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Chapter 1 – Vince
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At three p.m. I was picturing a glass of the whiskey I kept stashed in the liquor cabinet of my living room. By four p.m. I could almost taste the smooth amber liquid sliding over my tongue.

One more hour and the work week would be over. I didn’t normally anticipate the weekend this eagerly, but it had been a long and boring week filled with paperwork my paralegal couldn’t take care of. Busy weeks were great, as long as they were filled with cases and not paperwork. The world runs on paperwork, but it bores me to tears.

Seventy-two hours in one week. I was ready for it to be over.

I wanted to swing over to the gym, get my weight training in for the day, return to my apartment and turn on Sports Center while I braised the New York strip I’d picked up at the butcher last night. Add the drink and it was a perfect evening.

So when someone knocked at my office door, I could hardly keep the irritation out of my voice when I called for them to come in.

“Hey Taylor, got a minute?”

Jacob Sullivan stood in my doorway, an easy grin on his boyish face. His blond hair, blue eyes and youthful features tricked so many into thinking he was some fresh-out-of-college inexperienced kid more interested in goofing off than doing his job.

They only made that mistake once.

Jacob was one of the most ruthless lawyers I knew. Knowing he was as ruthless as me made it an easy choice to start a law firm together. I’d been working as a defense lawyer and had been fast approaching burnout when Jacob called me out of the blue to make the offer. We’d gone to law school together and had moved in different directions but still stayed close, getting together for beer on Fridays, hosting Super Bowl parties. We were even in a fantasy football league together.

We’d talked about starting our own firm even before we’d graduated, but the money my last firm offered was too tempting. Working for someone else didn’t work out for me, though. I’d spent a majority of my life alone, or at least doing my best to isolate myself from others. I did things my way, living the way I wanted to without answering to anyone. A childhood of answering to people who had no business raising kids soured me against authority of any kind.

Foster kid mentality had a way of doing that to people. I’d made my peace with it, moved on and fought a system riddled with unreasonable expectations, rising above all of them to get to where I am now.

When Jacob’s phone call had come, I was ready to admit I couldn’t get where I wanted to be without help and I needed a change.

Just like I was more than ready for a change right now.

“Sure,” I said, waving Jacob in, “As long as it doesn’t interfere with the glass of Glendronach I plan on having in about two hours.”

“You’ll get to leave on time, man. No worries,” he said, sinking into one of the leather chairs across from me. He never wore suit coats or ties unless he was in court, choosing comfort in the office. Today he wore black slacks and a mint colored dress shirt with the top button undone. “Remember when we dabbled in estate planning for a few years and took on that handful of clients?”

“Vaguely. Didn’t most of them seek different representation when we phased out that service?”

“All but one.” He slapped a newspaper and file folder down on my desk. “Rose Johnson. She passed away last night.”

I felt the faintest pang of remorse as I reached for the file, sparing the obituary a cursory glance. Rose Johnson had been a good client - precise, thorough, maybe a little eccentric at times like when she’d started a tiny business making artisan soaps, lotions and oils from goat’s milk and rewritten her will to include her modest herd of goats. Eccentricity aside, I genuinely liked Rose Johnson. She was a formidable woman that spoke her mind and had no problem being upfront with people. I appreciated her honesty that never came across blunt or harsh.

“How’d she die?” I asked.

“Old age,” Jacob replied. “She went in her sleep.”

I scanned over the will, not really reading anything. Nothing was getting done today that couldn’t wait until Monday. The last thing I wanted to do was get dragged into a case file so close to the end of the day. “I’ll get a hold of the family first thing Monday.”

“She only has one surviving granddaughter who’s sitting in our waiting area right now.”

I frowned. “She’s here now? Why?”

Jacob stood, shaking his head and grinning. “Read over that will. Pay attention to page three, paragraph five.”

Once he left, I read over the third page, finding nothing out of the ordinary. She allocated funds to charities and donated household items to a local homeless shelter. But that fifth paragraph I had to read twice, my annoyance flaring and my want for that glass of whiskey evolving into a need.

The house was willed to the granddaughter with one caveat. She had to be married before she could take possession of the house.

I tried to talk her out of this clause back when we had written the will, but she wouldn’t budge. To be honest, I’m lucky I talked her out of leaving the damn house to the goats.

But making the granddaughter get married? I didn’t understand why she would have to be married to move into a house. The idea of marriage was one I never understood. Never once in my life had I seen a marriage work out. As a lawyer, I’d witnessed one divorce after another, each ending sooner than the last. People behaved like they wanted the party and the gifts, but their commitment to their spouse for the rest of their lives, they panicked and wanted out. Sure, some people stay married for life, but I’ve never found a truly happy couple.

I understood the legal benefits of marriage thanks to the work I did, but beyond that, the entire thing had always struck me as a pointless way to shackle yourself to another person.

“Mr. Taylor,” a soft voice called, followed by an equally soft knock.

Rose Johnson’s granddaughter stood just outside the doorway. Had I not been so annoyed, I might have taken a moment to appreciate her. She was tall and willowy, her heart-shaped face framed by glossy mahogany strands that cascaded down past her shoulders. Her eyes were a deep brown and framed by thick lashes. She wore green leggings and a simple maroon top that would have complimented her natural tan had her face not been so pale and her eyes so bloodshot.

“Miss Johnson,” I greeted, standing. “Come in. Have a seat.”

She nodded, the heels of her black boots clicking against the hardwood floor of my office.

“I apologize for stopping in so late. It’s been a-.” She paused to drag in a breath. “It’s been a long day.”

“I can imagine. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Her eyes teared up, but she managed to hold herself together. “Thank you. That’s why I’m here. I understand you’re the executor of my grandma’s will and estate?”

“Right. My associate handed me her file and I was just reacquainting myself-.”

“I love my grandma,” she interrupted. “I really do but is there anything I can do about the stipulation regarding ownership of the house?”

I made an honest effort not to smile. “The stipulation that you have to be married before taking ownership of the house?”

“Yes!” she cried. “That one. There has to be some rule against forcing people into marriage for the sake of property ownership.”

“Well, you could just wait for the house to go to auction and buy it,” I offered.

Her face fell. “I’m a schoolteacher. I don’t have that kind of money.”

“Would your fiancé be able to-.”

“I don’t have a fiancé,” she interrupted again, red flaring in her cheeks and bringing back some of the natural color. “I don’t even have a boyfriend.” She sighed, combing her fingers back through her hair. “How long do I have before you put it up for auction?”

“According to the will, there’s a thirty-day period for family decision making. If you aren’t married by then, it goes to auction.”

“Thirty days?! This is insane! I can’t just find a husband in thirty days!”

She stood and started pacing. “There has to be some law against this. I know she wanted to make sure I was settled with someone to take care of me and I love her for that but I can take care of myself! I don’t need a husband!”

“Is letting the house go to a different buyer an option?” I asked, glancing down at my desk clock. Fifteen minutes to closing time. I had a sneaking suspicion I’d be here past that. When she didn’t answer right away, I looked up, my stomach clenching at the sight of her tears. Guilt replaced my desire to leave work, quietly shaming me for putting my wants above a client’s needs. Well, kind of a client’s. Client by association might be more accurate.  “I’m sorry. I know all of this is difficult.”
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