at her when I see her out delivering mail, but I haven’t been able to say hello lately.”

      “We didn’t talk long. She was late for work. All I did was help her rescue this dog, and when her landlady came over with her sister, Remi handled them surprisingly well.”

      Clint shuddered. “I ran into Susan at the gas station. I was trying to be polite, and it somehow led to her squeezing my biceps. Dude, it was so weird.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      I’d experienced the same shudder as Susan ran her manicured nails over me. She was the definition of a cougar, and Remi was the only thing to scare her off. Women like Susan were so predictable, the way they simpered and tittered, but would just as easily bite a man’s head off should they say or do the wrong thing.

      Remi, on the other hand… I tried to compartmentalize her so I could neatly place her into a category, but I theorized there would always be an exception that would prevent it. Her unwillingness to conform to social norms drove the rule follower in me slightly nuts. Where Remi undoubtedly thumbed her nose at order, I thrived on its predictability. At our core, we were incompatible.

      That’s why it didn’t matter if I noticed how smooth her legs were in her cutoffs. I could allow myself to appreciate stuff like that about her because nothing was ever going to come of us.

      “I won’t keep you. Hope your meeting doesn’t give you too much of a headache, and have fun with your new dog.” Clint jogged down his steps, and tossed his trash bag in the garbage receptacle. “Tell Asher I’m jealous of him.”

      “Not sure I’m keeping it,” I grunted. “I already have enough on my plate.”

      “Give the job to Asher. It’ll be good for him to have some responsibility. Heck, when I was his age, I was out with my dad helping calves be born.”

      “I’m not planning on buying a ranch.”

      “You never know. Dogs are a gateway animal.” Clint chuckled.

      Skipping the steps two at a time, Clint’s porch groaned with his weight. Though my farmhouse predated Clint’s turn-of-the-twentieth century American foursquare, which was also encompassed by an enormous porch and skirted by a spacious yard, my uncle had paid to have his house maintained, even though no one had lived in it for years. Clint’s hadn’t been so lucky. His place was just shy of being condemned, and though I’d seen Clint struggling to fix the most urgent problems, he seemed to smash his thumb with the hammer more often than he hit the nails.

      “See you later,” Clint said.

      The hinges of Clint’s door protested as it opened, and waving casually at me, he slammed it shut. A shutter from an upstairs window swung free, hanging precariously, then fell with a crash onto the sidewalk. Poking his head back out the door, Clint’s shoulders slumped as he sighed, and went to retrieve the fallen shutter.

      One more thing to fix.

      Always one more thing to fix.

      Opening my own door, I was grateful for the hundredth time that Greg’s house had been retrofitted for air conditioning. I toed the door aside and stumbled in, taking a breath of the cool, dry indoor air. In his renewed excitement, the puppy spun his spine like a jet turbine and finally freed himself from my grasp. He hit the ground running, scampering away before I could grab at him. My box fell as I tried to catch him and papers floated down like New Year’s Eve confetti.

      I hated confetti.

      If that puppy peed on the rug, or chewed up one of my shoes, Remi was going to have to pick him up at the shelter, because I wasn’t about to tolerate that level of destruction from anyone, no matter how cute. Not that there was much to destroy. Asher and I were living minimally, with no pictures on the wall, and only the essentials for furniture. It’d make it so much easier to pack up and leave when we could finally bolt out of Button Blossom.

      “Asher?” I called, kicking the door shut before bending down to clean up my mess. “Hey, buddy? Could you come help me for a second?”

      In the living room, I heard a shriek. I snapped upright, racing down the hallway to where I’d left Asher watching his morning cartoons while I ran what was supposed to be a five-minute errand. The dog was on the couch next to Asher, licking Asher’s cheeks like they were made of peanut butter.

      “You got us a dog?” Asher didn’t push the puppy away. If anything, he welcomed the slobber.

      “I—” Asher’s giggles stopped me. There was that smile again. The one that reminded me that at five, Asher was still very much a child, not a tiny adult like I’d been trying to mold him into. “Sort of. He’s only staying for the day.”

      Asher ignored that I didn’t confirm the dog was ours. “What’s his name?”

      “I don’t think he has one.”

      “Can I name him?”

      I dropped onto the couch next to Asher and stroked my hand down the puppy’s back. His hair was thick and wiry, but fluffy from a soft undercoat. Remi was going to have a hard time keeping up with all that hair. I hoped she’d be able to keep the evidence from Barbara, but unless Remi had an army of robotic vacuums at her disposal, good luck.

      Feeling my hand on his back, the puppy moved from licking Asher’s face and migrated to my wrist. “What would you name him? If he were your dog?”

      “Sharpie.”

      His hairpin trigger answer surprised me. “Sharpie. That’s an interesting choice. Why would you name him that?”

      “Because it’s black like him, and he looks like the dog I drew on the wall once with a Sharpie. At our last apartment. Remember?”

      I fixed a swath of Asher’s hair that wasn’t lying right and smiled at him. “I remember. It was kind of sad the day they had to paint over it. Your unauthorized wall art had started growing on me.”

      “We could also name him… what’s that rock that’s black and shiny and comes from old volcanoes? Oh, I remember! Obsidian!”

      “Obsidian? How do you know what obsidian is?”

      “I watched a documentary about volcanoes. When the lava cools really fast, it makes a sort of glass that’s black. Like him.”

      I stole a look at the television. Instead of cartoons, Asher had been watching another documentary, this one about grape production. The kid’s curiosity and thirst for knowledge was insatiable, and apparently, I didn’t sit down enough with him to veg on the couch, or I would have noticed he was growing up too fast. Always work, work, work.

      I patted Asher’s shoulder and sank against the couch, reconsidering whether I was as good a father as I thought I was. “I see.”

      “Can we keep Sharpie, Dad?” The puppy jumped to the floor to sniff around, and Asher slid down to sit next to him. “Please?”

      His plea squeezed my heart. On the surface, Asher was asking about a puppy, but dig a little deeper, and what he was searching for was happiness. Excitement. Something to anchor him in childhood for a few more years. “Sharpie can stay until dinner tonight. His owner is going to be picking him up then.”

      I hope.

      “Oh.” Asher’s broad smile disintegrated. “That’s okay.”

      “You can have fun with him today, and then you’ll see what it’s like to have a dog. You might decide you don’t even like dogs when you see how much work they are.”

      Please tell me you want a house plant instead. You can have a whole jungle if you give this dog back to Remi without crying over him.

      “I already know I like dogs.” Asher hugged Sharpie, snuggling his face right into his fur. Asher’s nose must be clogged, because I was pretty certain I was going to have to burn my shirt after holding that puppy. He was seriously rank. I bet he’d crawled his way out of a dumpster before hiding under Susan’s Cadillac. “If his owner doesn’t come, can we keep him?”

      My stomach twisted like a dirty dishrag pulled out of the sink. It was a conversation I wasn’t mentally prepared to have with Asher right now, but I knew it might come. No matter what Clint said, Remi didn’t strike me as a person who kept her word with precision. Sure, she’d said she was going to pick up the dog she’d tried so hard to save, but knowing it was with someone reliable, would she be bothered to show up?

      I sighed. “How about we address that if and when we reach that crossroad?”

      My throat tightened. If Remi was a no-show, it would shove all the responsibility back onto me. It’d be on me to figure out a way to get rid of Sharpie before Asher really became attached. Having to watch Asher cry was like being drawn and quartered. Tears were my kryptonite.

      Sharpie rolled onto his back, begging for a tummy rub, which Asher gladly obliged. “He’s probably hungry, don’t you think?”

      “I bet he is. I just need to pick up the papers this rascal made me drop, then I’ll run back to the grocery store to pick up a couple of cans of dog food. Sound like a plan?” Asher nodded, and I went to the kitchen to wash my hands with soap—twice for good measure. Could fleas live on people? Did Sharpie even have fleas? With his dark fur, I hadn’t noticed anything crawling through the strands, but it didn’t mean there weren’t microscopic monsters lurking on Sharpie.

      “Remember, Uncle Greg is coming over this afternoon to discuss some things with me.”

      “Again?” Asher made a face, and it was an accurate representation for how I also felt about having Greg drop by. He was a wonderful uncle, but all this talk about legal contracts and terms and conditions for inheriting from him had been just shy of dreadful. “All you ever do is have boring meetings with people.”

      “This one is an exceptionally important, boring meeting, and hopefully the last one for a while. Sharpie will have to stay out of the dining room so he doesn’t distract us, alright?”

      “Okay.” Sharpie had found Asher’s cheeks again, and Asher was giggling hysterically as the puppy lathered on every inch of his face. It was cute, but it also made me want to gag. Who knew where that tongue had been.

      Sure, Asher was having fun, but I couldn’t help myself. “And maybe don’t let him lick you.”

      “Why?”

      “Do you know what kinds of things dogs will eat?”

      “No.”

      The doorbell chimed, and I dried my hands. “Maybe you should watch a documentary on that.”

      “I’d rather play with Sharpie right now, if that’s okay.”

      “Of course.” I stepped over Sharpie. “I’m going to get the door. It should be the razors I ordered.”

      One of these days, I expected to open the door to find Remi delivering packages to my front porch. I’d spotted her around town, lugging boxes stacked so high she couldn’t see around them. When stopped at one of the few traffic lights in Button Blossom, I’d watched her jog from her Jeep, that had to be as old as her, up to a simple, well-kept condo where she rang the doorbell, and waited to hand the box over to a woman who was old enough to be her great-grandma. They chatted briefly, smiling and laughing like they were rootstock and branch from the same family tree. When they said goodbye, Remi hugged the old woman and ran back to her car, her hair trailing like a mustang’s mane behind her.

      It was a glimpse at the level of care Remi was capable of. Maybe I’d been too harsh in my judgment of her. Not everyone was conniving. Not everyone was Ashleigh.

      An unexpected fantasy engulfed me. I wondered what it would be like to have Remi’s slight frame in my arms. She was lithe, but she probably knew how to handle herself. If I were to trace the slope of her soft cheek, down to her neck, would she elbow me in my gut? Would she meet me halfway, if I wanted to press my mouth onto her velvety lips?

      No.

      I slammed that door shut so hard the memories lining the walls of my mind shook.

      All it had taken to ruin my opinion of relationships was one woman. Ashleigh had used me for her own emotional needs, having a good time at my expense. Then when she grew tired of me, and we had to face the challenges that all couples do, she left me with a baby and a smoldering hole where my heart had been bombed. Some nights when sleep wouldn’t come, I wondered what it would be like to let someone else in again. Inevitably, I’d always weigh what effect it would have on Asher if I started dating. I’d been hurt enough by his mother that I swore I’d never let a woman hurt my son the same way when they up and left. Asher had tried to ask questions about Ashleigh, and I couldn’t answer because I knew the pain it would cause him. How could I tell him she’d lasted all of a week as his mother before she changed her mind and decided that she didn’t want either of us?

      When I snapped out of the mental journey that had taken me from the fantasy where I had my lips pressed on Remi’s, to reigniting the deep resentment I harbored toward Ashleigh, my hand was resting on the knob of the front door. The cool metal against my skin anchored me, and I took a deep breath to flush out the negativity dwelling on the past always dredged up, thick and putrid like the bottom of a stagnant bog. Swinging open the front door, I stepped forward to retrieve the package I assumed had been left for me on my welcome mat. Instead, I was met by the smiling face, wreathed in wrinkles, of none other than my uncle.

      “Hello, there, Wilberforce. Mind if I come in?”

      He was early, and his arrival was going to change my life.
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      “Uncle Greg? What are you doing here so early?” Unless I’d entered a time warp sometime between helping Remi and the forbidden daydream about the feel of her lips moving against mine, Greg wasn’t supposed to be on my front porch already. “I wasn’t expecting you for a couple more hours.”

      “I decided to leave for a trip today. It was sort of a last-minute decision, but I need a mental break. You know how life can be.”

      I stepped aside and welcomed Greg in, muttering apologies about the mess of papers I’d left on the floor. Greg strolled in, hands hooked behind his back, oblivious to the spread of paperwork on the hardwood floor.

      He took in a deep breath, like he was trying to suck all the oxygen out of the room, and held it in his lungs. His eyes slid closed, and he stood, listening to the echoes of the past that were contained in the walls. This had become a normal ritual for him whenever he visited. The house had transported him back to his childhood, where he’d reminded me many times, life had been perfect. “I can still smell my mother making Sunday roast for dinner. I’d sit by the fireplace, looking through the Sears catalog while my dog, Benson, laid next to me.”

      “I’m sorry I was too young to join a Sunday dinner before your mother gave up on entertaining.” I crouched down to pick up the scattered papers. “From what I’ve heard, she was an excellent cook.”

      “That she was.” Greg moved around the dining room, and peeked out the window overlooking the flowerbeds. “You know, your grandfather built this house for her, brick by brick. That’s how much he loved her.”

      “She was a lucky lady.”

      “She was. And so was he, for having her. Both of my parents were superb people.” Greg’s eyes squinted as he smiled. “Did I ever tell you I was born in the upstairs bedroom? That’s when doctors used to make house calls for that sort of thing.”

      I would call his bluff on that one. Though I’d never tried his mother’s roast, I’d met her before she passed. Her wisecrack sense of humor was still intact, and she loved her son with the ferocity of a lioness, but was also a person who’d call an ambulance if she sneezed too many times in a row. With something as daunting as having a baby, she had probably camped out at the hospital for the entire third trimester.

      Instead of challenging Greg on the validity of his story, I smiled politely. It didn’t make any difference to me where Greg was born, but remaining agreeable did. “Is that so?”

      “Yes, it is.” He ran his hand through his thinning gray hair, but instead of smoothing it down, his wispy hair sprang back as though he’d stuck his finger in an electrical socket. After mussing his hair, he tugged at the hem of his Hawaiian shirt. It was probably silk, and though the material was luxurious, it looked like a tropical forest and a cheap roadside stand postcard vomited on him. Greg was the kind of rich where he could afford eccentricity, and his clothes were no exception. I wouldn’t be caught dead in his outfit, but it epitomized Greg. Peculiar with a capital P. “Lovely childhood I was given.”

      I hmm-ed and stuffed the papers I’d gathered into the box to organize later. “So you’re taking a trip?”

      “It’s important that a man takes care of his mental health.”

      There was nothing conceited in Greg’s answer, but he hadn’t lived like a normal person with bills and responsibility for so long that he didn’t give a second thought to jetting away to an exotic destination. Travel was as normal as running to the grocery store was for the rest of us commoners. “Where are you headed? Your Texas beach house?”

      “No. Greece.” Greg sat down at the table and hoisted a briefcase on top. “On my yacht.”

      I could use a mental break like that.

      Greg clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Sit down, my boy. Let’s get to it. I don’t want to keep my pilot waiting any longer than needed. He becomes cantankerous, and I swear he causes turbulence when he’s annoyed with me.”

      The dishrag feeling of trying to squirrel my way out of answering Asher’s plea to keep Sharpie was nothing compared to the bottomless pit where my stomach plummeted as I sat across from Greg. I had mixed feelings about this meeting.

      Be honest with yourself. You’re dreading it.

      A switch flipped within Greg and his polite chit-chat evaporated into complete, stone-faced professionalism. His ability to demand attention and control a meeting was part of the reason he’d earned his fortune in the first place. “As you know, you’re my only remaining direct living relative. Because of that, I’ve long had an interest in your future.”

      I probably should have said something, but my tongue was glued to the roof of my mouth. Greg had never meddled, or insisted I follow in his career footsteps, and I’d appreciated that he’d let me work and struggle to get where I was. His hands-off approach had given me the chance to find what truly had fascinated me. Turns out, I was a numbers guy, and though accounting might be a laughable passion to some, to me, the balance of it all was irresistible.

      I might be a snoozefest, but at least I owned what made me who I am.

      Greg continued with the same chilly stoicism. “As Father Time has caught up with me, and I’ve had to acknowledge that I’m aging, it has forced me to ponder what to do with my assets, as they’ll be no use to me when I’m dead. I appreciate you haven’t been licking your chops, trying to tease an inheritance out of me as other people have attempted.”

      Though I didn’t need an inheritance from Greg, a part of me longed for the security it could offer. Sure, I was doing fine now, but if there was one thing I’d learned, it was that there were very few things in life that had a safety net. More importantly, it would ensure Asher would be comfortable. As a single dad, I wanted to be there for my son, but I also had to find time to earn a living to support us. With a cushion in my bank account, I could step back from my job, maybe downshift to part time, so I could be with Asher when he needed me. Volunteer in his class when he went to kindergarten. Feel like I could take a second to sit on the couch to watch a documentary with him. Heck, I’d love to go to Greece with Asher someday. Wasn’t life also about experiencing what the world had to offer?

      I gripped the edge of my seat to keep myself steady. “I don’t want you thinking I’m after your wallet. If you do decide to leave anything to me, or to Asher, I want it to be on your terms.”

      As soon as the words dribbled off my tongue, I wanted to recall them. I wanted it to be on our terms. What made me leery about signing anything from Greg were the conditions he kept placing on what he wanted to pass along to us.

      If I were a circus tiger, that made Greg the ringmaster. He’d been cracking his whip and making me jump through an endless line of flaming hoops. One of them had been that I remove myself from Indy and relocate to Button Blossom. Greg’s convoluted explanation for why it was necessary to move for me to inherit a lump sum from him had something to do with experiencing how he was raised, and where he’d come from. He wanted Asher to enjoy the idyllic childhood he’d had, and he assumed that’d best be done on the same turf. Fine. I’d live in Small Town, USA for a few months until the deed was done, and then I’d figure out a way to bow out. My job could be done remotely, I could survive Button Blossom for the time being, and Asher didn’t seem to have minded the change, especially since he now had access to a backyard.

      I loved that kid for his ability to go with the flow. I’d say he’d gotten it from Ashleigh, but I stubbornly refused to give her credit for anything good I saw in our son.

      “Sharpie! Come back here!”

      Asher ran down the hall, hot on the heels of Sharpie. I hid my grimace as his claws scraped against the hardwood. Nothing that a little oil soap couldn’t buff out, right? Of all the things that puppy could do to destroy the house, scrambling on the slick floor was hardly the worst.

      I was just glad Sharpie hadn’t discovered the shoe closet. I cringed to think of the damage his sharp teeth could do with an hour unsupervised.

      Sharpie looked like he knew he was a key player in a game of tag with Asher, because he ran like, in his heart, he knew he was born to be a greyhound. And not just any old greyhound. One of the legends who caught the track rabbit. Sharpie was propelled by his whipping tail, and his jowls flapped as he bounded, making him look like he was smiling with each stride. Trying to jump on Greg’s lap, my uncle laughed as the puppy slipped and fell on his back. Sharpie’s pink tongue lolled out of his mouth, and laying on the ground, Sharpie’s attention was drawn to Greg’s leather boat shoes.

      “Sharpie!” I clapped to get his attention. The smell of leather was too much of a draw. “No!”

      Sharpie rolled over and went to town, drooling and trying to gnaw the shoes right off Greg’s feet.

      “It’s fine, Wil.” Greg chuckled and ran his hand the length of Sharpie’s back. “Who is this happy creature?”

      Asher scooped Sharpie up before I could get to him and kissed his head.

      Right after Greg left, Asher was going to scrub himself from head to toe and rinse his mouth with antiseptic mouthwash. Sharpie was going to get a bath, too. Maybe spritz some aftershave on his chest to mask the fact that he was a dog, because no amount of bathing was ever going to not make him smell like a canine.

      “Hi, Uncle Greg,” Asher said, still smiling with all his teeth, and extra gums. He was doing his darndest to show me a dog for a day was an excellent idea. I had to give it to Sharpie for Asher’s extra kick of dopamine. “Did you see my dog?”

      He held the puppy higher to give Greg a better view, and Sharpie’s unrelenting tongue matched the ferocity of his tail. Greg laughed and took the puppy’s cheeks in his hands. “Aren’t you a noble canine?” Greg glanced sideways at me. “I have to say, Wilberforce, I’m pleased that you allowed your boy to get a dog. Every child ought to have a dog to grow up with, and parents who will indulge them with one. Benson shaped me into the person I am today.”

      I pinched my lips. No arguing about a dog that’s been dead for decades and if Greg is rich and weird because of him.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Actually, this isn’t our dog.”

      “It’s not?” Greg wrinkled his nose, and not because of Sharpie’s noxious odor.

      “We’re watching it for someone.” Asher rubbed his nose where Sharpie’s fur tickled him.

      “Is that so?” Greg traced the dip in Sharpie’s brow. “He is awfully adorable. If it’s not your dog, then whose dog is it?”

      “Her name’s Remi.” I stared at Sharpie, not wanting to make eye contact with Greg.

      The less he knew, the better. When something piqued Greg’s interest, he scratched at it like it was a poison ivy rash, and Remi wasn’t a topic I was interested in exploring with Greg.

      “But Dad said if she didn’t come pick Sharpie up,” Asher bounced on his toes, jiggling Sharpie as he moved, “we could keep him.”

      Any good feelings I’d clung to wilted. Asher wouldn’t give this puppy thing up without a fight. “That’s not exactly what I said…”

      “Let him,” Greg insisted. “I’m serious. There’s plenty of space in the house, and heaven knows the yard is big enough. If I have to put it into the contract we’re about to sign, I will delay for Asher’s sake.”

      “No.” That threat nearly rocketed me out of my seat. We’d already put off signing the paperwork all summer, because of Greg’s nitpicking. He’d already added a handful of addenda for what I would have considered ridiculous reasons, but to Greg, he was simply being thorough. I, however, was ready to have these meetings be finished with. I was in real danger of a peptic ulcer if these never-ending, unresolved issues weren’t tied up. “That won’t be necessary. If Remi can’t care for Sharpie, we’ll keep him.”

      Greg pointed at me. “And if Sharpie can’t stay, you’ll find Asher another dog. Agreed?”

      I considered finding the oldest, laziest dog available for adoption, and would cross my fingers it kicked the bucket soon after bringing it home if it would fulfill yet another of Greg’s harebrained requests, but my conscience poked at me. That wouldn’t be fair to Asher, and it wouldn’t be truly honest to Greg if I gave my word that Asher would have a dog.

      I let out a breath, hoping my smile didn’t look too forced. “We’ll go hunting for a new dog tomorrow.”

      “Excellent.” Greg slammed his hands down on the table. “That’s what I like to hear.”

      You like to hear people giving in to you, Greg.

      I was going to have to find wherever I put my backbone once my uncle was jetting off to Greece.

      “Dad, can I take Sharpie outside?” Asher was still springing on his toes, mirroring Sharpie’s unending energy. I seriously hadn’t seen the dog stop moving since Remi removed him from the underbelly of Susan’s car.

      “Yes, please.” I discreetly massaged at my left temple, where a tension headache was settling in. “Just keep the gate shut. I don’t want to have to run after him if he escapes.”

      “C’mon, boy.” Asher clapped at Sharpie. “Let’s go explore!”

      Asher ran for the patio door and Sharpie followed, yipping excitedly. I wanted to run after them, but first, I needed to adult with Greg.

      “Such a wonderful boy you have.” When Greg smiled, the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes deepened, and the sides of his lips almost reached the edge of his wrinkles. This is all for Asher. “Now, back to business. Let’s wrap this up, because I’m craving stuffed grape leaves and olives. Real olives. Not that nonsense they try to pass off in the restaurants around here.”

      I tried to laugh, but those kinds of jokes were above my paygrade. At least until I signed the papers Greg had asked his team of lawyers to draw up. I didn’t think I was a money-grubbing, butt-kissing nephew, especially since Greg had been the one to approach me about bequeathing a portion of his wealth to me and Asher, but I could recognize the thought of having the means to slow down a little and take those mental breaks to Greece—heck, I’d settle for a road trip to a surrounding state—was appealing.

      “As we have been discussing,” Greg said, shedding the smile Sharpie had brought out of him, “these are the documents that will make your inheritance of one-fifth of my net worth official. I would encourage you to have a lawyer present when you sign them, in case you have questions.”

      My phone buzzed in the pocket of my slacks, but I reflexively silenced it. I wasn’t expecting a call, and didn’t want any distractions as I tried to concentrate.

      “Once the ink has dried, there’s no going back,” Greg said gravely. “I’ve made sure of it.”

      “I understand.” A thread of worry knotted itself around my throat. What if there was something ridiculous in the contract? Like that I’d have to live in Button Blossom until Asher was an adult and I’d missed it on my initial read-through? There were some things my dignity wouldn’t allow.

      My phone started buzzing again, and the gentle vibration niggled at my patience. Whoever was calling didn’t get the hint when it went to voicemail the first time that I was unavailable.

      Pushing the button to silence it again, I worked my jaw. Whoever was trying to reach me didn’t want me to answer right now. There was a very high probability I’d rip their head off through the phone. I’d learned to do those things politely, and without raising my voice, but I could be stern in a way that made people quake in their boots.

      Some people labeled me a grump. I saw myself as effective.

      “Mind if I skim through it one more time while you’re here?” I asked.

      Greg motioned at the paperwork. “It’s the same as we discussed, but be my guest. I wasn’t serious about my pilot, by the way. I pay him enough to be at my beck and call, should I need him to be.”

      I absentmindedly hummed my agreement, but was too lost in the paperwork for what he was saying to sink in. The lump sum was spelled out a couple pages in, and it had more zeros behind it than most businesses I’d worked for had in their bank accounts. The sheer heap of money made my eyes nearly fall out of their sockets. Greg and I hadn’t ever discussed the details because he found it impolite, but I had expected nothing this massive.

      I could probably buy my own Greek island with that kind of cash.

      Continuing to skim through the pages made my eyes cross. I would say I was above average intelligence, but I’d focused my career on numbers and spreadsheets, not legal jargon. That vernacular was an alien language to me. My lawyer, Abner, already was planning to swing by tomorrow to look through Greg’s contract and explain it to me in layman’s terms.

      As I thumbed through the papers, one word I recognized caught my eye—marriage.

      Marriage?

      Marriage?
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      “Uh, Greg? What’s this?” I spread the pages and turned it to face him. “Is this a marriage clause?”

      “Oh, that. We discussed that this summer. Don’t you recall the conversation?”

      A stuttering laugh shook me as I searched for the right words. Offending Greg wouldn’t get me anywhere. “Uh, no. We didn’t. I would have remembered talking about marriage.”

      Not exactly polite, but I seemed to have retrieved my backbone.

      “Really? I could have sworn we talked about it at length. It was at the park across the street. Asher was swinging while you and I spoke on a nearby bench. It was a lovely, cool evening. The cicadas were out.”

      “We went to the park, and Asher was swinging, but we were talking about Asher missing out on kindergarten this year because his birthday is one measly week after the cutoff. If it’d been about marriage, I would have changed the subject.” I slid the papers back in front of me, skimming through several paragraphs. My pounding pulse made it hard to focus, because as far as I could tell, I had an entire drumline using my prefrontal cortex for their instruments. “From what I’m gleaning here, I have to be married to inherit anything from you?”

      “That’s correct.”

      My phone buzzed again. It was a minor miracle my grip didn’t crush it.

      I dropped my head into my hands and clenched my hair hard enough I could feel follicles ripping from my scalp. I was going to have bald spots by the time Greg left. “Why?”

      Greg crossed one leg over the other and shrugged. “I am positive we have already discussed this—don’t you remember the cicadas singing?” I shook my head. “Well, since you’ve forgotten, I’ll reiterate my view on Asher needing the support of two loving parents. It was how I was raised, how you were raised, and how Asher should have the privilege of being raised.”

      “I can’t help that his mother abandoned him.” I wracked my thrumming brain, trying to remember if we had had this perplexing discussion before. I was coming up blank. I knew I sometimes let my mind wander as Greg rambled, but not every time, and certainly not if he’d mentioned a trigger word like marriage. It was much more likely that Greg had imagined the whole thing and inserted it into his own version of reality. Another benefit of being rich and quirky—he could write whatever he wanted into his story, and most people would accept it as gospel truth so long as Greg kept paying them. “It says I need to be married by forty-five?”

      My phone buzzed, but this time in quick succession. I was being showered with text messages. Whoever was stalking me was persistent.

      “That ought to give you plenty of time to find the right woman. No rush. The account with yours and Asher’s inheritance is already set up and ready to be turned over to you once you say I Do.”

      Greg’s smile was triumphant. He was probably mentally patting himself on the back for entrapping his nephew into matrimony by dangling a hefty wad of cash close enough for him to touch.

      Him unfortunately being me.

      I weighed my options—on one hand, I could refuse Greg’s terms, leave Button Blossom under my own volition, and return to the life Asher and I had been enjoying before Greg lured us into his freak show. Even if he didn’t bequeath us a single dime, we’d be fine. On the other hand, if I played along with Greg’s delusions, maybe I could find a loophole to the marriage addendum. He might be satisfied if I had a girlfriend to present to him. It’d move up my timeframe for dating by a couple of decades, but I’d been wondering if I’d given Ashleigh too much power by not dating after she’d blindsided me with Asher’s birth, then left shortly after.

      If nothing else, there was always Susan.

      “Maybe you should answer your phone.”

      I was jerked out of my thoughts like a dog at the end of his lead. “Huh?”

      Greg pointed to where my hand was resting on the tabletop, clenching my other hand like it was the reason for my misfortune. “Your phone. Someone seems to be trying to get a hold of you.”

      “They can wait.”

      “What if it’s urgent?” Greg sat back in his chair, and steepled his fingers under his chin. “Your phone has been buzzing nonstop for several minutes.”

      Buzz.

      Buzz. Buzzzzzz.

      I tightened my fingers until my knuckles ached. “I’m not expecting anyone.”

      “Answer it.” Greg smirked. “To satiate my curiosity.”

      Holding back a groan, I flipped my phone over. I’d missed five calls from a number I didn’t recognize, and double the texts. Swiping open my phone, I started sorting through them.

      “Remi,” I muttered. The texts were brief and peppered with emojis that conveyed a wide range of emotions.

      She missed the puppy and wanted to know how he was doing. Teary-eyed emoji.

      A thanks for watching him while she was at work, with three heart-eyed emojis, and a puppy emoji, followed by seven pink hearts.

      “Who did you say?” Greg asked.

      “Oh. I, uh…” Remi’s phone number popped up again, and my phone shook. My eyes cut up to Greg. “I should answer, or she’ll keep worrying.”

      Greg’s eyebrows almost hit his hairline, a feat, since his forehead had invaded his scalp. “She?”

      His interest gave me an idea. I stood from the table, letting Greg draw his own conclusions. “Hello?”

      “Wil? Hi. It’s Remi.”

      “I gathered.”

      “I got your number from Clint, in case you were wondering.”

      “The thought had crossed my mind.”

      “I’m sorry for calling you a billion times. I’m not some kind of psychopath. It’s just, I feel terrible for dropping that puppy in your lap while I scampered off to work.”

      “Scampered? Isn’t that what squirrels do?” Despite the dire situation I found myself in, I let myself smile. Most of it was for show, to egg on Greg’s inquisitiveness, and only the smallest part was because of Remi.

      Tiny. Like a grain of sand.

      Remi’s laugh was playful. “Shut up. You know what I mean. How’s the puppy?”

      I peered down the hallway, to where Asher was tugging on a stick, while Sharpie yanked on the other end. “He’s fine. He’s playing outside with Asher.”

      “Oh, good.” There was relief in her exhale.

      “Were you worried I wouldn’t do a good job?”

      “You didn’t exactly look like the kid on Christmas morning who found out his parents were giving him a puppy.”

      That made me laugh, and I scrubbed a hand across my face. “Probably not, no. But Asher sure was.”

      “I’m sorry I missed it.” Sighing airily, Remi said, “I’ve got to go. There’s a ton of junk mail in my Jeep that won’t deliver itself. See you after work?”

      I could feel Greg’s eyes on me, boring a hole through my back. The conversation he was listening in on was so one-sided, he’d only get what I gave him. His most recent twist shoved an Everest-sized wrench into my plans, so I was going to have to think on my feet. Even if I did marry someone, and I took my sweet time, that’d chain me to Button Blossom until I did. Maybe if I convinced Greg that the makings of a relationship that could lead to marriage were already there…

      I turned on my charm and smiled so Remi could hear it in my voice. “I’ll have dinner ready.”

      It took her a second. “I was just kidding about coming over for dinner. I don’t want to impose.”

      “No, I insist. It’ll be my treat.”

      Whatever Remi was thinking, she kept it to herself. “Alright. See you soon.”

      I couldn’t call her babe or sweetheart without sounding like one of those grody men who waited for women to bend over so they could ogle their backsides, but I needed to feed into the narrative I was feeding Greg. Lowering my voice, I spoke in a husky, seductive tone, “Bye, Remi.”

      Hanging up, I ran a hand through my hair. It was very possible that I’d scared Remi off for coming on to her out of the blue. Sharpie might be Asher’s after all. The small prick of guilt sank into my gut for using Remi, but it was easy enough to ignore. Technically, I hadn’t said anything to Greg about a supposed relationship. It was all implied.

      When I turned around, Greg was watching me with keen interest. “Remi, eh? Is she your…?”

      I hadn’t counted on Greg being so forward. Producing a megawatt smile, I shoved my fingers through my hair, harder than when I hung up with Remi. My hair gel was probably making it spike ridiculously like Greg’s electric socket look. Forget bald spots—I was at risk of losing everything up top if I didn’t stop using my hair as a proverbial punching bag.

      “Remi?” My trembling hands found my waist, and I wondered if Greg could see my heart pounding through my shirt. “Yeah. That’s why we’re watching her puppy. Remi’s my girlfriend.”
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      I pushed the doorbell at Wil’s house, and curved my fingers over my ears, trying in vain to tame my hair. I didn’t know why I ever attempted to smooth it down. I hadn’t ever been able to convince my hair to obey, and it wasn’t about to start now. I owned every controlling gel and spray known to womankind, and none of them were fierce enough to match my mane.

      Usually, I looked like I’d been on the beach in a hurricane, and I should have bought company stock in hair ties years ago for how many I’d had to purchase. They broke so frequently while trying to get my hair into a ponytail that I kept a bulk stash of them in the glove box. Instead of worrying about people’s perceptions of me, and whether I’d brushed my hair in the last week, I’d done my best to embrace my hair as one of my unique features. Life was too short to let dead cells attached in strands to my scalp dictate how I should feel about myself.

      Still, I hoped I looked presentable.

      Not a cavewoman was the least I could hope for.

      Wil could take me as I was or leave me. I was here to check on the puppy.

      The door swung open, and Asher peered at me. He clutched the puppy I’d found under Susan’s car close to his chest, and I knew Wil had been telling the truth when we spoke on the phone. Asher had instantly fallen in love with the puppy the way I had.

      I knew I liked that kid.

      Asher’s head tilted a degree. “Who are you?”

      I mimed being stabbed in the heart. “I can’t believe you don’t remember me. We met this summer, for like, sixty-two seconds when I gave you back your firetruck. Then, I bought you cotton candy. Remember?”

      Recognition jogged Asher’s mind, and his expression brightened. “Oh! I remember you! Ram… Ren…”

      “Remi.” The puppy struggled free of Asher’s arms, flopped to the ground, and trotted to me. I kneeled down to squish his cheeks between my hands. “I see you’ve been spoiling the dog I found this morning. Did your dad tell you how he helped me?”

      Asher shook his head. “All he told me was that Sharpie was staying until dinnertime.” Asher’s chin wobbled and it played my heartstrings like a violin soloist, drawing out a melancholy song on a street corner for pennies.

      “Hey, hang on there, mister.” I ran my hand down the puppy’s back. His fur was damp, and… was that cologne? “What are all these tears about?”

      “Asher?” Wil’s call preceded him, and as he hurried to the front door, he tugged a black t-shirt over his head, but not before I got a hearty dose of his abs. Holy mackerel. Do guys usually have that many? I might not care about my hair, but I sure appreciated that Wil cared about his torso. “What are you doing answering the door?”

      I waved, hoping my face wasn’t as pink as when I was twelve and had fallen asleep on a lounge chair at the pool. The full noon sun wasn’t kind to my skin, and I’d ended up looking like a boiled lobster for a good part of a week.

      Brushing my hair out of my face as a guise to measuring the blush on my cheeks, my skin scorched my fingertips.

      Awesome. My face was probably more red than that fateful summer snooze and all because a fantastic set of abs had caught me off guard.

      “Hi.” I twiddled my fingers. “It’s just me.”

      Wil gripped the edge of the door with one hand and the frame with the other. Either he was blocking my entrance, or posing so I could admire the sinewy muscles of his arms. Maybe he ought to put his stuffy suit and tie back on. It was easier to ignore the tug of attraction to him when he looked like a dowdy old lawyer who was on his way to ruin someone’s day by dragging them to court.

      “You’re early,” he said with a gravelly voice.

      When I’d called to apologize earlier, he had been cordial. I could have even sworn he was flirting by the time we said our goodbyes. Just the way he said my name made goosebumps crawl across my skin.

      Wow. Abs and saying my name. I’d set the bar pretty low. Not that Wil wasn’t clearing it. He could probably vault way above it if he really wanted to.

      But the warmth we’d shared over the phone had gone stone cold again, and there wasn’t even a pinch of relief that I was there. We were back to square one. Me, trying to figure out how to chip at Wil’s impenetrable fortress of moodiness. Not because I wanted to impress him, but because I had an incurable need to leave people happier than I found them. Making the world a brighter place was a blessing, and a curse.

      “Sorry.” I wrung my hands. “Is now a bad time?”

      Wil looked past me and blew out a breath. “No. I just wasn’t expecting you to be on time.”

      “Why’s that?”

      One shoulder raised in a quick shrug. “I kind of figured you’re a person who’s perpetually late.”

      My fists found my hips the way iron drew in magnets. That kind of sass opened Wil up for a stern lecture. Nobody poked fun at me by blurting their negative perceptions of me. Nobody but Barbara. She maintained the upper hand now, but someday, I would put her in her place, too. “Hey, now, mister. Don’t you think that’s a little unfair? Yeah, I was running late to work this morning, but if you didn’t notice, it’s because I was helping someone.”

      A hint of mischief glinted in Wil’s eyes. “You were helping a dog.”

      “And Roscoe.”

      “And a squirrel.” Wil’s mouth cracked into the genesis of a grin. If I kept it up, I might even witness him laugh. Not through the phone, where he could’ve faked it. In person. “I wouldn’t risk losing my job over an animal.”

      “Then I’m sorry to have to diagnose you with a cold lump of coal for a heart.” I tilted my chin up another inch, so he’d receive the full measure of my condescension. “It’s not incurable though. The remedy is spending time with adorable animals and nice people until you’re capable of loving again.”

      Wil laughed, but it was dark and broody. I must’ve hit a nerve. I sniffed and folded my arms, waiting for his apology. I was prepared to stand on his boring, brown welcome mat until the sun went down if that’s what it took, so it surprised me when he so quickly let out a breath and dropped his head.

      “Sorry. I shouldn’t make judgment calls about you.” The subtle growl to Wil’s voice jolted my heart. It was a gratifying reminder I was alive. “I barely know you.”

      “Apology accepted.” I picked up the puppy and ducked under Wil’s arms into his house. Kicking off my shoes in the corner, I wriggled my toes on the wood floor. So much better than the cheap carpet and perpetually sticky linoleum Barbara had put into the apartments. I was not a slob, but there was no amount of scrubbing that could get rid of cheap. Peeking into the rooms I could see from the front entry, it didn’t surprise me that Wil lived like a minimalist, but his lack of belongings was surprising. “Did some of your things get lost on the moving truck?”

      “No.” Wil’s brow dropped low as he shut the door. “Why?”

      “Your house…” I peered into the dining room. A table, four chairs, and a box of papers. No pictures, no rug, nothin’. “It’s so… clean.”

      “It’s easier to keep things tidy.” Wil leaned against the door and folded his arms. I really wished he’d quit posing those muscles of his. The last thing I needed was for him to figure out that along with a sculpted stomach, I had a thing for forearm veins.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said.

      Wil scrunched his nose. “For what?”

      “You didn’t pick up on my sarcasm.” I smirked, setting him up for the hard time I was about to give him. “Clean was meant as a polite synonym for boring.”

      “Oh, ho, ho.” Wil chuckled as he clapped. My teasing insult teased him out of his shell and it was the closest thing to unencumbered as I’d seen him. “I see how it is. I accuse you of being perpetually late and I’m rude, but you tell me I’m boring, and you’re—”

      “Honest.” I laughed along with Asher. “Seriously, I’m teasing. I prefer bright colors and artwork on every bare wall. I guess not everyone wants to decorate their place like they’re living in the Louvre Museum.”

      “You’re giving me anxiety even imagining it.” The right corner of Wil’s mouth turned up in a cockeyed smirk, and it was mounting evidence I was getting to him. If the only thing I accomplished in this life was making sure others were happier because I existed, then I’d count it as a success. “Less stuff means less to pack into boxes when we move again.”

      “You’re moving?” It wasn’t shocking that Wil couldn’t last in small-town Indiana. He liked suits and trendy health food restaurants, and would probably have the entire world paved with concrete so he didn’t have to deal with pesky weeds. “Already?”

      “Not in the foreseeable future. I have some business to settle first.” Wil’s eyes traveled around the house, and whatever was going through his head, he masterfully kept there. “I don’t see us staying long term.”

      “Button Blossom isn’t for everyone, I guess.” I tried to shrug, but my shoulders had invisible fifty-pound weights attached to them. Analyzing why I cared if Wil left would give me plenty to peruse on my mail route tomorrow, so I dropped it. “Now,” I bent over to transfer the puppy to Asher, “the question is what to do with this naughty little puppy we have on our hands.”

      “His name is Sharpie.” Asher accepted the dog from me and sat down on the floor, cuddling the puppy like it was his security blanket.

      “Sharpie?” I asked. “Did you choose it for him?”

      Asher puffed out his chest. “Yup.”

      “I like it,” I said, mumbling Sharpie’s name a few times to see how it rolled off the tongue. “There has to be a story behind why you chose it.”

      “Yeah, there is.” Asher tried to keep his grin under wraps, but he was already giggling.

      “Let me see.” I tapped my pointer finger on my chin. “I bet you colored all over your face with a Sharpie when you were little, like I did.”

      “Nope.” Asher crossed his legs to keep Sharpie corralled inside of them. “I drew on the walls of our last apartment.”

      “That was going to be my next guess.” I nodded and kept my eyes on him. Asher was thirsty for attention and I was happy to give it to him. “What’d you draw?”

      “A dog,” Asher said.

      “Well! There you go!” I clapped once. “It’s meant to be. Sharpie it is.”

      “You don’t name all your pets after something destructive you did as a child, do you?” Wil asked.

      “First off, I don’t have any pets.” I held up my finger to make my point. “I rehabilitate wildlife. Big difference.”

      “What about Roscoe?” Wil raised his eyebrows like he was watching me walk willingly into a snare.

      Gah! If Wil didn’t cease with his smirking, I was at risk of forgetting what I was here for. The wellbeing of Sharpie was my main objective.

      “He’s a wild animal,” I protested. “You saw what he did to Barbara.”

      Wil chuckled, low and gentle. A weaker woman might have had to brace herself to keep from melting into a pile of goo in Wil’s entryway, but I braced myself. It might be fun to play with Wil, but anything beyond that? I didn’t need the responsibility of someone else’s feelings. That opened the possibility of being hurt.

      Me or them.

      Me and them.

      The last thing I wanted in my life was another gaping wound someone else caused me. They took too long to heal, and the scars never truly went away.

      I rounded the conversation back to Sharpie. “I was thinking about what I’d name him while I was driving around all day for work. For all my pondering, I probably would have called him something cliched like Pepper or Licorice. Boring. I considered Obsidian. I thought it might be too much of a mouthful.”

      Asher perked up. “I thought about naming him that, too!”

      “You’ve heard of obsidian before?” My gaze found Wil. “Did you teach him about it?”

      “Nope,” Asher said, his shoulders squaring. “I watched a documentary on it. I watch a lot of them while my dad works.”

      I didn’t miss Wil’s wince. With his simple honesty, Asher had cut Wil to the quick. Before Wil tried to explain himself, I rushed in to rescue him from any fumbling awkwardness. Wil was a single dad who had to pay the bills. He couldn’t always veg on the couch with his son. I got it. “Sounds awesome. I love a good documentary. Maybe we should change his name to Obsidian.”

      “Nah,” said Asher. “Sharpie is easier to remember, and Obsidian is a big word for some people.”

      “Alrighty then. It’s settled. Sharpie it is.” Sinking down onto the floor across from Asher, I touched Sharpie’s velvety ears. “Did you three have fun together today?”

      “My dad was busy with work, and Uncle Greg came over, so that was boring, but Sharpie and I did. We played in the backyard, he took a nap on my lap while I watched a show about Lewis and Clark. Did you know they traveled over eight thousand miles? Then Sharpie got a bath. He didn’t love that part. When he got out of the tub, he shook himself off so hard it got my dad and me soaked. So then I had to have a bath.”

      “I wondered if you guys tried to clean him up.” I peered up at Wil, who stood nearby. “What shampoo did you use on him?”

      Wil scraped his fingers across the stubble barely peeking out on his cheeks and made a face like he was contemplating if he should answer. “I had a bar of hotel soap, so we tried that.”

      “And cologne?”

      The tips of Wil’s ears turned red. “It’s aftershave.”

      “Huh.” I chewed my lower lip to keep from giggling at Wil’s attempt to groom Sharpie. He was totally clueless about caring for a dog, and it was hilarious. I’d say his incompetence, but willingness to care was adorable, but that sort of descriptor was reserved only for animals and children. “I take it you’ve never had a dog before.”

      “Nope.”

      “Any other pets?”

      “Not even a pet rock,” Wil deadpanned.

      “Well, that is probably why he smells… interesting. Dirty dog plus wet dog plus wrong shampoo plus aftershave equals one peculiar smelling animal.”

      “I told you we shouldn’t have put on the aftershave, Dad,” Asher chided. “Dogs are supposed to be stinky.”

      “I refuse to accept that, though I will admit maybe I should have taken him to a groomer,” Wil said. “It would have been a lot more pleasant for all of us. I’m not big into DIY, especially washing dogs.”

      “You’re in luck because I have a talent for wrangling wily animals and getting them their baths, even if they think they don’t need one.” I clapped for Sharpie and he lumbered over Asher’s crossed legs to me. His belly was round and full. He must’ve chowed down on an entire buffet sometime between terrorizing Wil and getting his bath. “I know that mean lady told you I can’t have animals in my apartment, but I think having you come over would qualify as a special circumstance. You’ll fit in my backpack and I can clean you up in my kitchen sink the next time you need to scrub-a-dub in the tub.”

      “You don’t think he needs one again? Now?” asked Wil.

      “Maybe in a month or so. Unless he rolls in something really rank, I don’t want to dry out his skin.” As funky as Sharpie might have smelled, the soap had made Sharpie’s fur even softer. “Dry skin makes dogs itchy, then they scratch, which makes them oily, which makes them smell… it’s a vicious cycle.”

      “Makes sense.” Wil nodded curtly. “So, what are we doing with the dog tonight?”

      Asher stood next to his dad and slipped his hand into Wil’s. I knew what was coming before the first tear fell. “Dad? I don’t want Sharpie to go.”

      Asher’s quivering frown wrenched my insides; I set Sharpie down and scooted closer to Asher. “Hey, don’t worry. I’m not stealing him from you, and he’d only go to my place if he needed a bath. During the day while I’m at work, someone will have to watch him. Do you think he’d be able to stay with you when he’s not busy with me?”

      Glancing at his dad, Wil nodded and ruffled his son’s hair. “That sounds like it might work, doesn’t it?”

      Wiping his hand under his runny nose, Asher nodded. “Does that mean Sharpie’s my dog?”

      My heart pinched. Logically, I knew I wasn’t in a place to keep Sharpie. Barbara would love to roast me if she even found a dollop of Sharpie’s drool in my apartment. That didn’t mean my heart wasn’t already tethered to that floppy puppy. Giving up something that you truly wanted wasn’t easy for anybody.

      It was a lucky guess, or Wil wasn’t totally committed to a dog either, but the words he spoke were tender. “Maybe we can share him with Remi. I don’t think she wants to give up seeing him forever. Does that sound reasonable?”

      Asher eagerly agreed. “She can take him on walks after work and I’ll play with him in the yard during the day.”

      “I have to say, Wil, I’m shocked at how you changed your tune.” I leaned back and braced myself with my arms. “This morning, I thought you wanted nothing to do with this dog.”

      His mouth tightened. “My arm was twisted.”

      “By whom? I doubt Asher would be able to,” I said. “Physically or otherwise.”

      Turning away from me, I had a fantastic view of his profile. Stately nose? Check. Strong chin? Check. Surly, chiseled jawline? Checkmate. “It wasn’t him.”

      “Uncle Greg said he should do it,” Asher chimed in.

      I raised my eyebrows at Wil. “Is Uncle Greg your brother? ‘Cause for some reason, I have a hard time imagining anyone coercing you into doing anything unless they meant a lot to you. Then I bet you bend over backward for them.”

      “He’s my uncle, not Asher’s.” Shaking his head, Wil’s memories fled and dumped him back into the present. “Never mind. I was exaggerating. Greg was insistent when he made his case for a child having a dog, but Asher has been on his own a lot more than he should since we transitioned here.”

      “I see.”

      Asher blurted, “Can Remi stay for dinner?”

      Wil and I exchanged glances, and I offered an innocent smile. I knew the filter on kids could be thin, and though technically, Wil had accepted my self-invitation to dinner when we’d chatted on the phone, I’d only meant it as a joke. Before Wil or I tried to figure out a lame excuse for rejecting Asher’s idea, I took a step toward the door and slipped my feet back into my tired, old sandals. They were almost on their last leg, but I wasn’t above gluing shoes back together to resuscitate them. “I appreciate the offer, but I should run to the store to get some supplies for Sharpie. He’ll need a leash, a collar, bowls for his food and water. And food. Gosh, I bet he can eat his weight in kibble.”

      Asher wouldn’t let me out the door with his dog so easily. “We already went and got everything. If you’re wondering where his collar is, it isn’t on ‘cause he’s still drying.”

      My eyebrows pinched together. “That five dollars I gave you sure went far.”

      “I didn’t want Sharpie to chew on the furniture because he didn’t have anything to eat,” Wil said. “Asher’s the one who told me all the other things Sharpie would need.”

      “I picked out the biggest, fluffiest dog bed they had, too,” Asher said. “It’s so big, my dad could sleep on it, but only if he curled up.”

      “That sounds huge,” I agreed.

      Flipping my tangle of hair behind my shoulder, for a microsecond, Wil’s eyes landed on my collarbone. When his gaze cut up to mine, I raised my eyebrows at him, daring him to deny he’d peeked.

      He couldn’t, and he knew he’d been caught.

      Look all you want, Wil, but too bad you’ll never get to touch.
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      Slipping his hands into his pockets, Wil retreated. “So are you staying?”

      I folded my arms, unwilling to sit through a dinner if Wil didn’t really want me to be present. “I don’t want to intrude.”

      “You’re not,” Asher reassured.

      “I ducked and rolled under your dad’s arm to get inside, kid.” I smirked at Asher, and unlike his dad, he was quick to echo with a smile of his own. “Your dad could have called the cops on me for that stunt.”

      “I wouldn’t waste public resources,” Wil huffed. “If I needed to, I’d hoist you over my shoulder and take you to the front porch myself.”

      Now there was a mental image.

      “We’re having pork chops and mashed potatoes tonight. Dad says we have to have salad, too.” Asher rubbed his hands over Sharpie’s back, but grimaced at the thought of eating his leafy greens. “You don’t have to eat the salad if you don’t want to. I wish I didn’t have to, but my dad makes me.”

      My stomach gurgled. Wil’s meat stick I’d commandeered to lure Sharpie out? Wil hadn’t wanted it back, and I’d given Wil my lunch money so he could get Sharpie some food, so the tough meat stick had become my lunch. Not the best tasting thing I’d ever eaten by any stretch of the imagination, but Sharpie hadn’t gotten his teeth past the plastic wrapping, and if there was one thing I hated, it was waste. Now, faced with the prospect of going home to have yet another package of dry Ramen for dinner, I salivated at being tempted by a home-cooked meal, especially a fresh salad. There are only so many times a woman can eat shriveled noodles in salty broth in a row before crying.

      “I think you just want to keep Sharpie all to yourself.” I found the doorknob and rested my hand on it. “I should take him for a walk so we can get started with his potty training. I’ll make sure his bladder is so empty he won’t even think about tinkling on your floors.”

      “I highly doubt that.” One side of Wil’s mouth lifted into a smirk. I ignored the tremble in my gut that had nothing to do with how good a proper dinner sounded.

      I narrowed my eyes at Wil’s challenge. “You’ll see.”

      Asher was totally oblivious to my low-level flirting with Wil. “It’s not just having Sharpie here, though I do want him to stay. I’m tired of talking to just my dad at dinner. It’s boring.”

      I caught my lip between my teeth, reining in another smile. I bet Asher gave Wil a run for his money with his blatant honesty. Wil didn’t seem like an inherently bad guy, but he was a definite stick in the mud. Aside from his son needing stimulating conversation, Wil seemed like he could use more joy in his life. Humor to disarm awkward situations, and laughter to keep away the grumpiness.

      Wil reinforced Asher’s request. “He’s right.”

      “That you’re boring?”

      Wil shook his head, but his smile still spread. “Maybe we both are. I think I could use some more in-depth conversation than a five-year-old can provide, too. It’s been a couple of weeks since I’ve sat down with an adult over a meal.”

      My stomach would have dragged me to the table and sat me down in a chair if my feet weren’t listening to my brain’s overriding command not to jump the gun. “You’re positive I won’t make it weird? You hardly know me.”

      Wil splayed his hands. “I can’t really argue with Asher once he’s decided.”

      I blew a breath out of my cheeks. “Alright. Since you insist, I’ll be the peacemaker by staying to eat with you.”

      “Yes!” Asher ran down the hallway into the living room, with Sharpie hot on his heels. They both jumped onto the couch to celebrate.

      Wil tried to stop them, but it was half-hearted. Whatever he’d had to manage that day seemed to have worn him out. A tiny pinprick made me take notice, and instinctually, I wanted to take care of him. Not in a tug off his socks and rub his feet kind of way, but to lighten his load.

      “Alright then.” I clasped my hands and strolled past Wil to the kitchen, accidentally breathing in an entire sinus full of his musky cologne. It was a miracle my feeble knees didn’t drop me right there in the hallway. I guess I wasn’t as strong a woman as I’d thought. “Point me to what you want me to cook and I’ll help get dinner ready.”

      Letting out a sigh—defeated, relieved, or otherwise—Wil followed me. He pulled the bowl of marinating meat out of the fridge and had a handful of potatoes next to a pot on the island. Where I barely had enough space to set a cutting board next to my stove, I could have camped out on Wil’s butcher block island alone.

      Picking up the potato peeler, I got to work. I appreciated that Wil didn’t protest by trying to make me sit at the bar while he got everything ready, and despite functioning on different wavelengths, Wil and I moved easily around the kitchen like we were performing a choreographed dance. One that would lead to the best meal I’d had in a while.

      An hour later, we were sitting at the table and I was doing my best not to drool as I sank my teeth into my pork chop. Other than ramen, my cookware saw a lot of bean burritos and boxed mac ‘n’ cheese. I wasn’t complaining—there were a lot of people who had it worse than me—but my taste buds rejoiced.

      Sharpie had situated himself under the table, staring unblinkingly at us. I didn’t need telepathy to know what he was hoping for. It had been ingrained deep in my soul that people food wasn’t for dogs, but that poor puppy, with his enormous brown eyes and thumping tail, had been deprived of so much, I was having a hard time justifying keeping the delicious, savory grilled meat away from him. I mean, I was salivating over it. Why wouldn’t Sharpie also be licking his chops?

      Asher was the first to break and slipped Sharpie a piece of his dinner, trying to hide his indiscretion with a straight face. Wil and I both figured out what was happening when Asher’s giggle became a full-on laughing fit. Sharpie had gratefully snatched the meat, then ran his tongue across Asher’s hands, and over to his knees, and down his shins, making sure he didn’t miss a drop of juice.

      I laughed.

      Wil didn’t.

      Curious.

      “Something on your mind?” I poked at Wil with my fork, then took a swig from my water glass like I’d been wandering in the desert for a week and had finally found an oasis. A parched mouth was a notably common side effect around Wil. Why he had that effect would be more to ponder during my mail route tomorrow. “What kind of person can resist laughing when someone else is laughing?”

      Using the napkin he’d laid across his lap to dab at the corners of his mouth, Wil’s attention stayed on his food. “It’s… been a long day.”

      “Understandable. But you did kick it off with me, rescuing this adorable guy.” It was gross, but I let Sharpie lick my fingers clean. “That’s got to count for something, doesn’t it, Wilberforce?”

      He cringed at his full name, like I was his mother shouting at him to clean up his room. Or rather, the way some of my foster mothers had spoken to me. I’d had a few nice ones, but more often than not, when things got tough, my sister and I were the first to go. We weren’t anyone’s real daughters, after all.

      “Nobody calls me Wilberforce.” He reclined in his chair, letting his shoulders touch the back for the first time since sitting down to dinner.

      “Nobody but me.” I winked conspicuously at him, like we were old friends sharing a personal joke. If I wasn’t totally delusional, the apples of Wil’s cheeks ripened with the slightest hint of pink. “Where does one find a name like Wilberforce for their son, anyway? I’m skeptical that it’s ever made it onto the top one hundred popular names for baby boys. At least, probably not since people were wearing powdered wigs and cruising in carriages. Or did your parents get wild and crazy and just make it up?”

      “It’s not made up.” Asher talked with his mashed potatoes crammed into one cheek. “My dad’s named after William Wilberforce.”

      My eyebrows ratcheted up a notch. “William Wilberforce, huh? That’s a mouthful. Tell me about him, Asher. I’m betting you know all about the guy.”

      “I don’t know a lot.” Asher chased his mashed potatoes down with a glass of milk. “He lived a couple hundred years ago in England, and I think he was one of the people who ended the slave trade. It was something important like that, anyway.”

      I tried to whistle my amazement, but I shouldn’t have tried with food in my mouth. A piece of pork chop escaped before I could trap it behind my teeth, and it tumbled like a boulder down the mountainside. It made it over my chest and was careening toward the floor until Sharpie snapped it out of midair.

      Scrubbing the marinade stain on my chest with my napkin, dabbed in my water, I caught Wil looking at me. I expected a disapproving frown at my lack of manners, but his eyes were dancing with what he was holding back.

      “What?” I stopped to give him my full attention.

      He shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “I take it you’ve never been so impressed by someone that food’s fallen out of your mouth.”

      “Can’t say I have.”

      “Then you need to wake up and pay more attention.” I dipped a clean part of my napkin into my water. “There are gobs of fascinating people in this world.”

      “Perhaps, but when I meet them, I’ll be sure to chew my food before gasping at their achievements.”

      Rolling my eyes, I waved him off, but my dismissal only made a chuckle break through his steely exterior. So, I escalated things to let him know I wouldn’t acquiesce to him as the manners police—I wadded up my napkin and threw it at him.

      It made it all of two feet before unceremoniously falling to the floor. Asher and I laughed with mouths open, heads tipped back, and for a second, I witnessed Wil smiling without restraint. Turns out, he was capable of expressing genuine happiness. So he wasn’t a robot after all.

      I picked up my napkin before Sharpie tried to choke it down and asked, “Tell me, Wilberforce. Is what Asher said true? About your namesake?”

      Wil scratched at the five o’clock shadow on his jawline. In the two times I’d seen Wil, he was always clean cut. I would have bet my Jeep that Wil had shaved religiously since his first gangly teenage mustache, because he probably had never even gone through an unruly hair phase, facial or otherwise. I suspected he could pull off a beard. The edge of his jaw was so sharp, it must’ve dulled razors after one use, and the defined lines of his face would hardly be obscured by some manly scruff.

      “And that’s how I ended up with the name Wilberforce.”

      I blinked. I didn’t know how long I’d spaced out, fantasizing about Wil’s perfect and symmetrical face, but long enough that I’d missed what seemed to be a detailed explanation of how he ended up with a mouthful of a name like Wilberforce. Heat creeped up my neck, and my face was in danger of imminent scorching unless I recovered quickly. “Wow. That’s impressive. It means helping others is in your heritage.”

      He puffed out a laugh. “All a name like Wilberforce has ever done for me has earned me a whole lot of sniggering and raised eyebrows.”

      “And why should you care?”

      “Because no amount of telling someone about the fascinating man I was named after doesn’t make people not laugh.”

      “So what if they do? You think I’ve never been taunted for a name like Remi Bravo? Every time I did anything cringey at school, the mean kids would stand up, clap like they were the cheerleading squad, and chant Bravo! Bravo! And not nicely. The dumbest part is that they should have been saying brava. Of course, try to explain conjugating foreign languages to school kids. That made me even more of a freak.”

      Wil humphed. I knew I shouldn’t entertain the carnal part of my brain, but Wil’s grumbles and moodiness were kind of attractive in the same dangerous way a mosquito was drawn to a bug zapper. I mentally shook myself, knocking myself off that path before I explored it.

      Stay strong, Remi. Too much wandering and you’ll get lost.

      To keep from diverging from the course I was on, I reminded myself why life couldn’t be threaded too closely with Wil. I was too busy taking care of everything from a starling who’d tried to fly through a window, to a litter of bunnies who’d been orphaned, among a horde of other critters, all waiting in my garage unit for their dinner when I got home. It wasn’t only animals, either. So many of my resources, mental and financial, were tied up helping my baby sister, Bree, so she could soar. Not to mention, it was a struggle to keep my life from imploding. Then there was Maren and Trixie and everyone else in Button Blossom who leaned on me to cheer up their day when I dropped off their mail. I couldn’t possibly add anyone else to my already bursting circle. Wil, and Asher, as cute as he was, were temporary. After I had Sharpie settled, it wouldn’t matter what noises Wil made, or what internal organs those sounds made vibrate with desire.

      Stop, Remi. You sound like a cheap romance novel.

      “Kids can be cruel.” Wil rose from his seat, and rinsed his plate off, then put it directly into the dishwasher. Who had that kind of self-discipline to cook and immediately clean? I needed at least one television show before I could convince myself to tackle the dishes. I rescinded my previous observation. There was further evidence that Wil was a robot. “The sad thing is adults aren’t much better.”

      “I know, but I wasn’t talking about everyone else. My compliment was for you. We are barely acquaintances, but I can tell you are a decent guy.” I ignored Wil’s quiet scoff and rubbed my knuckles across the groove in Sharpie’s forehead. “I’m not just saying that because you’re named for a guy who changed the course of human history either, though that helps.”

      “If you say so.” Wil packed up the leftovers. “You seem determined to look for the bright side of everything and everyone. If someone asked you to describe Barbara, I’m guessing you’d paint her as your best friend. One who loves to be in charge and whose strong personality makes her a good leader.”

      “That might be pushing it.”

      “Is it?”

      Wil reached for my empty plate, but I grabbed a hold of the other side. He tugged, but I held firm. He was going to hear my chipper compliment, even if he’d rather be loading the dishwasher. “Look, I understand your day has been rough, but from where I’m at, you helped me rescue a puppy this morning and let your son play with, name, and bond with Sharpie all day, when you are clearly not a dog person. You’re your own proof that not everybody is horrible and not everything is all bad.”

      Opening his mouth for a rebuttal, I was out of my chair, with my finger pressed to my lips in the universal shushing signal. Slowly closing his jaw, Wil showed surprising restraint.

      Chewing a piece of meat off the side of his pork chop, Asher said, “You’re supposed to tell someone thanks when they say something nice about you, Dad.”

      Our eyes met, and reflexively, Wil drew his mouth into a tight line. “Thanks.”

      My instinct was to smile, so I did. His attention dove to my mouth, fueling a wider smile from me. Apparently I wasn’t the only one battling an unwelcome attraction. “My pleasure.”
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      “Pew! Asher wasn’t kidding when he said you rolled in something you shouldn’t have.” Once I had the kitchen faucet running at the right temperature, I set Sharpie in the sink. A month had passed since I’d first found him, and he was growing so fast that in another month, the only place he was going to fit was a bathtub, and since I didn’t have one in my apartment, that meant bath time would have to be at Wil’s. “Wil said he wasn’t even going to let you inside. Can you believe he was going to hose you off with cold water in his backyard?”

      Sharpie’s tongue lolled out of his mouth and I squirted a generous amount of soap into my hand. He was going to need it if I had any hope of de-scenting him.

      “Yeah, I think it was an empty threat from Wil, too. He pretends like he’s heartless, but he’s not. I would have paid to watch him try to wrangle you into a tub and accept a bath. It probably would have been highly entertaining.”

      Unexpectedly jumping out of the sink, Sharpie sloshed water all down the front of my shirt. I removed his paws and set him back into the sudsy water.

      “Oh, well, thanks. Now I’m going to have to change before I take you back to Wil’s.”

      My mind took a sharp detour to imagining Wil attempting to wash a feisty black puppy in his bathtub without his shirt on. I’d only gotten a peek of what was hiding under his shirts the first time I’d been invited to stay for dinner, but it was like taking a nibble of dessert and being told I couldn’t have any more.

      Easier said than done, especially when dessert was still right in front of me.

      I wasn’t a constant presence at Wil and Asher’s house, but I’d made good on my word to stop by every day to walk Sharpie and clean up any messes he had made. Asher had tagged along with me every time, which meant I’d seen a lot more of Wil than I ever thought I would. Thankfully, he’d mostly been in suits and button-up shirts, which kept me from inadvertently witnessing any more of his torso.

      His upper body had clearly made an impression on me.

      My face went volcanic and would have melted like wax if I didn’t immediately flick Wil and his sculpted abs out of my thoughts. At best, I was a courteous dog-sitter and part-time nanny. At worst… I might pretend like it didn’t bother me that I irritated Wil because I was spread too thin to care, but in truth, knowing someone didn’t like me was like trying to live with a sliver under the skin. It wasn’t debilitating, but it was enough of a reminder to cause pain.

      Sharpie rotated his body, trying to break free. “Hold on, mister. I know you love the water, but you can’t go splashing around without restraint.”

      His exuberance was a welcome distraction from idleness. I kept myself on the go to keep things from seeping out of the corners and dark places where I’d tried to banish them. When those thoughts tainted what had otherwise been a good day, I’d been teaching myself to think of people or memories that made me happy.

      Finding Sharpie, the most adorable puppy I’d ever laid eyes on.

      Eating something other than mushy noodles for dinner.

      Wil’s abs.

      Whoa, there, Remi. You’re not supposed to be using those to find joy.

      I was inclined to argue with the logical side of my brain, maybe starting off with the point that it wasn’t necessarily Wil’s abs that did it for me, but rippling muscles on a flat stomach in general made for a sensational day.

      But then there went my body again. Bubbling like a stew left to simmer all day on the stove. I mentally turned off the burner. Not only was my sunny disposition the exact opposite of Wil’s personality of thunderstorms and being typically overcast, there were lots of other things that made us incompatible. I bet he made his bed first thing in the morning, and fired off a round of sit-ups and push-ups before he even had breakfast. He liked his muted grays, while I reached for every color I could find to wear and decorate with. The biggest divider had to be our age. I was still comfortably in my twenties, still wet behind the ears of life, while Wil had to be somewhere into his thirties. Not that I had anything against dating an older man, nor one with a son of his own, but—

      Is it because I’m like an annoying younger sister? Or does the wide-eyed innocence throw him? If he thinks I’m naïve, he doesn’t know me at all.

      The buzzing at my hip kicked me out of that rabbit hole, and I dried my pruney fingers against the thighs of my favorite jeans. There were rips in the knees, but I considered the tattered holes evidence of character. Tugging my phone out of my pocket, I swiped to answer.

      “Hello, Bree.”

      “Remi! How’s my favorite sister?”

      I rolled my eyes good-naturedly. “Cambria Bravo, I’m your only sister. You can’t properly suck up if I can’t compare myself to someone else.”

      “That’s because there’s no comparison. I could have a hundred sisters and you’d still be my favorite.”

      “Uh, oh.” I knew what was coming, and it made my gut sink like a brick tossed into the ocean over the Mariana Trench. “You’re buttering me up. What do you need help with?”

      “Remi, why do you have to say it that way?”

      I rested my cell phone in the crook of my neck and pulled Sharpie out of the sink. The towel I had waiting for him was insufficient for the amount of water his coat could hold, and as I hugged him close to me to keep him from escaping, warm water seeped into my clothes. Smelling like a wet dog was hardly the worst thing in the world, though I was definitely going to have to change.

      I sank down with Sharpie on the floor, and towel dried him. He took it as an invitation to wrestle and rolled onto his back, kicking, and trying to nip at my watch. Gawl, he was so cute. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You sound like you’re my mother.”

      My throat pinched. Neither of us had ever had a stellar example of a parental figure. There were a few decent foster parents, but none had us long enough to make much of a difference. We bounced between foster homes, and sometimes back to our parents’ care when they’d tried to clean up their act, however temporary. That had left it to me to be the mother figure for Bree. Most of the time she resented it, but deep down, she knew I meant well. I was watching out for her. Hoping she’d be kept safe from the mistakes our parents had made if I was there to shepherd her.

      I tickled Sharpie’s stomach and smiled. “You say it like it’s a bad thing.”

      Cambria sighed hard enough she could have given the Big Bad Wolf pointers on knocking over tentatively constructed pig homes. “It is, because you’re supposed to be my sister, not my mom.”

      “All I’m trying to do is keep you on the straight and narrow.”

      “But you don’t need to.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      I could hear Bree’s eye roll through the phone. “Yes. You don’t need to hover anymore. I’ve outgrown my rebellious teenage phase, and I’m only a couple semesters from graduating with my bachelor’s degree in biochemistry. I’ve got it all planned out and have already started filling out applications for a doctorate program. If I work hard, I’ll be a pharmacist before my twenty-fifth birthday.”

      The pinch in my esophagus caved in, making my voice thick. “I can hardly believe my baby sister’s going to be a doctor.”

      “A pharmacist.”

      “Did you call to argue?” I laughed, wiping at the wet spots on my face, both from Sharpie escaping the confines of my towel and shaking vigorously to dry off, and the tears of pride that had trickled down my cheeks. “All I’m saying is I’m so proud of you.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without you.” Bree let out another sigh, but it was different. Not tainted by annoyance, but colored with uncertainty. “That’s sort of why I’m calling.”

      My caved in esophagus extended down to my ribcage, which constricted painfully. We were getting to the heart of her phone call. “Do you need money?”

      Silence.

      That’s a definite yes.

      “I’ve had to cut down on my work shifts to keep up with the load of studying I’m needing to do to get good grades. I wouldn’t be asking if I thought I could do it otherwise, but I’m getting desperate. Sometimes, I wish I didn’t have to sleep. Then I wouldn’t be calling, because I could work the night shift somewhere…”

      “How much are you thinking?” I chewed my lower lip and ran a mental calculation of every last penny I was aware I had in my possession.

      “Five hundred? Is that too much? It’s just to cover what I can’t make for rent, and a little left over for groceries. Everything else is taken care of, and I’ll pay you back as soon as I can take a breath and catch up.”

      Bree’s request hit me like a wrecking ball. It wasn’t a complaint that the highlight of my week was the occasional dinners Wil had invited me to stay for after I’d taken Asher and Sharpie for a walk, but I hadn’t let Bree see how I was scraping the bottom of the barrel so hard for her I was getting splinters under my nails. I’d never turned her down. Not after she’d had a childhood full of people who’d disappointed her. Despite everything she’d been through, and the dark path she’d occasionally wandered, Bree had made it through by defying the odds.

      Five hundred bucks was nothing to watch her fly.

      I had an emergency fund of almost a thousand dollars stashed in a shoebox in my closet. It’d required immense self-control not to dig through it when I tired of the squeak of my worn-out shoes. That was not an emergency.

      But this? It was justifiable. I trusted Bree not to be frivolous when asking for my help. I’d worry about replenishing my emergency fund later. Preferably after I handed over Sharpie to Asher and Wil so I wouldn’t be worrying about being caught red-handed by Barbara with Sharpie in my apartment at the same time I was wringing my hands over my financial situation.

      “Of course.” I gave up trying to get Sharpie any drier with the sopping wet towel. He took it as an invitation to explore and scampered out of sight. Standing, I hobbled to the sink, trying to get the blood flow to return to my extremities. The pinprick sensation on the bottom of my feet made it hard to walk. “I’ll have to swing by the bank to move some cash around, but it’s yours.”

      “Really?”

      I could just see Bree, her hands in fists, shaking them like maracas the more excited she got. “Yeah, really.”

      “How’d I get so lucky to have a sister like you? I don’t deserve you.”

      “Stop.” I yanked the dish towel off the handle of the oven and wiped up the worst of the mess from Sharpie’s bath. “You’re going to make my enormous head burst, then you’ll be sorry. Brain splatter. Everywhere. I would hate to have to be the one to clean it up.”

      “Gross.” Bree laughed, and I could tell her worries had floated away like a cloud on a stiff autumn evening breeze. “There’s something else I should probably tell you.”

      “What? Did your roommate finally get engaged? If they aren’t a match made in heaven, I don’t know who would be. They’re the Romeo and Juliette of modern times. Or maybe that’s a poor comparison. Nobody should have that kind of tragic ending. They’re, uh… Henry the VIII and Anne Boleyn.”

      “That’s worse than Romeo and Juliette.”

      “Okay, I’m drawing a blank. Who’s an iconic couple destined to be together forever?”

      “It’s not about them…” Trailing off was Bree’s telltale sign she was stalling. But why was she stalling? It wasn’t about school. And when we spoke last week, she still enjoyed her job, and her roommates were as close as we were as sisters. “There’s… someone.”

      “Someone?”

      “I met in my biochem lab. His name’s—”

      My entire body stiffened. Forget overbearing mother. I also played the role of a protective father with conviction, too. The phone slipped out of the crook of my neck and plunged into Sharpie’s filthy bath water with a plunk. “No!”

      I fished around for it, but knew in my gut that my phone was a goner. It already had a slight fissure in the screen and was enough of an electronic device from a bygone era that I doubted it had any sort of water protection. Putting the phone to my ear, desperation clawed at my chest. “Hello? Hello? Cambria?”

      There was nothing but a blank screen, and absolute silence. Of course. When it was critical I dug out information from Bree, to make sure she was safe with a guy, all communication was cut off.

      I wasn’t particularly superstitious, but there were times that I swore someone had a voodoo doll of me and liked to mess with me just to see how far I’d bend before I’d break. I’d brought home Sharpie the night before because he genuinely stank and Wil was already turning green from the odor. Then that morning, I’d stubbed my toe getting out of bed and burned my eggs while picking up the trash Sharpie had dumped over. Now this.

      It was probably Barbara. I could see her sticking pins in a voodoo doll with my likeness right now from the comfort of the estate she paid for off renting this dump to people in as dire circumstances as me.

      Pulling my container of rice out of the pantry, I filled a ziplock bag, hoping to give my phone a chance of recovery. “Sharpie! Where’d you go? I’d better get you back to Wil and Asher before work. Otherwise, I’m going to have to store you in a box under my bed so if Barbara comes sneaking around, she won’t find you.”

      Thinking about seeing Wil threw me onto another emotional roller coaster. I was buckled in for a ride that was thrilling, scary, and made me want to barf. I wasn’t intimidated by his moodiness, and made sure he knew it, but it hadn’t gone without notice that he didn’t wear a wedding ring, and there were no pictures of a woman who might have given Asher his button nose or unruly cowlick near his temple.

      My mind filled in the blanks to Wil’s story, inserting me into that vacant slot.

      I fought it all night, but my subconscious whispered endlessly ridiculous scenarios I was powerless to stop. Come morning, groggily running my hand over my eyes, I was too exhausted to remove myself from that magical place between dreaming and awake, where anything is possible. I could feel the weight of Wil’s muscular arm draped over me, while he gently kissed my face.

      When I realized Sharpie had escaped my makeshift crate, had made it onto my bed, and was running his tongue over my cheeks, I shrieked.

      I put my hand over my heart, willing it to slow. Gross as it was, Sharpie had inadvertently, but firmly, reminded me I wasn’t looking for love.

      “Sharpie!” I bellowed only as loud as I dared. “Here, boy!”

      The walls were thin enough that I could hear when my neighbor in the apartment below sneezed.

      I lowered my voice a notch and tiptoed down the hallway where Sharpie had escaped. “I’m not kidding about Barbara. She’d kick me out and send you to the pound without a second thought.”

      Sharpie must’ve picked up on my worry, because his reappearance was impeccable. Strolling out of my bedroom with my favorite microfiber blanket clamped between his teeth, his tail whipped like it was independent of his body, and it was running on caffeine.

      “Oh. I suppose you’re going to claim that as yours, now, huh? Well, fine. Have it.”

      His tail went into overdrive.

      “You know what? That gives me an idea. How about we use it to disguise your exit? If Barbara sees me, I’ll just tell her I’m bringing it for a picnic in the park. To visit Roscoe. That sounds believable, doesn’t it?”

      Gathering my keys and sliding on my shoes, I stuffed a banana in my knapsack for lunch, grabbing a handful of peanuts to coax Roscoe down from the trees. Maybe I’d ask if Asher could come with me. Wil might not share my affinity for tree-climbing rodents, but I knew Asher did. Though my phone was most likely as dead as the succulent Bree had gifted me on my last birthday, I took it in case I was primed for any miracles today.

      It was early, and anything was possible.

      Anything except entertaining any ideas about Wil. Those were all fantasy, concocted by my tired brain. Nothing would ever happen with a man like Wil.

      I’d make sure of it.
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      “Alright, buddy. Time for you to take a deep breath and calm down. The less you squirm, the better off we’ll both be.” I put on my jacket, accidentally shoving my fingers through the hole that was ripping in the armpit area. Roscoe used to love poking his head out of the hole when he’d snuggle in my clothes and back then, I thought it was cute to have an armpit squirrel. Now the hole was just annoying. I’d have to poke around my apartment to see if I could turn up a needle and thread to patch it. “We’re going covert, Sharpie. Should you choose to accept your mission, you must remain quiet and still until we have exited the premises in my Jeep. Understand?”

      I tried to pry the blanket out of Sharpie’s poky puppy teeth, but he must have had some crocodile in him, because his jaw was clamped.

      “We’ll be working on the release command when I stop by Wil’s after work,” I playfully grumbled at Sharpie.

      With Sharpie holding tight, I tossed the blanket over the rest of his body, and picked him up.

      Peering through the peephole in my front door, the apartment complex parking lot appeared quiet. I’d already checked on and fed the rescues in my garage unit before the sun had come up, and was leaving for work a few minutes early. Sharpie hadn’t gone potty yet, and by some miracle, he hadn’t relieved himself on the late-nineties carpet that was everywhere in the apartment. All except the kitchen, where late-nineties linoleum was the fashion.

      “All clear,” I whispered.

      The next step was to poke my head out the door. I had been polite with my neighbors, if somewhat aloof. Barbara’s complex was the cheapest in town and attracted some of the less savory people looking for an inexpensive place to live. I wouldn’t have put it past most of them to report me to Barbara, should they spot me with a dog, probably in hopes of a discount on rent. Lack of resources made people at the end of their rope hold on tighter.

      I got that.

      That didn’t mean I was going to give anyone a chance to test my theory.

      The brisk morning air washed over me, making goosebumps prickle from every single one of my hair follicles. Keeping Sharpie hugged next to my side, ensuring everything from his wet nose to the tip of his tail was cloaked with my blanket, I locked my front door. Trying not to look guilty as I made my way to the stairs, my heart was hammering somewhere closer to my nose than behind my ribs. I was terrible at keeping secrets, and any sort of misconduct sent my conscience into a frenzy.

      Keep walking. Nothing to see here.

      Sharpie writhed under the blanket. If I was in his spot, I’d be struggling like I’d been kidnapped, too. “Almost there, buddy. In a couple of minutes, you’re going to be sticking your head out of the window with your tongue falling out of your mouth, while I make a getaway to Wil and Asher’s.”

      My stomach swooped, but I ignored the impulse to analyze the sensation. There was too much on the line to fantasize any more about anything related to Wil.

      “I have plenty of time to let my mind wander during work. Nothing wrong with exercising my imagination, maybe indulging a pinch. It’s not like I’m traipsing on another woman’s territory, and what Wil doesn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. Maybe a day treating myself to all the what ifs will get these ridiculous notions flushed out of my system.”

      “Are you talking to yourself?”

      Every cell in my body crystallized into icicles, and I somehow managed to spin around. Barbara’s mud puddle eyes narrowed at me, and it was a miracle I didn’t wither into nothingness under her glare.

      Tucking my hair behind my ear, I wished I would have tried to put it in a ponytail before leaving. The loose strands felt like tendrils that might do Barbara’s bidding by strangling me. My eyes instinctively searched her hands for a voodoo doll. I’d know it by the crazy heap of hair, and the dog stitched under its arm. The discomfort of hair like a noose around my neck made me giggle. “Barbara! You surprised me.”

      “I don’t know why. If you were paying any attention at all, you would have known I was here.”

      “Right, right, right. Of course.” I needed a gallon of water to moisten the hoarseness in my throat. “Usually, we don’t have the pleasure of your company this early in the morning.”

      My attempt at being cordial was received with a scowl. “One of your neighbors broke their toilet handle, so I had to fix it.” The only thing in her hand was a roll of duct tape—no voodoo doll—and the cheap kind at that. I was all too familiar with Barbara’s version of repairs. If it could be patched, glued, or taped back together, that was the best any of us could expect. She only rarely hired professionals, and that was usually only to keep town officials off her back. “Early morning calls like these are gonna cost them.”

      A dark fleck from the corner of my eye caught my attention. Did I have a clump of dog hair on my shirt? Discreetly brushing it off my shoulder, I clamped Sharpie closer to my side, praying through teeth clenched into a smile that he wouldn’t give himself away. As much as I hated living under Barbara’s thumb, there was nowhere else I could afford and still have anything left over from my paycheck to help with Bree’s schooling. It’d only be a few more years, then I’d be able to leave Barbara’s grips and find a place where I didn’t have to pretend for anybody.

      I imagined that’s what home was supposed to feel like.

      “Oh. That’s too bad about their toilet. And you having to come so early.” More giggling. “I hope you can get it remedied. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to get going. You know what they say about the early bird and all. I have all kinds of worms to catch today.”

      I fled for the stairwell. Only twenty-one steps between me and the safety of my car.

      “Hold on,” Barbara barked. Stop it, Barbara. You’re going to ruin animals for me if you keep snarling and barking every time you say anything to me. “Why do you have a blanket with you? It’s a high of eighty today.”

      “This?” I shielded most of Sharpie by not turning all the way around. “I’m going to have a picnic over lunch. In the park. To visit Roscoe. You remember him, don’t you?”

      The creases in Barbara’s frown lines deepened. “I remember him attacking me. You’re lucky I haven’t called Animal Control on that rabid squirrel.”

      It took all the self-control I could muster not to roll my eyes at her. What a Drama Queen. “I think he thought that you might have peanuts in your pocket. I do. See?”

      I pulled out a handful as evidence.

      “I’m not a rodent snack vending machine.”

      “I am, though.” My smile widened when she blinked at my self-deprecating humor. “He meant nothing by it, but I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen in the future. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve really got to go.”

      Bounding down the stairs, I counted each one with increased enthusiasm the closer I got to my trusty Jeep. Nine, eight, seven…

      I made a fatal error on the sixth step. One of the rusting iron balusters had been bent in, and I’d nicked myself on it enough times to know to steer clear of it. In my haste, it snagged the blanket, tugging it clean out of my hands. Sharpie and the blanket tumbled. The fall must have startled Sharpie, because for a moment, he didn’t move. My eyes cut back to the top of the stairs to see if Barbara was still watching.

      Of course she was. Like a hawk.

      Barbara was going to ruin raptors for me, too.

      I froze. Maybe her vision was based on movement. If it was, Sharpie gave himself away. He was already trying to find his way out of the blanket, and it became apparent to Barbara that I hadn’t been a hundred percent honest with my intentions regarding my favorite blanket.

      Her eyes widened, her face went straight to scarlet, and she pointed with such ferocity, she could have impaled me with a nail if I had been standing any closer. “You brought that dog.”

      Out poked Sharpie’s head. Though weighed down by the blanket, I could see his tail was motoring like a propeller again. There was nothing I could say to Barbara to excuse my breaking of her rules, so my best bet was to grab Sharpie and get out of Dodge.

      Unfortunately, Sharpie took it as an invitation to play tag.

      I dove for him, but he was already halfway up the stairs when I tripped, scraping my elbow and banging my knees. I didn’t care what Barbara said to me, but I wouldn’t put it past her to punt Sharpie like she was trying out for a collegiate football team. At the top of the steps, he mercifully slipped through her legs and ran down the open air corridor.

      At least one of us was having fun.

      Barbara put hands on either side of the railing, refusing to let me pass. I was a scared rabbit who’d run too close to the fox’s teeth and was now staring at my fate. Barbara didn’t need a voodoo doll to annihilate me. She was going to do it in person.

      “You brought that creature?” Her voice quivered with rage. “Into. Your Apartment?”

      My voice was small, and broken up by inappropriately inserted giggles. “It was an emergency.”

      “I don’t suppose that man you were with was even your boyfriend, was he?” Barbara scoffed, and her derisiveness stung. “I knew he looked too good for the likes of you.”

      How Barbara could look at another human being and shove their face in the mud without a second thought, I had no idea. Someone must have been incredibly cruel to her, and she was passing on the hurt.

      That didn’t placate my feelings much, and I raised my chin, ready to give her a piece of my mind when Sharpie tore back around the corner. Stopping near Barbara, he sniffed cautiously. When he lifted his leg in her direction, I covered my eyes.

      This is not happening.

      Except, it was.

      Barbara was too shocked by Sharpie’s disrespect to move. When Sharpie had finished relieving himself on her shoe, he trotted to me with his tail high in the air, proudly awaiting his praise.

      Maybe Barbara would realize it was better he’d gone on her shoe instead of my living room carpet.

      “Get. Out.” Barbara’s lips had disappeared as she drew them tight. “Now.”

      “Now?” My breathing became short huffs. “What do you mean?”

      “Pack up your stuff and get out of my apartment complex now.” She elbowed her way past me, her shoe squishing with each step. Whipping around, her hands were such tight fists, there was a real risk she was going to lose a nail in her palm. “If you’re not out by noon, I’m calling the cops and reporting you for trespassing.”

      “Noon? You can’t do that.”

      Barbara stomped to her Lexus and flung open the door. “Watch me.”

      Her tires squealed as she raced out of the parking lot, leaving me with the sound of blood rushing in my ears. This couldn’t be happening. I must still be asleep. Barbara was vindictive and heartless, for sure, but this was a new low, even for her.

      The rest of the morning was foggy. I was stranded with no way to contact anyone, to ask for justice, or at least help moving my meager belongings. So I locked Sharpie in my bedroom, and moved as quickly as I could, though my joints had rusted, and my brain had disconnected from the rest of me. Where was I going to go? What would I do now?

      It should have made me sad that everything I owned fit into my Jeep, but I was too numb to recognize the pathetic amount of earthly belongings to my name. All the rescued wildlife was stacked carefully in their cages, and I had what they needed. That’s what was most important. Everything else had come with the apartment, or I didn’t care to take with me. I hoped Barbara enjoyed the end table that was balanced precariously on broken legs. It gave out whenever anything heavier than a half-full glass of water was placed on top of it.

      Who was I kidding? She’d probably duct tape it back together and use it as a selling point to the next tenant.

      “It’s okay, Sharpie.” I sniffled and ran my shirt under my nose. “It’ll be fine.”

      I probably shouldn’t have driven in the state I was in, but I would not stay at Barbara’s apartments a second longer than I needed to. My car must’ve been on autopilot, though I had no idea where I was going. The post office was in the opposite direction. Maren was probably too busy on her farm, pulling weeds or kissing Parker or collecting eggs to listen to me whine. It was the start of the lunch rush for Trixie, and I didn’t want to sob in public about my misfortune.

      When I pulled into Wil’s driveway, it took me a moment to realize where I was. “I guess this is your stop, Sharpie. One of us isn’t homeless.”

      I sat in my Jeep for a moment, pretending it was my house I was coming home to. That inside, a family who wanted me was waiting, and would greet me with warmth and love. My heart squeezed in my chest, and it pained me to think of all the things I’d been robbed of. It wasn’t fair, and I was sick of missing out.

      Sharpie crawled over my lap and stuck his face out the window, barking twice at a gray cat that slunk across Clint’s yard. Opening the door, I let Sharpie jump out. I walked him to Wil’s porch as the world went blurry. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I was supremely grateful Sharpie had a chance at a great life with Wil and Asher.

      Before the doorbell had finished chiming, Asher flung open the door and dropped to his knees to hug Sharpie. “I missed you, boy!” Asher hugged him again, and he breathed deeply against his coat. “He smells so much better. Thanks for giving him a bath. Dad wasn’t ready to give him another one yet, especially since the last time he got the whole bathroom wet.”

      “Anytime.” With the fortuitous ignorance of a happy childhood, Asher didn’t see the way my chin wobbled as I tried to hold it together. He ran off with Sharpie, pushing open the sliding porch door and disappearing into the backyard as Wil appeared from the kitchen.

      He was dressed in his usual button-up shirt and slacks, his face cleanly shaven, and his hair neatly parted. Not even the thought of his rock-hard muscles under his forget-me-not blue shirt could cheer me up.

      “Hey.” He ducked his head lower to meet me at my eye level. “Is something the matter? You look like you’ve been crying.”

      I moved my hand to my cheek and sure enough, it was moist. Recognizing that there was already a leak in the dam made the rest of my tears flow heavier than Niagara Falls. Without asking permission, I flung my arms around Wil’s neck and sobbed into his chest. “I’m homeless.”
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      “It’s okay.” I hushed Remi and rocked gently as she rested her head on my chest. “We’ll get this sorted out.”

      There I went, using words like we again.

      One minute, she was standing on my doorstep, looking like the sun that usually powered her solar system had been eclipsed. The next, she had melted into me, and was sobbing uncontrollably. For her size, she sure had a grip. Her arms were vise gripped so tightly around me I wasn’t going anywhere without taking her with me.

      When Clint poked his head over the ramshackle privacy fence from his backyard to see what melodrama was playing out on my porch, I didn’t miss his smirk and head nod. He had no context for what was happening, other than I was hugging a beautiful woman, and trying to console her while she was emotional. The thing was, I didn’t really care what he thought. The instinct to protect Remi was so unexpected, but so ingrained in my DNA, it made me want to swing from vines and holler from the treetops like a regular Tarzan.

      “Why don’t you start from the beginning?” I suggested. “It might help me understand context if I know the whole story.”

      “Okay.” She hiccuped. “I knew it was a risk taking Sharpie home with me last night, but all my best pet shampoos were at my apartment.”

      “I appreciate you taking him with you,” I murmured into her hair. Despite autumn finally subduing the unseasonably warm temperatures, Remi smelled like summer. Green grass, blossoming flowers, ripe fruit, sunshine. I took another breath to save for later. “I don’t know how you can handle the smell. With one whiff, I thought I was going to be sick.”

      “I’ve dealt with way worse.” Another hiccup. “It comes with the territory when taking care of wildlife. Animals are cute, but they’re also so disgusting sometimes.”

      “So, Barbara didn’t see you going inside with Sharpie? She caught you on your way out?”

      “Yep. I was ten feet away from my Jeep when she discovered I’d had Sharpie balled up in my blanket. I was so close to escape. If only I hadn’t snagged the corner of my blanket on that dang metal baluster, none of this would have happened.” Another rain cloud of tears came pouring down, and she buried her face into my shirt. “She was irate that I’d lied to her.”

      “I’m imagining steam coming out of her ears.”

      Remi lifted her face and shook her head as she peered up at me. “That didn’t happen until Sharpie peed on her shoe.”

      I tried imagining the entire scenario, and the urge to laugh was overwhelming. “I’m assuming her feet were in her shoes when Sharpie did his deed?”

      “What do you think?” Remi’s laugh was soft, but it was returning. “I’m guessing that’s why she reacted the way she did. I wouldn’t have been thrilled either.”

      “You think she would have let you stay if Sharpie hadn’t pulled that stunt?”

      “Nope,” Remi dropped her head to my chest like I was a pillow on her bed, “but she might’ve given me until five to move out instead of noon.”

      Usually, I didn’t find such juvenile things like where puppies relieved themselves funny, but I had to keep my laughter tucked inside so Remi wouldn’t think in any way, shape, or form, I was laughing at her.

      It might have been unfair to jump to conclusions about Barbara, but I got the impression the woman was looking for a reason to kick Remi out. Sharpie was a good enough excuse, and she’d decided long before he destroyed Barbara’s shoes. She’d been biding her time, and today happened to be Remi’s unlucky day.

      It was a good thing Barbara wasn’t in the vicinity, or I would have given her a piece of my mind. Remi’s drama might not be my own, but that afternoon, I would have stepped in front of a speeding train if it meant it kept Remi from being hurt any more.

      “The worst part was I dropped my phone in Sharpie’s bath water, so now, I’m out of a phone.” Remi’s shoulders shook as she took a deep breath. “I also ripped a hole in my jacket. See?”

      She held up her arm where her hand must’ve gone through the seam instead of the sleeve.

      “I’m sorry.”

      It made my stomach turn that all I could offer was my sympathy, and even that didn’t feel as genuine as if I had experienced any of what Remi had gone through myself. Remi was spiraling further into despair because of the genuine worries she harbored as a result from her problems. She didn’t outright say it, but I gathered money was tight. Repairing a phone was annoying at best, but I’d never had to choose between buying groceries or being able to communicate because my phone was on the fritz.

      That’s why, when Remi had reached for me, I hadn’t peeled her immediately off of me. I might appear cold, but I wasn’t callused. Sometimes people needed human contact, and someone to listen.

      When a lightbulb blinked on, it shined light on a realization I hadn’t considered until then—I wasn’t keeping Remi close only because I was a decent human being. I enjoyed having Remi wrapped tight in my arms with her cheek pressed against my chest. My frame had been built to hold her slight figure, and without thinking, my fingers found their way to her hair and ran through it, stirring up the scent of strawberries and kiwi.

      That’s where I stopped myself.

      Taking her arms, I flayed her off of me so I could take a step back. From the situation. From the feel of her. Her wide-eyed gasp almost made me pull her right back in.

      Almost.

      But I couldn’t do it. Ashleigh had burned me, and the singe marks on my soul still throbbed. I hadn’t held a woman in my arms since Ashleigh had left, and I wasn’t about to let another one weasel her way into my heart. Life had taught me better than to fall for a pretty face, so the most tender parts of me were under constant lock and key. It wasn’t only for my protection either. Until I was sure Asher could handle the disappointment if things didn’t work out with any women I saw, I hadn’t even considered the possibility of dating. Not until he was older.

      Maybe when he’d graduated college, we could go on double dates with our girlfriends.

      I could survive without companionship. For Asher’s sake, it was an easy sacrifice.

      “Why don’t you come in?” I stepped aside and indicated for Remi to enter. Clint had already seen us, and if there’s one thing I learned about Button Blossom, it’s that gossip was the lifeblood of the community. Patting Remi on the back could turn us into a couple by noon if the wrong person drove by. “I’ll run upstairs and get you a box of tissues.”

      She swayed, like she wanted to accept my invitation, but her feet were rooted in place. Eventually, she tore the invisible tendrils that bound her, and stepped inside; she kicked her shoes off into the corner, like it was a ritual. Remi was always looking for a reason to go barefoot. Today, her toenails were mint green and pink. Yesterday, when she’d stopped by to pick up Sharpie, they were purple. So far, I hadn’t seen a color on her toenails that didn’t make her feet look cute.

      Dude. Eyes up. I didn’t think I was a creep, but ogling a woman’s feet was edging me into that territory.

      “Thank you.” Without me to hug, she comforted herself by wrapping her arms across her stomach. “I won’t stay long. I have things to figure out.”

      “I’ve got a fresh box of tissues upstairs.” I hitched my thumb over my shoulder at the staircase. She doesn’t need visual aids, moron. “Let me go grab it.”

      Remi sniffled, and her nod made another crystalline tear drip down her cheek. “I’ll wait on the couch if that’s okay.”

      “Be back in a jiffy.”

      A jiffy? Gee whiz, Wil. If you keep this up, Remi’s sure to think you’re a swell guy.

      Who knew a hug, and a moment stroking Remi’s hair, would throw me for such a loop?

      As I jogged up the steps, my mind bounced all over the place. I walked past the linen closet twice before I remembered I was fetching tissues. I’d shaken off the feelings Remi and her vulnerability had stirred within me, but in trying to vacate any budding sentiments she’d created, it gave breath to another idea. Another lightbulb moment. At the rate I was having switches flipped on, my head was going to be lit up like a football stadium on a crisp Saturday night. In a million years, I never thought I’d even be considering the idea that’d been plunked in my head.

      It was ridiculous.

      No. Ludicrous.

      If I told Remi what I was thinking, she’d probably slap me and storm out of my house. There might even be a phone call to the police for being a creep. First, the feet, then… No. What I was considering was too outrageous, and I didn’t want her to question my character. But honestly, I wasn’t trying to be anything other than upstanding. I had a problem, Remi had a problem, and I thought of a solution that would eliminate both in one fell swoop.

      Bang! Problem solved, and within a month of Greg dropping a bombshell on me.

      If Greg wanted me to have a wife, I’d give him a wife.

      But it was contingent on Remi agreeing to it. I was a big champion of all people being free agents and deciding what was best for themselves. Doubly so for them entering a marital contract. So, the first step to guiding Remi toward making the decision that would help us both was figuring out how to breach such an outrageous idea to her, preferably without her thinking I was insane.

      I licked my lips as I reached into the back of the closet for the tissues, tossing the box in my hand like I was warming up for a game of catch as I returned to the stairs. I wasn’t exactly quiet as I descended into the living room, but Remi was curled up in the corner of my couch, oblivious to me.

      She looked so small. If it were a parallel universe, I would have scooped her up and set her on my lap to kiss away her worries. As she knotted her hair around the end of her finger, she stared outside and watched Asher play with Sharpie. I understood the draw of watching the boys goof around. It’d been a while since I’d taken the time to play with Asher, but every time I did, I was reminded that things weren’t as complicated as I often thought.

      For any sort of arrangement between Remi and me to work, we’d keep it simple by keeping things separate. Greg’s conditions for finding a wife weren’t as strict as I initially thought they’d be. His lack of planning in putting together the stipulation that I get married could work to my advantage.

      “Here you go.” I handed her the box, careful not to brush my fingers across hers. No risk of sparks or stirring emotions. Just one polite human being offering tissues to another person in distress. “I’ve got more if you think you’ll need them.”

      “How many do you think I’m going to use?” Even in her worry, she still found a smile.

      “I… Well, I… I’m not insinuating anything about you being weepy. All I mean is you don’t have to hold back any tears on my account.”

      “Thanks. That’s sweet of you.” She tore off the top, and pulled out three tissues, burying her face into them. Blowing her nose, she heaved a sigh that was trailed by a shudder. “I apologize for showing up unexpectedly.”

      “We were waiting for you.” The corners of her mouth lifted higher, but I hurried to squash any hope my comment might have inspired. “Asher was, anyway. I was getting some stuff done for work.”

      “Right. Well, I’m sorry to show up like this.” She motioned from head to toe. “I’m sure you weren’t prepared to deal with my specialty brand of crazy today.”

      Normally, I would have behaved, well… normally, but with the looming thought of proposing a fake marriage with a woman whom I hardly knew strangled my conversation skills. Like an oaf, I sat on the armchair facing the couch and stared at her.

      “Is something wrong?” Remi had an eyebrow up, cocked like a gun ready to fire questions at me in rapid succession.

      “Wrong? What do you mean?”

      “Your expression.” Remi ran her wrist under her nose. “I don’t have snot on my face, do I?”

      “No.” I shook my head, and tried to amend whatever my facial features did that signaled to Remi something was the matter. Trying to relax, I aimed for neutral. “There’s nothing wrong with your face.”

      “Well, I should apologize about your shirt.”

      “Why?”

      “It looks like it sopped up some of my tears when I was ugly crying. I’m guessing some of it’s probably snot, too.” She sank farther into the couch, and she was at genuine risk of disappearing into the crevice. “Sorry for that.”

      Indeed, I had a damp spot by my left pec. What ratio of tears to boogers soiled my shirt, I couldn’t say, but it didn’t gross me out like it might other lesser men. “You might think animals do disgusting things, but so do babies, and I’ve raised Asher on my own since he was a newborn. This is hardly the worst thing that’s been on my clothes.”

      Though it would have been fun to keep teasing her about messing up my outfit, I decided against it. I needed to keep the mood as comfortable as possible. I guessed it was the first proposal of a marriage of convenience for both of us. How could she take me seriously if I teased her like an obnoxious, grade school boy?

      “I’m still sorry. I shouldn’t be taking your time and soiling your clothes. Being a burden is something I don't enjoy. Usually, I take care of myself, but today…”

      Sniffle. Hiccup.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I scooted to the edge of my seat, hands clasped and elbows on my knees. “I can change later.”

      As much as I had to say, the words were stonewalled. Seconds ticked by, and things slid from cordial straight to awkward.

      Walk-out-of-the-bathroom-with-toilet-paper-stuck-on-the-bottom-of-my-shoe awkward.

      Trying not to be a creep was harder than it ought to be.

      Remi side eyed me. “You’re doing it again.”

      “What?”

      “That look.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I bet you do.” She dislodged herself from the corner of the couch, put her feet on the ground and mirrored my stance, ducking her head, weaving her fingers together, and intensifying her gaze.

      Wow. I ran my fingers across the corner of my mouth, hoping to appear to be scratching an itch, not drooling because Remi’s petulant look was downright hot. Sirens were going off in my head, except they sounded more like I’d won a casino jackpot, not the wail warning me of imminent danger.

      And that’s how Ashleigh fooled you into falling for her. A little flirting, some simpering, fluttering her eyes, and promising she’d love you forever. Didn’t you learn anything from her?

      “Your usual Wil the Grouch expression has returned, except your eyes are different. They’re more intense.” Remi jiggled her knee, and her eyes roved over my face. “My guess is that you’re either calculating something devious, and that begs the question what it is.”

      I swallowed. She was reading me like an open book. “Or?”

      “Or I’m completely imagining things.” She leaned forward, and I swallowed, watching her dissect me with her eyes. “So, Wil… which is it?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        WIL

      

      

      Running my hand across the back of my neck, I moved my gaze to the carpet. If eyes were the window to my soul, she had her nose pressed against the glass, peering right in. She wasn’t allowed to go exploring without permission. “I wouldn’t say I’m calculating. I am thinking, though.”

      “Relax while you are. Not everything requires that much intensity, does it?”

      Despite myself, I chuckled. “This might.”

      “Okay, huh. Now I’m intrigued.” The gloom retreated like the tide from Remi, and her bright countenance already was poking out around the storm. Always a silver lining with her. “Spill.”

      I was still unsure how to broach the subject of a charlatan marriage with a stranger. Along with no stipulation that I had to love the woman I made my wife, Greg also hadn’t said that I couldn’t tell any potential bride about his requirements. I’d asked my lawyer, Abner, to look over the whole contract, and though he shook his head, he found nothing in the language that coerced me into secrecy. Either it was an oversight by my uncle, or he figured no woman in her right mind would want to marry someone just for money.

      Obviously, he didn’t remember Ashleigh. Like, at all.

      I cleared my throat and bounced my fingertips against each other until I realized the movement made me feel like a stereotypical villain. “I can’t help but notice that you have a problem.”

      “I have several problems.” Remi smirked, even as she dabbed at her eyes with a fresh tissue. “The second I stubbed my toe when I was getting out of bed, I knew I should have climbed back under the covers. Except, then I’d miss my—”

      Her eyes widened, and she gulped so loudly it could have been a sound bite in a movie.

      Her horror made my heart skid to a stop, too. “What’s wrong?”

      “Can I borrow your phone?”

      “Sure.” I dug it out of my pocket, pressing my thumb to the screen to unlock it.

      I was prepared to leave, but Remi dialed the number, and had my phone pressed to her ear with no indication she was uncomfortable having me there. Still, I gave her some space. Walking to the sliding glass door overlooking the backyard, Asher was throwing a stick and Sharpie was more or less fetching, though it looked like a branch when he tried to carry it.

      “Hey. This is Remi. Yeah, I know.” Sigh. “Uh huh.” Deep breath. “You don’t think there’s any way… No? I understand. Just isn’t my day today. Yep. See you around.”

      Looking over my shoulder, Remi held out my phone and thanked me. “Everything okay?”

      “I just got fired.”

      “Really? You were so… agreeable. Are you sure they let you go? Not put you on probation or something?”

      She ran her thumb across her neck in the universal kill signal. “Pretty sure. I was a contracted employee, so there’s no protection from any unions, and they told me I could pick up my last paycheck at the end of the day. That seems pretty final.”

      I felt horrible for Remi, and the turn of events that had led her to this point, but Remi had no place to live, and now, no work commitments. “That’s great!”

      She dipped her head, and the way she scrunched her nose was adorable. “Now I’m not sure I heard you right. Have you ever been fired? There isn’t anything great about it.” She put her hands over her face and drooped against the couch as she mumbled to herself. “I am so not in the mood to be looking for a new job. But I have to. I have to. Cambria’s counting on you, Remi. You cannot let her down.”

      “Is Cambria an animal you’re rehabilitating?”

      Remi peeked at me from a crack in her fingers, then she dropped her hands completely. “No. Cambria’s my sister. She’s kicking butt up at Purdue, and is so close to getting her degree in biochem. She’s always been the smarty-pants, and I can’t not see her succeed because I screwed up. If she finds out I got fired and lost my job because of a puppy, she’s never going to let me live it down. So no, Wil, I don’t think there truly is anything great about being fired.”

      This was it. The moment I needed to present my outlandish idea. My heart thudded like I’d taken an EpiPen straight to the chest, and I ran my slick hands across my stomach. My shirt for the day was already a lost cause, so what was a little more grime from sweaty palms?

      “You’re right. That was stupid of me to say.” I wiped my hands off again. The pores in my palms were leaking so much I was going to be dehydrated if they didn’t quit. “What I meant to say is that I have a proposal.”

      “A proposal?”

      “A proposition!” My slip made Remi laugh, and even though she was having one of the worst days a person could have, she hadn’t lost her sense of humor. “I meant I have a proposition.”

      “I’m listening.”

      I paced the length of the room, back and forth, and back and forth, until Remi reached out and grabbed my moist hand, pulling me down onto the couch next to her. “Whatever it is, spit it out. You’re going to wear a trail on your floor if you keep pacing.”

      In the golden sunlight, her eyes were as blue as a glacial lake. The sun had returned, and my spastic behavior was all great fun for her. Glimpsing Asher behind her, I leveraged Asher’s needs along with my own.

      “I have a proposition.”

      “Yes, you said that.”

      This is so ridiculous. Just say what you need to say. “I could offer you a paycheck, and a lump sum bonus, if you will help Asher and me.”

      I cringed internally, hoping that didn’t come out too weird. By Remi’s single shouldered shrug, she wasn’t offended by anything I’d said. “Are you looking for a housekeeper?”

      “More than that. I definitely need someone to help me take care of him. He missed the cutoff for kindergarten by a couple of days, and though I can work from home, he’s bored out of his mind playing by himself.”

      “So you need a nanny.”

      I swayed my head back and forth, like that would shake the right words out of my brain. “Nanny is a limiting term. Asher’s only part of the deal.”

      “Oh, okay. You’d be wanting me to cook and clean and do the grocery shopping, too?”

      “That would be nice, but I figured we could split the chores.” I was making progress, but unless I said I needed a wife out loud, I was still beating around the proverbial bush. “If you’d be willing to help me with this… role, you’d have a roof over your head, I’ll keep the fridge stocked with whatever you need, and you could continue to run your wildlife rehabilitation from the shed in the backyard.”

      Remi followed my pointer finger to a detached shed that had been built like a tiny replica of the house. Other than a mower and some yard tools, it was empty. Plenty of space for baby bunnies and injured bluebirds, and whatever else she was caring for.

      I was trying to sweeten the deal as much as I could before I casually mentioned that matrimony was a requirement. Nothing permanent, and it wouldn’t be any different from being a live-in nanny, because I would be a complete gentleman until the whole thing with Greg blew over.

      Hands to myself, no emotional strings attached. A purely contractual agreement that could be terminated as soon as Greg was satisfied I’d tried marriage.

      The shed must have done it for her because she squeaked like a mouse and bounced on her cushion. “I’ll do it.”

      “You don’t even know what all I’m asking.”

      When she looked at me with eyes shining with excitement, it emphasized her thick, dark lashes. Her lips rounded with an inaudible gasp, and I kicked myself for wondering what it’d be like to kiss her.

      Just a taste.

      Nope.

      There would be nothing of the sort while she was here. As promised, I’d be a man of honor. Better yet, a stuffy, Victorian-era man who held his honor in such high esteem he wouldn’t look at a woman’s ankles. I would commit to that level of celibacy to give my uncle what he wanted in exchange for the inheritance he was dangling in front of me. Remi would get a slice of the pie, too, and I’d dig into my savings if I had to, so she could help her sister finish school, and still have enough to get Remi back on her feet.

      It was one rock that killed three birds at a time, with no actual bloodshed.

      Remi latched onto my arm and shook me. “I don’t want you changing your mind and offering the job to someone else.”

      “Why? Are you a terrible cook?” Apparently, I couldn’t not tease her.

      “Honestly? I have no idea. I’ve never had enough disposable income to experiment, but I promise, I’m not a psycho.”

      “Good to know. You should probably know I’m not a psychopath, either.”

      “Is Asher?”

      She deadpanned the question, which made me laugh harder than I might have otherwise. “You tell me.”

      “I’m kidding, Wil. Of course Asher’s not. He’s the sweetest little boy I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing.” Remi sprang off of the couch like she’d found a hidden tack with her rear end. “I’m assuming you have a contract or something I need to sign to make this official?”

      The last switch was flipped, and I was squinting from all the good ideas my brain had been coming up with. Abner had all the paperwork, and if there’s one thing lawyers were good for, it was doing other peoples’ dirty work. I’d been vague with Remi, but Abner could literally spell out everything she needed to know without me having to get down on one knee to ask her.

      “Yes. I do. If you don’t mind, I’d like you to meet with my lawyer to discuss questions or concerns.” I stood from the couch, too, so I could stuff my quivering hands into my pockets. I could hardly believe that I’d figured out a way to meet my uncle’s terms that wouldn’t skin anything off my nose. This circus act was almost over, and Remi was the light at the end of a very long tunnel. “I’ll give Abner a call to see if he can meet with you today.”

      “I’ve literally got nothing else to do all day, except unload my car.” Without warning, Remi attacked me with another hug. “Thank you, Wil. I know what a sacrifice this is for you and Asher, but I promise, I’m going to take such good care of you two. You won’t ever know how you lived without me when this is over.”

      She laid her head on my chest, and if she could hear how rapidly my heart was hammering against my sternum, she didn’t say anything. That left me to figure out how to accept or end this embrace. Encircling my arms around her, I might have leaned closer to her scalp for another whiff. Yep. Still smells like heaven.

      I draped one arm around her and patted her shoulder. Not my suavest moment, but all I was aiming for was a friendly reciprocation of my appreciation. Remi had no idea the huge vice she’d remove from my temples if she agreed. I crossed my fingers—literally twisted them up behind her back for good luck. With Remi, I seemed to throw all sensibility out the window, though I was careful not to lead her on. My exterior was still chill and collected, even if the inside of me was a sloshing, spewing volcanic eruption of anxiety.

      I was the first to remove myself from the hug again, and Remi clasped her hands, grinning at me with her perfectly set teeth and glittering eyes. “Let me go call Abner. Meanwhile, I want you to think of this house as your new home sweet home.”
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      The office chair Wil had wheeled in for me had a squeak. Almost inaudible, but every time I shifted from right to left, then back again, it whined. Sort of like Sharpie’s soft noises when he was sleeping. It was an unimportant detail about the otherwise comfortable chair, but what I knew of Wil, if he’d heard the creak, he would have marched right to the hardware store, bought a can of lubricant, and taken care of it that same hour he discovered it.

      With Wil, there was nothing out of place. Everything a blank slate, clean shaven, in perfect working order.

      I wonder if he’d let me hang pictures on the walls. The house was begging for some character.

      On what was arguably the worst morning I’d had in a long time, I’d say I was ending on a high note. Not only had I found a place to live—I’d checked out the bedroom that was mine, and it was bigger than Barbara’s gross apartment—I’d landed a job, too. I still wasn’t a hundred percent sure what all the work would entail, but I gathered the bulk of it was watching Asher while Wil worked from home, and occasionally drove into Indy for business. Play with Asher and take care of my small flock of rescued wildlife in exchange for cooking a few times a week, and doing the grocery shopping, and a weekly paycheck?

      Um, yes, please.

      Since hastily accepting Wil’s offer, I tried to keep him from seeing that I was giddy. My whole body shook with relief and anticipation. Miracles like these never happened to me, and by some divine lottery, I’d hit the jackpot. I sat on my hands and crossed my ankles, tangling myself up so I wouldn’t leap out of the chair and start dancing.

      Now wasn’t the time for excitement overload, though. Across the desk from me was Wil’s lawyer, a stern man with a cleft chin, and malfunctioning smile muscles. He’d shown up an hour and a half after Wil had invited him to come. The second he entered the home and his eagle eyes landed on me, I was subjected to his judgment.

      Fine, because my specialty was turning hard-nosed haters into my friend. Barbara aside, my charm could usually sway even the most reluctant person to Team Remi.

      “I like your shoes.” Abner was skimming a stack of papers he’d brought with him and sorting them into three different piles. My interruption took a moment to register, so I conspicuously pointed to his eclat cordovan shoes to help his mind catch up. “They’re so… shiny.”

      Abner glanced down at his feet. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, beaming at him.

      I would lay it on so thick that he’d get a toothache from my sweetness. He might have known what I was up to, because his mouth slipped into the beginnings of a scowl. I countered it with another extra chipper smile. If my happiness could buoy his sinking demeanor, then I’d know I hadn’t lost my knack.

      Abner’s thin lips returned to the neutral position, but he turned his attention away from my dazzling smile. He was intent on being difficult. Good thing I wasn’t a quitter.

      While I was trying to figure out how to thaw Abner’s chilly personality, I wished Wil was here. Not that I needed a security blanket—I could take care of myself. I’d emancipated as soon as I knew Bree was in a good place, and hadn’t once looked back. Wil put off a similar distant, chilly sternness as Abner, but I could see around the facade enough to know that’s all it was for Wil. No one could be that uptight and serious all the time. I was going to make it my personal mission to figure out why he tried to pretend his heart had been surgically removed to prevent him from feeling.

      “Do you think Wil should be present when I sign,” I swirled my hand around the papers Abner was sorting, “this?”

      “No.”

      I waited a beat, but apparently Abner didn’t see the point in expounding his reasoning, so I sat back in my chair, trying to be patient as I waited.

      Peering out the window overlooking the driveway, Wil and Asher had been emptying my car once I was settled with Abner. Wil rubbed Asher’s hair and gave him a high five when he helped lift my box of clothes out of the back of my Jeep. The smile Wil had for his son turned my insides into a lit candle and reassured me I wasn’t moving in with an ax murderer.

      Probably.

      I’d have all the time in the world to pin down Wil since we were going to be pseudo-roomies. He had his wing of the house, and I had my bedroom, but we’d overlap in the common areas. I’d be able to observe him in his natural environment, where everyone let their guard down, eventually.

      He’d be much more fun to figure out than stuffy, old, hoity-toity Abner.

      The phone in my back pocket vibrated, and it made me jump. While Wil had been arranging my meeting with Abner, he’d handed me his credit card and sent me to get a new phone. I’d tried to protest, but he’d insisted. I was now the owner of the newest smartphone, and in my flurry of excitement, I’d forgotten to call my sister back.

      My phone buzzed again. Rolling to the left, I retrieved my phone to answer it. “Hello, Bree! How are you?”

      “There you are. Why’d you hang up on me earlier?”

      “I didn’t. I was washing a dog when we were talking, and my phone slipped into the bath water.”

      Bree groaned. “I bet your phone didn’t survive.”

      “Nope. I already had a funeral for it.” Abner regarded me over the rims of his glasses, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. He was ready, and I was wasting his time. “Hey, Bree? This isn’t a great time right now. Can I call you back?”

      “Wait! Did you get any of my voicemails?”

      “My phone didn’t give them to me in his last dying breath, no.”

      “Oh.” Bree giggled. She stalled when she was nervous, and giggled inappropriately when she was hiding something, like me. “We need to talk.”

      “I gathered, but I’m in a…” Abner clasped his hands and circled his thumbs around one another. If I didn’t hurry up, he was going to snatch my new phone and toss it out the window. “Meeting. An important one.”

      “For work? They never invite you for meetings.”

      “Bree, I’ll tell you about it later. I promise.”

      She sassed me with a heavy sigh. “Fine. You better, because I have something to tell you, too. It’s important.”

      “So is what I have to tell you.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I crossed my heart that we’d talk as soon as I was able. Sometime, for my safety, I probably should let Bree know what I was doing, and soon, in case I was wrong about Wil chopping me up into tiny pieces. That, and because it was the right thing to do as a sister. We didn’t keep secrets from each other. It was part of our unspoken sisterly bond.

      That, and never date your sister’s ex, and never wear your sister’s clothes without first asking permission.

      There were some things you just didn’t do.

      “Ms. Bravo?” Abner had his hands resting on either side of the paperwork he’d sorted into neat stacks. “Are we ready?”

      He said we like he was included, but he obviously didn’t trust my ability to focus, and for good reason. Abner started plodding through his explanation of the purpose of the contract, but his voice was so mundane that almost immediately, I had the urge to take a nap. He was the embodiment of the human inner monologue. Not the angel or demon caricatures that sat on a person’s shoulders. No, that’d be too exciting. Abner was the voice in everyone’s head that read off the to-do list.

      I straightened in my seat. “Yes?”

      “Do you wish to continue?”

      I accepted the pen Abner handed me and saluted him with it. “Aye, aye, Cap’ain.”

      I was trying to get a rise out of Abner, but instead of a laugh, my quirkiness made him harden even more. Maybe I should set him and Barbara up on a date. They’d never run out of things to talk about, since they seemed to share the same affinity for disliking me.

      As Abner shuffled papers, laying a pile in front of me, I retreated into myself. Out the window, the sun washed everything in golden light, and the leaves at the tips of the treetops where green had given way to vibrant reds and yellows looked like flames dancing in the wind.

      Wil and Asher were about halfway done unloading my car. Tugging on a black tote that probably weighed twice what he did, Asher was determined to get it on his own while Wil was distracted with unloading all the animal rescues out of the back seat.

      Asher’s going to drop that tote on his toes if Wil doesn’t help him. I inched to the end of my chair, ready to move to the window and open it, to let Wil know, but Asher gave one determined yank, and the tote toppled out of the back of my Jeep, spewing the contents all over the driveway.

      Springing out of the way, Asher protected his toes, and when Wil hurried around the side of my car to see what was the matter, Asher’s shoulders crept toward his ears as he splayed his hands. I could guess their exchange from their body language. Together, they picked up my clothes. Asher gathered them and Wil carefully examined each one, shook any debris off, then folded it neatly. Not that he needed to. I’d stuffed them into my tote, the way they’d already been wedged into my dresser drawers.

      That was all I ever did, if I even bothered to get them out of the laundry basket at all.

      Asher checked under the car and shimmied underneath to retrieve something and Sharpie went with him. Scooting back out with something bright red, I snorted when I realized what it was.

      Abner looked up over the rims of his glasses. “Is something the matter?”

      My eyes shot back to him. “Oh. No. Just stifling a sneeze. Ah-choo!”

      The fake sneeze I felt compelled to demonstrate was hardly my best acting. Abner didn’t say a word.

      I blinked. He sighed. Then more droning.

      Abner was invested in his presentation, but my attention was quickly back on Wil and Asher. The red number Asher had found? It was one of my bras. Yes, it was cherry red and had a cute little bow between the cups, but in my defense, I’d gotten it on clearance, and despite being risqué, it was one of my favorite everyday undergarments.

      And now, Asher had it draped over his eyes.

      He tapped his father on the shoulders, pantomiming someone that looked hilarious from my vantage point. I snuffed out another laugh with a fake sneeze, and Wil, realizing what Asher was doing, hurried to yank the bra off his son’s head. Tucking it deep into the box, Wil glanced around to see if anyone had witnessed Asher’s solo act.

      When I locked eyes with Wil, he mouthed Sorry.

      I batted my hand at his apology. Wil snapped the lid on the tote and hoisted it inside as fast as he could, while Sharpie and Asher skipped ahead.

      Barbara had been a futile attempt to befriend, and Abner could go either way, but what did Wil think of me? It was a weakness in me to put so much stock in someone I was barely acquainted with, but I had a hunch that beneath the steely exterior, Wil was actually a big teddy bear. An ooey, gooey cinnamon roll. Maybe he’d been hurt like me, and instead of the burden of trying to please the entire world, he’d gone the opposite route, shutting almost everyone else out. That had to be lonely, and loneliness was toxic.

      I’d change that. Being closed off from everyone for fear of being hurt would be the same as not using electricity because it had the potential to electrocute a person. Not a healthy trade-off.

      This, according to amateur psychologist, Dr. Remi Bravo.

      “Ms. Bravo, I don’t mean to rush you,” Abner droned, “but I am being paid by the hour. We might want to get on with things.”

      Abner was making it difficult to want to be a grown-up. It was like the second he opened his mouth, my mind wandered a million miles away. I crossed one leg over the other, keeping my position in place by wrapping my hands around my knee. “Yes, of course.”

      My phone buzzed again. Plunking my leg on the ground, I situated my phone on my lap, and shielded my eyes with my hand, so Abner wouldn’t know I was reading text messages instead of concentrating on his lawyer-ly spiel. Too many big words. I had no idea how long it was going to take Abner to get through his mundane presentation of my employment contract, so I multitasked.

      Granny, Maren’s grandmother, had sent me a text in all caps.

      
        
        WHY DIDN’T YOU DELIVER MY MAIL TODAY?

      

      

      I appreciated that Granny always got right to the point. I texted her back.

      
        
        It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it when I have a chance.

      

      

      “Sign here.” Abner pointed to a line, and I scribbled my name in sloppy cursive.

      I turned my phone to silent, so Abner would be oblivious to Granny’s texts. She shot back:

      
        
        I DON’T LIKE THE GUY THAT CAME TODAY. HE DIDN’T EVEN WAVE.

        I KNOW HE SAW ME.

      

      

      I smirked to myself as I discreetly typed:

      
        
        Glad to know I was missed. Busy now, but I’ll fill you in when I’m not.

        <Smiley Face Emoji>

      

      

      That must’ve placated Granny, because that’s the last I heard from her. Rocking back in my chair, I checked on Wil and Asher’s progress. They were done with my personal effects and had begun moving the rest of the wildlife cages back to the shed. Asher had a cat carrier that temporarily housed the litter of baby bunnies, and Wil picked up a kennel with chipmunks and a small crate with a flying squirrel that had miscalculated its flight and ended up in someone’s dog’s mouth.

      Abner drew me back to the white cube Wil used as an office and indicated to yet another line. “Another signature here, if you would.”

      “Everything going alright?” Wil poked his head into the doorway.

      A tiny scream eked out of my throat, but I clamped my hand over my mouth before it curled anyone’s blood. Sliding my hand from my mouth to my chest, I could feel the thud of my racing heart against my sternum. “You scared me.”

      “I gathered by the scream.” I wrinkled my nose at him. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to surprise you.”

      Wil was carrying one side of the flying squirrel’s cage, while Asher had the other. Sharpie ran figure eights through their legs, terribly interested in the creature inside. Nibbles, the unfortunate flying squirrel, leaped from the upper and lower platforms, trying her darndest to stay ahead of Sharpie’s curious nose.

      “I heard you coming,” Abner muttered as he shifted his papers. Again. Maybe that was Lawyering 101—Always Look Busy By Moving Papers. “We’re getting through things. Slowly.”

      I met Wil’s gaze. Not wanting Wil to think there was any trouble, I pasted on a charming smile. I needed this to work out. It had to work out. Sure, I could’ve stayed in Trixie’s spare room, or asked if Maren minded if I crashed on her couch, but I had a small herd of wild animals coming with me. Wil’s offer to give them a temporary home was a tremendous weight off my shoulders. And a paycheck. Money didn’t fix the world’s problems, but I was a realist, and it could sure help with a lot of mine. “Slow and steady wins the race. Isn’t that the saying?”

      “It’s from the fable The Tortoise and the Hare,” Asher said.

      “See?” I grinned at Asher. He was always on my team and I loved the kid for it. “Asher knows what I’m talking about.”

      “Good. Good. Glad things are coming along.” Wil nodded, and his eyes roved over my face. He was going to crack me open and discover all my secrets. For an instant, my bravado wavered. It was intimidating knowing that he might find out more from me than I wanted him to know. Sort of like what I’d been planning to do to him. “Hey, we’re about done unloading your car, and we’re wondering if your rat is okay.”

      “My rat? Are you asking about Roscoe?” I glanced out the window, where I could see a piece of Fox Central Park. “I haven’t had a chance to check on him yet today, but I was going to ask if Asher wanted to walk over with me to give him some peanuts. After Abner and I are done having the time of our lives, of course.”

      Abner’s eyebrows arched like fuzzy rainbows. Nothing about my idea of a good time sounded appealing to him, I gathered.

      What do I have to do to get you to like me, Abner? Sever my personality and carry a briefcase like you?

      “No, I wasn’t asking about Roscoe. I’m pretty sure he was the squirrel throwing acorns at me during my run this morning, so he’s alive and well.” Wil touched his hair where a phantom acorn hit his head. “I’m talking about this rat. I’ll be the first to admit I don’t know the first thing about wildlife rehabilitation, but this rat looks… different. They don’t get stuff like food allergies, do they? It looks like its eyes are about to pop out of its head.”

      “Ohhhh.” I stilled my beating heart. “You think Nibbles is a rat?”

      “I told him it’s a degu.” Asher screwed up his mouth as he thought. “My dad didn’t believe me, since they don’t live here. They’re from South America, so he may have a point.”

      “Wow. I’m impressed, Asher. That’s a good guess.” I rolled my chair over to him to bump his fist. “You never cease to amaze me.”

      “So it’s not a degu, and it’s not a rat that needs medical attention.” Wil looked as confused as Asher. “What is it?”

      “This gal is actually an eastern flying squirrel.” I poked my finger between the bars, and Nibbles tentatively sniffed it, keeping one beady, black eye trained on Sharpie at all times. “I can’t say I’ve ever had anyone try to drop off a rat with me, but I’d probably have to draw the line there.”

      “Flying squirrels live in Indiana?” Wil squinted as he studied Nibbles. “That’s actually kind of cool. I really thought Nibbles had some kind of deformity. Maybe she’d been brought to you because someone’s kid squeezed her too hard, and her eyes half popped out.”

      “No.” I wanted to laugh so badly that tears were gathering in my eyes. I forced them back. Wil probably wouldn’t care, but I didn’t want to start my employment by laughing at his ignorance. “Not a deformed rat.”

      “Told you, Dad,” Asher said.

      “You were right,” Wil agreed, “but you have to agree there’s something off about that squirrel. Nibbles is like Frankenstein's monster of the rodent world.”

      I tsked at Wil, swatting his arm with the back of my hand. “Don’t listen to him, Nibbles. You’re adorable.”

      Nibbles stood on her hind end and twitched her nose.

      Asher’s end of the cage drooped. He was an incredible kid, but even he had his limits. “My arms are getting tired. Can you carry Nibbles, Dad?”

      Abner cleared his gravely throat and looked pointedly at me. The clock was ticking. If Abner was a prickly man who didn’t have obvious virtues oozing out of his pores, at least he respected another person’s bank account. I shuddered to think how much Wil was shelling out for Abner to be here.

      “Sure, buddy.” Wil unloaded Asher’s end from his son. “We’d better let Remi and Abner get back to their work. It’s very important. For all of us.”

      Asher ran down the steps with newfound energy, and Sharpie launched himself in pursuit. Darting through Wil’s legs, Sharpie’s timing was all off. He yelped as Wil clipped him with his toe, and as Wil tried to stop himself, his balance was thrown. Wil fell hard to his knees and Nibbles’s cage crashed to the floor. The second the door to her cage popped open, she tore out of her confinement, and straight toward Abner, like her whiskers were on fire.
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      “Nibbles!” I dove after her, hoping she didn’t vanish. I’d seen her running free once and her athleticism was impressive. She could sprint, climb, and jump like she had springs for back legs, and on top of it, she could glide for several yards. “Get back here!”

      Of course she didn’t listen. She was a wild animal, for crying out loud. Zooming between my legs, she disappeared under the desk. Abner stood from his chair and tap danced to keep Nibbles from touching his shoes.

      Not such a tough guy now, huh, Abner?

      As soon as I stood up, Wil bumped me from behind, hustling me in the room so he could shut the door behind me. It kept Nibbles from becoming a snack for Sharpie and confined Nibbles to the office. “Asher, take Sharpie outside to play!”

      Asher heard the urgency in his dad’s request, and the two of them stormed down the stairs and out the back door. Wil gripped my arms, planning his tactic as he watched Nibbles hop around the room, wall surfing, and climbing up curtains to avoid capture. For such few items in the room, Nibbles wasn’t running short on things to use to her advantage.

      “You go left, I’ll go right,” Wil growled.

      I half expected him to clap and shout, Break!

      For ten minutes, we dove after Nibbles, but a leprechaun would have been easier to capture. Out of fear and frustration, Abner picked up his briefcase and was poised to swing it at Nibbles when Wil yelled at him to stop.

      “Don’t.” Wil’s command was terse, and Abner listened. He also had me by the wrist. I’d been prepared to sacrifice myself in front of Abner’s briefcase to keep Nibbles from being hurt. “I think she’s getting tired.”

      Nibbles had backed herself into a corner, defensively standing on her hind legs, tiny hands tucked in front. She was ready to Kung Fu anyone who got too close. The warmth on my skin from Wil’s grasp made my brain downshift. No matter how hard I tried to shake the haze his touch created in my mind, thinking was like trying to navigate through a cloud.

      “Abner, if you move slowly, you should be able to pick her up. Easy does it.”

      Abner blew out a breath and mopped a line of perspiration off his forehead with his pocket square. Nodding, he held out his hands and dipped himself toward Nibbles.

      “I’m not paid enough to pick up rodents,” Abner mumbled.

      I held my breath as Abner moved at a snail’s pace, just as I’d instructed. Only a foot from Nibbles, she chattered angrily and Abner stood upright so fast I was afraid he was going to throw out his back. Angry that he’d been bested by a small rodent, Abner rushed in to seize Nibbles.

      Nibbles wasn’t having it. She chattered and jumped, and as soon as she landed, she darted past him to the curtains, where she’d have the advantage of height. I wrenched my wrist out of Wil’s grasp and went for the curtains. Nibbles scrambled higher, but I was determined to catch her before she could do any actual damage.

      Just out of my reach, I yanked on Wil’s curtains. Nibbles tumbled into my waiting hands, but I’d also ripped the brackets out of the drywall. Desperate times had called for desperate measures.

      “Why are you acting up, Nibbles?” I created a makeshift safe space with my hands and kept Nibbles between my palms to calm her. “Everyone’s going to think you’re naughty, when you’re really not.”

      Wil assessed the curtain damage and Abner didn’t turn around right away. His shoulders heaved like he’d crossed the finish line at an Ironman triathlon and he removed his wadded handkerchief from his pocket, snapping it open to pat it across his face again.

      “I’m so sorry, Abner. I don’t know what’s gotten into her.” I took her back to her cage, so Nibbles could feel safe. “She was wound up, I guess. Like a kid at the end of a night of trick or treating, after they’ve eaten half their candy.”

      “Apparently.” Abner rotated slowly, his mouth a grim line of disdain. “I can honestly say I hope I never come across a flying squirrel ever again.” I tried to apologize, but Abner held up his hand to silence me. “All I need from you are three remaining signatures. Here, here, and here.”

      I signed swiftly. Shoving the mess of papers into his briefcase, Abner closed the latches, and made for the door. “Ms. Bravo, it’s been interesting, but if you’ll excuse me, my work here is done. Wil? When this ruse of a relationship falls to shambles, you know where to find me.”

      Abner saw himself out, and until I heard the front door close, I held my breath. The moment the latch clicked, a laugh slipped out of me. It was attached to all my nerves and fed by my stress. “I thought my hand was going to cramp if I had to sign any more papers. That was an entire forest he brought with him in his briefcase.”

      “It’s important that there’s been documentation of everything.”

      “Of course. Can’t be too careful in this day and age, huh?” I lifted Nibbles’s cage from Wil and scooted past him, ignoring that with his height versus mine, his broad shoulders were at eye level. “I guess I’d better get Nibbles settled.”

      “Of course. But when you’re done, do you want to sit down and plan out…” Wil circled his hands as he dug for the right word. “This?”

      “This? The job you offered? I was under the impression I’d start right away.”

      “Job?” Wil dipped his head and huffed a laugh. “I guess it could be referred to as a job, though I don’t want it being a burden on you. It’s a twenty-four, seven commitment from you, but I don’t want you thinking you’re always on the clock.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to untangle what Wil was trying to say. I couldn’t decode his answer, so I asked for clarification. “You’re not making any sense. Why don’t you ask me what you’re really wanting to ask me.”

      “Okay.” He took a breath. Then another. If he breathed a third time, I was going to shake Wil, because the suspense was killing me. “When do you want to get married?”

      Married?

      Married?

      “I’m sorry. I must have hallucinated.” I scratched my forehead where my hairline had gotten damp from perspiration in pursuit of Nibbles. “Did you say married?”

      Wil’s eyes shifted left and right. “Yeah. Didn’t you hear what Abner was explaining to you? It was all about the marriage addendum my uncle put in the inheritance stipulations.”

      “Your uncle did what?” I pressed my hand to my forehead. I was burning up, and not because of the exercise Nibbles had caused. “Is that even legal?”

      “Apparently, a person can put whatever stipulations they want on an inheritance, though Abner’s trying to find a way around it.”

      I slumped into the office chair. This had to sink in for a minute. Had I really signed a marriage contract because I was too busy watching Wil out the window and excitedly counting my golden goose eggs before they were even laid? I slid the stack of papers Abner had left for me closer. From what limited lawyer mumbo jumbo I’d picked up from crime shows on television, I could decipher that yes, it seemed I had signed an agreement to marry Wil.

      “Remi? Are you okay?” Wil’s hands hovered near my shoulders, ready to catch me if I fell out of my chair. “You don’t look so good.”

      “I wasn’t planning on getting married so young.”

      Wil shifted his position, kneeling closer to me, while I put my head between my knees. All that did was give me a fantastic view of the way his muscular thighs strained in his pants. I closed my eyes instead.

      “Remi?” Wil said my name with such tenderness that I couldn’t help but meet his eyes. “I don’t want you trapped into something you weren’t fully aware you were doing. I don’t know how we’ll get out of it, but we’ll find a way.”

      “You’re willing to get married to me? So your Uncle Greg will gift you a part of his inheritance?” I croaked. “How much is he leaving you? A couple million?”

      Wil sheepishly bounced his thumb upward. “More.”

      My mouth fell open. “Ten million?”

      Still flushed with embarrassment, Wil again indicated it was more.

      “Eight figures?”

      Wil hesitated as he nodded. “Mid-eight figures.”

      “Oh.” I giggled spastically. I really ought to work on my inappropriate giggling. “Well, then I suppose it’s fine that you’re a sell-out for that much. Here I was, thinking you were trying to pull an arranged marriage stunt for a measly couple of million.”

      For the first time since Nibbles escaped, Wil let himself smile. See? Humor was the cure all. “I’m not doing this to be selfish, either. There’s a lot of good I want to do with an inheritance from Greg.”

      “You could feed a small country with that kind of cash.”

      Wil grabbed the office chair Abner had been using, and plunked himself in it, without breaking the distance between us. Sitting so close our knees were bumping, Wil held me prisoner with his gaze. Even if I could escape, I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      “I’d start by helping you,” Wil said softly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It was in the contract, too. I’m going to pay you a weekly allowance to act as my wife, and when Greg is satisfied that I’ve met the terms of his contract, you’ll get a lump sum for your troubles. Two percent.”

      I wasn’t a math wiz, but I could guess that two percent of a lot of money was still a lot of money. I slumped back into my chair, unable to talk, other than a hushed Wow.

      After a few moments of silence, Wil pushed himself out of his seat and began pacing the room. “This was a stupid idea. I’m sorry to have dragged you into this. We’ll call this all off. I don’t want you to—”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Wil halted. “What did you say?”

      Of all the crazy things I’d done, marrying a man for money had to top the list, but this was an opportunity of a lifetime that I’d be an idiot not to take. “I said I want to do it. Let’s get hitched.”
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      “This is not at all the way I envisioned getting married.” Remi stood next to me, and shivered like a ball of energy in a cream, knee-length dress. I’d say it was a good look on her, but I was trying not to stare at her too long. This wasn’t a marriage for love. It was a business arrangement with two consenting adults. The less I considered Remi as my wife, the better. “Either the thought of marrying an almost-stranger is thrilling. Or mortifying. Probably mostly mortifying.”

      My stomach had been roiling with disbelief ever since Remi had agreed to pull off this ruse. Giving ourselves a week to figure everything out, it’d been a blur. Remi had been staying in the guest bedroom, and had been true to her word. She kept Sharpie from getting into too much mischief, had helped cook and clean and shop better than I ever had, and she and Asher had so much fun together that most days, I wanted to slam my laptop shut to join them.

      “Are you wanting to back out?” I stammered. “I don’t want you to feel coerced into anything as serious as a marriage.”

      Remi snorted a laugh. “Lighten up, Wil. I’m teasing you. The paperwork is already signed, and I can’t afford a lawyer to get out of it, so, here we are.” I opened my mouth to retort when she snickered again. “You should really see your face. I’m kidding. Get used to it.”

      Other than polite conversation and exchanging schedules, Remi and I had tiptoed around each other. Remi’s giggling fit was the most I’d heard out of her since she fell into my arms sobbing when Barbara kicked her out. Every night, once she’d read Asher every single book he requested, and he was tucked in bed, Remi would go outside to check on the animals in the shed, while I tried to keep to myself by reading in bed. Hearing the house move with another person living in it was a constant reminder of what I’d done.

      It was safer to stay cold. Distant. She was the Bahamas, while I’d resign myself to be the Arctic. The less attached we were to each other, the easier it would be to uncouple ourselves when I could figure out a way to get out of Uncle Greg’s entrapment.

      My stomach did another uncomfortable somersault. One way or another, Greg, and the ridiculousness he bestowed upon me, was going to give me an ulcer.

      Hopefully, it wouldn’t be the only wedding gift from him.

      Remi’s thumbnail found its way between her teeth. “I always thought those mail-order brides stories were so ridiculous. And now, here I am, ready to agree to a marriage of convenience. The only difference is you didn’t have to pay the postage to get me here.”

      She laughed, and it sounded genuine, but it was like getting punched in the gut by the heavyweight boxing champion. I wasn’t a man who did this. To take advantage of people. To be blinded by money.

      What is wrong with me?

      I blew out a breath, ready to call off the whole thing when Asher came skipping in the building with a grin that lit up his entire face. “You didn’t start without me, did you?”

      Remi squatted down to his level and straightened his tie. “Of course not, silly. We couldn’t get this show on the road without you. Did Trixie load you up with sugar?”

      I’d been apprehensive about letting Asher go to The Crispy Crumpet by himself when he’d asked if he could stop by to see Trixie. Not because he couldn’t walk half a block from the diner to the courthouse where Remi and I were preparing to take part in the most sterile wedding ceremony ever, but because he might talk. I hadn’t told anyone about my sham wedding to Remi, and if she’d mentioned it to her friends, no one had confronted us about it.

      There were enough people in Button Blossom who loved Remi that someone would have questioned the validity of our wedding.

      Truth was, the good news was going to get out sooner or later. Might as well let Asher enjoy blabbing to the whole town. Maybe it’d soften the blow, coming from a friendly five-year-old.

      “She gave me a whole cream donut to eat, all to myself.” Asher’s smile was fueled by that donut. “With sprinkles.”

      “My favorite.” Remi clasped her hands and tucked them under her chin. Keeping our hearts separate would be a lot easier if Remi would quit being so adorable. “That was nice of her to share with you.”

      “That’s not the real reason I asked to go see Trixie.” Asher licked at the corner of his mouth, where a morsel of sprinkles was clinging. “It was to get this.”

      Houdini couldn’t have done a better job making a bouquet magically appear. “Where’d you get that?” I asked.

      “Trixie gave it to me. She has really pretty flowers in her yard. Remi and I saw them when we took Sharpie on a walk,” Asher explained. “I told her I wanted to give some flowers to Remi, and she said yes. I think people getting married are supposed to carry flowers, aren’t they?”

      “Usually,” I said.

      Asher realized he only had one bouquet and winced when he had nothing to hand me. “Sorry, I didn’t get one for you, Dad.”

      Resting my hand on Asher’s shoulder, I smiled. “I appreciate your thoughtfulness, but I don’t need a bouquet.”

      “Okay.” He thrust the bouquet at Remi. “Then these are for you.”

      Remi pressed her hands over her heart like it might explode if she didn’t keep pressure on it. “Aww! Aren’t you the sweetest? Thank you, Asher!”

      She kissed his cheek, and he threw his arms around his neck. The tightness in my chest worsened.

      An anaconda of guilt had found me as I waded through the bog of Horrible Things I’ve Done. I had talked with Asher, that Remi was going to be living with us for a while, and he readily accepted her presence.

      That was the problem.

      Ashleigh had shown zero interest in Asher’s life and had signed away all parental rights the second she had the chance. What I’d failed to fully consider in asking Remi to be my wife was that Asher didn’t comprehend that it was pretend. All he knew was he was gaining a mother figure in a woman who knew how to make him feel special and loved.

      I could ignore, uproot, and chop down any connection that might try wrapping its curly shoots between me and Remi, but the feelings Asher experienced were unquestionably real.

      It wasn’t too late to drop everything, tell Greg to keep his filthy lucre, and move back to Indianapolis.

      “Are we ready, folks?” A court clerk motioned to us from an open door. He scratched at his goatee. “If you are, we’re ready for your blissful courthouse wedding to commence.”

      Remi looked at me and nodded, giving me a silent signal she was still on board, despite all the risks. That reassurance tipped the scales in favor of giving this a shot.

      Following her and Asher into the judge’s chambers, the judge sat in a large leather office chair, barely glancing up as we entered, and wasted no time starting with our marriage.

      How romantic.

      I sincerely wished if Remi ever got married for real, her husband would do a better job than I was. There should be family, happily weeping from the pews, and heartfelt vows promising undying love.

      This wasn’t a wedding. It was the husk of a ceremony, lacking everything that should have made the day special.

      My hearing was muted by the pounding of my heart, and I barely caught anything that was being said. We signed a couple of papers, were asked a handful of yes or no questions, and when the judge asked if we wanted to exchange rings, all eyes turned to me.

      “Right.” I patted the breast pocket of my suit. “I have our rings here.”

      “You bought rings?” Remi hissed. “I didn’t know we were doing anything special or I would have gotten you one.”

      I took out the ring boxes and pulled my mother’s solitaire diamond wedding band out. “It was my mother’s. I had it on hand, so don’t feel like I went out of my way to get anything.”

      My indifference to my bride’s ring made the judge and clerk raise their eyebrows at each other. If my reputation as Remi’s husband got out, there was no doubt everyone would know what an abysmal start I was off to.

      It’s not real, remember?

      “I hope you like it.” I took Remi’s hand and slipped it on her trembling finger.

      “It’s gorgeous.” She held her hand up to roll her fingers, admiring the sparkle of the diamond as it caught the light. “And enormous. I’m going to have to take up weight lifting or my left arm might be useless with this ring on.”

      She giggled, nervous and amused, and it eased a layer of the tension out of my shoulders.

      The rest of the ceremony was equally unimpressive, and by the time we were finished, Asher was sprawled on the judge’s desk, half asleep.

      “By the authority granted to me by the great state of Indiana, and by virtue of my position in this court, I pronounce you husband and wife.” The judge whacked his gavel like he was going after a cockroach on his desk. “You may kiss to seal the occasion, should you so choose.”

      Remi’s eyelashes framed her gorgeous eyes, and she stared at me like a deer that’d mistakenly stepped in front of a speeding semi. Physical affection and how far we were willing to commit to convincing people we were happily married was definitely a topic we hadn’t discussed.

      It was a giant, gaping fissure we’d both backed away from for fear of falling in. It wasn’t like I was blind. Remi was an attractive, confident woman, and any man would be lucky to have her affection. As far as a personal assessment, I might have a few gray hairs at my temples, but they were distinguishing. I’d worked hard to keep my virility alive and well, and was in better shape than I was in college.

      Only one syllable came out of her opened mouth. “Kiss?”

      “Uh, thank you for the opportunity,” I fumbled, bowing to the judge like he was some kind of royalty we were supposed to be reverencing, “but Remi and I aren’t big into publicly displaying our affection, if that’s alright with you.”

      The judge flicked his hand, too busy scribbling his name on our marriage paperwork. “Doesn’t matter one way or the other to me.”

      We thanked the clerk, and the surly old judge, for their time, and left the chambers before the judge changed his mind and decided we had to smooch to make anything official.

      Remi walked next to me, holding her bouquet in one hand and Asher’s hand in the other, and started another round of snort-giggling. “What was that all about?”

      “That wedding? Yeah, sorry. If we were getting married for real, I would’ve pulled out all the stops,” I said. “That was…”

      “Booooring.” Asher pointed his finger down his throat and pretended to vomit. “Watching you guys get married almost made me fall asleep. I thought weddings were supposed to be fun.”

      “I wasn’t talking about that.” Remi shook her head, and the delicate pearl earrings she wore moved gracefully. How was it possible for an ear to be so sexy? “I meant you bowing to the judge. He’s not the king of Button Blossom, you know.”

      “That?” I hitched my thumb over my shoulder. “Yeah, I don’t know. I think maybe I panicked?”

      “So you’re a panic bower?” Remi laughed harder, and the sound reverberated off the old stone walls. “That’s hilarious.”

      The mountains that had settled on my shoulders crumbled. The world hadn’t exploded because I’d gotten married for all the wrong reasons, and after we’d had a few weeks to get to know each other, including—maybe especially—our weird quirks, like panic bowing, I’d be able to present Remi to Greg as my wife and not appear like I’d asked a random stranger if they’d go along with my deception.

      I rolled my shoulders. There were still a few boulders packed on there, but this might actually work.

      “Can I go to the bathroom?” Asher asked. “I drank the whole glass of orange juice that Trixie gave me with my donut. Please? I really gotta go.”

      “Sure, buddy.” I looked around and found the nearest bathroom down the corridor, near the entrance. “I’ll take you.”

      Asher held up his hand. “It’s alright, Dad. I can be responsible. I’ll even sing the alphabet while I wash my hands.”

      “Since when have you been so grown up?” I asked him.

      He rolled his eyes, but maintained his grin. “I’m five. Not a baby.”

      “Alright. Go on, then.” I checked the time. “If you’re not back in five minutes, I’ll come see if you’re alright. Deal?”

      Asher was already sprinting down the hall, yanking the clip-on tie off his neck. “Okay!”

      I winced at the decibel level of his answer, but for a Wednesday afternoon, the courthouse had hardly any traffic.

      As we waited on Asher, Remi walked to a painting of George Washington having a reverent moment next to his white steed, and I was compelled by an unseen connection to follow where she went. Her fingers were on her slender neck. She’d wrestled her usually loose hair into an updo, giving me an opportunity to appreciate the slopes and curves of her neck as it gave way to her shoulders. Her collarbones were symmetrical, and the skin draped over them was smooth. As soft as velvet.

      Kissably soft.

      I turned to leave to get a drink out of the water fountain near the restrooms, giving myself some space from the primal man inside who couldn’t control himself when he noticed something else attractive about Remi. Before I made it two steps, Remi caught me with a question.

      “What do we do now?” Her voice was puny.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what’s the next step? Are we going to tell people, or let them figure it out on their own? And what about your uncle? He’s the one we have to convince, isn’t he?”

      Bile stung my throat. “Yeah. The only thing left for him to give the a-okay on my inheritance is proving that I’m married.” Another surge of bile bubbled up, and I had to force it back down. I thought I was in the clear, having figured out a solution to my unique problem, but trying to lie sure tasted horrible.

      Remi waved our paperwork. “Guess we have the physical evidence.”

      The baser part of me grunted while pounding his chest, trying to throw all the physical implications of marriage he could at me.

      Nope. Nope. NOPE.

      There would be no matrimonial polka.

      I beat the cave dweller back to where he came from. In no way would I be taking a honeymoon with Remi, mentally or otherwise.

      I shrugged, trying to clear up the blistering blush off my face. “I guess—”

      Remi pounced on me, pressing her fingertips to my lips, and her clenching grip on my arm was uncomfortable. “Shh!”

      “What?” I whispered.

      She hissed, “Do you hear that?”

      Her eyes darted down the stately hall of the courthouse. The ceilings were so high, that even the most hushed tones bounced off the limestone walls. There wasn’t anyone in the corridor with us, but the murmuring sound of voices was evidence we weren’t alone.

      “People talking?” I spoke through her fingers. “I kind of assumed we didn’t have the building all to ourselves.”

      “No!” Remi grabbed the lapels of my suit as her eyes searched the courthouse. But for what? “I hear Granny.”

      I listened harder. Granny was a legend in Button Blossom, and though I hadn’t met her yet, I had a feeling I would know it was her when it happened.

      Apparently, today was going to be the day.

      “I can’t believe how expensive it is to get married nowadays.” Granny’s voice carried from one of the connecting mazes of corridors, along with her mood. “When I was a young bride, I wore a linen dress my mother sewed for me and walked down the aisle barefoot, because we didn’t have any money for fancy shoes.”

      “Yeah, well, things have changed since the Renaissance,” another woman said with a laugh.

      It took Granny a minute to catch the taunt, but when she did, Granny was thoroughly unamused. “Ha ha. You might think I’m older than dirt, but just you wait until you’re my age. Then you’ll be wondering why everyone calls you old, while you still feel like you’re twenty-two.”

      “Twenty-two?” Granny’s companion scoffed teasingly. “You’ve been listening to Taylor Swift music again, haven’t you?”

      That had to be Maren. Clint had filled me in on how his best friend, Parker, had moved into his parents’ house across the street from her and fallen for Maren, his childhood best friend. It was all very romance-movie convenient to me, but good for them.

      “We need to hide.” Remi’s grip tightened on my suit coat, and for her size in relation to mine, her strength was impressive.

      She hauled me over to a broom closet and tossed me inside like evidence of a crime she didn’t want anyone to find. Instead of standing guard in the hall, she jumped in the narrow closet with me. Pressing her entire hand over my mouth, I steadied myself from tripping over the mop bucket by clinging to her hips. Neither of us spoke as we waited.

      “Granny,” Maren chided. “It was like fifty bucks to cover the paperwork. I had that in my purse.”

      “I bet the judge is pocketing the money,” Granny grumbled. “I never did care for him. His breath smells like anchovies and he likes to boss people around.”

      “I think,” Maren said, “you’re mad at him because he didn’t vote for your apple pie at the Button Blossom Festival.”

      “Yeah, well, how can anyone have a decent taste in pie when their breath smells like canned, dead fish?” Granny grumbled.

      Maren’s laugh rang in the hallway, and through the crack around the door shedding light into the closet, the shadows of Granny and Maren passed.

      Remi sighed unusually long, like I was listening to the air leak out of a punctured tire. “That was close.”

      Her hand was still on my mouth, and my hands were still clutching her hips. We had to disentangle ourselves before this precarious situation became a problem. Extracting her hand from my face, I briefly held onto her until it hit me. I liked the feel of her slender hand, captured in mine. That made me let go like she was made of hot coals.

      There wasn’t even space to lean away from her and her temptation, so I turned my face to the door. “I guess that answers your question.”

      “About what?”

      “About what we’re going to do now.” It was dark, and I smiled at the ridiculousness of the whole situation I’d created.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think we ought to wait to tell anyone we’ve tied the knot until neither of us feels the need to dive into a utility closet to hide what we’ve done.”
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      I pressed my face into Wil’s chest and laughed like a lunatic trying to smother herself. “That’s probably best. I need to figure out how to break the news to my friends that I’m a wedded woman, especially since I haven’t had a boyfriend in over a year.”

      “Not if you ask Barbara and Susan. They’ve been thinking for over a month that we’re a couple.”

      Wil’s joke sent me spiraling into another laughing fit. If I wasn’t careful, Granny and Maren were going to hear us, and if Granny went snooping like she usually did, there was no amount of explaining that wouldn’t make that situation awkward.

      When I inhaled to catch my breath, Wil’s cologne came with it. On Sharpie, his trademark fragrance was repugnant, but emanating from Wil, it’s deliciously irresistible.

      Except, along with amateur psychologist, I’d also bequeathed upon myself the title Queen of Self-Control. I could flick the naughty habit of sniffing handsome men away like an ant on the kitchen countertop.

      One more innocent whiff, then I let him go and retreated to my side of the closet. Not that there really were sides. With Wil in there with me, there was barely space not to be touching him. Proximity charged my nerves, but I reminded myself it was the escapade that made my heart stutter, not Wil. How many times did a person get to hide in a broom closet to escape an awkward conversation? Not every day.

      Someday, this would make for an awesome story.

      “Right. Same for me. No girlfriends since my ex left.” Wil folded his arms, which crossed over to my line of the closet. I was already leaning as far away as I could, even with handles from a bucketful of tools poking into my lower back. Wil might not have noticed, but his forearms were coming dangerously close to grazing my chestal region. He must’ve read my mind, because he frowned and straightened his arms at his sides. “I kind of figured we’d get to know each other better before we share our joyous news, so people don’t think we’re nuts. I mean, it’d be weird if we told people we were married, but I didn’t know your favorite pizza toppings and you didn’t know what side of the bed I sleep on.”

      “We’re definitely nuts. There’s no getting around that.” I stifled a giggle with my hand instead of Wil’s chest. “And just so you know, pizza is best served with pepperoni, black olives, and cream cheese, and I sleep on the right side of the bed, so you’d better make space for me.”

      Every square inch of me erupted with a blush, ignited by my flirty comment. Maybe I’d sniffed a little too much of his cologne, but I wasn’t purposefully trying to be all sassy and cute with Wil. He kept teasing it out of me, whether he meant to or not.

      If I made Wil uncomfortable, he didn’t say. Leaning toward the door, he listened intently. “You think the coast is clear?”

      I held my breath, though I could hardly hear over the staccato of my heart. Today’s ride had been unpredictable, and the uneven rhythm of my heart kept reminding me. “I think they’re gone. At least I can’t hear Granny anymore, and she’s louder than Asher, especially when she has a complaint she wants everyone to hear.”

      Granny and Maren might have left, but another voice caught both our attention.

      “Dad?” Asher’s call filtered through the door and I recognized the thread of fear that made his voice miniscule. “Dad?”

      “Hey there, buddy.” A cheerful cackle from Granny was a dead giveaway she hadn’t left. “Are you looking for somebody?”

      Asher sniffed, probably running his sleeve under his nose as a tissue. Thank goodness I didn’t have to handwash boogers out of clothes. Wil’s house might only have the bare necessities, but he had splurged on a nice washer and dryer. Coming from apartment living, with no laundry room meant I was easily impressed.

      “I went to the bathroom,” Asher’s voice shook, “and I was supposed to meet my dad here.”

      “Shoot!” I muttered through clenched teeth. “I forgot about Asher.”

      “I’ll get him.” Wil reached for the door, ready to rip it off the hinges to comfort his son, but I grabbed his wrist and wretched him away.

      “No,” I whispered. “Let me.”

      The small amount of light in the closet was enough for me to see Wil’s eyebrows jump out of the way. It may or may not have been the first time he was considering if I was truly crazy. “Why?”

      “Because of Granny.”

      “What about her? You don’t think I can handle a little old lady?”

      My laugh was derisively loud, and I clamped a hand over my mouth to shut myself up. Wil’s eyebrows ratcheted higher. “No offense, but Granny isn’t for greenhorns. She’ll have you and Asher singing like canaries about everything you didn’t know she wanted to know before you even know you’re telling her.”

      “I’m not that weak-minded.”

      “We’ll test that theory out later.” Ripping out the hair implements that were already struggling to keep my updo in place, I shook my head to release my hair. Kicking off my shoes, I shoved them into Wil’s chest. “Here! Hold these.”

      “You’re going barefoot?”

      “I look like I’ve been getting married with them on.”

      “More than holding a bouquet?” Was that a teasing smirk playing on his mouth? Forget about me being cute and sassy. Don’t look at his mouth while you’re in a dark, enclosed space with him, Remi. “I think you’re looking for a reason to take your shoes off.”

      “Maybe. I’ve been waiting a long time to have a reason to wear these heels. They’re adorable, but heels have to be one of the devil’s inventions, meant to torment women by looking amazing, but killing with every step.” I shoved a hand through my hair trying to get it to obey and peeked out of the crack in the doorway as I tentatively opened it. Giving my autumn blossom bouquet to Wil for safekeeping, I inhaled as far as my lungs would expand and let it out in a controlled breath. It was now or never. “Alright. Asher’s with Granny and Maren. They’re looking the other way. Wish me luck!”

      I didn’t wait to hear if Wil audibly wished me anything, and frankly, I didn’t want to hear. His sarcasm wouldn’t get me anywhere. I was focused on Asher. The tears streaking down his face quickened my pace until I was running to him. There were probably odder things than a half-dressed, secret bride running barefoot through the courthouse, but at the moment, I was the freak show.

      “Asher!” I called. “There you are!”

      I kept my eyes trained on Asher, so I didn’t have to witness the look Granny and Maren were undoubtedly sharing. When I reached him, I dropped to my knees and gave him a hug. His frame quivered, and he buried his face in my hair. Hoisting him onto my hip, I swayed as I patted his back. My mother hadn’t been even a teensy bit maternal, and the best I could expect from my father was a slug on the shoulder and a grin with two missing teeth, but mothering came naturally to me, to the benefit of the wildlife I cared for, and the chagrin of Bree.“Hey, there. It’s alright. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      He pulled away to look me in the face. It was all splotchy and red, and another tear sprouted, trickling down his cheek. His worry was a slow dagger to the heart. One which I deserved. “Where did you go?”

      I swallowed. What was a plausible explanation for my disappearance? Alien abduction? Random afternoon kidnapping? That I was a superhero leading a double life?

      I shrugged. “I was in the broom closet.”

      If honesty’s the best policy, I just earned myself a gold star.

      If Asher doubted me, he still tilted his head back to giggle. “You’re so silly, Remi.”

      I crossed my eyes and stuck out my tongue. “That’s me. Silly Remi.” When I put my face back together, I met Maren’s amused gaze. “Thanks, Maren. And Granny. I didn’t expect Asher to get done with the restroom so quickly.”

      “He was telling us all about himself,” Maren said. “How he likes to go on walks past Trixie’s house, that you two go to the park to feed Roscoe. He was saying he has a new puppy. His name’s Sharpie, right Asher?”

      Asher nodded as he swelled with pride. “He’s my best friend. Him and Remi.”

      The dagger of my guilt at momentarily abandoning Asher popped out, and instead of a wounded heart, it might as well have been made of milk chocolate that’d been stuck in the microwave.

      Sweet, melted goodness.

      Gawl, I really loved this kid.

      Granny’s gray eyes narrowed, and she held me prisoner with a look. Good feelings instantly gone. She might have been as old as the hills, but her mind was as sharp as a tack. My act must have stunk, because she wasn’t buying it.

      “I heard you got fired from the post office,” she said simply. “I don’t like the replacement guy they’ve been sending. He’s not friendly.”

      “Yeah.” My dress suddenly felt like a straightjacket, and my eyes wandered around the courthouse. If there was a place for me to escape, now was the time to make my getaway. Granny was just getting warmed up, and if I made a mistake, she’d connect the dots. Marriage to Wil was still sinking in, even for me. “They let me go. I kept showing up late. I think my heart wasn’t in it anymore.”

      “It’s hard to do a job you don’t want to do,” Maren commiserated.

      “Yep. Exactly.” My cheeks hurt from smiling so hard. I was going to blow Granny away with my grin before she discovered anything I wasn’t ready to divulge. “Being a mail carrier was never my passion, as you know. It paid decently, and I could help Bree get through school, so it wasn’t all bad.”

      Granny watched me the same way a Border Collie stares at sheep. One tiny movement, and she was going to snap at my ankles while I ran scared.

      Metaphorically, of course.

      “Why do you look so happy about getting fired?” Granny poked her finger into my shoulder. “Don’t people throw themselves on their beds when something bad happens to have a good cry anymore?”

      I pictured myself tucked against Wil as I bawled my eyes out, blubbering about how cruel Barbara was while Wil stroked his fingers tenderly through my hair. The memory still sent a delicious stream of goosebumps down my body, lifting all the fine hairs, and making me shiver.

      “I cried,” I said. “A lot.”

      Granny waggled her gnarled finger at me. She’d figured something out. “You have another job already, don’t you?”

      Beads of sweat protruded from my armpits. She was getting too close for comfort. Maren was a heavenly, albeit wingless, angel sent to my rescue.

      “Give her a break, Granny. It’s been a harrowing week for Remi.” She scolded her grandmother with the same finger shake she’d inherited from Granny. “There’s no reason for you to interrogate Remi. She’s had it rough, and if she wants to talk about it, she will.”

      “Bah!” Granny threw up her hands. “Why wouldn’t she want to talk about it? She said she already had her cry therapy over it. So, spill. What are you doing now that you’re not enjoying my fabulous company on a daily basis during your mail route?”

      Correction—Maren almost saved me. Granny had sunk her teeth in, and wouldn’t let go.

      I set Asher down and sifted his downy hair through my fingers. I wondered if Wil’s was half as soft as Asher’s. Not that it was a critical detail that I know, but I’d have to figure out a way to test my suspicions. If we needed to know about superficial things like pizza and sleeping habits, the feel of my pretend husband’s hair was something I should be able to describe, right?

      Wil so easily sidetracked me, and he wasn’t even present. I bet he was probably laughing his head off from the microscopic broom closet at the crappy job I was doing deflecting Granny’s curiosity.

      “Actually, I’m taking care of Asher now,” I said.

      “No wonder you’re his best friend.” Maren smiled at Asher. “I was worried about you, Remi. Barbara’s been bragging to everyone that she ran you out of town after she caught you defacing her property.”

      I could have burned my daily calorie intake with how massive my eye roll was as I received the news about Barbara. “You corrected her, I’m sure. I told you and Trixie I was fine, and that I just needed a few days to get back on my feet.”

      “Of course I did,” Maren said, “but you know how Barbara can be. She just needs attention, and will do whatever it takes to get it.”

      “Did you know her sister’s in town? Susan.” Granny grunted. “As if the world needed another Broadhurst, it gave us two clowns.”

      “Tell me about it,” I moaned. “I met Susan when I was getting Asher’s puppy out from under her car. That woman is as insufferable as Barbara.” I thought of how she’d traced her nails around Wil’s body, and my greediness made my body clench. “Maybe even worse.”

      “Maren told me she didn’t know where you were staying.” Granny seemed to soften. I loved the way Granny could poke fun at the hard things everybody faced in life, but at her core, she was a sweetheart. “You know you could have stayed at our house. You would have gotten three square meals a day and all the peace and quiet you’d need. That is, as long as you can endure catching Parker and Maren making out every time you turn a corner.”

      Maren’s expression was hilarious. Her mouth hung open, but no sound came out. When her mortification eased enough that her vocal cords weren’t paralyzed, she vehemently denied Granny’s accusations. “We do not spend all our time making out.”

      “Girl,” Granny rebuffed Maren’s denial with a flick of her wrist, “how many times did I stumble on you and Parker this week? I’ll even be generous and count the barn, when Becky was waiting for you to milk her, as one time.”

      Maren’s mouth flopped open and shut a few more times before she clamped her jaw. “Anyway. I think that’s enough about me. Where are you staying, Remi?”

      Thankfully Asher had long since tuned out of the conversation, or he might have eagerly shouted that his home was now my home. He’d drifted over to the water fountain, and was slurping up water, while also soaking the front of his shirt.

      “Nearby.” I floated my hands down the front of my dress to smooth out the wrinkles. A change of subject was in order, and as fast as my brain synapses could come up with a question. “What are you two doing at the courthouse today?”

      Maren held up a stack of paperwork. “Marriage license stuff. The unromantic part about getting hitched.”

      “That’s coming up soon, isn’t it?”

      “Six months!” Maren punched the air until I grabbed Maren’s hands and we did a squealy dance together.

      “I can’t wait to celebrate with you!” I ran in place like I was leading a Jazzercise class. “I’ve always wanted to be a bridesmaid.”

      Maren calmed first and smoothed her hair behind her ears. “Speaking of, we need to get together to—”

      “What is THAT?” Granny’s watery eyes were trained on my left hand. Specifically, the gigantic rock Wil had slid on my ring finger less than an hour ago.

      Oh. My. Heck.

      I’d kicked off my shoes and had undone my hair, but the one piece of truly incriminating evidence, I’d forgotten to remove. I’d done stupid things in my life, but this one made me want to kick myself. Like, angry donkey hard.

      “This?” I giggled airily and tried to jerk the ring off, but it refused to slide over my knuckle. “It’s nothing.”

      Granny and Maren both grabbed my hand. I was no match for their goat-milking grips. Granny squinted, then widened her eyes. “It’s enormous. Not a gem that’s easily missed.”

      “You’re married?” Maren gasped. “Your dress…”

      “She’s in the courthouse…” Granny said.

      “And Asher’s holding a tie…” Maren’s gasp was louder, and she covered her mouth.

      All the clues were toppling like dominos lined one next to the other, and there was no way I could stop it. And after all my bragging. I could already predict how much Wil was going to tease me for falling prey to Granny, just like I told him he would.

      “It was a rash decision, I’ll admit.” The air was charged, and it would have been merciful if I could have been struck by lightning right then. At least it’d give me a valid reason to avoid answering any more questions.

      “Well, who is he?” Granny finally let go, and I had to shake my hand to get the blood flowing to my tingling, deprived fingers.

      Asher came bouncing over to us, reinserting himself into the conversation. “It’s my dad!”

      If the whole of the Button Blossom courthouse didn’t hear his jubilant declaration, it’d be a shock.

      “Well,” Granny’s gaze bounced around the corridor, “where is he?”

      I silently prayed that Wil would stay put. I’d promise to introduce him later, shoo Maren and Granny out the door, then go hide out until spring, when I was brave enough to face the world with the preposterous thing I’d done.

      Heat shot straight to my cheeks as I realized I hadn’t even told Bree what I’d done. What kind of supposedly responsible older sister got married, seemingly on a whim, and didn’t even have her sister come down for the ceremony? Apparently me.

      “He had to—”

      Of course Wil couldn’t remain quiet and out of sight. That would have been a miracle, and my dishonesty had voided any miracles I might have otherwise qualified for.

      There was a bang and a crash, and an almost inaudible grumble. Granny marched to the door, barely outpacing Maren. Before Asher could beat her there, or I could throw myself in front, Granny yanked open the door. Mops, brooms, and cleaning solution spilled out, along with Wil.

      If I could detach myself from the situation, and laugh at how horribly it’d all culminated, the security guard coming around the corner and witnessing the explosion of the utility closet, was the punchline of the whole joke. He called a code into the walkie talkie on his shoulder, and his shoes clicked on the glossy floor as he rushed to the mess that had poured into the hallway.

      Granny propped her fists on her hips. The top of her head fell short of my chin, but she was intimidating when she wanted to be. There was a flicker of amusement in Maren’s eyes, but she had caught her lower lip in her teeth, waiting to laugh until a more appropriate moment.

      I might die of embarrassment before that happened, though.

      “Well, Remi.” Granny drew herself to her fullest height. Her cottony white perm would probably tickle my chin now. “Care to introduce us?”

      “Maren? Granny?” My mouth was a desert so dry, vultures might start circling. “I’d like you to meet my husband.”
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      The workout I put myself through was brutal. I’d needed it. Last week at the courthouse was still seared into my mind, from the anxious flutter in my stomach as Remi and I waited for the judge to call us into his chambers, to spilling out of the utility closet in a tidal wave of cleaning supplies. I’d consider having to face Remi’s friends unprepared, while their first impression of me was while I was outstretched on the courthouse floor, as a low point, but I didn’t particularly enjoy the security guard hauling me back to the judge, with accusations that I was disturbing the public peace.

      Our marriage had stumbled and fallen flat on its face before it’d even taken a decent step forward.

      As out of my control as the entire experience had been, the thing that’d frustrated me the most was Remi.

      I didn’t blame her for the position I’d found myself in, marrying her to fulfill my uncle’s wishes. No, I owned that part of our relationship. It’d been her that drove me crazy. The blush of her cheeks as we agreed to be husband and wife. The way she held Asher’s hand without a second thought. How easily she laughed, when all I wanted to do was forget anything embarrassing had ever happened.

      I couldn’t even think about being shut in the broom closet with her without a sudden rush of desire heating every inch of my skin to surface-of-the-sun hot. It was torture, but also kind of amazing.

      Stacking up memories like that, where Remi existed on a higher plane of unrestrained joy frayed my nerves. It was dangerous, because she might suck me in with her. Happiness, especially due to Remi, was the enemy. The more distance I kept, the better.

      For both of us.

      “I’m going to shower.” I grunted as I opened the fridge to take out my protein shake. “Is Asher outside?”

      “Nope.” Remi didn’t look up from the book she was reading. She was in a slouchy sweater, and comfy gray joggers, with her legs were stretched out for Sharpie to lie on. “I wore him out on our walk today. He zonked out while we were watching cartoons, so I put him in bed.”

      “Good.”

      I took a swig of my shake and wiped the drip at the corner of my mouth with my shirt. My feet were sluggish as I moved toward my room. I had drawn a clean, impassible circle around my heart for safety, but I didn’t want Remi to perceive me as rude. She had taken a lot off my plate, and frankly was doing a fantastic job. Other than a mildly unkempt bedroom, which I only saw on my way to the laundry, she had kept the rest of the house spotless. The best part of our arrangement was that I’d never seen Asher so happy and so consistently.

      “Remi?”

      “Hmm?” Whatever article she was reading still had more of a draw than me. I was sorely tempted to stride over to the couch, sit next to her, and tug the magazine out of her hands so she’d look me in the face. I couldn’t though. My psyche was a lifeguard, blasting its whistle at me as I swam like an idiot into a riptide.

      “Thanks for taking such good care of Asher.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.”

      “No.” I set my drink down and leaned on the island between us. The gruffness in my voice was enough to make her look up. Her heavenly blue eyes skipped across my chest where my muscles stretched the fabric of my shirt, then back to my face in an instant. Oh, it would have been so easy to give her a hard time about peeking at my pecs. “I mean it. I’m not trying to be superficial with my appreciation. I want you to know that I’m grateful for your help. I know what we have is… unconventional, but you’ve made this a lot less painful than it could have been.”

      She shut the magazine, and her grin was worthy of a misdemeanor. “You’re welcome. I take it if you had any concerns about me, I’ve put them to rest.”

      “Yeah. I hope I’ve offered you the same courtesy, and that you’ve felt at home here.”

      Remi tucked her legs, letting Sharpie roll onto the couch, and retreated into herself for protection. “This week, I’ve caught glimpses of what an idyllic family would be like.”

      There was a story behind her quiet answer, but I was held back from asking by a whispering reminder that less personal information rather than more was the only way to keep strings unattached.

      “Good.” I finished my shake in three gulps and rinsed out the cup. “I’m going to go shower.”

      “Don’t worry.” Remi’s smirk stirred something in me. I was headed for a cold shower to keep my wits about me. “I haven’t forgotten where you’re going.”

      “Did I already say that?” I pointed in the direction I was headed, feeling more and more like an idiot for being so awkward. At least I wasn’t panic bowing to her. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask if you ever met with your friends. I know Maren and Granny were ready to torture you for information at the courthouse, and I doubt their curiosity has been slaked without answering their questions.”

      Remi covered her face with a throw pillow to moan into it. Dropping it on her lap, Sharpie woke up from his slumber, wiggled on his back, and nipped at the corner tassels. “I’m supposed to see them Thursday afternoon. It’s slow at work for Trixie, so she and Maren are going to grill me then.”

      “And Granny?”

      “I escaped her this time because she has a bingo tournament she’s going to with her friends.”

      Tossing the magazine onto the coffee table, Remi grinned again, and her eyes pierced me. She was an entomologist, and I was the last rare butterfly she needed to complete her collection.

      Sort of a dark analogy, but that’s where my brain took me.

      “What about you?” She asked. “Shared the good news with your uncle yet?”

      I numbly shook my head. “Not yet. I think he still might be eating grapes off the vine in Greece, because I haven’t heard a peep from him. I have plans to talk to him. Soon.”

      Remi snuggled down into the couch and hugged the pillow across her chest. “If I survive Maren and Trixie’s interrogation, I’ll give you some pointers. For now, I’m going to take a nap.”

      She closed her eyes and held Sharpie in the crook of her arm. She looked so peaceful, like it was totally normal for her to be snoozing comfortably on my couch.

      I tore myself away. I definitely needed a cold shower to get my head on straight. As I turned the corner to my bedroom, I cast one last glance at Remi. I caught her peeking at me through the thick lashes of her right eye. It was my turn to smirk. Pink flooded her cheeks, and she clamped her eyes closed.

      When I shut the door to my bedroom, and tore off my sweaty clothes, tossing them into the hamper, my senses were intensified. I’d been king of my castle for a long time, without a queen ruling with me, but striding through my house in the buff knowing Remi was nearby put me on high alert.

      Not that I wasn’t a fine specimen of a man, but I was stark naked with only a wood door between me and Remi.

      Could I say temptation? Yes. Yes, I could.

      In the bathroom, I set out everything I needed. Deodorant, aftershave, cologne, and set fresh clothes next to the sink. After I cleaned myself up, I was going to put my head down and get back to work. Numbers balanced on a spreadsheet. The perfection of knowing everything was accounted for. Work was one of the few things that kept my thoughts from drifting to Remi, and even then my focus was waning.

      Reaching into the shower to turn the water on, I pushed the shower curtain aside. Am I hallucinating, or did the tub move? I rubbed the heel of my palms into my eyes and blinked. Nope, my eyes were working fine. Slowly moving the curtain farther back, dozens of tiny dark worms writhed as the cold water hit them.

      No, not worms—snakes.

      There were snakes in my tub.

      Plural.

      A huge one, that looked like the angry mother of the tiny clones, shot across the tub to get away from the typhoon I’d unleashed on them, leading her tiny babies to the safety of the other end.

      The scene was the thing of nightmares. I duly screamed like a kindergartener and grabbed the shower curtain as I stumbled backward. My foot caught on the rug, and I was weightless as I fell. Everything happened so fast that I hardly had time to react. A split second later, my hip and elbow throbbed, and there was a searing agony that bolted through my chin.

      Despite my wounds, an overwhelming comfort eased the pain. Remi was there with my head in her hands.

      “Are you alright? I heard you scream.” She panted quick breaths through parted lips. “Oh, my gosh. You’re bleeding.”

      I touched my chin, and sure enough, my fingertips caught a trickle of blood, and a sting of pain ripped through me. “It’s my chin. I must’ve whacked it on the counter.”

      Remi unrolled half the toilet paper, thrusting it into my hands. “Put pressure on it. We need to stop the bleeding, then I can check to see how bad it is.”

      The wad of toilet paper was enough to sop up all the blood in my body, and though I should have immediately heeded her advice, I had the overwhelming urge to have it folded into a neat pad.

      “What are you doing?” Remi glanced between my hands, and my face, flicking an eyebrow at me. “Are you folding the toilet paper I gave you?”

      “Yes,” I croaked. “I bet Florence Nightingale would approve of my methods.”

      “That is so Wilberforce,” Remi said with a single, huffing laugh. “Bleed to death while you’re busy making sure everything is organized.”

      I finished with the toilet paper and found the spot that had cracked open on my chin. I winced when I touched it, but I pressed firmly. “That at least proves that I’m genuine. Even the threat of dying doesn’t change who I inherently am.”

      That opened her up the spigot on her laughter, and it came flooding out. “What happened? All I heard was the shower turn on, a little girl scream, then a crashing thud.”

      “There are snakes in my tub.”

      Remi’s eyes went wide as a full moon and were twice as bright as she battled to shove down the sides of her mouth. She giggled, just a little, and I had to close my eyes to keep from being overwhelmed by her delightful charm. “Snakes? As in, more than one?”

      “Multiple.”

      When I finally braved opening my eyes, she was chewing her bottom lip. I really had to stop focusing on her mouth, especially when I was laying half-naked, draped with only a shower curtain.

      Get back, temptation.

      “I may have had something to do with that,” she said, trying desperately to keep the bridle on her laughter.

      “I had a hunch.”

      Climbing to her feet, she stepped over me as Sharpie wandered in to see what all the commotion was about. Turning off the water in the tub, she cupped her hands over her mouth. “Aww! They’re so cute! Like tiny replicas of momma.” Remi squealed like she was staring at a litter of puppies, not a clump of reptiles. “I had no idea she was pregnant.”

      I sat up, trying to keep Sharpie from stomping his oversized puppy feet on me. “Where’d they come from?”

      “Someone dropped off this gorgeous garter snake that their cat had dragged up on their front porch. I had put her in here this morning because I didn’t have an aquarium to keep her in, and the shower I use doesn’t have a tub.”

      More lip nibbling.

      More staring on my part.

      Remi smiled tentatively. “I’m so sorry. I totally forgot she was in here. Things were busy with Asher, and you know what they say about time flying when you’re having fun? It’s true. Especially with a kid like Asher.”

      “He is awesome.”

      Remi nodded, and crouched back down next to me, making every one of my nerve endings stand at attention. She hovered close by, and I would have given up a healthy chunk of Uncle Greg’s inheritance to know what she was thinking.

      “Let me see your chin.” Remi brushed my hand aside. “It’s still bleeding a little, but I don’t think you’re going to need stitches.”

      “Guess I can’t shave for a while.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “No. I tend to prefer clean shaven is all.”

      “Maybe you can try out a chin puff.” Remi folded a fresh bandage out of more toilet paper, sniggering gleefully as she envisioned me with a ridiculous, tiny patch of beard.

      “A chin puff? I wouldn’t be caught dead with that on my face. The only thing worse might be the guys who let their facial hair grow down their necks. Like, dude. Mow the lawn once in a while.”

      Remi tipped back, howling with laughter, and I thought I was going to have to catch her to keep her from falling backward. Even though my head was swimming, I was ready to act. She righted herself, and tears were streaming down her cheeks.

      “Tell me how you really feel.” She rubbed the moisture off her face, and caught her breath. Witnessing her cry after Barbara kicked her out of her apartment did all sorts of damage to my heart. For the first time in a long time, I was close enough to someone to empathize with her. Conversely, her cheerful laugh with the resulting tears, had an even greater effect on my heart, just in the completely opposite direction. “I’m kidding, Wil. You’re the lucky kind of guy who can pull off whatever look you want. Clean cut. Hipster. Five o’clock shadow. Rugged, including the neck beard, if you wanted to. I haven’t ever seen you with anything other than bare. You do know you’re a mammal, don’t you? I’m almost surprised you don’t shave your chest. Speaking of… hang on. You have a few specks of blood right there.”

      Remi tugged another section of toilet paper off, wetted it in the sink, and leaned over me to wipe at the spots that had dried. Not wanting to be left out, Sharpie shoved his way toward me, knocking Remi off balance. Toppling onto me, she caught herself on my chest. We were so close, our breaths were drawn from the same air, and I could see flecks of green intermingling with all the layers in her irises, from deep sea to beachside blue.

      Where her hands touched my bare skin, she might as well have been pressing a branding iron to me. The odd thing was I didn’t care. I should have pushed her away. Pointed out that this was the most humiliated I’d felt in a long time.

      Except, I didn’t.

      I adjusted the shower curtain as I changed my seated position when the hand I was leaning on started going numb, and it must’ve signaled to Remi that this wasn’t an ordinary Good Samaritan act. Wrapped in only a shower curtain, my dignity was at stake. Her eyes bounced back and forth between my exposed pecs, where she’d placed her hands, then back up to my face with a flash of horror. She swallowed, and her smile weakened.

      Bolting to her feet, she backed toward the door. “I’m, uh, going to go find a box to keep the snakes in.”

      “There are some in the recycling bin. On the side of the house.”

      “Thanks.” She snapped, and Sharpie trotted after her. A grain of my heart went, too. Any normal married couple might’ve turned the snake fiasco into a romantic, midday tryst. But we weren’t any normal married couple. Remi grabbed the door frame as she exited my bedroom, and leaned her head back so she could see me. “Oh, and Wil?”

      “Yeah?” I said, my voice raspy. I needed a gallon of water, and even that probably wouldn’t be enough.

      “You might make a variety of facial hair look good, but shower curtain couture might be too bold, even for you.”
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      “So.” Maren’s attention was one hundred percent on me. Even though she twisted the engagement band Parker had slid on her finger around and around, she wasn’t thinking about her fiancé. She was wondering how on earth I beat her to the altar. Not jealously, but contemplating if her friend had completely lost her mind. To be honest, yes, I probably had. “Tell us, Remi… Is he a good kisser?”

      Trixie guffawed and backhanded Maren. “You can’t lead with questions like that!”

      “Sure I can.” Maren took a long draw of her strawberry milkshake. I should have pointed out the cream that’d stuck to her upper lip, but my voice had abandoned me the second I sat down in the booth. Besides, she deserved to look ridiculous if she was going to give me a hard time. Haha, Maren. Now I’m not the only one who looks like an idiot. “They’re married, aren’t they? I’m sure they’ve done plenty of kissing. I mean, there are days I’ve made out so often with Parker that I think my face might slough off.”

      If the earth fissured through The Crispy Crumpet, all the way down to the molten core, I would have gladly jumped in to save myself from Trixie and Maren’s giggling. All teasing was done as if there were my own sisters, and was nothing worse than I would have done to them, but usually I was the one doing the razzing.

      Thinking about sisters, guilt tightened a noose around my stomach when my mind skipped sideways to Bree. I was still debating whether to tell her at all what I’d done. Either it made me a terrible sister for not letting her know everything that was happening in my life, or a clever one for concealing the outrageous stuff I’d been up to.

      I wouldn’t want her copying me.

      Not that many people had contractual wedding arrangements anymore. At least not in Button Blossom.

      So, it was still a tossup as to if I was a terrible sister, or terribly clever.

      “Kissing? They’ve undoubtedly been doing a lot more than kissing.” Trixie bounced her eyebrows, and I slid further down in the booth, hiding my scorching face behind my cowl neck sweater. “But, that’s between them. I don’t enjoy asking anyone to kiss and tell. Some things are private.”

      “Party pooper,” Maren muttered around her straw.

      “Thank you, Trixie.” I poked at the apple maple bacon salad Trixie had made especially for me, but with my stomach constricted, there was barely any room to fit food. “This salad is delicious, Trixie. You should make one for Pontoon. I bet he’d add it to the menu, and it’d sell out every day.”

      “Are you trying to make more work for me?” Trixie grabbed a napkin from the dispenser to wipe up the crumbs from Maren’s afternoon snack. “My boss knows what kind of food I make, Remi, but he wants to stick to what he built his business on.”

      “Burgers and fries are hardly original,” I said.

      Trixie sniffed, averting her eyes from me. “There’s nothing wrong with keeping to tradition.”

      “Pity.” I speared a mouthful of salad and shoveled it in to make my point. “Mmm. It’s so delicious. It would balance out all the greasy foods that are on the menu nicely, don’t you think?”

      Maren spoke around a mouthful of half-masticated fries. “Speak for yourself. I come here to get my greasy foods fix.”

      Trixie waved her hands. “Hold up. Stop trying to change the subject, girlie. We’re not done talking about you, and my break is over in ten minutes. I want details.”

      “Fine.” I set my fork down and rested my hands on either side of the table. “What do you two nosy busybodies want to know?”

      Maren swirled a trio of fries in her concoction of mayo and ketchup. “Where’d you meet?”

      “At the Button Blossom Festival,” I said, clasping my hands. “Asher had dropped his fire truck, and I gave it back to him. Wil was also there.”

      “The Button Blossom Festival?” Trixie’s mouth hung open, and she turned to lock gazes with Maren. “As in this year?”

      My skin was two sizes too small. I shrugged, trying fruitlessly to shake the feeling. “You’ve heard of love at first sight, haven’t you?”

      “I hope your marriage is based on more than just mutual attraction.” Maren had a bit of Granny in her, and the older Maren got, the more often Granny tumbled out of her mouth. “I’m not trying to question the merits of your decision, but I want to know that you’re happy. Everyone who cares for you does.”

      I stared at my salad and blinked several times before anyone saw my eyes glass over. Now was not the time for tears. “I appreciate your concern, but you don’t need to worry. Wil’s a good man.”

      It would be so much easier if I could tell them. There was nothing stopping me—Greg’s contract had put no gag order on his ultimatum, so I could blather to anyone I wanted about marrying Wil for money—except I couldn’t do it. Not only did I not want to bear the weight of unavoidable judgment that would surely befall me, but I didn’t want to tarnish Wil’s reputation, either.

      “A good man doesn’t always equal a good husband,” Trixie said softly. She rested her hand over mine and squeezed. “I wish it did, honey.”

      “Wil’s more than a good man, and more than a classically handsome face, put together by an amazing collection of muscles.” I licked my lips and started talking with my hands. “He can appear standoffish, and even cold at times, but when he isn’t putting up a front, he’s one of the sweetest men I’ve ever met.”

      The declaration made me pause. It was true, but it was the first time I’d admitted out loud what I had discovered about Wil in the weeks we’d been living together. I had a feeling there were a lot more layers I wasn’t seeing yet, but to be fair, I was doing the same to him. Keeping a shield up at all times was better than impatiently waiting for a hurt to heal.

      “You should see him with his son,” I continued. “He lets Asher talk and talk and talk about whatever he wants, and Wil listens. Like, genuinely listens. No shifting the conversation to himself to feed his ego. No brushing off what his son’s saying as unimportant or childish. And Wil’s organized, almost to a fault, but I can’t complain, because it’s actually pretty incredible to live in a house where the junk drawer is so tidy I can find exactly what I’m looking for without rummaging.”

      “I’m sort of suspicious of people who don’t have at least some chaos in their lives,” Maren said. “No one’s able to control everything.”

      “Maybe that’s why I’m so good for him.” I wrinkled my nose as my cheeks spread for a smile. “I’ve given him plenty of grief, and he’s never raised his voice or said anything in anger. Not even snark.”

      “You’d better be careful, or you’re going to have me chasing after Wil,” Trixie said with a quiet laugh.

      I was on a roll, verbalizing why Wil’s the perfect man. My gestures became more animated, and my back moved off the plastic covering of the booth. “You should have seen him when he found out yesterday I’d stashed an injured garter snake in the tub. When he went to shower, he discovered the snake had forty-one babies. It scared him so much that he shrieked and pulled down the entire shower curtain.” I laughed as Maren and Trixie slapped the table, and giggled until they were red in the face. “When I came in, he was lying on the floor, with nothing except the shower curtain draped over him.”

      “Wow.” Maren gasped to catch her breath. “That reminds me of when Parker caught me in the nude.”

      Trixie and I went silent as we exchanged a giddy look. This was a story neither of us had heard before. Trixie shifted in her seat to face Maren. Excellent. Some of the attention’s off me. “Excuse me? Parker’s seen you in your birthday suit?”

      The melted puddle at the bottom of Maren’s shake suddenly became very interesting to her. “No. Not exactly. It was kind of a funny situation.”

      “Which we’d like very much to hear about,” I prodded.

      “It’s not as big a deal as you’re thinking.” Maren brushed her hair over her shoulder, trying to personify nonchalance. “I was taking a shower, and Granny had hung out all the towels on the line, so, since I live in the country, and I rarely have anyone show up unexpectedly, I decided to run out there to get one off the line. I’ll… let your imaginations fill in the rest.”

      I banged my fists on the table so hard my fork jumped off, and clattered on the floor. As I clutched my stomach, laughing at the precarious situation Maren had put herself in, I didn’t notice Barbara and Susan skulking in the doors of The Crispy Crumpet until it was too late for me to escape and hide in the bathroom.

      Barbara’s wilted petal brown eyes cut across the diner to me, almost like she had a Remi detector installed in her brain. Her presence immediately tainted the good mood I’d been riding, and Barbara must have sensed it because she grinned like an evil clown who’d found a child to torment.

      Elbowing her sister, Barbara motioned to me with both her wobbly chins. With Susan’s attention redirected to me, she and Barbara diverted their original plan to include me. Yay. Two evil clowns. Since escape was a lost cause, I produced my best parade float smile, and sat primly in the booth, pretending that it was a pleasure to be in the same space with the Broadhursts.

      “Hello, Barbara. Susan, it’s nice to see you here.” I turned my smile up another degree. If I kept it up, they might burn up under the voltage of my kindness. Sanctimonious, maybe, but Barbara hated when she couldn’t ruffle my feathers. “Still enjoying Button Blossom?”

      “It has its perks,” Susan said, “but if people had to choose between Florida and this Podunk town, they’d choose Florida every time.”

      Trixie and Maren simultaneously rolled their eyes, and their solidarity in disliking the Broadhursts as much as me bolstered my confidence. I could do this without letting them get to me.

      “Are you enjoying the change of colors in the trees?” I asked. “Button Blossom is always so beautiful this time of year.”

      Barbara and Susan both looked out the enormous wall of windows in The Crispy Crumpet that faced Fox Central Park, like they hadn’t noticed there were trees at all in Indiana.

      Dropping her frown, Barbara held open her lips. It took me a minute to realize it was meant to be a smile. “We were just wondering what you were up to since you were asked to remove yourself from my apartment complex. I’m sure everybody’s heard that some people feel they’re above the rules, and therefore don’t take them seriously.”

      Barbara glanced at Maren and Trixie, probably hoping to win them to her side by exposing the shocking things I’d done in her apartment complex.

      Washing a dog in the kitchen sink? Gasp! The horror!

      Trixie masterfully hid her disdain with a sugar-sweet smile, though I could see the sneer in the curl of her lips, and the dark shadow that passed her countenance. Maren hid nothing. I suppose when part of your living was facing down bulls, Barbara didn’t seem all that intimidating.

      “We heard you gave her less than five hours to move out,” Maren said. “I’m not a lawyer, but that sounds illegal.”

      Trixie nodded. “It sure does, doesn’t it? Poor Remi.”

      I was going to hug my friends for their loyalty as soon as the Broadhursts left.

      “Well,” Barbara sniffed, returning her focus to me, “rumor has it that you left Button Blossom with your tail tucked. Pun intended.”

      “As you can see, that’s not what happened.” I held out my hands, welcoming a challenge from Barbara. “I’m still here.”

      “Yeah,” Maren pushed her empty shake glass out of her way, “not only did Remi not leave, she’s landed in a much better place than she was before.”

      Trixie caught my hand and held up the rock Wil had put on it. “She’s married, and happily living with her husband and stepson.”

      That walloped the smirk right off Barbara. Susan looked equally appalled. I bet she’d been prowling the town relentlessly for unsuspecting men, and felt jaded that I’d beat her to the altar, too.

      If everyone was going to find out Wil and I were married, I might as well have the pleasure of rubbing it in Barbara’s face myself.

      I twiddled the fingers of my left hand so the diamond would catch the light. “It’s true. I’m a married woman, living in a gorgeous, well-maintained home not two blocks from here. I guess I should thank you for my change in fortune.”

      Barbara scoffed, though she seemed to struggle to find the right words to insult me. I’d probably have to ask forgiveness later, but it was enjoyable having the upper hand on Barbara for once.

      “Who is he?” Susan asked, staring enviously at my wedding ring like it was a filet mignon on the grill, and she’d just become a vegetarian.

      “Wil Sinclair.” I posed my left hand strategically under my chin, so Susan and Barbara could keep staring at the diamond. “You remember meeting him, don’t you? That fortuitous day when we rescued that puppy under Susan’s Cadillac? It was when Roscoe came over to say hello to you.”

      A visible shudder ran down Barbara as she recalled Roscoe running around her like she was a human jungle gym. “That guy that was with you? No. There’s no way you’re married to him.” Barbara’s laugh was cruel, and she’d meant it to make me feel small. “Nope. I don’t believe it.”

      “She doesn’t have to convince you of anything,” Maren snapped. “Granny and I saw her and Wil at the courthouse ourselves. Do you seriously think people hang out there for fun?”

      Maren made some excellent points, but Barbara wasn’t listening. While Susan sulked, Barbara’s laughter kept on trucking, disturbing the few other diner patrons. I was sucked back into my childhood trauma, where I was vulnerable and helpless, overlooked by the adults who should have been watching out for me.

      Tears stung my eyes, and the diner blurred. I didn’t want Barbara to see how she was close to bringing me to my knees, but I couldn’t hold back the hurt.

      “Remi?” Wil’s voice cut through the nightmare, and I saw him standing in the doorway with Asher.

      Asher hopped in like a bunny who’d chugged his weight in energy drinks. “Hey, Remi! Guess what I am?”

      “Um, a wallaby?”

      “Nope.” He panted like Sharpie after getting his zoomies out in the backyard. “I’m a jumping spider. I found one in my bathroom, but my dad didn’t kill it because he thought you wouldn’t like that.”

      Wil’s gaze coolly surveyed the room, and he looked as good as a knight in shining armor in his button-up shirt, and dark wash jeans. Since clipping his chin on the bathroom vanity, he hadn’t shaved, and though it was an unintentional side effect of his injury, his scruff made him even more attractive.

      Hello, husband.

      “Hey.” He strode directly to me, with a smoldering grin that was meant only for me. “I know it’s supposed to be your girl time, but I missed you.”

      “Aww, I missed you, too.” I touched his arm and smiled at him like he was the sun I orbited. We were definitely selling our relationship, even if we’d built it on a business agreement.

      Then, he kissed me.

      To anyone watching, there was nothing abnormal about a man kissing his wife in greeting. To me? The second his warm lips pressed against mine, I was flung into the middle of a fireworks performance.

      My eyelids slid shut as his hand cupped the back of my neck. I was momentarily frozen, even as my blood pumped furiously. Wil kissed me with a soft fierceness. His lips continued to slide against mine, kissing me in a way I hadn’t been kissed for far too long. I embraced the moment for what it was—a spectacular celebration of our triumphant declaration of our nuptials.

      Wil’s thumb caressed the length of my jaw, and a moan of satisfaction was building in my throat until someone cleared theirs. Opening my eyes, Trixie and Maren smirked, like they couldn’t wait to tease me about my new willingness to engage in public making out, while Susan and Barbara appeared to be going into shock.

      Asher’s face was twisted into disgust. The only other time I’d seen that expression was when Sharpie barfed up a chicken bone he’d dug out of the trash.

      Trixie fanned her face. “Woo! You two are going to burn this place down if you don’t cool it.”

      “Wow,” was all Maren said.

      Wil stood to his full height, and I immediately missed his mouth. He rested his hand on my shoulder and continued to play with my hair. A ripple of goosebumps trailed down my arms, and I relished the sensation.

      The sneaking suspicions I’d had about Wil’s excellent kissing abilities were confirmed. That sort of hello was a home run in my book.

      “Excuse us.” I crossed one leg over the other to keep myself from springing on Wil to greedily take more of his kisses. “I’m sure you know what they say about newlyweds. We just can’t help ourselves.”

      “I hate to steal Remi from you,” Wil said, “but Asher found a new documentary about big cats that he thought you’d like. I wondered if you wanted to go home and watch it together.”

      Yes! The perfect out. Wil had put Trixie and Maren’s fears to rest, and shut up Barbara and Susan, allowing me to leave with my head held high.

      “I’ll see you ladies later.” Grabbing my purse, I took Wil’s outstretched hand, and scooted from the booth. When I stood, he twined his fingers between mine, and guided me out of the diner, while I floated behind him on Cloud Nine.

      “Can we have popcorn while we watch the show?” Asher asked, as he started hopping again. Only two blocks to home, and he was going to wear himself out. No complaints from me. He’d been sleeping like a rock. “With M&M’s?”

      “I don’t think we’ve got any, buddy,” Wil said. “I don’t usually keep candy in the house.”

      I shrunk my neck and grinned. “I might have a secret stash of candy. And popcorn is healthy. Mostly.”

      Wil chuckled softly. “I guess you got lucky today.”

      Me, too.

      We continued toward Wil’s house, while the birds chirped, the sun shone through the remaining leaves, still clinging to the trees. The most natural thing of all was to have my hand in Wil’s. His was warm and the right amount of rough, making me feel feminine, yet safe.

      Glancing over his shoulder, we were far enough away from the diner that no one could see us anymore. Wil blew out a breath and unceremoniously dropped my hand. When he slipped his hands into his pockets, he signaled that playtime was over. “I think we convinced them.”

      Deep down, I knew his kiss at the diner, and all the tenderness he’d shown me, had been an act. He’d kissed me like he loved me because we needed people to believe we were. That way, Greg would have more proof that we were happily wed.

      “Yeah.” I wrapped my arms around myself, feeling an unexpected chill in the air. “They were definitely buying it.”

      The worst of it? I hated that I’d bought into Wil’s act, too.
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      “It’s our turn to go back with Sharpie. Ready? Asher?” My son was slumped and drooling against my shoulder. Apparently he’d been getting used to the naps Remi had been encouraging him to take. They’d watched a documentary about sleep, then discussed at length why children needed more rest for brain development, and their growing bodies. Remi’s tactic had been a lot more convincing than my non-committal shoulder shrug when he asked if he had to take one. “Are you faking that you’re asleep to be silly?”

      A soft snore vibrated in his nose.

      “Here.” Remi handed me Sharpie’s leash. “I’ll carry Asher. You wrestle this puppy of ours.”

      Ours.

      Words like that kept blindsiding me, reminding me that though Remi and I were pretending to be married for our mutual benefit, things at times were feeling… real.

      Despite the antiseptic smell, and the stressed barking of other dogs in the vet clinic, Sharpie held his tail high and tried to sprint after the vet tech who was showing us to an examination room. He was getting big enough that, give him a year, he’d be able to tug me off balance if he threw his weight into his harness.

      “Oof. He’s a sack of potatoes when he’s out.” Remi adjusted Asher on her shoulder.

      “You want me to carry him?”

      “No. You ought to learn how to walk the dog.” Sharpie took a right, when we were supposed to take a left, and made a run for it. My shoulder rammed into the corner, and both Sharpie and I groaned as we were unexpectedly halted. Remi laughed as loudly as she dared, so as not to wake Asher. “See? It’s important that he learns to listen to you, because I won’t always be…”

      Her voice trailed off, but neither of us needed her to finish her thought. There was an undetermined expiration date on our relationship, and to keep my promise to Asher and Greg, Sharpie would stay with me. I couldn’t get rid of Sharpie for Asher’s sake, and Remi would never do something that would hurt Asher. That’s how good she was.

      But life was feeling like it might be impossible without Remi in it, exactly as she’d predicted.

      “Come here, you big goof.” I gently tugged on the leash to get Sharpie’s attention, and he turned on a dime, and sprinted into the correct room. After the vet tech took all of Sharpie’s measurements, and Sharpie stuck his tongue in her mouth when she wasn’t paying attention to him, the vet tech excused herself to go fetch Dr. Fox.

      “It’s a good thing it’s not summer out, or I’d be burning up holding this kid.” Remi tickled her fingers through Asher’s cropped hair. “Maybe we should take his coat off so he doesn’t start sweating.”

      I nodded and unclipped Sharpie’s leash so he could explore the room unencumbered. Helping Remi ease Asher’s coat from his arms, being so close to Remi, I had to run through my carefully cultivated list of I couldn’t dive headlong into an exploration of her.

      Of us.

      This is a contractual arrangement. Ashleigh hurt you.

      But I knew I’d shred that contract if Remi asked me to, and Remi wasn’t Ashleigh.

      It’d been counting the days since I’d kissed Remi in the diner. Ten. I’d made it ten whole days without kissing her again, and every one of them was excruciating. Since our lips had touched, it’d ignited an explosion of desire that was both incredible and terrifying.

      When I’d seen Remi at the diner as Asher and I were on our way back from mailing a handful of client invoices at the post office, I could tell she was distressed. A surge of protectiveness ramped up my adrenaline, and I headed into The Crispy Crumpet with no real plan other than to rescue Remi.

      Where was a white horse when a guy needed one?

      Remi probably didn’t need me to swoop in to save her from anything, but the look of relief when she saw me was as satisfying as if a national badge of bravery was being pinned to my chest. When I’d leaned over to kiss her as proof that what she’d been telling to her incredulous audience was true, I’d only meant it to be a peck on the lips. Simple. Quick. Except, the second my mouth was on hers, tasting her sweetness, with my fingers in her silky hair, and feeling her kiss me back, all self-restraint disintegrated. Crumbled. Detonated.

      I willingly turned myself over to her for a moment, though not nearly long enough for my liking.

      The door to the examination room opened, and a man a few years older than me filled the doorway. His white coat was peppered with dog hair, and the corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Remi in my clinic with another one of her adorable critters.”

      I didn’t like the jealous grumble in my gut, but I hushed it by tugging the reins on my possessiveness. Remi had a life before me, and there was nothing wrong with women and men being friends. Besides, where we were at in our relationship—if what we had could even be called that—I had no claim on Remi anymore than she had over me.

      That didn’t mean I had to like any of this.

      “Actually, all I did was help rescue him,” Remi pointed to Sharpie, “but he belongs to this guy.”

      She patted Asher’s back, and he let out a drowsy, quaking breath.

      “I see. You’ve made another youngster into an animal lover, too.” Dr. Fox let Sharpie come to him, and it was a matter of seconds before the veterinarian turned Sharpie into a friend. Dr. Fox ran his enormous bear's paw hands all over Sharpie, rubbing in all the puppy’s favorite spots. The familiarity with Remi might have put me on edge, but the man was a regular Dr. Doolittle.

      “It wasn’t Asher I had to convince. It was him.” Remi gestured to me, and Dr. Fox glanced my way, like he hadn’t realized until then that I was standing in the corner. “He gets all the credit for not being much of an animal person, but still letting his son explore his interests as one.”

      Dr. Fox nodded approvingly. “That is good of you. I’m Dr. Fox, by the way.”

      He held out his hand, and I pumped one handshake. “Wil.”

      “You know, I wouldn’t have become a veterinarian if my parents hadn’t indulged me.” Dr. Fox put Sharpie onto the exam table and reached for the basket of supplies he needed. “I probably would have been something boring, like an accountant.”

      Remi snorted, and I knew the sound well. She disguised it as a cough, but she had a giggling fit quarantined inside. I didn’t even care that it was at my expense. I enjoyed making Remi laugh. The sound had brought our home to life.

      Our home.

      There were those words conjoining us again. Our home. The thought gave me pause.

      I had a lot to sort through.

      “I don’t know where you rescued him from, but he looks like he’s in great shape,” Dr. Fox said.

      “He eats like he’s never had a meal in his life every time we put down his food bowl.” Remi laughed, and it made my heart do an uncoordinated cartwheel. Was I admitting I was falling for Remi during a puppy check up? Possibly. “I’m guessing he’s part Lab, maybe some sort of hound? He sure barks like he’s one when someone passes in front of the house.”

      “He’s probably half horse with as big as he’s getting,” I muttered.

      Dr. Fox glanced at me while he listened to Sharpie’s heart, chuckling quietly. Sharpie tried with all his might to wrestle Dr. Fox’s stethoscope into his mouth, but Dr. Fox was too experienced to be outsmarted by a feisty puppy.

      Taking the stethoscope out of his ears, Dr. Fox peered down Sharpie’s mouth. “You might be on to something, Wil. That snout of his, and his size, Sharpie might have some Great Dane running in his veins. That’s a breed of dog that’s as good as a pony.”

      Remi’s eyes twinkled. “I’ve always loved Great Danes.”

      “Does that mean he’s going to get bigger?” I sunk my hands into my pockets, and pressed my shoulders against the wall to keep myself put, when all I wanted to do was make my way over to Remi, and drape my arm across her as an unmistakable signal she was off the market.

      Maybe another kiss would remind everyone that she was my wife.

      Whoa, Wil. Possessive much? Why don’t you rub your testosterone all over her for good measure.

      “There aren’t a lot of guarantees in life, but I can promise you that Sharpie’s going to get bigger. A lot bigger.” Dr. Fox prepared a handful of syringes for Sharpie. He flipped the puppy around and had the vaccinations administered in his butt before Sharpie even knew what was happening. “I hear congratulations are in order for you two.”

      My eyes found Remi’s. Every congratulations we’d received for our wedding had eased the tension out of accepting people’s well-wishes. No one had accused us of desecrating marital vows because we’d wed because of a twisted business arrangement I’d concocted. In the quiet moments of the day, I sometimes caught myself thinking it was normal to consider myself a married man.

      On paper, but not in my heart.

      Right?

      Like Dr. Fox had said, there were no guarantees in life, and I wasn’t even sure I wanted to keep Remi at arm’s length anymore.

      “Good news sure travels fast.” Remi winked inconspicuously, one meant only for me.

      She was feeding into my insatiable need for her affection, and she didn’t even know it.

      “I am the town vet,” Dr. Fox said, putting Sharpie back on the ground. “I hear everything, even if I don’t want to. You know Barbara Broadhurst was telling me in the grocery store checkout how she wished you two would keep your hands off each other when you’re in public? She doesn’t even have pets, and she couldn’t resist telling me the gossip.” He rubbed Sharpie’s jowls as he laughed at our reputation, then rose to his full height, and headed for the door. “I’ll see you back in a couple of weeks for Sharpie’s next checkup.”

      I clipped Sharpie’s leash on his collar, and opened the door for Remi, making sure Sharpie didn’t bully his way through first. She blew a strand of hair off her face and balanced Asher on her hip. It looked so natural for her to carry my son, and for the millionth time, my heart pointed out the feelings she evoked in me. I had been a devoted father, but I hadn’t considered what a good woman would add to our lives. Being capable of doing it myself was entirely different from having someone else to lean on, and to balance me when I faltered.

      I was also man enough to admit Remi was loads more fun than me. I might be more efficient folding clothes, but the sock wars she’d had with Asher were hilarious. I could picture her diving behind the couch while chucking a pair of balled up socks at Asher. They pegged him square in the face, and he laughed so hard he almost couldn’t breathe.

      I wished relationships were as simple as finding someone else reliable. Problems always reared their ugly head, should that person decide to pull away. Failed relationships were like being in the middle of a freefall, expecting to rest on a chair, only to discover halfway to the cushion that the chair had been pulled out.

      I’d fallen on my butt before. Hard.

      But the throb of hitting the floor had lessened over time, and had almost disappeared with Remi in my life. Her presence had picked me up, and set me on a comfortable, sturdy armchair.

      Outside, a blustery wind swept across the parking lot, taking the rest of the leaves off the trees in droves. I unlocked my car, and opened Asher’s door, letting Sharpie climb in first.

      “Hey, buddy.” Remi swept her hair off Asher’s face. “It’s time for us to go home. Ready for dinner? I’m thinking enchiladas sound good.”

      Asher stirred, rubbing his blurry eyes. “Where’s Dr. Fox?”

      “Sharpie already had his appointment,” I said, making sure the wind didn’t slam the door shut on Remi while Asher got his bearings. “You slept through the whole thing.”

      “I wanted to say hi to Dr. Fox.” Asher’s voice ascended an octave, and I knew what was coming. He didn’t throw tantrums often, but when Asher did, they were doozies.

      “It’s alright,” I rubbed his back. It was geared to comfort my child, but I couldn’t do it without also getting close to Remi. The mix of her scent, carried by the brisk wind, was a siren call to my senses. I didn’t care if it was luring me to my doom, I didn’t move away. “We’ll be back in a couple of weeks with Sharpie. Plus, I’m sure if Remi has any more wildlife that need help, you can come with her, too.”

      I thought my compromise was reasonable, but five-year-olds didn’t always think rationally.

      Asher stiffened his back and screamed like a banshee. “I wanna see Dr. Fox!”

      Before I could react, Remi had Asher’s feet on the ground, and she squatted so she’d be eye level with him. Running her hands up and down his arms, she demonstrated she was genuinely concerned about his frustrations. “You’re upset because you want to see Dr. Fox, and you think you missed the chance? Were you wanting to talk with him about something today?”

      “When we brought Emmy in for a checkup,” Asher rubbed at the tears leaking out of his eyes, “he told me the next time I came, he’d let me see the snake skin he found in a pasture this summer. Dr. Fox said it was huge.”

      The mention of snakes sent ice through my veins. It was too soon after finding Remi’s surprise in my tub to think about legless reptiles just yet.

      “Ah. I see.” Asher’s overreaction might have been laughable to others, but Remi didn’t demean him by smiling at his pain. “How about I take you back inside? If he’s not busy helping someone’s pet, I bet he’d be glad to let you see his snake skin. Shall we go ask?”

      Asher nodded. Taking his hand, Remi whispered to me as she passed, “We’ll be a minute. In and out, I promise.”

      Appreciation blossomed as warmth in my chest for that woman. Try as I might to keep her outside the barriers I’d built for my safety, she kept waltzing past my defenses. What was more astonishing was that I didn’t even care.

      I waited in the car with Sharpie to make sure he didn’t use the leather seats as a chew toy, and five minutes later, as promised, Remi came out with Asher, again slung on her hip. A faint smile graced Asher’s face, but his usual excitement at spewing everything he knew to anyone who would listen was strangely absent. Too much fun for one day, apparently. He needed to get home, have a good dinner, then off for an early bedtime.

      That’d give me a chance to be with Remi. Alone. See where things might lead.

      It might be a bad idea, but the thing was, Remi had proven some of my terrible ideas had turned out to be pretty incredible.

      Remi buckled Asher in, and we were home before he could doze off again. There were some things I missed about city dwelling, but I couldn’t complain about being able to drive unimpeded by traffic or battling endless road construction.

      “Come on, Asher,” Remi coaxed him out of his seat. “If enchiladas don’t get you excited about dinner, what if we make spaghetti?”

      “Okay,” Asher said weakly.

      We dumped our things inside, and Remi got to work preparing dinner, while Asher went to wash up. In the kitchen, Remi chopped a salad as a pot of water was coming to a boil on the stove, humming to herself as she worked. Her singsong voice made another brick from the fortress around my heart tumble. She was going to have total access to the deepest parts of my life without firing a single cannon.

      First, I needed to talk to her. If I was going to entertain the idea of willingly letting Remi see me for who I truly was, there were some things we needed to get out into the open. The both of us. “Remi?”

      She stopped chopping and looked over her shoulder at me. Batting her eyelashes, she replied, “Wilberforce?”

      Even though my nervous heart felt like it might fail me, I laughed. She was the only person who’d ever been able to pull off calling me by my full name, while making it sound sexy. “Mind if I—

      “Dad?” Asher walked into the kitchen, his face grayer than the underside of a fish. “I don’t feel good.”

      He doubled over, and showed how horrible he was feeling, by losing every bit of his lunch on the kitchen floor.
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      “I think we got it all.” I held up my hand to give Wil a high five. Weird, maybe, but after the mess Asher had made with his unexpected tsunami of stomach contents, celebrating the clean up deserved recognition.

      Wil slapped his hand against mine, and a devious smirk turned up the edges of his mouth. That smirk didn’t happen often, but of all the cornucopia of smiles Wil had in his repertoire, it was one of my favorites. “I have to say I’m impressed.”

      “By what?” I sat down on the couch, tucked my legs under me, and tore open a bag of kettle corn.

      “I don’t think I know anyone else who can yawn while cleaning up barf.” Wil plopped onto the couch next to me. Closer than he normally sat, though to be fair, the armchair where he normally spent the quiet evening hours had been hit by Asher’s unfortunate sickness, and was still drying. “That’s got to be a recognized skill.”

      I shrugged, twirling the ends of my damp hair. After I’d scrubbed and scoured a five-foot radius around where Asher had been standing at ground zero, I’d finished cleaning by taking a long, hot, sanitizing shower. “I think it comes from taking care of animals for so long. I’m serious when I assert they do way more disgusting things than people.”

      Wil glanced at Sharpie, who was busy grooming his groin. “Fair point.” Wil’s eyes made their way back to mine, then flicked to my bag of popcorn. “You want me to get you a bowl?”

      “For this?” I crunched on another helping of popcorn. “Nope. This bag isn’t resealable, which means it’s a single serving.”

      Chuckling, Wil shook his head. “I don’t think that’s how it works.”

      “Hey, I don’t make the rules.” I tipped the bag at Wil. “Want some?”

      “Pass. It’s too soon after being on barf duty.”

      “Suit yourself. If I had a problem eating popcorn after something nasty happened, I’d never get to eat popcorn.”

      Wil’s smile was faint, but the camaraderie we’d been sharing since Asher got sick was going cold. With no common goal uniting us, we were sliding back into our safe space as business partners. Not even that, really. More like boss and subordinate. The comparison made my gut sour, and not because I’d caught the stomach bug that had taken out Asher.

      Knotting my hair around my finger, I had a moment of clarity—this wasn’t the relationship I wanted with Wil.

      I wanted more.

      And that scared me.

      Corralling my wandering thoughts back to the present, I glanced at Wil, only to find him staring. Not like I was a specimen under the microscope, but like he was seeing me.

      Truly seeing me.

      My already hammering heart thwacked my ribs so hard, there was a genuine risk it’d be ejected from my chest. A beating heart on the freshly cleaned floor would either be horrifying, or a dead giveaway of what was racing through my head.

      When Wil spoke, the tenderness in his voice melted my insides. Even my heart ceased throbbing to listen. “Can I say something?”

      “Sure.” I drew my knees closer and wrapped my arms around myself. A protective shell in case Wil said something that hurt.

      “I’ve been wanting to thank you for everything you’ve done for Asher. He’s been so much happier with you here.”

      I maintained my sunny smile, but inside, my soupy guts leaked down to my toes. I loved Asher like he was my own, but to Wil, all I was a live-in nanny.

      At least I was good at my job.

      “He’s easy to love. He’s a sweet kid.”

      “It’s more than that.” Wil ran his hand over his hair, and I had to lace mine together to keep from reaching over to do the same. Was it wrong that when he’d fallen in the bathroom, I enjoyed having access to his full head of hair as I tended to him? “You have a natural talent for empathizing with people.”

      “I guess I do. When I see someone hurting, I can’t help but want to relieve their suffering.”

      Wil’s eyes searched my face. “Care to tell me how you developed that skill?”

      “I hope you have good endurance, because it’s a long story.”

      A genuine smile lit up Wil’s eyes. “Try me.”

      I let go of the breath I’ve been holding, and start telling Wil about my childhood, slowly at first. I’d never fully opened up to anyone but my sister. There was a lot of uncertainty as a child. As inept as my parents were, the fear of being taken from them to live with strangers was almost unbearable. Bree and I had some foster parents who were angels on earth, but our stays with them always seemed to be fleeting, because there were other children in more dire straits than us. There were far too many people who couldn’t handle two girls struggling to feel loved by testing the limits. Some foster parents were outright cruel and liked to exert their authority in ways that made Bree and I feel powerless. Living that way wasn’t really living at all. It was merely existing, one breath at a time.

      “The first animal I ever rescued was a plain old sparrow that had fallen from its nest.” I smiled, remembering how it was so ugly it was cute with its pin feathers just poking through. “I checked out a book at the library, figured out how to feed it, and kept it hidden in the room I shared with Bree, so my foster mom wouldn’t find it. Then, one day, when he was strong enough, I opened the window, and out he flew. That was it. As corny as it sounds, his flight represented what I wanted. To have the ability to flit away from my problems, and not have anyone control me, especially how I feel about myself. So I worked hard, eventually got Bree to straighten herself out, and am so proud of everything she’s accomplished.”

      “She’s lucky to have a big sister like you.”

      Guilt plowed through me. Bree used to employ deception to prevent disappointing anyone, and she’d outgrown it. Apparently, I had picked up the habit later in life. We had talked on the phone since Wil and I had tied the knot, but our conversations hadn’t flowed like they normally did. She told me superficial things about her new boyfriend, probably to keep me from transforming into a protective parental figure, and on my end, I was intentionally vague. Nothing like, Hey! I’ve been meaning to tell you I got married on a whim, to a guy I don’t love, and he’s going to give me a wad of cash when we close the deal, because this is all a sham.

      I was barraged with another round of guilt. Yes, I had lied to Bree by omission, and yes, Wil had invited me into this arranged marriage, but I hadn’t been totally honest with him about how hard it’d been to ignore my feelings. I hadn’t recognized them at first for what they were, chalking them up to infatuation, but they had been prodding me like a persistent toddler with their eye on the cookie jar.

      I patted my feeling of connection with Wil on the head, reminding it that what I was experiencing was one-sided, like that kiss we’d shared at The Crispy Crumpet. If Wil had felt anything from it, he wouldn’t have been able to resist another one like he had.

      Ten whole days had separated us from that mind-blowing kiss, and I seemed to be the only one going through withdrawals.

      I ignored the pains tearing through my insides. “Enough about me. What about you?”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah. What makes Wilberforce Sinclair tick?”

      There was a struggle behind his eyes, at the same time he tried to blow it off with a relaxed shrug. “I don’t know. There’s nothing outstanding that comes to mind.”

      “Wil, come on.” I tilted my chin down and looked at him like I already knew all his secrets. “Everybody’s got a story, and even if you consider yours ordinary, I already know there are some extraordinary things that’ve happened. Take Asher, for example. I’m guessing you didn’t find him in the middle of a cabbage patch.”

      “Right.” Wil averted his gaze so I couldn’t discern what was going on in his head. “Asher is amazing, but he came into my life during a difficult time.”

      I held perfectly still so I wouldn’t scare him off. I hoped it would allow Wil to share what he wanted, when he was ready.

      “Ashleigh and I met in college. She was this beautiful, vivacious woman.” Wil played with a loose string poking out of the couch cushion. “At first, we had a lot of fun, but after a while, I just assumed we were compatible. Looking back on our relationship, I realize I had to convince myself that we were a good match.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Once we graduated, and moved to Indianapolis for our careers, we started dating seriously, and became a power couple. Every night, we were at all these different social activities for young professionals. We had tons of friends, and things were looking promising.”

      “What happened?”

      “I’d been dating Ashleigh for three years when our relationship began to erode. At least, that’s when I allowed myself to see the signs.” Wil’s shoulders slumped, and he was defeated all over again by the memory of that time of his life. “We fought a lot, but instead of wanting to talk about it, Ashleigh insisted it was because we hadn’t climbed high enough on the social ladder. We needed to be seen at more parties, drive newer cars, rub elbows with people who could elevate us to their standing.”

      I offered my observation quietly. “Seeking approval from others will never lead to lasting happiness.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’m sorry things didn’t work out.”

      Wil turned to me, and for the first time, he allowed me to see his hurt. “I’m not. It’s taken me a long time to recognize that we were mirroring toxic behaviors, thinking our life was fulfilling. It wasn’t.”

      “It’s a good thing you learned from it, which is a sign of growth. You wouldn’t have had Asher without Ashleigh, either.”

      “I love my son more than anything.” Wil winced, like an imaginary dagger was being held to his chest. I offered my solidarity by touching his forearm. Light at first, then resting my hand on him. His skin was warm, and the connection thrilled me, though it wasn’t about what I got out of it. When he reached over to nestle my hand under his, I rocketed to the moon. “I’m not sure what I would have done these past few years without him. He’s grounded me and been a constant reminder that there are unlimited fresh starts. I think that’s why I even agreed to Greg’s ridiculous terms when he approached me about giving me an inheritance.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Wil shifted his position on the couch to face me and relocated my hand between both of his. “Money isn’t the solution to the world’s problems, but using it in the right way can definitely make it a better place. At first, all I was thinking about was that it’d ensure a secure future for Asher. Now, I want to help people. Make sure everyone has clothes on their backs, and food in their homes. I don’t know exactly how I’m going to do it, but it’s time for me to stop trying to live like an island. My only regret is…”

      Wil looked away, and he raised the wall that’d been there when I first met him at the Button Blossom Festival.

      I squeezed his hand to keep him from retreating.We’d made such good progress. “Your only regret is what?”

      “My only regret is that I took advantage of you to try to accomplish my end goal. It was selfish of me, and I’m sorry.”

      My intention in asking Wil about his past hadn’t been to drag him through the mud. “I don’t regret anything. You might see yourself as selfish, but you’re forgetting that you’ve provided me with a place to live, and a job, too. You’ve put up with flying squirrels in your curtains, and snakes in your tub. Maybe we should have done things differently, but this makes for a pretty incredible story, don’t you think?”

      Wil’s renewed smile was indulgent, and it warmed my heart to be its recipient. “You’re always looking on the bright side, aren’t you? That's what I admire about you, Remi. I’ve been living in the shadows too long until you came into my life. You’re like stepping into the sunlight every time I’m with you. I appreciate that.”

      Anything I thought I was feeling for Wil exploded, and there almost wasn’t enough space inside of me to hold it all. I realized it seemed so fast, to go from strangers, to man and wife on paper, to falling in love with Wil, but all these wonderful feelings had been brewing beneath the surface since the day he helped me save Sharpie.

      As incredible as it was to put a label on my feelings, it didn’t absolve me of the associated fear. Giving someone a piece of my heart opened me up to the possibility that I might not get by unscathed. “Thanks for being vulnerable with me. I think I understand now that there’s a reason you’re the way you are.”

      “What way am I?”

      “You know.” I slipped my hand out of Wil’s, folded my arms, straightened my shoulders, and did my best impersonation of his stonewall face. My default disarming technique was humor, and I employed it often with Wil. “This look.”

      Wil’s whole body shook as he laughed with delight. “That’s what I look like?”

      “You’re much more handsome when you do it. I’m sure my face is more like that grumpy cat that’s in all those memes when I try to frown.”

      “You’re saying I’m a grump?” Wil grabbed my wrists and pulled me onto his lap. I curled up, ready to kick and scream ferociously if he even thought about tickling me. “Maybe you’re too fun for your good. Ever think of that?”

      We laughed until we were gasping, and when it sank in that I was pressed next to Wil, cradled in his strong arms, all superficial jovialness fled. Our lips were inches apart, and all it would take to kiss him would be to bring my chin up a few degrees.

      I went halfway and ran my hand along the back of his neck. I could only manage a whisper, but knew exactly what I wanted to say. “Kiss me. Please.”

      Wil didn’t hesitate. His lips were on mine, hungry for the connection, and I rose to match his intensity. Our mouths moved together, synchronized without even trying. It was a soul-stirring experience, and every single thought in my mind dropped out of sight for several minutes as I enjoyed the experience. I didn’t think I’d ever tire of kissing Wil.

      When we had worn each other out, Wil peppered my face with more kisses, and pulled me so tight I was sure we’d fuse. His lips moved down to my neck, and I squealed as the scruff he’d been growing ticked my collarbone. Drawing back only far enough for me to see his devilish grin, he dove right back in.

      We went back to kissing like teenagers who’d discovered the thrill of making out for the first time. Time was irrelevant, and if I could have existed in this space, safe in Wil’s arms, I could die a happy woman.

      When things slowed, and I untangled my fingers from Wil’s hair, I pressed my forehead to his. He drew my head to his chest, stroking my hair as I measured his heartbeats. He’d been as energized as I had been.

      “I’m sorry Remi.”

      I sat up, smiling wryly as I squinted at him. “You have nothing to apologize for. I don’t have a running list, but you’ve earned my recommendation for a trophy.”

      “No,” Wil said. “I meant, I shouldn’t have kissed you like that. We can’t keep making those kinds of mistakes.”

      Good thoughts fled, and a chunk of ice replaced where my insides had been. “You didn’t enjoy it? You don’t like me?” I pushed off him, accidentally shoving my hand into his stomach as I scrambled off the couch. The bag of popcorn I’d eaten bubbled at the top of my throat, and Wil’s words were the catalyst. I was going to be sick if the room didn’t stop spinning, then pass out, probably slipping into a coma of humiliation.

      “Hold on.” He grabbed me by the wrist, as a low chuckle rumbled in his chest. “I said that all wrong.”

      “You said we shouldn’t have kissed. I heard you.”

      He eased me back to the couch, snuggled under the crook of his arm, though I was still tense and ready to run the second I thought his explanation was going south.

      “What I meant…” Wil’s breath tickled my hair, and a delicious shiver traced through my bones. Traitorous body. “… was that I shouldn’t have taken advantage of the situation. We were sharing some vulnerable stuff, and I practically jumped on you.”

      I licked my lips, a subliminal message to him that I regretted nothing. I’d gladly go in for seconds right then. “I did ask for it. Politely, even.”

      Wil’s laugh grew louder. “True. But there’s some stuff we ought to do before we get too hot and heavy.”

      “That sounds titillating.” I puckered my lips slightly, teasing Wil. Testing his resolve. He groaned and put his hand over his eyes to block me out. “If you remember, we’re a married couple. A little kissing’s good for a relationship, is it?”

      His Adam’s apple traveled the length of his throat as he slowly swallowed. “I’m trying to keep my thoughts pure, and you’re making it very, very hard for me.”

      “Oops.” I retracted my neck like a turtle. “Sorry. I don’t want to lure you into temptation. Not unless you want me to.”

      Wil kissed the top of my head, and I rested against him. If this is what married life was supposed to be like, then call me crazy, I was ready to commit to the real thing. Wil had filled a place in me I didn’t even know was vacant, but now that he was there, there was no way I could root him out without some serious damage.

      “I care for you, Remi. There’s no denying it. Not anymore. I think we agree that we both jumped into this marriage with our eyes open, but for reasons motivated by financial security. What I’m discovering is that what Greg has to offer isn’t good enough anymore. I want to explore us, and that can’t happen without courting you first.”

      “Courting?” I snorted at the most inopportune time. So ladylike. “You make it sound like we’re in Victorian era England. Do I need to get a chaperone to follow us while we promenade around the park?”

      Wil laughed at my imitation of a posh British accent, and pulled me even closer, making me giggle as he used his facial scruff as a torture device. “You’re not making this easy.”

      “Never.” I draped my arms around his neck. “I’ve discovered that it’s much too delightful to tease you.”

      “There’s lots you’re going to find out about me, and I hope to explore all about you, too, but since we’ve done this all backward, we need to pretend like we’re a normal couple. Yes, we’re technically already married, but we need to truly get to know each other. Go on dates. That kind of stuff.”

      “Are you sure?” I playfully batted my eyelashes. “I wasn’t kidding when I told you that you won’t know how to live without me when this is all over.”

      Without missing a beat, Wil answered, “Maybe I won’t want to.”
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      The phone rang and rang and rang, making my blood pressure tick up and up and up.

      Since Remi and I had our heart to heart on the couch, and found that we were both combatting feelings of attraction for each other, things had been… different. Good different.

      We openly flirted, and stole moments together, where we ended up tangled up in the pantry, or kissing while we were supposed to be folding socks. Asher might have fun combating Remi with a bombardment of sock artillery, but I liked to think she had more fun ignoring the chores with me.

      It wasn’t all one sided, either. I’d forgotten how much I loved spontaneously showing a woman how much I cared for her, and having that love reciprocated.

      I couldn’t wait to tell Greg the good news. He just needed to pick up the phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Greg?” I stopped pacing my bedroom, relieved that I’d finally reached my uncle.

      “Of course, Wilberforce. Who did you think would answer?”

      “Right. Silly question.” I bonked the heel of my hand against my forehead like I was a ditz. “Where are you? Your phone sounds like it’s cutting out. Hello?”

      “I’m nearly in your backyard, trying to get a Sailfish to take my bait.” Greg muttered something inaudible, and I heard the whiz of him casting a fishing line. “They’re supposed to be coming in season in the Florida Keys, but I’m not convinced they’re here yet.”

      I ignored Greg’s terrible judgment of distance, since compared to Greece, I could practically see the Florida state line from Button Blossom, and got right to the point of my phone call. “I’ve been meaning to speak with you.”

      “Are you alright? You sound anxious.”

      “No.” I stared out the window overlooking the backyard. Remi was wrapped in a slouchy sweater, sipping a hot drink as she watched Asher try to teach Sharpie more advanced commands, now that Sharpie had mastered sit and stay. It was a glimpse of heaven, and I wanted that eternity as my future. “I’m not anxious. I’m excited.”

      “Excited about what?”

      “You remember that contract you asked me to sign? About your stipulations if I were to inherit anything from you?”

      Greg laughed heartily. “I may technically be a senior citizen, but that doesn’t mean my memory is shot. Of course I remember the contract. What about it?”

      My grin couldn’t go any wider without splitting my face. “I’m calling to tell you… I’m married.”

      “Married? Already?”

      “Yes, sir. I was calling, hoping you’d be able to come for a visit so you could meet her.”

      Greg clapped jovially. “Ha ha! You see? All you needed was a nudge. I’m going to come, but first, I need to—”

      The phone went silent, and the call abruptly ended. I tried to dial Greg again, but it went straight to voicemail. My frustration at being unable to reach him earlier had only been partly satiated. He knew I’d taken the plunge, but unless he called me back to let me know his plans—which he never did—had no idea when he was going to show up on my doorstep. I loved the guy for the quirky uncle he was, but his visits often required mental preparation and I’d definitely need to fill Remi in on what to expect. Greg was a generous, intelligent man, but he could throw people for a loop if they weren’t expecting it.

      The door from the backyard to the kitchen opened and shut, and the house was filled with the clatter of feet, and laughter. Remi reminded Asher to take off his shoes and wash his hands.

      Sharpie ran a lap around the house, while Remi clapped, laughing as she told him to get off the couch. I had no idea how she had so much patience. Between a rowdy dog, an energetic boy, and a spare garage full of animals needing her attention, she never snapped.

      One more thing I loved about her, that pulled me further into her orbit.

      Since talking to Greg was off the table, I went to my bathroom to freshen up my cologne. I’d caught Remi sniffing me when she thought I wasn’t paying attention. She was right—it had smelled terrible on Sharpie, but she couldn’t seem to get enough of it on me. I’d happily oblige her addiction of inhaling my scent if it made her happy.

      Sharpie scratched at my bedroom door, pushing it open. He was still amped up from his training session with Asher, and tore around every inch of my bedroom. Left side of the bed, right side, scoot across the floor on his back, get up, race to the closet.

      The second he stepped into the bathroom to see what I was up to, I had to cover my nose. If a skunk fell in love with a dumpster, and they had a baby, it would have smelled better than that dog. “Sharpie! Out!”

      As usual, Sharpie misinterpreted my command as an invitation to play, and he rolled on the carpet like it was a patch of spring grass.

      “No!”

      “What’s wrong?” Remi appeared at my door, took one breath, and pinched her nose. “Oh, no.”

      “What’s that smell?” Asher lifted his sweatshirt over the lower half of his face.

      “Sharpie must’ve found something to roll in,” I said, copying Asher and trying not to dry heave. “Oh, gross. I don’t do well with smells.”

      “I thought it was on the bottom of my shoes,” said Asher. “I took them off by the back door.”

      “It’s definitely him, and whatever he rubbed into his fur is now on my carpet.” I tried to restrain myself, but I couldn’t stop a glower aimed at Sharpie. The brown gunk on my floor was undoubtedly the culprit. “That dog needs a bath, or he’s going to have to spend the night with the rest of the animals in the garage.”

      “On it.” Remi signaled for Sharpie to follow her, and both he and Asher left with her, leaving me to figure out how to clean up the mess Sharpie the Dumpster Skunk had left.

      Sharpie had been growing like a weed, but Remi could still fit him in the laundry room tub for a bath. While I grumbled, scrubbing my carpet with every cleaner I could throw at it, she was laughing through the entire ordeal, and Asher was right there with her, cracking jokes, and acting as her assistant. There was a familiar tug, and I wanted to be there with them, no matter if Sharpie smelled like he’d rolled in a zombie carcass before coming inside. Everything but my body was already in the laundry room with them.

      With Sharpie cleaned up, Remi had sent Asher to shower, too. He’d protested, but it was all in jest. He was just as enamored with Remi as I was and wanted her approval. She’d already reminded him a dozen times he had it.

      Another checkmark on my list of what would make a perfect woman. Remi was checking off all my requirements left and right without even knowing what they were.

      I genuinely hoped I was doing the same for her.

      “Hey.” Remi leaned against my door frame, looking snuggable in her cozy flannel pajamas, and her tresses barely contained in a loose braid. “Still trying to decontaminate your carpet?”

      “Nothing’s working. I think I’m going to have to burn down my bedroom, and start fresh.”

      “That’s always an option, though I can’t guarantee the rest of the house won’t go up with it.”

      I stopped scrubbing to grin up at her. “Any other ideas?”

      “Do you have a blow up mattress? You could put it in the spare bedroom until we can rent a carpet cleaning machine in the morning.”

      “Nope. I’ve never had a need for one before.” To stretch my back, I sat on my knees. “I think I’ll just crash on the couch tonight.”

      “Umm, you might not want to do that, either.”

      “Oh, come on. Did Sharpie get his nastiness all over that, too? I just bought that thing.”

      “He may have been scratching his back on the couch when I came inside.” Remi made a face. “The cushion covers are in the wash, but I put it on the sanitizing cycle, so it will be a couple hours before they’re done.”

      “Okay, let’s see.” I held up my fingers to list feasible solutions to this bizarre evening. “I could sleep on the floor, sleep in the car, drag all the blankets I own outside and sleep in the hammock, or… I don’t know. Rent a cabin for the night?”

      “Rent a cabin?” Remi rocked with laughter. “You’d probably have to go out into the forest to find that. I’m guessing we can come up with a solution closer to home.”

      I briefly entertained the idea of sleeping in Remi’s bed.

      That made me reflexively swallow.

      She’d been the one to point out we were married, and could technically do married people things without anyone raising their judgemental eyebrows. Remi had been joking, of course, but sleeping with her in my arms…

      Yes, please.

      It was nearly impossible not to drop to my knees to beg Remi to allow me the honor of sharing her bed, but I wouldn’t ask that of Remi. I wouldn’t compromise her comfort for mine, even if all we were going to do was sleep.

      Cuddling might even be acceptable.

      “I’m going to wrestle my mattress into the office. It’ll be good enough for tonight.” I started stripping the sheets and the duvet off the bed. “I’m really glad Sharpie’s still too small to get on my bed, or I’m guessing he would have gladly wrecked my sheet, too.”

      Remi held out her arms, offering to take my bed linens while I did the heavy lifting. Handing them over, I went to the corner of my bed and hoisted it off the frame. The mattress wasn’t heavier than any of the weights I lifted, but its size made it awkward. Getting it onto its side, I aimed it at my door, situated my shoulder against it, and ran it like a battering ram into the doorway.

      I almost knocked the wind out of myself when the mattress abruptly stopped.

      “I think it’s wedged in the door frame,” Remi said from the other side.

      “How’s that even possible? The movers could get it in without any trouble.” I tried tugging on the mattress, in or out, it wouldn’t budge. “Can you push it from the hallway?”

      “Already tried.” Remi giggled. Argh. I had to take a deep, calming breath as I gripped my dresser, because I wanted to tear the mattress apart, scoop her up in my arms, and take her to her bedroom. It was a good thing that we were temporarily separated. “I think your mattress is a lost cause at the moment.”

      “How’d the movers get it in here? I know they came through this door, because I watched them when they delivered our furniture.”

      “Magic.” Remi said it so casually, it sounded like she believed it. “Why don’t you crawl out here, and we’ll find you a place to sleep?”

      With no other option, I belly crawled through the miniscule holes between the door and the mattress. By the time I emerged, I’d had a mini workout.

      “I was worried you were going to get stuck,” Remi said. “Broad shoulders and compact spaces don’t go together.”

      “Cave spelunking would have been easier.” I crawled to my feet, and fixed my t-shirt.

      Remi clutched my bedding to her chest, and once I was settled in for the night, I was definitely going to be clinging to them, sniffing up every last molecule of her scent.

      “So, your bed is out. The couch is out. A cabin would be kind of extreme.” Leaning against the hallway, fresh faced, and in her pajamas, Remi was achingly beautiful. I should have turned around, wormed my way past my mattress, and barricaded myself in the master suite for Remi’s sake. “Where does that leave us?”

      “Asher’s room?”

      Remi was polite not to laugh outright. “He’s on a twin bed. You’d probably roll over him, and crush him in your sleep, or roll off onto the floor, anyway. Besides, Sharpie’s already in there.”

      “You let Sharpie sleep in his room after what he smelled like?” Revolutions made my stomach flop. “We’re going to have to sanitize Asher’s room, too.”

      “Hey, mister.” Remi backhanded my bicep. “You underestimate my ability to groom a dog. I’ll have you know Sharpie smelled like a field of roses by the time I was toweling him off.”

      I held up my hands in surrender. “Forgive me. I shouldn’t have questioned your ability to perform miracles.”

      “Apology accepted.”

      “Even if Sharpie is springtime fresh, that still doesn’t bring me any closer to a solution for a predicament. Right now, my best options are sleeping on the floor, which I haven’t done since I was probably seven, or braving it outside in the hammock. I’m afraid you might find me as a meat popsicle in the morning though.”

      “You could always share my bed.” Remi’s fan of long lashes masked her eyes.

      So nonchalant.

      So, so tempting.

      I took a beat to answer. I was torn between two answers at opposite ends of the spectrum. It was either rabidly scream that I’d love to, or politely decline. I needed duct tape to quiet both of them so I could think.

      I ached to go with her, but wanted nothing to come between the progress we had made as a couple. I’d been too hasty in the past, and giving in before there was a solid foundation had left me hollow. A carved out husk of a man who didn’t know if he could ever love a woman again. If I messed up with Remi, I didn’t know if I would recover.

      “I don’t know, Remi. Not that your suggestion isn’t incredibly enticing, but I don’t want to sleep in the same bed, because it might lead to…”

      “Temptation?”

      I snapped and pointed at her. “Bingo.”

      Remi looked me in the eye, and her lips moved slowly into a devilish grin. She was going to have her way, and nothing I could say in protest would dissuade her. “It’s not what you think. We’ll do the classic share-the-bed-with-a-hot-guy solution—I sleep under the sheets, you sleep on top. Otherwise, you could always sleep in your bathtub. I have to warn you though that it’s possible one of those garter snakes escaped, and crept down your drain. Could you imagine if you were snoozing away, and it crawled up—”

      “Alright! I get it.” I waved my hands, begging her to stop. “You’re going to make me afraid to shower in my own bathroom.”

      She tipped her head back to laugh maniacally, but it was short-lived. Remi had a knack for taking the edge off serious situations with her levity, but she wasn’t oblivious to the danger we were risking. “Look. It’s your house, and you own the bed I’m sleeping on. It hardly seems fair that I’m putting you out when you need it.”

      “You really think I’d make you sleep out on the hammock because I bought that bed? Come on now. What kind of man do you think I am?”

      “That’s kind of my point. You’re too honorable to suggest it, and I’m the one willingly offering. We’re two adults, who would be literally sleeping next to each other. Like, 1950s era chaste.”

      I folded my arms, playing hard to get. “Didn’t they sleep in separate beds?”

      Remi huffed and threw her hands up. “Fine! Sleep on the floor!”

      We were both laughing when I reached for her hand to spin her around. She landed against my chest, and giving her a quick kiss, I showed my restraint. It was the only one I was going to give her tonight, even though I would have loved to kiss her until her knees gave out.

      “No funny business.” Remi had a finger pointed in my chest. “Agreed?”

      “I’ll be a model gentleman.”

      “Good.” As she spun on her heels, marching to her bedroom, she flicked her fingers for me to follow. “Come on, Wil. I hope you don’t snore, or it’ll be the hammock for you.”
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      Sunlight slithered through my curtains, acting as a natural alarm clock, though I did my best to ignore it by keeping my eyelids shut. I’d never had trouble sleeping, but last night might have been the best rest I’d ever had. No cold toes, a pile of pillows to keep me comfortable, and the faint reminiscence of a dream where I was curled up next to Wil.

      I pulled my pillows tighter against me.

      Then the pillows sighed and shifted.

      My eyes flew open. I sat up, shrieking, and kicking the sheets off of me. The pillows I imagined I was snuggling? It was, in fact, Wil. He groggily rubbed his eyes and rolled over with a grin meant especially for me. His hair was messy, and he was slow moving as he had been unexpectedly roused by my outburst, but he was definitely lying in my bed.

      That wasn’t a mount of pillows you were hugging. That was all Wil.

      It hadn’t been a dream. Wil was in my bed, and I’d laid next to him. All my warm toes were because he was a human heating pad that didn’t poop out in the middle of the night, and the extra pillows I normally tucked against me were on the floor. I hadn’t needed them because I’d had my arm draped across Wil’s midsection, with the rest of me pressed up against his back.

      “Good morning to you, too.” Wil stretched his hands high, and locked his fingers behind his head. “I’m not sure whether that was a good scream, or a bad one.”

      I tried to comb my fingers through the snarled mess on my head, but until I doused myself with detangling spray, my hair would stay grumpy. As I calmed myself, the conversation we’d had last night came rushing back. I’d invited Wil in here with me, and he’d only come when we’d agreed to no canoodling.

      As far as I could remember, there’d been no canoodling.

      “I thought I was dreaming,” I said.

      “I know I was.” Pushing the sheets aside, Wil opened his arms for a hug. “Asher’s not awake yet, and I don’t have anywhere to go. If you don’t mind, I’m not done with you yet.”

      I hesitated. Someone needed to turn down the gleam on Wil, because I could barely see around the glint of his brilliant torso. Shoulders, abs, pecs, all present and accounted for. Not that I didn’t like his offering, but wowza. If I hugged him while he was shirtless, I might not have the willpower to let go. “Where’s your shirt?”

      “I took it off. I always get hot when I sleep.” He sat up and reached for his shirt, folded neatly on the nightstand. Of course it was. Pulling it over his head, he invited me for another embrace. “Is this better?”

      “Can’t have my cake and eat it, too.” He chuckled, and the sound was as comforting as sitting by a crackling fire while sipping hot apple cider. “I will hug you now, though.”

      “That millimeter of cotton between us is what makes you feel safe?”

      Brushing my hair aside, he kissed my forehead. I skated my fingers up his arm and traced his maze of veins. I couldn’t get enough of him. “Now who’s tempting whom? Hmm?”

      Another soft chortle. “I might not move my mattress today so I have an excuse to crash here tonight. I like waking up to you. Other than the shrieking.”

      “I told you. I forgot you were here.” I poked him playfully. There was a clatter of footsteps on the staircase. “So much for Asher not being awake.”

      “He’s old enough to entertain himself for a few minutes.” Wil nuzzled his way to my neck and softly kissed a trail from my ear down to my collarbone.

      My self-discipline was waning, and if I didn’t get out of that bed, there was an actual chance I’d call Trixie to watch Asher, so I could stay there with Wil until the sun came up again the next morning. “You hungry? How about some pancakes for breakfast? I have maple sausage links, too. And what about for a drink? Do you like milk or orange juice with pancakes? I have both. Although, the orange juice I buy has no pulp. I assume you don’t like to chew your orange juice, because if people wanted that much fiber, they’d just eat an orange, you know?”

      I put my feet on the ground, continuing to monologue about pulp preferences, but before I could go anywhere, Wil scooped his arm around my waist, and hauled me back to him. All his promises of being genteel the night before went out the window when he traced his thumb along the line of my lips. He was pouring gasoline, and I had the box of matches at the ready.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I drew myself into him. At first, the kiss was chaste. A whisper of the growing feelings we had for each other, but the longer it lasted, the steamier it became. My heart thundered in my chest, and the pressure of his mouth spoke of his desire in no uncertain terms.

      “Dad?”

      Asher’s voice filtered through the door, and we froze. Wil was the first to speak, his voice barely more than the sound of a breath. “This is probably too close to resembling funny business.”

      “Agreed.” I pecked him one more time on the mouth. “Although I rather enjoyed it.”

      “Dad? Remi? I’m hungry. I already fed Sharpie.”

      I answered Asher. “Thanks, buddy. Why don’t you let him outside to do his business? What do you think of pancakes for breakfast today?”

      Asher responded with a jovial wahoo. When he called Sharpie, he took off at a trot to follow Asher. As their footfall moved to the back door, and Asher opened and shut it, silence returned to the house.

      “Now where were we?” Wil’s eyes twinkled. He was having way too much fun.

      Honestly? So was I.

      About to indulge ourselves again, the doorbell rang. Wil smothered a groan in his pillow, while I was off the mattress before the chime even finished sounding.

      My hand was at my throat. “Who do you suppose that is?.”

      “Relax, Remi.” Wil laughed generously at my reaction as he climbed out of bed, and started fixing the rumpled sheets. “I don’t think it’s the firing squad. How about you get the door, then chill on the couch while Asher and I make pancakes for you? You deserve a break.”

      I squinted at him. “You just don’t want to answer the door before you’re dressed.”

      “Maybe. But you can’t argue that you’re way cuter when you’re shuffling around in your pajamas than I am. I’ll go get started on the pancakes.”

      He kissed my cheek, and swung open my bedroom door, whistling as he strolled to the kitchen.

      It was going to be a good day.

      No. Fantastic. I could feel it.

      A lazy Saturday with nothing to do, but hang out with my boys. The world was our oyster, and my love for Wil, and his son—my family—was a beautiful, glowing pearl, growing larger and stronger every day.

      Strutting to the front door like I was the queen of this castle, I swung it open with my face permanently glued into a goofy smile. “Welcome to the Sinclair residence. I’m your host—”

      “Remi?” Bree stared at me like I’d grown another head. “What are you doing here?”

      All the euphoric feelings Wil had cultivated that morning didn’t immediately die, but a cold frost Bree brought with her definitely made them wilt. “I should ask you the same question.”

      Bree didn’t ask to be invited in, but I didn’t stop her when she pushed the door wider. The panic in her face was evident, and it didn’t exactly take rocket science to figure out what her dread was all about.

      She knows.

      Bree paced the foyer, and I shut the front door. It might have been sunny and cloudless outside, like the sky was primed for a hot summer day, but it was all a ruse. The cold that swept in with Bree chilled me to my bones.

      “Bree? What’s the matter?” I didn’t know why I was feigning ignorance. Maybe it was because I was hoping against hope that I could explain myself on my terms. Pretty sure that ship had sailed. “Why did you drive all the way down here?”

      “I came down to surprise you. It’s been over six months since I’ve seen you in person, and I thought it would be fun to spend the day together.”

      “Has it been that long?” I heard Asher come back inside with his puppy. Sharpie went for his water dish, slopping it all over the floor as he lapped it up, and Asher asked if he could help his dad. Wil turned the Lazy Susan too fast, sending the metal bowls clattering to the ground. Every noise made me wince. My secret life was being very loud. “Why didn’t you call to let me know?”

      “The purpose of a surprise is so the other person won’t know.” Bree’s eyes—the same color as mine—looked past me to where Wil and Asher were making a racket. If she focused any harder, she might inadvertently develop x-ray vision. “I stopped by your apartment, but when I knocked on your door, some creepy guy answered.”

      “You went to Barbara’s apartments?” I was living the nightmare I feared one day might happen. All the deceit, and keeping Bree in the dark, was catching up with me in the worst way possible.

      “Why wouldn’t I? As far as I knew, that’s where you were staying.”

      “I should have mentioned I don’t live there anymore.”

      Bree slung her purse strap over her shoulder and crossed her arms. “It sounds like you have a lot of things you should have told me. I saw Barbara on my way out.”

      Here it came. The sucker punch to the gut that I’d been dreading, but very much deserved. “What did she have to say?”

      “Remi!” Bree hissed. If she had a rattling tail, and fangs attached to venom glands, I wouldn’t have been more intimidated. “She said you’re married! When I laughed, and told her I think I’d know if my older sister had committed matrimony, she laughed at me, then told me where to find you.”

      My brain was a flurry. Every memory, every bad thing I’d ever done, every word I’d uttered, stormed around me in a cyclone, but when I opened my mouth, not a single thing came out.

      Bree’s eyes went glassy. “Is it true?”

      Wil waltzed out of the kitchen, mixing a bowl of pancake batter. Ten minutes ago, I might have wrestled him into a corner, out of Asher’s sight, and kissed him silly. Now, I was ashamed to be seen with him.

      Correction—I was ashamed for him to be seen with me.

      “Remi, do you like blueberries in your pancakes?” He glanced up from his bowl and grinned. One of his genuine, radiant smiles. I loved the way it lit up his eyes. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t know you had company.”

      Wil and Bree stared at me. I was the link connecting them, and naturally, it befell me to make introductions. “Wil, this is my sister, Bree. Bree, this is Wilberforce Sinclair. My husband.”

      He extended his hand, and Bree graciously accepted it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      I already loved my sister to the moon and back, but I appreciated her so much for not making this convoluted situation weird for Wil. She smiled politely and firmly shook his hand.

      “Can you stay for breakfast? I guess we’re in-laws now, and I’d love to get to know you better.” Wil ran his wrist across his forehead, and a smudge of flour stuck above his eyebrow. He was so cute when he was messy, except I couldn’t enjoy it. My culpability tainted everything, especially with Wil. How could I savor all the good things about him, when there was a hard ball of self-loathing in the pit of my stomach? I’d messed up, not telling Bree before it’d come to this. “Pancakes will be ready in about five minutes.”

      “Dad!” The smoke detector went off in the kitchen. “The sausage is burning!”

      Wil walked backward, stirring the pancake batter with renewed vigor. “I’ll make half with blueberries, half without. Sound good?”

      He disappeared into the kitchen before Bree or I answered.

      I couldn’t tell how long we stared, waiting for the other to say what she was thinking. Where I was a coward, Bree was filled with indignation and hurt. Bree said nothing. Marching for the front door, she flung it open, and stormed out on the way to her car.

      “Bree! Wait!” I followed her into the chilly morning, wrapping my arms around myself to ward off the cold. “I have a lot of explaining to do.”

      “So what if you do? I don’t have to stay and listen if I don’t want to.”

      “You’re right. I can’t make you.” My conviction died off along with any strength my argument may have had. “I messed up, and I recognize that.”

      Bree spun around, and I almost bowled her over. That’s how fast and closely I’d been trailing her. “You’re married, Remi. To a man named Wilberforce. What kind of person is named Wilberforce? And does he have a kid? You’re a mom, and you didn’t once think to mention any of this to me?”

      For all the regret that was heaping upon me, my pride was somehow able to dig its way out. “Maybe I didn’t think I could trust you not to freak out when I told you.”

      That was not the most productive thing to say at that moment, but it escaped, running like a streaker who found amusement in shocking onlookers.

      “Me?” Bree rammed her thumb into her chest hard enough she might leave a bruise.

      “Yeah, you. I know now that I shouldn’t have done it, but you wouldn’t understand my motivations if I wrote a textbook about them.”

      “Oh, really? Try me!”

      “Because, Bree, I’ve worked so hard to keep you in a protective bubble, ignorant to all the difficulties I have to face because of my sacrifices for you. I never wanted you to worry about me.”

      “Guess what, Remi?” Bree threw her hands up. “You don’t get to pick and choose what I feel. I’m supposed to be concerned with how you’re doing, because that’s what sisters do.”

      “You’re going to go all self-righteous on me?” My face burned so hot I couldn’t feel the stiff wind anymore. “Every time we talked on the phone, it was all about your classes, and your struggles, and your successes.”

      “At least I’m not the one keeping secrets.”

      “Sure you are. Who’s this guy you’ve been dating? All I’ve gotten out of you is that he’s a biochem grad student, and his name is TJ. But that’s not even accurate, because two letters is an acronym, not a name. Secretive much?”

      Bree trembled with rage. I’d poked an angry beehive, and was standing there, daring the swarm to come at me. “I haven’t told you much about him, because I didn’t want you to jump all over me like you have to protect me. Plus, I knew you’d have a nuclear meltdown when I told you who he was.”

      “What? Again, you’re dodging the answer here, Bree.”

      “I kept things superficial about TJ, because you already know him.”

      I rolled my hands, irritated that she was being so cryptic. Hypocritical to the max, but my ego had convinced me I wasn’t the only one to have ever made a mistake. “I don’t know anyone named TJ.”

      “Yes, you do. Remember Thomas James?”

      It took a second for my brain to make the connection. “Are you talking about the same Thomas James I dated in high school?”

      Bree’s eyes dropped to her shoes, and she nodded. “It’s him. He’s a grad student, running one of the labs I’m taking for school.”

      On a normal day, I might’ve laughed, and razzed my sister about her choice in men, but not today. I was hurt, and even if it was my doing, I lashed out. “Don’t you remember anything about the sister’s code? You never take clothes that aren’t yours without asking, and you don’t date your sister’s ex!”

      Bree responded with a massive eye roll. “Maybe we should have added that you’re not allowed to get married without letting your sister know.”

      “I had to make choices.” My tongue was bitter, and no matter how many times I swallowed, it wouldn’t go away. “I’ve worked myself ragged to ensure you never have to face anything so challenging you wouldn’t be able to overcome it.”

      “Remi, I’ve been wearing big girl panties for a long time. I don’t need my big sister to be hovering all the time.”

      Our conversation had picked me up by the scruff and given me a good shake. Karma had found me, and kicked down the door I’d barricaded myself behind. “Why can’t you accept I love you, and that’s why I watch out for you?”

      “Because you won’t let me do the same for you. You think you’re the only one who can fix people, and are constantly falling on your sword to remind the rest of us, but you’re self-sacrificing to a fault. Not everything can be fixed by you. Someday, I hope you can accept that.”

      Arguing in real time sucks. I’d get so angry that I couldn't think straight, and if I didn’t have the right thing to say that’d valiantly win my point, I’d be consigned to replaying it over and over in my head after the fact, until my imagination finally thought of what to say.

      Bree seethed at me, and I had nothing to rebuttal her with. She was right, and I hated it. Hated how I’d behaved. “I’ve worked hard to get where I’m at, too, and of all the things I’ve done, breaking the toxic cycle of our family is one of my proudest accomplishments. What you’re not seeing, is that you’re behaving exactly like our parents.”

      The swarm of bees had attacked, and it stung. “No, I’m not.”

      “Are you sure? Using people to feel better about yourself? Lying through your smile? Sound familiar? From the two seconds that I talked to Wil, he seems like a decent guy. I hope you’re not benefiting off him, too.” Bree shook her head, looking old and tired as she pinched the bridge of her nose. “Of all people, I didn’t think you’d end up like our parents.”

      A tear slipped out and rolled down my cheek. She’d hit the nail on the head, and it’d plunged straight into my heart. It was the fatal blow that snuffed the rest of my pride.

      “Look. I’ve got to go. Tell Wil I’m sorry I wasn’t able to stick around for pancakes.” Bree unlocked her car and had one foot in when she stopped herself. “You don’t need to worry about me anymore. I’ll figure things out, and without a baby sister to look out for, it’ll give you the time you need to focus on figuring out the person you want to become.”
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      I’d been staring at the same spreadsheet for twenty minutes, and hadn’t made any progress. Numbers weren’t speaking to me today, because every waking thought had been swallowed up by Remi.

      She’d taken Asher and Sharpie across the street to feed Roscoe, and I was anxiously waiting for them to come back. I had a documentary ready to turn on for Asher, while I led Remi to a quiet place so we could talk. Ever since her sister had visited, she hadn’t been the same. No flirty teasing, no vivacious laughter, nothing even close to resembling a kiss. I was going to root out why. Seeing my wife so distraught had kept me up at night.

      My wife.

      That’s how I’d been thinking of Remi. With her, the future was bright and endless, but in the now, she was weathering a storm. I would be there with her, passing through this trial together.

      Staring at my screen, the numbers grew blurry. It’d been three days since I woke up in Remi’s bed, and I don’t think it’d slept a wink since.

      Then I heard what I’d been waiting for—the front door opened, and before it was shut, I had my laptop closed, and was flying down the steps to greet them.

      “Hey!” I jogged into the foyer. “How was Roscoe?”

      “He’s fine.” Asher shrugged off his coat and stomped his boots to get the ring of slushy snow off. “He didn’t want to come down because Sharpie wouldn’t stop barking at him, so we left the peanuts up on a branch. Remi said he’d come get them when we left.”

      “Remi always knows what to do.” My gaze wandered to her, but she didn’t allow me the pleasure of looking into her eyes for long. Taking Asher’s coat, she hung it up next to hers. “Hey, Asher. Why don’t you warm up on the couch? I found a documentary about mummies that I thought you’d like, and I’ll join you in a bit.”

      Asher perked up. “Can I have a snack?”

      “Knock yourself out,” I said. “Anything you want.”

      Asher was gone in a flash, and Sharpie scrambled to follow. I had no idea when I’d stopped wincing. His nails never seemed to get the traction he needed on the wood floors, and they were getting worn enough in spots that buffing wouldn’t cut it. Despite my long held belief that I wasn’t a dog person, Sharpie had changed my mind.

      Or, maybe it was Remi who had changed my mind.

      While I watched Asher go, waiting to make sure he was out of earshot, Remi tried to sneak away. Oh, no you don’t. Striding in front of her, I cut off her escape route. “Can we talk for a minute?”

      “About what?”

      “For one, how cute you are?” I reached for her hair and draped her hair to one side so I could see her neck. Every cell in my body was egging me to lean over, and press my mouth to that delicate skin, but I wouldn’t exploit the situation. No ferocious kissing. Not until she wanted me to. “For example, did you know you whimper when you’re asleep?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do. It’s quiet, but I heard it myself while I was listening to you fall asleep. It’s adorable. You’re adorable.”

      Remi’s trademark smile was absent, and her eyes landed everywhere but on me. “That’s what you want to talk about?”

      “I’ll talk about anything. We’ve hardly said two words to each other since your sister stopped by.” I hooked Remi’s chin with my finger, and coaxed her gaze up to mine. “I might be a big, dumb guy, but I can tell when something’s the matter.”

      “I…” Remi lifted her chin off my finger, and returned her gaze to the floor. “There is something we need to discuss.”

      My insides didn’t know what to do. Freeze out of fear that this might lead to a fight? Or prepare for the fireworks show when Remi let me kiss her worries away?

      My lips were already tingling.

      I put my hands in my pockets, so Remi would know I was listening without trying to influence her. I, for one, couldn’t think straight when she so much as ran a finger down my arm. It wouldn’t be fair for me to distract her. “I’m listening.”

      Her breath stalled, then came out in a rush. “This isn’t working.”

      My stomach became an anvil that crash landed somewhere near my feet. “What?”

      “You and me. Us. We’re not working.”

      A crack started at the top of my heart, slowly fissuring through the chambers until it was a gaping chasm. It would have crippled me, but simultaneously, my brain had become an impenetrable ball of rubber. Everything she said and everything I felt was bouncing right off. “What do you mean it’s not working? Do we need to slow down? Am I rushing you? Or am I not paying you enough?”

      That made her cringe, and it hit me like a Mack truck how utterly bizarre that question was. Am I not paying you enough to be my wife? What kind of man said that to a woman he loved?

      Remi caught her bottom lip between her teeth and pressed down. Hard. “You’ve been more than generous.”

      “Is money the issue?” I widened my stance, ready to stand there until my legs gave out or we got to the bottom of this. Remi wasn’t a mail-order bride, living in my house to satisfy my ego. She was the reason my heart had commenced beating again, and I wanted her to understand that. “Money means nothing to me.”

      She laughed, but it was tinged with bitterness. “Isn’t that the reason we got into this situation in the first place? Because you needed me to check off one more thing so you could get an inheritance? And I latched onto you like a tick on a deer because I needed cash?”

      “That’s not an accurate comparison. What we agreed to benefitted us both.”

      Remi screwed up her mouth, staring resolutely at the dining room. “I can’t keep doing this anymore.”

      My legs quivered, and I would have dropped to my knees to beg her to let me fix whatever was eating at her, but the memory of Ashleigh kept me upright. This was eerily familiar to how I felt when she walked out the door. The circumstances were different, as were Remi’s reasons, but Ashleigh had justified leaving me because she was dissatisfied, and at its core, that’s what Remi was trying to do.

      Leaving was leaving.

      “Did you see us while we were over at the park?” Remi asked quietly.

      I had watched them walk across the street, but then drew my curtains to be productive. “I only saw you, Asher, and Sharpie walking over there.”

      “While we were trying to convince Roscoe to come down, Barbara was driving by, and she spotted me. She pulled over to tell me she’d had dinner with Abner the day before. Did you know that they knew each other? Go figure. They’re basically the identical version of the same person, just in two separate bodies. Of course they’d gravitate toward each other.”

      I didn’t like where this was going. “I don’t know what that has to do with you and me.”

      “Apparently, Abner likes his scotch, and when he’s drunk, his tongue loosens up.”

      “Did he tell Barbara about—”

      “He told her everything. The agreement we made, the contract we signed. He even gave his detailed opinion about me, which Barbara was kind enough to share with me. Spoiler alert—it wasn’t good.”

      I clenched my hands into fists, wishing I had a punching bag with Abner’s face on it. When I talked Remi off the ledge, firing Abner, and letting him know what a despicable human being he had been, was the very next item on my to-do list.

      “I’m sorry that Abner slipped up and told Barbara. It shouldn’t change anything between us, though. Their opinions are irrelevant, because they’re miserable human beings, not an integral part of our relationship.”

      I took a step toward Remi, hoping she would close the gap with one of her bear hugs. No such luck. She retreated further than I’d advanced. “That’s not why we need to end this before either of us gets hurt anymore.”

      “We don’t need to end anything,” I growled. “I love you, Remi.”

      A plump tear rolled down her cheek and fell to the floor where it shattered. “You love the idea of me. There’s a difference. All I represent is someone who balances you out, and who cares for your son as much as you do, but even Barbara, who didn’t know my parents, but had heard of their reputation, could see that I’m becoming exactly like them.”

      “You’re nothing like them.”

      “I am, Wil.” Another tear trickled out. And then another. They came out in a deluge, and if they didn’t slow down, she was going to flood the entire house. “I’ve used deception, and manipulation to get where I’m at. I’ve lied to people—even people who mean the most to me—and have felt very real shame for my behavior, but did it stop me? Nope. I can’t deny that I’ve been selfish.”

      “You made a choice that benefited you. There may have been some mistakes along the way, but nobody’s perfect. It’s not fair to expect that of yourself.”

      “Wil, let’s be real.” Remi’s tears dried up, and she rubbed her face with the sleeve of her cardigan. “Barbara can see it. Bree saw it when she was here. I’m finally recognizing it, and you should, too.”

      “You’re leaving.”

      It was a statement to explain the situation so I could understand while in emotional shock, not a question for Remi. My heart was being rent from my chest, tearing its way out fiber by sinewy fiber, so it could go with Remi. That’s the only way it would survive. I couldn’t even blame it for abandoning me in favor of Remi, because where she went, I wanted to go, too.

      “I’m going to stay at Maren’s house until I can figure out what’s next.” Remi shivered and wrapped her sweater tighter around her.

      “You wouldn’t go to Trixie’s?”

      She shook her head. “One of her sisters is coming to town, and I wouldn’t want to crowd her. That, and it’s too close. You need space from me.”

      “I don’t need space.” An angry ember burned where my heart had vacated, and heated my whole body. “I need you.”

      “I’ll keep up my end of the bargain, standing in as your wife when Greg is in town, if that’s what you want, but when you get what you want…”

      “Don’t say it.” Every word was a strain on my throat.

      “Wil, I want what’s best for you, and as much as it hurts, I’m not the person to give it to you. Whatever you decide, I’ll do it. Play the part of your wife, call it quits before I can hurt you anymore… but we need to have our marriage annulled.”

      “Don’t go.”

      The words slipped out before I gave them permission, and they softened Remi. Reaching for my face, she cupped my cheek in her hand. “We agreed at the beginning that there wasn’t supposed to be any emotional attachment. You’ll get over me and find a woman who’s worthy of your affection. One who doesn’t use you. I bet she won’t even put snakes in your bathtub, or steal your meat stick to give it to stray dogs.”

      “It was jerky.”

      Remi’s mouth moved into a wobbly smile, but there was no light in her eyes. Our joking fell on its face when neither of us laughed.

      “I have to, Wil.”

      “Why?”

      “My parents never lived up to owning their errors. They hopped from one problem to the next, trying to stay ahead, and never realizing that all they were doing was leaving a path of emotional destruction in their wake.” Remi swallowed, and she looked at me through her fringe of eyelashes. “You have to let me do this.”

      I pulled away from Remi’s hand, freeing myself from the mystical influence her touch had on me. I logically understood Remi was afraid she was going to hurt people like her parents had, but she forgot I had been facing my own fears to be with her, too. When Ashleigh had left, I’d never felt so hopeless. So abandoned. I’d shared that part of me with Remi, and she was still choosing to walk away. I didn’t care how much she swore she was doing it to protect me from what she might do. She’d penetrated my defenses, and I’d willingly let her. The first thing she did when she made it in was detonate an atomic bomb that blew me away.

      Definitely not in a good way.

      “I’ll get my things gathered, and will be out of here as soon as I can.” Remi’s voice wavered, but I was past feeling. I’d already begun regrouping and had stonewalled myself.

      She was leaving. That was it. Nothing I could do or say would keep her here, and though our love had barely blossomed, it was foreordained to fail.

      The only thing love had ever done for me was hurt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        REMI

      

      

      The weather wasn’t conducive to sitting on a metal park bench, but it was the burning cold through my jeans that reminded me I was still on earth. Alive. Breathing. Paying penance for the mistakes I’d made. Everything I deserved. Suffering was a reminder that I couldn’t go back to Wil to grovel and beg forgiveness, because I’d hurt him worse, and deserved every bit of my hurt. That wasn’t even taking into consideration Asher. And Sharpie. Half of Button Blossom was probably on my list of people I’d wronged.

      I’d done everything I swore I wouldn’t with Wil. Mainly, I fell madly in love with my boss, the man I’d unfairly labeled a grump. Who knew he’d be the one to change the trajectory of my life? Instead of coasting along, running parallel to my fullest potential, he’d slingshotted me into the stratosphere, all because he believed in me.

      Because he loved me.

      I’d heard it straight from his own mouth.

      So instead of no emotions, there were all the emotions, love being the most intimidating. Wil had been the one to verbalize it, but I was feeling it just as strongly as him. Why hadn’t I been brave enough to say it out loud? Ascribe it to another one of my failings.

      Turning my face toward the gray sky, my spirits were as leaden as the gloom above. I was camped out at Fox Central Park, disguised behind a large pair of glasses, with my hood up, not trying to look like I was hoping I could glimpse Wil, Asher, or Sharpie, while trying desperately to catch even the tiniest glimpse. I had to know that they were okay. That their world hadn’t imploded, because I’d bowed out.

      I wish it would have been done graciously, but my leaving was as ungainly as an elephant in roller skates.

      Fingers crossed I’d been nothing more than a shooting star. Fascinating for a moment, but their attention turned to other more stable celestial bodies when I’d burned up in the atmosphere.

      “Mind if I sit?” A man who was old enough to be my grandfather smiled kindly at me.

      Good. A stranger. I’d endured too many questions, and even more pitying looks as news of my trouble spread through Button Blossom. He didn’t have any preconceived notions of me, and I appreciated that meant he wouldn’t offer me any unsolicited advice.

      I scooted an inch to the right, and motioned for him to join me. “Be my guest.”

      He sat gingerly, his knees popping as he lowered himself down. “I know there are other benches in the park, and I’m not trying to be a creepy old man, but this bench appears to be the most ideal for watching wildlife. That, and I’m hoping that you’ve been sitting here long enough that you’ve warmed it up a few degrees.”

      I liked the sound of his laugh, but when I tried to match his happiness, my smile had lost its glitter. Laughing was out of the question entirely. I couldn’t. Not since I’d ripped out Wil’s heart, and tossed it unceremoniously in the trash. Granny and Maren had tried their darndest to cheer me up while I was a guest in their home, but even their shenanigans couldn’t pull me out of the pit I’d dug for myself.

      The worst part of hurting Wil was that I had pretended that my careless hacking apart of our relationship was for his benefit.

      What were you thinking, Remi? He’s the best thing that ever happened to you.

      I was running scared like I always did, using it as a tactic to preserve my brittle faith in people. If I was the first one to walk away, under the guise that I was doing it to maintain my underlying friendship with the guy I’d been dating, there was infinitely less hurt on my part. It put the power in my control, and prevented anyone else from having access to the tender, breakable parts of my heart when I flitted like a butterfly from flower to flower.

      With Wil, I’d handed over all my vulnerabilities, and he treated them with respect, even admiration for the strength I’d gleaned from the experience.

      In return, I’d been nothing short of cruel.

      Normally, I would have been chatty with the visitor to Button Blossom, but while I stewed over my shortcomings, I couldn’t manage small talk.

      “I know it’s none of my business,” said the man next to me, ferreting out my internal turmoil, “but you seem to have a lot on your mind.”

      “Me?” I shifted one leg over the other and casually glanced toward Wil’s house. Still quiet. Maybe I’d go ring his doorbell, hide in the bushes, and wait for him to open the door. I wasn’t above being immature. A week was entirely too long not to see the only man in the world who had fit into the part of me I hadn’t even realized was vacant. “Nah. I’m here to watch the wildlife, too. I helped rescue some of the ones that live here. My favorite is Roscoe. He’s a fox squirrel.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yep. I check on him most days. I may have had a hard time saying goodbye.” I attempted another smile, but it stumbled.

      “Letting go of those we care about is a challenge.”

      “I’ve never understood that line of thinking.” My throat clogged with emotion, and it wasn’t because I had a thing for chubby red rodents. “If you love someone, you’re supposed to let them go? What about what I want? What If I want to keep the people I love close to me? Guarded safely next to me, so that nothing could ever hurt them?”

      “Ah. I think I understand what you’re talking about. This isn’t about a squirrel, is it?” The man tapped his chest, right over his heart. “This is about the old love pump.”

      “My love pump is out of service.”

      I spotted Roscoe at the top of a pin oak, climbing out of the scruffy nest he’d made from dead leaves. Shaking his tail, he checked his surroundings before starting his cautious descent.

      “Do you need a listening ear?” The man shifted in his seat, giving me his undivided attention. “I know the only thing we have in common is that we’re both kooks who love animals enough that we’ll sit in the freezing cold just so we can see them, but in that respect, we’re cut from the same cloth. The difference is I have a few extra years of wear on me, so maybe there’s some wisdom woven in. Plus, you have the added benefit that I’m only passing through town. It’s likely we won’t see each other ever again.”

      The way he delivered his pitch made me smile. Not the usual conversation I would have expected on the park bench, but I was bloated with everything I’d been holding in. Friends had asked, and I’d given them superficial answers that didn’t really satiate their curiosity, and didn’t give me a chance to unload so I could regroup without feeling like I was being crushed. Without Bree to cry to, or Wil to comfort me, I’d never felt so alone. Stuffed full of regret, with a heart that’d been sent through the meat grinder.

      The sausage version of Remi.

      “I had a fight.” Ta-da! I was a one-trick pony with all my one-dimensional answers. “With a man.”

      Wow, Remi. A woman of such few words.

      “I take it this man meant a lot to you?”

      My spine lost its starch, and I crumpled against the park bench. “He means the world to me.”

      “Have you not told him how you feel?”

      Maybe it should have been awkward, confessing all my deepest secrets to Park Bench Grandpa, but it was freeing talking to a man I’d probably never see again. If he judged me harshly, oh, well. He could take boat shoes back to wherever he’d earned his golden tan.

      I filled my cheeks with air, then let it out when my lungs burned. “No. And that’s part of why I feel so rotten. I had ample opportunity to tell him I loved him, but I was so cowardly that I couldn’t bring myself to spit it out. Three words. That’s all it would have taken. Three one-syllable words, and I didn’t say them to him.”

      My dabbling therapist nodded thoughtfully. “It certainly is important to let the people you care about know that you love them by hearing it directly from you. However, I don’t find that saying the words is the sole means by which a person might understand they are valued.”

      “Should I have someone sky write it?” A snort busted out of my sinuses. It was a step closer to a bona fide laugh, except it was a noise composed of cynicism, not joy. “Or have it printed on a banner over main street?”

      He chuckled softly. “There is certainly a time and place for grand gestures, but it doesn’t always have to be that way. Sometimes, it’s the small, simple acts of love and kindness that truly communicate your feelings. Think about when you have felt most cherished. I’m guessing nobody was announcing how much they adored you on the loudspeaker.”

      Contemplating the many instances when Wil had quietly made me feel seen and respected, I had been loved long before he told me with words. He saw to it that the pantry was a never ending supply of my favorite kinds of popcorn, and once Asher was in bed, he relinquished control of the remote without a fuss. I could never get enough of being in his arms, my toes curling as he kissed me senseless either.

      Kissing him had never failed to communicate exactly how Wil felt about me.

      Dropping my face into my hands, I whimpered. “I’m not sure if I did enough to make him understand how much I adored him. I mean, what kind of woman loves a man, but still cuts him out of her life because she’s scared, and worried about what other people might think of her?”

      “A normal one.”

      “I’m not normal. I’m flawed. Rotten to the core, with maggots in my soul.”

      I might have been being a touch theatrical, but the fact remained there was room for improvement on my part.

      “You have quite the talent for being unkind to yourself.” He spied Roscoe poking his head out from behind the tree trunk and reached in his pocket for a handful of peanuts. Same as what was in my coat. “My mother always said you can’t be kind to others until you learn to be kind to yourself.”

      “Your mother sounds like she was a wonderful woman.”

      “She was. The best sort of mother a boy could ask for.”

      It is impossible to swallow a boulder, but I tried. It was made of years of insecurity, wondering if I wasn’t worth loving, and the fear that I was somehow inherently flawed. “I wish I would have had a mother like that. My parents weren’t… how should I say it? Neither of them was the pick of the litter.”

      “Oh. I’m terribly sorry to hear that.” Roscoe had made it to the ground, and was whipping his tail at us with a wild gleam in his eye. My benchmate tossed a peanut, and Roscoe pounced on it like a kitten on a catnip mouse. “It’s an uphill battle when things are challenging at home.”

      “That’s why I’m beating myself up so much for what I did. Not only did I not tell the man I love how much he means to me, I ruined the best shot I had at having a beautiful family that I could call my own.”

      “I doubt it was all your doing. Once hearts are entwined, it’s rarely one person who does all the damage.”

      “Maybe, but the only thing I wish he would have done differently is fought for me. He didn’t. Once the decision was made, he watched me walk away without a word. But that puts me in a bind. I don’t want to force him to do anything. He should be able to choose, and I wanted him to choose me.”

      “Force doesn’t make for lasting results.”

      “Exactly.” Roscoe finished with his first peanut, so I tossed him his second. “People are like animals. I figure animals don’t get to choose who they’re with, so I try not to impose anything on them. To an extent, the same is true of people. Does that analogy even make sense?”

      “It’s very profound, if a little rough around the edges.” He chuckled and zipped his jacket higher on his neck to keep the chilly air out. “I can’t predict what your future will be with the young man lucky enough to have your affection, but I will tell you that life is full of struggle. It just is. The silver lining is that overcoming it can be one of our greatest joys, especially when we can share it with those who matter most. If we whittled your situation down to its bare bones, I’d say you’re hankering for home.”

      I smiled, and for the first time since leaving Wil, there was a glimmer of happiness to go with it. “That’s accurate. Home—a place to belong, with the people I love—that’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      My phone beeped, and I excused myself from the conversation to check it. A text from Wil showed up on my home screen.

      With trembling hands, I unlocked my phone, and clicked on it.

      
        
        Can you meet me at the courthouse in 20?

        It’s time.

      

      

      The frigid, late-autumn air was nothing compared to the ice that floated through my veins. The courthouse? Why there? Time for what? Unless…

      “Is something the matter, my dear?” Park Bench Grandpa rested a hand over mine. “You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “No ghost.”

      “What is it then?”

      My heart contracted in anguish, refusing to beat as a crack broke down the center. “I need to go to the courthouse. I think today’s the day my marriage is going to be annulled.”
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      I had paced the courthouse hallway so many times I’d already reached my step count goal for the day. It wasn’t even lunchtime. I was propelled by apprehension, and the jitters refused to be calmed. Too much was riding on this day, and I resented that I couldn’t predict its outcome.

      It’d be so much easier to be calm and collected if doubt wasn’t gnawing on me the way Sharpie attacked a strip of rawhide.

      Staring out the glass doors at the heavy gray clouds pressing in on Button Blossom, the world was muted. The leaves had been whisked away into decaying piles by the wind, and the usual brilliant sunlight was dim at best. My inner monologue wanted to sneer at the analogy that related it to my life, but it was undeniable. Only a few weeks ago, when I had been brave enough to confront my feelings for Remi, nothing short of a miracle had occurred. The sun was out, the weather was gorgeous, birds were singing, and the color of the leaves was breathtaking, but as hastily as the natural world had released its last breath before the cold, so had my standing with Remi changed.

      I turned my back to the doors to walk another lap of the courthouse, wondering if Remi was going to come at all. Perhaps I should have given her more warning about wanting to meet, but I’d made up my mind in the early morning hours that I couldn’t delay any longer. It was go time. My text to Remi had been intentionally cryptic, so no matter how things went, I had the best chance of walking out of there by my own strength.

      “Hello, Wil.”

      I whipped around. Remi was standing by the door, her hand resting on the handle, prepared to make a quick getaway. My blood pumped harder, just hearing her say my name.

      My heart hadn’t beat the entire time she’d been gone.

      “Remi.”

      She flinched when I said her name. I’d meant to say it tenderly, but the bear inside me was in full-on grizzly mode, and ready to fight. Not with her, but for her. If everything went as planned, I’d be back to being her cuddly teddy bear before Asher wondered what was for dinner.

      I cleared my throat and lightened my tone. “You’re looking well.”

      She ran her eyes down her outfit. A thick scarf, puffy coat, skinny jeans with a tear in the knee. Her slightly lips parted were the hardest to resist. “You look better. I used to think you were uptight for wearing suits, but you pull it off effortlessly.”

      I appraised my attire, wondering if I should have gone casual. “I thought it was appropriate for the business we need to attend to today.”

      Remi’s lips closed into a grim line. She nodded once, but gave no other indication for what she was thinking. “We’d better get on with it, then.”

      “Shall we?” I swept my arm toward the judge’s chambers, the same where we’d been married.

      Remi walked with conviction even though her expression was as though she was being guided to the guillotine. I matched her pace, wanting nothing more than to take her hand, and tug her into the utility closet where we’d tried to conceal our marriage that day we’d crossed paths with Maren and Granny. Hiding between the brooms, and cleaning solution, we were so close that I could smell the sweet mint on Remi’s breath. The air between us had been charged. I’d resisted it then, but if I had another chance, I’d make sure she never wondered what I thought of her.

      How much had changed in so few short weeks. Now, I wanted the entire world to know Remi was my wife.

      But only if she’d have me.

      “Are we seeing the same judge today?” Remi asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      We turned a corner, and Remi’s pace slowed. She was fighting through an invisible wall, and though I wanted to read into her resistance, there were things that needed to be done first.

      Before the last turn to the judge’s chambers, Remi abruptly stopped. Taking my wrist, she swung me around to face her.

      “Wil?” Her voice was mild, but it snapped my soul into attention.

      I was ready. Whatever Remi needed me to be, I’d be it for her.

      Fingers crossed what she wanted was me.

      Us.

      “Yes?”

      “I need to apologize for my behavior. What I did was unacceptable.”

      I batted my hand, trying to ease her culpability. “We both did things we wished we wouldn’t have.”

      “No.” She sighed, and her posture drooped as she leaned against the wall. “While I appreciate you trying to unload my guilt, I need to own up to it. Like I said when I left last week, my parents were always looking for someone else to blame. If that didn’t work, they’d situate themselves comfortably in denial, pretending that they’d done nothing wrong. They couldn’t bear the weight of their poor choices, and it destroyed our family because they couldn’t grow. I don’t want to be that.”

      “I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit, Remi.” It was torture not holding her in my arms while we hashed out our mistakes, but I wanted her to speak her mind without being influenced by what I wanted. Namely, to rove my fingers across her smooth skin, and soak up the sunshine on her lips. “You recognize that there’s room for improvement, and that’s a tremendous battle won.”

      Remi untied her scarf, ripping it off her neck as she scoffed. “Wouldn’t it be better if there wasn’t a need to go to battle in the first place? I’m leaving casualties in my wake for all the terrible things I’ve done. I’m slaying people that matter to me most, left and right.”

      “You’re being too hard on yourself again, especially if you’re including me in your death toll. I haven’t been an innocent victim in our relationship. I was a willing participant, with flaws of my own. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, too. I never should have made you feel like you were the help. Offering money cheapened everything between us, and you couldn’t have ever truly felt like you were at home with me.”

      The truth was, since Remi had packed her things, home had been a nonexistent concept. Greg’s house was made of the same walls, but without her, the glow had gone. It was just a structure Asher, and I lived in.

      “What about Asher?” Remi’s eyelashes fluttered as she tried to hold back the tears that made her eyes glassy. “He didn’t want me to go, but I still flounced out the door, abandoning a child. How does that make me any better than my parents?”

      “He has been pointing out everything I don’t do as well as you.” Remi’s quiet laugh shook out a tear, and it streaked down her cheek. “Honestly, there have been some rough patches. He’d become attached to you, but how could he not? You’re one of his favorite people in the universe.”

      “You are or you were?”

      I scratched at the stubble sprouting from my face. Since conking my chin on the bathroom, I’d been sporting the controlled manly look, and liked it. Not having to shave every day had its benefits.

      Especially that Remi liked it when I attacked her neck with it.

      Focus, man.

      “Are. No matter what happens with us, I wouldn’t stand in his way of maintaining a friendship with you.”

      A faint smile lit up Remi’s face. “How’s he doing?”

      “Alright. We’ve had some good talks and figured out what’s important in life. Times like these are good for pivoting, and digging deep to go after what we want.”

      Remi nodded, absorbing everything I was giving her. “And Sharpie?”

      “Still doesn’t listen to me.”

      With another quiet chuckle, Remi dried the tears that had made it past her defenses. “Thank you for letting me know. I’m still not convinced I deserve your kindness, but I appreciate you being the bigger person. We should get on with our annulment, though. I don’t want you to keep you any longer than necessary. You have a life to get back to, and I… Well, Roscoe won’t stay fat all winter unless I continue to supply him with his weight in nuts.”

      This was the moment I’d been waiting for. The chance I was hoping I’d have my heart return to me.

      Before we made my move, Asher poked his head around the corner, spying on us with a toothy grin. “Are you guys coming? Everyone’s getting tired of waiting.”

      So much for my surprise grand gesture to win Remi back.

      Although, Asher spilling the beans was kind of perfect. His innocent excitement gave Remi a morsel of the buffet I’d planned out for her.

      I just hoped she was hungry.

      In an allegorical sense, because literally, all I could offer otherwise was a mint I had in my pocket.

      “Everyone who?” Remi asked.

      “Asher,” I pretended to be firm, “you weren’t supposed to say anything until you saw us coming.”

      “I know, but we can all hear you.” Asher made a face. “Granny said you’re going to get all mushy in the hallway, and you might never make it in there unless someone came to get you.”

      From the next hallway, Granny’s voice echoed off the walls. “It’s true!”

      “Granny’s in there?” Remi asked. Closing her eyes, she shook her head. “What is going on?”

      Asher handed over a bouquet to Remi that he’d been concealing behind the wall. “Here. These are for you. All the flowers in Trixie’s flower beds are dead right now, but she helped me pick them out at the florist’s.”

      “They’re lovely, Asher.” She sniffed a rose, and her smile teetered. “I missed you, big guy.”

      Asher brought the rest of his body out from behind the corner and hugged Remi’s legs. “I missed you, too. Now let’s go!”

      He waved for us to follow, and he disappeared from the direction he’d come.

      “Wilberforce.” Remi flashed her big, doe eyes at me. “Tell me what’s happening.”

      I leaned in slowly, teasing her like I was going in for a kiss. Stopping shy of her lips, I whispered, “Come and see.”

      I took the lead, walking in long strides to the hallway outside the judge’s chambers where we had signed all the paperwork that had made everything legal with Remi. It’d hardly been the highlight of our journey. Instead of dealing with the testy judge, who had acted as if he was inconvenienced by our matrimony, we were greeted by dozens of smiling faces, all of them eagerly waiting to see how Remi would respond to what I had to offer.

      Remi looked down the corridor of people lined up to watch. Every single person there loved Remi—Trixie, Maren, Granny, Parker, Bree, Dr. Fox—and wanted to be a part of this momentous occasion. All I had to do was convince Remi to let me love her.

      “Maren? Granny?” Remi scrunched her nose. “You knew about this? And didn’t tell?”

      “It was easy for Maren. Anytime she had the urge to screw it up, she’d go out to,” Granny air quoted obtusely, “milk the goats. That was code for make out with Parker.”

      Granny cackled, and Maren leaned her head on Parker’s shoulder as her face went beet red. Kissing the crown of his fiancée’s head, Parker wasn’t the least bit bothered by the attention. “Can’t spill a secret if your mouth is preoccupied.”

      The crowd laughed, and Maren shielded her embarrassment with her hands. “Kill me now.”

      “Get used to it, babe,” Parker said, grabbing her hands so he could see her. “I’m going to kiss you so often on our wedding day, while everyone’s watching, that you’re going to go through an entire tube of chapstick.”

      “Ow ow!” Trixie catcalled, and the rest of Remi’s friends clapped, and whistled.

      “Wow. I’m secondhand embarrassed for you.” Remi laughed at Maren. “I wondered why you’d started milking the goats six times a day.”

      It was freeing to laugh along with everyone else, giving me a moment to ignore the trepidation that I couldn’t shake loose. This comedic introduction was exactly what I needed to break the ice. It relaxed Remi and was reigniting the warmth that naturally burned within her.

      While people continued to tease Maren and Parker, I pushed Remi’s hair aside, and nuzzled close, so only she would hear. Her body quaked with a shiver, and my lips skimmed across her ear as I spoke. “That makes me want to get a herd of goats so I have an excuse to go missing with you.”

      Remi gasped and tilted her head to look into my face. I dove into the open ocean in her eyes and exhaled out all my fears. No matter what, I could exist in the moment, and be happy because everything was perfect now. There was no hiding behind my hurt, because Ashleigh had left, and no apprehension about what might come. There was only Remi, and that was everything I wanted.

      “So we aren’t annulling our wedding today?” she hissed.

      “Not unless you want to.” I couldn’t smile. Couldn’t breathe. Everything came down to her answer. “Do you—?”

      “What’s going on here?” My uncle appeared from the same hallway where Remi and I had come. “Did I miss an invitation?”

      “Greg.” I removed myself from the veil of Remi’s hair and smiled at my uncle. “I’m so pleased you could make it.”

      “Greg? The Greg?” Remi said, her eyes wide with shock. “Your uncle is Park Bench Grandpa?”

      “Park Bench Grandpa?” I drew my brow together. “Am I missing something? Have you met before?”

      Greg pointed, moving his index finger between me and Remi. “Is this your…?”

      “Wife.” I wrapped my arms slowly around Remi like a songbird I might scare her away if I moved too fast. Waiting for her to deny my declaration, Remi only smiled. It was a confirmation of her approval. “This is my wife.”

      “Ah, haha!” Greg clapped. “We met today, actually, bonding over our mutual love of feeding wildlife. The conversation we shared was engaging, though I now realize I didn’t catch your name, young lady. Would it happen to be Remi?”

      She nodded. “The one and only.”

      “Well, isn’t this excellent?” Greg found Asher and patted him on the head. “A happily ever after.”

      “Hang on, Greg,” I said, tightening my grip on Remi to keep me steady. “There are some things I need to say before you break out the champagne.”

      “Such as?”

      The spotlight fell on me, and it was time to make this situation right. I’d never cared to be the center of attention, but in this case, it was the most efficient way to clear the air.

      Inhale. Exhale. Speak.

      “First of all, I have to tell you that my marriage to Remi started as a business arrangement to fulfill your contractual marriage requirement.”

      Greg’s fuzzy caterpillar eyebrows dropped low. “Am I understanding correctly, that you convinced this young woman to marry you so you could have my offered inheritance?”

      In such simple terms, it was embarrassing that I had assumed my grand scheme was going to work. “Yes.”

      Remi raised her hand. “I’d like to point out that I knew what was going on when I agreed. I was out of a job and had nowhere to stay. There wasn’t an ounce of coercion.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, I explained the situation in detail, and fielded questions from people who needed their curiosity scratched. Any shame I endured by confessing in front of so many people was balanced out by laughter that lightened the mood, and the undeniable support they offered us.

      “You tried to break the terms of our contract?” Greg asked grimly.

      “I had Abner comb through every sentence, and it never said I had to love who I married,” I answered. “It might not have been the most ideal way to secure a wife, but it wasn’t against any of your terms.”

      Greg’s eyes wandered over the crowd. “Where is Abner? I want to ask your lawyer some questions.”

      “I fired him.” It was so satisfying saying it in front of Remi. “He was disrespectful of Remi, so I informed him I was no longer in need of his services.”

      “Think you can get rid of Barbara, too?” Remi quipped.

      Wrapping my hands around her arms, I squared her to me. She needed to hear my oath. “I will do everything in my power to keep you from being hurt by anyone, including by vindictive ex-landladies. If they do get past me, I’ll be what you need me to be until you’re able to move past it. More importantly, I promise that I’m going to try my best never to hurt you, but if I do, I’ll prove to you I’ve repented. I see us moving onward and upward. Together.”

      Remi fixed a lock of my hair that’d tumbled onto my forehead, and traced her fingers around the periphery of my face, down my neck, and rested her hands on my shoulders. “You might be charred in spots on the outside, but inside, you’re still warm and utterly delicious. My cinnamon roll man.”

      My hands found her waist, and I drew her closer, then tighter still. The world had righted itself now that she was in my arms. “I don’t think anyone’s compared me to a cinnamon roll before.”

      “Not that you know of.” Remi’s eyes sparkled. “I have all sorts of comparisons for you. You’re a very complex man, Wilberforce.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      Her nails trailed from my shoulders to the nape of my neck, and all the fine hairs on my arms lifted with goosebumps. “Definitely.”

      Standing on her tiptoes, Remi gently pressed her lips to mine. For a moment, I was blown away. If someone asked me my name, or where I lived, I couldn’t have answered. That’s how powerful a kiss from Remi was. It’d be easy to stay there forever, and lose myself in her. I wouldn’t have held back, except we had an audience, and I was trying desperately to keep it PG.

      “Gross!” Asher cried.

      Not PG enough for my son.

      I stopped myself, though I promised Remi with a look that I wasn’t done with her yet.

      “Get on with it, Wil.” Granny cupped her hands around her mouth. “I’m not missing out on my soap operas to watch you make out with your wife.”

      “What the lady said,” Greg echoed.

      A ripple of laughter moved through the space, and my salivary glands dried up. “Alright, alright. I’m sorry.”

      Remi laughed, and so did I. There was so much love in this hallway, that I was sure we could power Button Blossom for an entire decade if there were a way to convert good feelings into electricity. I relished the feeling, and hoped Remi understood that this was all because of her, and the amazing person she had always been. Every single person showed up, because they treasured her as much as I did.

      “There is something I need to ask you.” I kept Remi snuggly pressed against me. “Everyone here knows that we already technically got married. However, I would like a second chance. A do-over, if you’d let me, so I can do it right.”

      I dropped to one knee, and Remi fanned at her face, trying to keep her eyes from tearing. “Wil?”

      “We’ve already experimented with marriage as a mutually beneficial arrangement—”

      “See?” Maren hissed at Parker behind her hand. “Arranged marriages in romance stories aren’t implausible.”

      Parker chuckled, and wrapped his arms around Maren, resting his chin on the top of her head as he muttered, “I said unlikely, not impossible, honey.”

      “—and even then, having you be my wife was more wonderful than I ever could have imagined. I believe we have the potential to have a perfect marriage, because all it requires is that there are two imperfect people who refuse to quit on each other. Remi? I’m not giving up on you.”

      I reached into my pocket for the same wedding band I’d slipped on Remi’s hand our first day in the courthouse. She’d had to use a stick of butter to grease her knuckle so it would come off, but she’d cleaned it up, and left it on my dresser before she’d left.

      Everything had culminated to this moment. “Remi, would you do the immense honor of staying my wife?”

      Opening the box for her to see, her face radiated joy that could only come from within. “I’ve been looking my entire life for a place to belong, and I didn’t know exactly how I’d find it until I found you, Asher, and Sharpie. I’ve learned family can be composed of people who decide to share their lives, and their hearts. Sometimes, that feeling of belonging comes through patience, and the passing of time, but I feel fortunate to have discovered duration does not necessarily equal a deeper relationship. There is something undefinable, and magical, about love, when it happens spontaneously, the way it has for you and me.”

      “Does this mean you’re staying?” Asher bounced on the balls of his feet, unable to contain his emotions any longer.

      Remi opened her arms, and he ran to her. The three of us clung to each other, and Remi held out her hand for me to slip on the ring. “To answer both your questions, I would be honored to be a part of your family, if you, and Asher, will have me.”
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      “You couldn’t have asked for nicer weather,” Trixie said, looking cheerful as a daisy in a sundress. “I think spring is coming early to Button Blossom.”

      “I know. It’s perfect. Everything about this day has been perfect. Ten degrees warmer, and my shoes would be off.”

      Trixie snickered. “You and running around barefoot. You’re such a kid at heart.”

      “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” I took a bite of the salted honey pie Trixie had made for the event, and my lashes fluttered as my eyes rolled back in my head. “This pie. This pie is perfect. Trixie, what’s your secret?”

      “Sugar.” Asher strolled over, licking the last bit of his pie off his plate, while Sharpie followed, begging with his eyes for a taste. “Everything good has sugar in it.”

      Trixie smirked. “He’s kind of right. Although, I like to think it’s the honey from my bees that makes it so special. My girls worked hard all last year, and the flowers they found made for extra delicious honey.”

      “No arguments here.” I would have copied Asher’s example if we weren’t at Maren’s place, celebrating one of the biggest days of my life. “You know what I’m going to say, don’t you? If you let—”

      Trixie stopped me with a pointer finger to my face. “If you say let Pontoon taste my pie so he puts it on the menu, I’m going to scream. He knows I make good pies, but I’m the waitress, and he’s the cook. That’s how The Crispy Crumpet works.”

      “Then maybe you ought to start a side business baking pies for Thanksgiving.” Wil joined me, flanking so closely that I could lean against him. His hand rested on my curves, and it was so natural to be touching as a gentle reminder we were a team, always ready when the other one needed us. “I’d invest in that.”

      “Doing only pies would be so limiting.” Trixie’s eyes glazed over, and we lost her somewhere in her dreams. “Maybe someday.” She blinked and returned to us. “Enough about me. This is your big day.”

      “Actually,” I wrestled Asher into a hug as he giggled, “it’s our big day. I’m happy, Asher. Are you happy?”

      Asher scrunched his mouth as he thought. “Now that all the boring paperwork is done, does this mean that I can call you Mom?”

      I pressed my hand to my chest to keep my heart from swelling so much that I popped. We hadn’t discussed it, and I certainly didn’t want to force anything, but since Wil had asked what I thought about adopting Asher as my son, I’d inserted myself into that role. There was a lot I had to learn about having another human being depending on me, but I was thrilled to explore my maternal inclinations beyond caring for injured wildlife.

      When my vocal cords relaxed enough that I could speak, I hugged Asher as tightly as I dared. “I’d be honored if you thought of me as your mother.”

      Asher perked up. “Does this mean I get to go on a honeymoon?”

      “Uh, no.” Wil laughed. “That’s only for married people.”

      “Are you jealous that your father and I could go on a trip to Greece?” I asked.

      “On Uncle Greg’s yacht.” Asher’s pouty lip was so profound that Sharpie took it as an invitation to lick Asher’s face. He laughed and pushed away Sharpie’s enormous head as he wiped his sleeve across the trail of slobber. “I wanted to go, too.”

      “Sorry, not sorry.” Wil chuckled, and his eyes flashed to mine. “Maybe someday we’ll take you, but this trip was for Remi and I to…”

      “Get to know each other?” Trixie said, eyebrows so high they almost disappeared under her blonde curls.

      “Why would they need to go somewhere to get to know each other?” Asher was perfectly innocent as he asked.

      “Another thing you’ll understand when you’re older.” Wil grinned like he was reliving our trip. “Much, much older.”

      Maren wandered to our gathering, and Parker followed like her shadow, carrying their cat, Slo Jo, in his arms. Her tail twitched like a worm on a hook, and her eyes were in half-closed slits as she purred. For a farm cat, she was royally spoiled.

      Sharpie had found an unoccupied table to curl up under, but when he spotted Slo Jo’s swishing tail, his interest was piqued. Tentatively sniffing at Slo Jo, the cat warned him to stay away with an intimidating guttural growl.

      Sharpie ignored Slo Jo’s threat, and faster than a flash of lightning, Slo Jo slapped Sharpie’s nose with her paw. He yelped in surprise, and retreated under the table, quivering like he’s licked the pasture hot wire. Asher joined him, soothing him with calm words.

      “Sorry, Sharpie!” Slo Jo jumped out of Parker’s arms, and used her claws to scale a beam up to the safety of the rafters. “She’s not a fan of dogs.”

      “Sharpie’s not a dog.” Wil took a sip of drink.

      “Huh?” Parker cocked his head. “I know I’m a city boy, but I’m pretty sure I know what a dog is.”

      “Look at how big Sharpie is.” Wil finished his drink and set his cup down on a passing server’s tray. “What kind of dog is afraid of cats when he’s bigger than a Shetland pony? I think Sharpie is the missing link for equine evolution.”

      Asher coaxed Sharpie out of his hiding spot, rubbing his hand over Sharpie’s colossal head. “Then we’ve been feeding him wrong the whole time we’ve had him.”

      “To be fair,” Maren said, offering her fingers for Sharpie to sniff. He goes right in, bumping his nose against her hand to get her to pet him. “Pretty much every animal is intimidated by the domestic cat. It’s all the hissing and spitting and claws.”

      “I taught Slo Jo how to handle herself.” Parker put up his fists, dancing like a boxer warming up before the fight.

      “Sure you did.” Maren went around and hugged me, Asher, and then Wil, as she laughed at Parker’s tough guy impersonation. “Congratulations to all of you. I’m so happy for your family.”

      “Thank you. And thank you for lending out your barn so we could get everyone together.” I turned my gaze up to the rafters, amazed that she’d found the time to dust off even the highest cobwebs. “It’s a gorgeous venue.”

      “It’s been a good trial run for our wedding,” Parker said. “We were hoping we’d gotten all the pigeons to move out before then. Seems to have worked since no one’s been pooped on.”

      Bree leaned in from a nearby table. “What? There are pigeons in here?” She covered her drink to keep dive bombing bird turds from falling in.

      Maren swatted at his chest. “Don’t gross people out.”

      “Don’t worry, Bree,” Parker reassured her. “All the pigeons appear to have moved over to Maren’s new barn, and are dirtying the beams over there with their filth.”

      “Okay. Good.” The tenseness in Bree’s shoulders relaxed. “Pigeons creep me out.”

      “I think you’ll be okay.” I smirked at my sister. “If a bird pecks at your face, I’m sure TJ will shoo it away.”

      After Bree had confronted me, Wil had gotten a hold of her number to call and explain the whole situation. She’d come down to witness Wil’s proposal, and the next day, we’d had a sister’s get together, getting our nails done, eating so much Mexican food until I had to unbutton my pants, and laughing until we cried. There were a few tears shed when we apologized and promised to always look out for each other. Bree was the best sister I could ever ask for.

      Bree shrank into her chair. “In case you didn’t notice, he’s not here.”

      I cast my eyes around the room. “Where is he?”

      “Granny took him and Greg to show them how to milk goats.” She shrugged. “I guess neither of them has ever had the pleasure.”

      “In their suits?” Wil laughed. “Good luck keeping clean.”

      “Hey.” Clint high fived Asher. “I wish I could stay, but I need to run an errand before I go to work, but wanted to tell you all congrats.”

      “Thanks, Clint.” I accepted a hug from him before he shook Wil’s hand. “We appreciate you showing up to be a part of this. It means a lot.”

      “Oh! I almost forgot.” Clint secured his deputy hat on his head. “Rumor has it that Barbara sold her apartment unit. Guess she moved down to Florida with her sister.”

      I know I shouldn’t tie my happiness to another person, but not having to run into Barbara while in Button Blossom made me giddy.

      “Shucks.” I kept my expression wooden. “I’ll miss her.”

      Asher stared at me like I’d beamed down from another planet. “No, you won’t.”

      “You’re right. I’m kidding.” I giggled with Asher. “Any idea who bought the complex?”

      “All I’ve heard is that it’s some investor. Button Blossom has improved now that the Broadhursts have vacated.” Clint took out a pair of aviator sunglasses from his breast pocket, and slid them on. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, the people need their deputy.”

      “Woo!” Trixie pretended to fan herself. “You’d better watch out for yourself, Clint. Women around here are going to be speeding on purpose to get caught by you. Too bad you’re like my little brother, or I’d be first in line.”

      Clint tipped his hat and strolled toward the exit when Granny burst through the door. “Maren! Come quick! There’s a fox lurking around the back pasture. I think he’s after the hens.”

      “Oh, no he doesn’t.” Maren gathered up the skirt of her dress and tore off toward danger.

      The rest of us spilled outside, shielding our eyes from the sun to watch Maren. When she reached the fence, I expected her to be slowed down, but she barely missed a stride as she hopped over the fence. Her dress might be tattered by the time she came back, but nobody messed with her chickens.

      “Never thought I’d say the sexiest thing I’d ever seen a woman do is scale a fence so she could scare away a fox,” Parker said, watching Maren adoringly as she threw her hands over her head, and screamed like a crazy woman, sending the fox scrambling, “but man, she’s hot when she’s mad at anything for bothering her chickens.”

      Wil’s brow furrowed. “Aren’t you going to help her?”

      “Nah. I’m not as skilled as her. That’s why in all my movies, I always had stunt doubles.”

      “We’ll help her.” Asher waved for Sharpie to follow. “Come on, Sharpie! Let’s get that fox!”

      Asher and Sharpie charged into battle, and Parker sighed, knowing if he let a five-year-old out do him, he’d never hear the end of it. Taking off after Asher, who was small enough to slip under the gate, Parker climbed and jumped, and miscalculated the size of a muddy patch. Landing in the slick clay, he slid, his arms flailing until he finally lost his balance, and biffed it in the mud. Slowly climbing to his feet, he tried to wipe the muck off, but quickly realized it was fruitless. He jogged to Maren, who’d given up the chase once the fox disappeared into the forest. Seeing Parker’s condition, she tipped her head back, howling at his misfortune, but it was Parker who had the last laugh. He dipped her low, and kissed her all over her face as she shrieked and giggled, begging him to stop.

      “They’re a cute couple,” I said, happy Maren had found love.

      “You know who else is?” Lacing his fingers through mine, I stepped closer as Wil drew me into him.

      “Who?”

      “Me and you.”

      I played with the ring on Wil’s hand, thinking about everything it stood for. Never-ending love, rock solid commitment, finally coming home.

      “Parker might be turned on by Maren’s protective instincts,” I said, “but I don’t think I’ve seen anything more attractive than this ring on your finger. It sends a thrill through me every time I think about what it means. And that I have one to match.”

      Wil drew my hand up to kiss my knuckles. “Are you happy with your ring? You could have another if you aren’t.”

      I shook my head and admired the simple solitaire wedding band. It was understated, but sparkled the way Wil’s eyes did whenever I walked into a room. “Just because your uncle made you a wealthy man doesn’t mean I want you to spend gobs of money on me.”

      “Pretty sure Greg loves you more than me. He’d be fine with me spoiling you.”

      “You do spoil me. I didn’t even hear a peep out of you when you found me feeding baby possums on the couch last week.”

      “Possums might be worse than snakes. Why do they look like they’re always smiling like they’re going to steal my soul when I’m not watching?” Wil shuddered. “Besides, without you, I don’t think Greg and I would have ever hashed out anything. He was touched by your honesty, and our unconventional love story. Not that I’m keeping you around because it was a convenient way to pad our bank accounts.”

      “I know why you keep me around.” Sloping my chin up, I anchored myself to him. Wil held me like I was the life preserver thrown to him after he’d been lost to sea. My mouth found his, and he pressed down on my lips, as one hand cupped the back of my neck, and the other traced the contours of my back. Kissing Wil whenever I wanted would never get old. When I had him right where I wanted, I drew back an inch. “You keep me around because I’m a good kisser.”

      “The best.” Moving my hair away, he blanketed my neck with tickling kisses. “But that’s not why I wanted you to be my wife.”

      “Why then?”

      “Because I love you, Remi, and will forever.”
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      The nail aisle at the hardware store is one of the most intimidating places in all of Button Blossom.

      There. You could admit it to yourself. That’s the first step.

      Yes. Me. A man—and a big, burly, cornfed, manly man, who works as a Deputy Sheriff at that—is apprehensive to go to the hardware store to buy a box of nails.

      I leaned on the handle of my cart and ambled down the aisle that was floor to ceiling stocked with what seemed to be every nail known to humankind. Two-inch roofing nails. Skinny, silver, needly finishing nails. Spiral shank nails. Six-inch spikes that looked long enough to drive into a vampire’s heart.

      The thought made me pause. What on earth would anyone need those for? Unless they were Professor Abraham Van Helsing, who had a very successful, albeit fictional career, staking down vampires, I think anyone would agree a six-inch spike was overkill for any building project.

      Just pick one, Clint. You’ll probably smash your thumb trying to hammer in the nail, no matter which type of nail you choose.

      Anxiety made my lungs shrink, and I struggled to breathe. Getting out of this store was priority number one. I hated that every time I walked into the hardware store, another piece of me was emasculated. The aisles and aisles were a reminder of all the ways I didn’t fit the masculine stereotype of being able to fix things, like it was as easy as breathing. Not all of us guys were born with a hammer in our hands.

      A wrench to fix a tractor, handcuffs after catching the bad guy. Heck, I was more comfortable with a mop than a hammer.

      Taking a step back, I hadn’t noticed anyone else was in the aisle with me until I was stomping on their foot.

      “Ouch!”

      Hands pushed against my lower back, and I vaulted to my side of the aisle. Usually, I wasn’t one to be caught unaware, but my wilting self-esteem had consumed me. Across from me, a petite redhead had her foot out of her shoe, resting it on her knee so she could massage her toes.

      “I am so sorry, Miss. I didn’t see you there.”

      “I gathered.” Slipping her foot back into her black high heels, her attire suggested she didn’t spend much time in hardware stores. Not that I could judge. Other than my uniform, I looked like I’d know what I was doing here.

      I didn’t.

      “Are you alright? Can I find you some ice?”

      She shook her head, and the way her hair caught the lights made it look more auburn than red. “Thank you, Officer, but I’ll be fine. It was partly my fault, too. I was trying to look over your shoulder at those six-inch spikes.”

      “Hunting vampires, huh?”

      She tilted her head and wrinkled her nose at me. Yes, I’d asked if she was vampire hunting. Out loud. “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry. Lame joke. Let me just get out of your way.”

      I spun my cart around and pushed it a safe distance from her. She hummed her appreciation and stepped into my spot. She browsed the hardware store’s collection of nails like she was spending a relaxing afternoon at the bookstore, looking for the next series to binge.

      I would rather do the mounds of paperwork piled on my desk at work than shopping for nails, but the wainscoting at my house wouldn’t fix itself.

      Inexplicably, the wainscoting in my hallway kept bowing, and though it wasn’t like the house was going to fall down because of it, it annoyed me, mocking me every time I went to my bedroom.

      Haha, Clint. You can’t figure out how to fix me. What are you gonna do about it?

      Yes, I had imagined a piece of wainscoting rudely insulting me. That’s how at odds I was with my own home.

      The woman next to me sighed, and my gaze trailed over to her. She was chewing her lip, and she must have felt my gaze on her, because she side eyed me. Nothing like sharing an awkward grin with an attractive woman.

      “You finding what you’re looking for?” I asked.

      My brain chided my mouth for saying anything without checking in first. If she couldn’t find the specific nails she wanted, I wouldn’t be able to help beyond scrounging up a store employee to answer her questions.

      “Yep,” she said.

      Short. Concise. Confident.

      The antithesis of everything I wasn’t feeling.

      “Do you need some help?” She held two boxes of spikes and was ready to check out. “You’ve been taking completely unrelated nails off the shelf since I’ve been here.”

      “Maybe I enjoy reading the packaging.”

      Her laugh was reticent, but I prided myself on coaxing that much out of her. “Sorry if that was rude of me. I hate it when people assume I’m clueless. It happens all the time when I come into home improvement stores.”

      “Why? Is it because you’re not wearing overalls and a flannel shirt like every other guy who struts in here?”

      She threaded her hair behind her ear. “Something like that.”

      I ran a hand down my face, letting the weariness of my defeat settle over me. She’d already figured out I had no idea what I was doing. “Would it shock you to know that I know almost nothing about nails? Other than the pointy end goes into the wood?”

      She had the decency not to laugh outright at me, though there was a twinkle in her blue eyes that danced like a flitting ballerina. At least I was amusing. “Shocked? No. You should give yourself some credit, though.”

      “For what?”

      “For being able to admit when you’re unsure of something. There are way too many people who try to fake their way through things, rather than learning to do it the right way. It’s always so much more work to re-fix a poorly done job than it is to do it right in the first place.”

      I grinned, distracting her momentarily with my dimples. Hopefully she’d never stop by my house, where I wasn’t sure I’d done anything right. “You’re a deep thinker, aren’t you?”

      “Nope. I’m practical.” She stepped closer to see what I’d been looking at, and her light, floral perfume came with her. “What are you working on?”

      “You first. You’re not using those spikes for anything malevolent, are you? I’d be required to report you if you are.”

      She ignored how awkward I was being. It wasn’t uncommon for me to de-evolve into a goof when things weren’t completely in my control. “Doing some landscaping. No vampire hunts planned for at least a couple more weeks.”

      I laughed briefly, and clapped at how easily she’d tossed my joke right at me. “Well, I need to fix a stubborn piece of wainscoting.”

      Pinching her chin as she nodded, her eyes skipped across the aisle until she saw what I needed.

      “You want two and a half inch finishing nails.” She walked two steps to the right and grabbed a slender blue box. Shaking it like it was a maraca, she pointed to it like she was a game show hostess displaying my potential prize. “It’ll help keep the wainscoting in place, and the small head will be easy to conceal. Just tap it in with a nail puncher, and you can finish it anyway you want.”

      Note to self: Google what a nail puncher is.

      As I reached for the box, my fingers innocently brushed hers. The tiniest tingle snaked its way through my nerves. It’d been a while since I’d felt a thrill like that.

      Ready to accept the box, she tightened her grip. “Have you ever taken the wainscoting off to see what’s behind it?”

      “No… I’m not the type to rip apart my house without cause. That would mean even more stuff to put together.”

      She squinted. “I was just thinking…”

      My curiosity couldn’t stand her unfinished sentence, so I prodded her to say it. “What?”

      “I don’t want to alarm you.”

      “Uh, fun fact—the more cryptic you are, the more room it leaves for someone’s imagination to go wild.”

      “I’m not suggesting anything outrageous, like, I don’t know… there are aliens about to hatch out of your walls.”

      I laughed generously. “Wow. Okay, I was thinking a nest of cockroaches was breeding behind my wainscoting, but we can jump straight to the science fiction realm if that’s where you want to go.”

      That got her to open up enough that she actually chuckled. It might as well have been roaring laughter from an entire audience. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a cockroach nest causing trouble like that, but I have heard of mold getting into walls, and wrecking stuff, especially if it’s an old house.”

      “My house is definitely geriatric.”

      “Oh.”

      “So,” she let go of her grip on the box of nails, and I put them in my cart, “you’re saying I should go ahead and demolish the place, and start from scratch?”

      “If you pull down the wainscoting and you find extraterrestrial eggs, then maybe. Otherwise, there are ways to treat a wall for mold.”

      The thought of something more complicated than hammering in a couple extra nails made me freeze.

      Renting a wrecking ball was sounding awfully appealing. At least I could probably figure out how to drive it. Probably not much different from a backhoe.

      “Thanks.” I tried to swallow the tackiness in my throat. “I’ll have to take a peek.”

      Liar. You’re going to buy these nails, leave them on your dresser, and ignore the wainscoting like you’ve done every other job you knew you couldn’t do.

      The chances of fixing my house before it totally crumbled were diminishing with each project that needed my attention, but that didn’t mean this trip had to be a total loss.

      Taking a quick peek, I used my sleuthing skills to ascertain what I could about her. Biggest hint—no rings on her fingers. That gave me a decent chance that asking for her number wasn’t going to somehow end up with me getting into a kerfuffle with a jealous boyfriend. I knew how to handle myself—raising beef cattle and working with cantankerous machinery had made me strong and quick on my feet. Still, I was more of a stuffed toy than a pit bull, looking for a fight.

      Lowering my voice a degree so she had to lean in to hear me, I cranked up the smolder. “I appreciate your help.”

      Here’s your chance. Don’t be a coward.

      “I don’t normally do this in the hardware store,” I said as my heart tensed, ready to snap shut like a mousetrap if she turned me down, “but do you want to exchange phone—”

      “Hey, Clint!” I jerked my head to the sound of my name. Wil was hand in hand with Remi, and they were following Asher, who was struggling to steer their cart full of mulch and potting soil. “What are you doing here?”

      I grinned through clenched teeth, keeping any cuss words my momma would have washed my mouth out with soap should she hear me utter them, and waved. I loved my neighbors, but they were killing my mojo. “Hey, Wil. Remi. Asher.”

      Asher stood on his tiptoes so he could see over the top of the shopping cart. “Hi, Clint!”

      I held my fist out to Asher, and he slammed his knuckles into mine so hard I had to shake off the sting. “Easy on me, buddy. You’re gonna break me if you’re not careful.”

      Giggling as I messed his hair, I grinned at Asher. That kid reminded me a lot of me when I was his age, except he was smart. Almost too smart.

      “What are you working on?” Wil asked, eyeing the solitary box of nails in my cart. “Anything I can lend a hand with?”

      “Nah. Just need to put a nail or two in.” I shrugged. “If I need help with that, I might as well go back to renting. What about you? Planting some flowers?”

      Remi rolled her eyes. “Sharpie’s been doing a number on the landscaping. He enjoys laying in the cool dirt, so he digs wherever he feels like it. We’ve given up on the backyard, but I want to see flowers blooming when I look out the front window.”

      “I’ll plant the whole front yard with flowers if that’s what you want.” Wil kissed Remi’s hand, while keeping his eyes locked on hers.

      I did my best not to scoff. Not that I wasn’t happy for them. Their unconventional route to their actual wedding vows had the whole town talking, and they were one of those beautiful couples who could take pictures of each other all day and post them on social media, while the rest of us jealously admired them. It’s just that I had a front-row seat to witness more than I cared to see. Frequently, I’d gone to sit on the deck off my bedroom after my shift was finished, only to hear Remi and Wil in their backyard, whispering sweet nothings to each other.

      There were some things even a privacy fence didn’t block.

      Remi snapped out of the trance Wil had put her in and remembered they were in a public place where PDA might make others uncomfortable. Asher looked equally relieved he didn’t have to break anything up between them.

      “Who’s that woman you were with?” Remi asked. “She was cute.”

      I turned around as my stomach lurched into my chest. I hadn’t heard her leave, and worse, I didn’t know anything about her aside from she had a cute button nose, fantastic legs, her hair was the color of leaves in the fall, and I wanted to get to know her more.

      Challenging, when I didn’t even know her name.

      “I don’t know.” The admission made my shoulders slump. “She was educating me on home repairs.”

      Remi’s grin was telling. “Sounds romantic.”

      “Give the man a break.” Wil wrapped his arm around Remi’s shoulders. “Sometimes us guys need to warm up before we woo the pants off you women.”

      I was going to avoid the innuendo in Wil’s comment, and the way it made Remi blush.

      Remi hip checked him. “Like you?”

      “Yeah. So it took me a minute.” Wil rubbed his nose against Remi’s. “I don’t hear any complaints from you now.”

      Their sugary sweet marriage was going to give me cavities. Asher had enough, and was fake gagging himself, complete with realistic retching noises.

      “Did you get her number?” Remi asked. “I didn’t see a ring.”

      “Nope. Don’t know who she was,” I proclaimed, like I was stabbing the American flag into the surface of the moon, “but I’m going to find out.”
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        Ready for Clint and Hudson’s story? Click here to continue the series!
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        Looking for another series to binge? Check out the Fools for Love Romantic Comedies!
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