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      “We’re having a dinner thing and you said you’d come. Don’t be late.” The snarled order came loud and clear through Smith Ramsey’s cell phone.

      Sitting in a moving van parked in front of the client’s home, Smith pulled the phone away from his ear and stared at it for a moment, wondering if he’d heard right, before responding. “First of all, I said maybe I’d come.” If he didn’t have anything better to do. Like stare at the walls until his eyes bled.

      “We have shit to talk about. You know it, we know it. Don’t be a pussy.” Cash Griffith was Smith’s older, meaner look-alike. They’d learned they shared the same DNA recently.

      And a bigger asshole Smith had yet to meet.

      “Seriously? That’s your invitation?”

      Cash swore again, creatively, before adding, “Look, just get your sorry ass to dinner so we can try to get along.” He gave a long, drawn-out sigh. “I’ll do my best not to bash your brains in when you piss me off.”

      “Do you even hear yourself talking? I know I’m not the smoothest when it comes to dealing with people⁠—”

      “You got that right.”

      “But even I know the difference between asking and telling, dickwad.” Smith could all too easily envision steam coming from Cash’s ears and smiled, feeling better about life.

      “You have to come because I’m apparently annoying when I’m upset. Or so everyone keeps telling me,” Cash muttered.

      “You’re always annoying.”

      To his surprise, Cash chuckled. “That’s what Reid said.”

      Reid, their other brother. The one Cash had grown up with, the one who’d hired Smith in the first place.

      “Oh, and Evan might be there with his girlfriend. Like I said. It’s a family thing.”

      Smith suddenly found himself hip deep in relatives who wanted to get to know him. After a lifetime of not mattering to a mother who hated him and a tough time making friends, he didn’t know how to handle this new togetherness. The Marine Corps had been his attempt at forging connections. But now, living in the civilian world, he had to deal with all the extraneous emotional crap that came from having a “family.”

      Frankly, it gave him a massive headache.

      “Look, Smith.” Cash sighed. “If you don’t come, everyone will blame me. And I don’t want to hear it. Seven tomorrow night. Don’t be late.” Cash disconnected before Smith could answer.

      Huh. Now Smith apparently had dinner plans. If he didn’t go, he’d end up getting badgered about it; he just knew it.

      Smith liked being alone. He was good at it, and he enjoyed the fact that his stupid bosses—his brothers—hadn’t assigned him a partner for the day’s job. With any luck he’d lose himself in work and forget worrying over a dinner that didn’t mean anything anyway.

      Focus on the now, moron. This you can handle.

      Today he’d used one of Vets on the Go!’s shorter moving vans to pick up the client’s possessions from a storage facility. Mostly boxes with a few pieces of medium-sized furniture, enough to not quite fill a small apartment. Nothing he couldn’t handle by himself. He had just arrived at the assigned address when Cash had called.

      Smith sat in front of an older home in Capitol Hill, a decent enough area in Seattle, and waited for the client to meet him. He checked his paperwork and in Finley’s barely legible handwriting managed to read Aaron Briggs, 12:00.

      He tapped the steering wheel to the beat of heavy drums, content to let Fleetwood Mac’s “Tusk” fill the confines of the moving van, the windows up to keep out the chilly, early October temperature. A study of the single-level home presented him with two small, wide steps leading up onto the porch to hurdle. Not bad. A glance at his dash showed the time had nearly reached noon, so he figured to head to the door and get this move on.

      Before he could reach for the handle, the rumble of a car signaled its approach, and an ancient Jeep rolled to a stop in the home’s miniscule driveway. A woman exited the car. On the small side, with long, dark hair that blew in the wind, she looked girl-next-door cute. She glanced his way, smiled, and waved. He automatically waved back, entranced by her happiness he could almost feel.

      Those eyes packed a punch, noticeably gold in contrast to her brown-black hair. Hmm. His estimation went from cute to pretty, though he could only speculate on her figure under that long red coat. And totally not his business anyway, he told himself, though he gave the client props for having a hot friend.

      Smith left the truck with his clipboard, and the brunette darted over to him.

      “Hi. I’m so glad you’re here.” She took his hand in hers and pumped it like drawing water from a well.

      “Ah, o-kay.” He cleared his throat when she refused to let go of his hand.

      She laughed. “Sorry. I’m just so excited to—oh wait.” She hurried back to her car and let herself in to get something.

      The front door to the house opened, and a blond guy who looked to be in his early thirties walked toward Smith wearing a frown. “Can I help you?” The guy had his jacket on and a carryall slung over one shoulder, as if he planned to go out. “I’m kind of in a rush.” The frown darkened.

      This was going to be one of those moves—the pain-in-the-ass kind. Smith could feel it. He bit back a sigh. “Aaron Briggs? I’m Smith Ramsey with Vets on the Go! I have your stuff.”

      The guy blinked. “What?”

      The woman returned with a large duffel over her shoulder. “I’m Erin. You have my stuff,” she told Smith.

      He mentally berated Finley for writing down wrong information. Smith hated to be ill-informed. “Oh, right. So E-R-I-N Briggs?” At her nod, he struck the wrong name from the invoice and corrected it.

      “Erin?” The man asked in a reedy voice. “What are you doing here?”

      She dropped the duffel, squealed, and threw herself in his arms. “Cody, I’m finally here!”

      Over her shoulder, the stupefied expression on Cody’s face turned to one of horror.

      Smith took a step back, anticipating the hot mess to come.

      Cody pushed Erin away. “But…why?”

      The joy on her face faded, and Smith felt a pang to see such pleasure snuffed. Not my problem… He glanced back at the moving van then at her and the immovable Cody. Not my problem yet.

      Hell.

      Erin frowned. “When we talked Friday night, you told me either I committed to you or we were done. I told you that I’d pack up right away and be here this week before I hung up. So, I’m here.”

      “Seriously?” Cody gaped. “I thought you were being sarcastic. That it was a joke.”

      “A joke? Cody, I packed up everything and had it shipped here over the weekend. I told you I was coming.” She studied him. “You changed your hair since the last time I saw you. I like it.” She looked so earnest as she leaned forward and took the guy’s limp hand in hers. “I chose you, Cody. I left Kansas for good. I’m here now. Ready to move in.” She glanced uncertainly at Smith and the moving van, then back at Cody. “Like you said. We either move in together and live happily ever after, or we need to go our separate ways, because being apart is too hard.”

      Cody pulled his hand from hers and ran it through his hair. The stylish cut looked as if it had been done at an expensive salon. And the nice khaki’s and pricey sweater he wore said he had an upscale kind of taste. Smith could see him and the woman together. Apparently, Cody couldn’t.

      “Well, yes, I did say you’d need to move out here. But I didn’t think you’d actually do it.”

      A dark blue SUV pulled up behind the moving van, and a pretty blond woman stepped out, leaving the vehicle running. “Cody?” She took a good look at Erin, narrowed her eyes, then smiled back at Cody. “Honey, if you don’t hurry, we’ll be late for the meeting. And make sure you have your things for our dinner date this evening.”

      Erin’s face lost all color. “Cody, who is she?” Erin faced the woman. “Who are you?”

      “I’m his girlfriend. You must be the Kansas mouse.”

      Erin gaped, her eyes huge as she turned back to Cody.

      Smith had to hand it to the guy. A smart man would have cut and run, but Cody stood there, looking like a dumbass, caught between his girlfriend and a woman who’d uprooted her entire life to be with him.

      “Erin, I don’t have time to go into this right now. I⁠—”

      “A girlfriend?” Erin’s eyes welled. “You told me just five days ago that we could make our relationship work if I moved out here. But how can that happen if you already have a g-girlfriend?”

      The woman sighed. “Cody, we don’t have time for you and this…person.” She sniffed and said in a loud voice. “Talk about trading up when you found me.” She cleared her throat. “We have to go. Now.”

      Cody reached out to caress Erin’s face. “Damn. Bad timing. We’ll talk about this when I get back, okay? I’m sorry, Erin. You should have said you were serious about coming.” He walked around her, ignored Smith as if he wasn’t standing there, got in the SUV, and left.

      Erin stared in shock, tears spilling down her cheeks.

      Smith stood rooted in place, not sure what to do. He had a job to finish, but asking the woman what she wanted him to do with her things after she’d been shot in the heart didn’t seem right. Fuck, but he hated emotional drama. A bunch of the guys at work—including Cash—were into reality TV where this stuff happened all the time. Not him, though. He’d rather have a root canal.

      Just looking at Erin’s misery twisted his stomach in knots.

      She cried harder, her silent sobbing cascading into a waterfall of denial, confusion, and (deservedly) loud-ass grief. She seemed so small to be so loud. But he understood pain, knew all too well how it felt when life kicked you in the teeth.

      “Ah, Erin? I, um⁠—”

      She crumpled to the ground before he could catch her, but to his relief, she remained conscious, seated on her knees on the lawn, a weeping mess.

      He had no idea what to do. His inclination was to pick her up and carry her someplace warm and settle her down. But being so much larger than the woman, and a stranger at that, he didn’t want to intimidate her in any way.

      He crouched by her and set the clipboard down, then gently tapped her shoulder. “Erin? Are you okay?” Clearly, she wasn’t, but damned if he knew what to say at a time like this.

      She sniffed and stared up at him. Her eyes shimmered like gold, her expression painful to see. “Why? Why would he tell me we could make things work? Why say that if he didn’t want me to come out here?” She blinked, and fat tears rolled down her cheeks. “I gave up everything for him.”

      Smith couldn’t take it any longer. She looked so pathetic and uncomfortable on the ground.

      He sighed, drew her close, and stood with her in his arms, her light weight negligible. Erin clutched his neck and sobbed into his chest. Smith wanted to find Cody and pound him into human hamburger.

      He held Erin close and lied that everything would be okay as he took her to the truck and placed her in the passenger seat. Then he took a step back, not wanting to crowd her.

      After a few shuddering breaths, Erin took a packet of tissues from her jacket pocket and blew. She sounded like a foghorn.

      Smith looked away. Her sadness wasn’t funny, but damn, for someone so tiny, she could make some noise.

      He cleared his throat and glanced back at her, watching her try to compose herself. “You okay?”

      “I-I don’t kn-know.” She clutched the tissue in her hand and, between the hitches in her breathing, asked, “Did I r-really give up my apartment and friends and m-move all the way out here for my boyfriend, who already has a girlfriend?”

      “Seems so.”

      She looked down, her misery tangible. “I mean, w-we just talked about our relationship this past Friday. He…” She paused and seemed to catch her breath, because her next words were more even. “He told me we needed to commit or break it off. He’s been upset that I refused to move out here. So, he gave me an ultimatum. And I took it.” She blew her nose again. “I don’t know how he can possibly be confused. I told him I loved him enough to move out here. And I wasn’t being nasty or anything. I don’t think I sounded sarcastic. I’m not a sarcastic person, honestly.”

      “He sounds like a dick.”

      She blinked up at him.

      “I mean, he didn’t once apologize at all for your trouble. Just left for some stupid meeting while you’re standing there, all the way from freakin’ Kansas.” Yeah, total dick move any way Smith looked at it. “And he sure as hell didn’t try to explain away his girlfriend. Look, I just met the guy. But it’s obvious he and that blond are tight. How come he never mentioned her when he was begging you to move out here?” And none of this is even remotely your business. Shut up, Smith!

      “Yeah, that’s right.” To his relief, she started to look angry instead of sad. Maybe he’d been right to chime in. “He didn’t think I’d come out here. So probably that ultimatum about rooming together was a lie. He wanted to blame me for us breaking up so he could cover the fact he had a girlfriend.”

      “Seems so.” Pleased she seemed to be done with the crying jag, Smith took another step back. “So where do you want me to take your stuff? You’re not staying here, are you?”

      “No way.” She glared at Cody’s house, and he wondered what she envisioned. Her ex’s head mounted to a wall? Maybe her foot up his ass? She didn’t speak, and he figured she probably needed a moment to herself.

      Considering he was never this friendly with customers, he blamed his chattiness on the sight of a woman in need. Though Smith thought of himself as enlightened, old habits were hard to shake. The one good thing his so-called mother had taught him was to always respect women.  But maybe he should respect the fact that Erin could take care of her own mess, and he should finally shut his fat mouth about her business.

      Deciding to do that very thing, he was about to ask for new directions when she started talking. And talking. And crying again.

      “I broke my lease. I left Kansas behind. I ignored my parents, my sister, my friends. They all told me I was foolish to come here. That he’d break my heart.” She wiped fresh tears away and met his gaze. “That I’d never make it on my own.”

      Wow. Hadn’t he heard that his whole life. “So, prove them wrong.”

      “How?” She sniffled. “I spent nearly everything I had to get that express moving service. Everything I own is here. I can’t afford to move it back, let alone find a place to live. You know they all demand security deposits up front. And it’s expensive here. I googled the cost of living in Seattle.”

      “There are cheaper apartments outside the city. And some even in the city if you know where to look.” He paid dirt cheap for his place. But then, he also served as the building handyman for his crotchety landlady.

      “That I can find today?” She blinked rapidly and wiped her cheeks. “I have a truckload of things I need to put somewhere. And storage takes money. Hotels take money. New apartments take money.” She stared crying again. “Food takes money.”

      He wrestled with an idea, driven by the need to help her. And not just because she was a pretty young thing who looked vulnerable. Hell, she didn’t just look it. She was vulnerable. All alone in a new city? Christ, had she said she was from Kansas? “Wait here.” He walked away, taking his phone out. He made the call and had to promise to throw in changing the oil on Tilly’s car. But…just maybe…he had a solution for the poor woman.

      Smith returned to see a bunch of crumpled tissues on her lap. Then he remembered how much he hated people, didn’t trust women, and how much nonsense he had coming his way on account of his recently acknowledged siblings.

      He hesitated, not sure he should offer Erin anything but a compassionate “you’re better off without him” and a good-luck handshake.

      “I’m so sorry for all this,” she apologized, her cheeks flushed. “None of this is your fault, and you had to watch me make a fool of myself. I know you have a schedule to keep and a job to do, and I’m in the way.” She let out a sad sigh. “Boy, did I mess up royally.”

      “No shit, attaching yourself to that loser,” he muttered then froze, not having intended to say that out loud.

      Her lips parted, and he had the insane notion he’d never seen a more perfect mouth in his life. “I…oh.” Her slow smile told him he hadn’t hurt her feelings. “Cody is a loser, isn’t he?”

      “Totally.” He ignored the odd racing of his heart.

      She blew her nose again. Her mascara had run, her eyes looked puffy, her nose red, and wisps of her hair now framed her face in a frizzy kind of halo. She might be cute, but she was an ugly crier. So why did he find that even more attractive? Man, he was an imbecile for sure.

      Smith shrugged, ignoring his weird, inappropriate feelings. “So what now? Do you have someplace you want me to take your things? Any friends in town? Relatives?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I’m all alone out here. I thought Cody and I would make friends together. That he’d be my f-family.” She cleared her throat, took a deep breath and let it out. Her tone evened. “But I guess that’s over. I’ll have to max a few credit cards and put my things back in storage before I can make enough to ship everything back home.”

      “Or you could move into a rental that’s recently become available.”

      

      Erin stared at the scowling giant, not sure she’d heard him correctly. “Huh?”

      He flushed, but the scowl didn’t disappear. For the entire time she’d known him, roughly forty minutes, he’d done nothing but frown, glare, or look expressionless. Exceedingly handsome under the bluster, her tall, dark, and sexy moving man was seriously built.

      He stood a solid head and a half taller than her own tiny stature. He had a rough edge of handsome going on, that short dark hair contrasting with his jade green eyes. A tan skin tone told her he spent time outdoors, as did the rough hands that had held her close to that warm body. Smith Ramsey was tall and muscled. Solid. And a lot menacing, if she told herself the truth.

      That glare he wore would have scared her if she hadn’t witnessed how gentle he’d been moments ago. How he’d taken care to make her more comfortable and tried to bolster her spirits. The poor guy likely wanted nothing more than to put this entire experience in his rearview mirror.

      She sure the heck wanted to.

      “I said there’s a rental that recently became available. I know because it’s in my building—Emerald Estates.” His scowl seemed to deepen, were that possible. “I’m serious. It’s a decent enough place. Not super fancy, and the unit is an efficiency. It’s a steal, but it comes with conditions.”

      Here it comes. She might be a little naïve when it came to living independently. But she’d had to deal with unscrupulous men before. Not counting Cody. She sniffed to hold back more hurt, angry tears.

      Disappointment rose, that this stranger might try to take advantage of her, especially having seen her boyfriend dump her. Could her day get any worse?

      “The only reason I get a cheap rent is because I do all the handyman stuff in the building,” Smith said. “The landlord is a pain in the ass old lady who likes bossing people around. But she’s more than fair. I fix everything that needs fixing, she cuts my rent in half. We just had one of the tenants move away to be with family. Mrs. Fine was ninety-four and left because she needed live-in care. So, it’s my job to clean out her unit. If you wanted, you could have it, but you’d have to clean it up first.”

      Erin blinked. “Really?” This was the answer to her current dilemma. “What kind of rent are we talking?”

      “I think Mrs. Fine paid near to what I did. She didn’t have much money. You need to talk the rent over with Tilly. Like I said, it’s an efficiency.”

      It wasn’t as if Erin had much to move, and she didn’t plan on staying in the city, she didn’t think. Just long enough to make enough money to leave again with her feet under her. “Where is it? Is it in a safe neighborhood?”

      “Surprisingly, yes. It’s in Greenwood. And to be honest, you can’t touch a place in Greenwood for even half that kind of rent. Not unless you know somebody.”

      “It seems too good to be true.” She looked at Smith, feeling hope for the first time since arriving at this mess in her life.

      “Well, it is.” He rubbed the back of his head. “There’s always a catch. Tilly—the landlady—she’s a ball buster. And she needs help. Her cook just quit. So, if you want the place, you have to clean it out first. And you have to work for free as Tilly’s cook and housekeeper.”

      To offset the rent, that seemed more than fair. “But what if I can’t cook?”

      “I’d suggest learning fast if you want the place.” He paused. “I like the old lady, but she’s gone through a lot of helpers in the past six months. She’s hard to get along with, I won’t lie.”

      “But you work for her.”

      “I like my place, and I’ve dealt with a hell of a lot worse.” He frowned. “But she might be too much to handle. You seem kind of nice.”

      “I am. Too nice.” She shook her head. “But I need a place to live. Do you think she’ll want a deposit up front? I can’t afford that right now.”

      Smith shrugged. “No idea. But she can tell you what she wants. If you’re interested, we’ll drive over right now and see what’s what. I’ve got your things, and you have nothing to lose. You in or out?”

      She glanced at Cody’s home—it was not now and never would be hers—and turned back to Smith. “Let’s go.”

      She wouldn’t look back. No matter how much it hurt.
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      Smith sat on an ugly couch in the living room of his oldest brother’s house and did his best to pretend it wasn’t crushing him second by second to be anywhere near reminders of the woman who’d given birth to him. Angela Griffith had died a few months ago and left her house to Cash, not Reid. A situation that nagged him with curiosity, but one that he had no right to ask about unless he wanted to open up to the two of them.

      The discomfort of grief he had no business feeling weighed heavily, so he did his best to focus on anything else. And the one subject that continued to come back to him made him hide a small smile.

      Erin Briggs.

      He’d introduced her to Tilly yesterday. The old lady had told him to wait outside her apartment and slammed her door in his face. Twenty long minutes later, Erin had stepped out of Tilly’s apartment looking shell-shocked. But she’d accepted Tilly’s terms and asked him to move her things into Mrs. Fine’s living room. He’d left it stacked with boxes and a few dressers, sparingly little to fill up the place.

      Overwhelmed and annoyed with Erin’s effusive gratitude, he’d hustled away before she teared up again or worse, made him want to offer comfort, which still baffled him. Smith didn’t take to strangers and generally didn’t like people. What the hell had he been thinking to help Erin into anything but a plane trip back to Kansas?

      He burned to know what Tilly had said to convince Erin to stay and planned to take it up with the crank pot later, when he wasn’t so glutted with “family.”

      “So, you’re more quiet and morose than usual.” Jordan Fleming, Cash’s girlfriend and Smith’s coworker, plunked down in the chair near him and guzzled from her beer bottle.

      Smith liked her. Jordan was real. An ex-Army MP who didn’t tolerate anyone’s shit, she’d taken him down once for talking smack. He respected her for it. At one time he’d considered asking her out. She was cute in a rough-and-tumble kind of way. But even then he’d seen something sparking between her and Cash. Though it would have amused him to fuck with the guy, he didn’t want to hurt Jordan.

      He snorted. “Do you get bonus points for using a word like ‘morose’? I didn’t think you Army types knew how to read.”

      She smiled through her teeth at him. He bit back a grin; it wouldn’t help his cred to look amused or happy being anywhere near his brothers and their girlfriends.

      “You’re really giving me crap about being stupid? You’re a Marine. I thought you guys walked around grunting and dragging your knuckles on the ground.”

      He glanced up as Cash entered the room. “Well, some of us fit that stereotype, sure.”

      Cash grunted.

      “See?”

      Jordan coughed. “Um, well, ah, what’s up, Cash?”

      He glared at Smith, who glared right back, before answering, “Something’s beeping in there, and you told me to keep my hands off your food.”

      “I didn’t hear anything.”

      “Well, maybe because I accidentally knocked the timer into the sink.”

      She frowned then jumped up from the chair. “Oh, the chicken.” She rushed past him, shoving Cash in Smith’s direction on the way. “Be nice,” she growled and disappeared into the kitchen.

      Smith just sat, staring at his brother.

      His brother.

      He’d grown up thinking he was an only child, the product of a questionable accidental pregnancy, according to his ex-mom, Margaret Ramsey. Good old Meg had never liked him, and up until eight months ago, he’d never understood why. A petite blond with ice blue eyes, she didn’t look much like Smith. Brittle and angry all the time, she loved nothing more than to tell him he’d never measure up. Never be as good as his amazing, successful, hard-working cousins.

      No matter how hard he worked or how he tried to make her love him, he failed. With his father supposedly dead, he’d had no one but his mother in his life. And yeah, he did blame her for his fucked up inability to make friends.

      Then to learn she wasn’t his biological mother? That his “real mother” had raised his perfect brothers—not cousins—the good sons she’d loved and adored? The ones she’d kept?

      Was it any wonder he’d hated Cash and Reid on sight?

      “It’s so weird how much we look alike,” Cash muttered and took a seat farther from Smith than the one Jordan had occupied.

      “Yeah, I don’t like it either.” Smith and Cash might as well have been imprinted from the same genetic cookie cutter. Same dark hair, same green eyes, similar facial features and brawn. “But I’m taller than you.”

      “You are not.” Cash frowned. “I’m six-four.”

      “I’m six-five.” Smith smirked.

      Cash’s frown grew darker. “I can bench more than you.”

      “Yeah?” The need to prove himself returned full force, a lifetime habit of always having to be the best and never managing it thanks to the Griffith brothers. “Let’s see.”

      “I don’t have any weights here.” Cash took a swig of his beer then lit up with pleasure. “But I bet I can out-arm wrestle you.”

      “Bring it.”

      They cleared the coffee table and knelt over it, facing each other. Smith didn’t want to but gripped his brother’s hand as he rested his elbow on the table.

      God, even their hands were about the same size.

      Cash didn’t seem so pleased by the contact, which made him feel a little better.

      The big douche looked him in the eye. “When I say go.”

      “Hey, watch your elbow. No cheating.”

      “Fuck you. I don’t need to cheat to win.”

      Smith raised an eyebrow but said nothing, and Cash swore at him some more before counting down. “In three, two, one…”

      They had four matches, all of which proved difficult to win. Smith was sweating when someone entered the room, but focused on the battle, he spared them no attention.

      With the matches evenly won, two for Smith and two for Cash, this one would decide the ultimate victor.

      “Oh my God. Are you two serious?” Reid asked as he stepped forward. Next to him, Naomi, his girlfriend, whistled.

      “Wow. Two sexy, muscled men battling it out. Reid, you didn’t say we’d have live entertainment.”

      Smith strained, annoyed Cash seemed to be as strong as he was. Reid’s arrival in no way hampered their bout. Both men continued to press for the win.

      “I will end you,” Cash warned. “I am the ultimate champion.”

      “You sound like a bad movie,” Smith growled.

      Cash, the bastard, laughed. “Been watching Gladiator and 300 with Jordan. She has a thing for sweaty men who kill each other.”

      “Cash Griffith,” Jordan barked. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Cash winced, and his moment of inattention was all Smith needed. Smith used extra effort and pushed. Hard. Cash went down.

      The room grew silent.

      Cash stood and glared down at Smith. “You cheated.”

      “What?” Smith stood as well and took a healthy drink from his bottle. “Not my fault you couldn’t keep up.” Man, the guy had power behind all those muscles. Smith wanted to flex his cramping hand but didn’t want to show any sign of weakness.

      “Bull. You⁠—”

      Jordan said his name again, and Cash stilled.

      Smith watched with appreciation. Jordan had the guy on a tight leash. He liked it. He smirked at her. “Does he sit on command too?”

      The old Cash would have lunged for him, but this Cash smiled through his teeth. “I do whatever she wants. And if, by the grace of God, she asks me to rip off your head, I’ll do it with pleasure.”

      Reid chuckled. “That’s some kind of power you have, Jordan.”

      “And some kind of ability with food.” Naomi took an appreciative whiff. “What is that wonderful dish I smell?”

      Jordan smiled. “Garlic chicken. I have mashed potatoes and carrot souffle too.”

      Naomi sighed. “I’m starved, and that sounds fantastic.”

      Smith watched her, keeping his distance. Unlike Jordan, whom he understood, Reid’s girlfriend remained a puzzle. Naomi Starr had looks, class, and a brain. She seemed kind of distant, as if too pretty and better than everyone else. She fit Reid in that way.

      Reid had an elegance about him. The guy was upper management all the way. Sophisticated and brainy, he wore khakis and button-down shirts all the time and looked right at home in them. While Cash and Smith did manual labor and liked it, Reid seemed to prefer sitting behind a desk.

      The Griffith brothers shared the same dark hair and height, but Reid had gray eyes and a more streamlined build. Not so broad in the chest or packed with muscle. And of the two of them, Reid was by far the more laid back, easier to get along with.

      Yet Reid and Cash had grown up together, tight brothers who loved and respected each other.

      Something Smith had never, and would never, have.

      “Oh, and I brought dessert,” Naomi claimed and held out a covered pan to Jordan. “Chocolate cake.”

      “Yum.”

      “I hate chocolate.” Smith’s confession had everyone turning to him. Probably shouldn’t have mentioned that out loud. Yet everyone acting all schmoozy and as if his being present didn’t bother them annoyed the shit out of him.

      “That’s not humanly possible.” Naomi looked dumbfounded. “It’s chocolate.”

      Reid gave him a look and said to Naomi, “Everyone has their own taste, honey. But I’m sure he’ll try a piece just to be polite.”

      The subtle warning made an impact, and Smith flushed, feeling like a bratty kid told to behave.

      Smith shot Reid a look. “I’ll shove a piece of your—” ass through the wall, you dick, went unsaid as Evan’s timely interruption saved the gathering.

      “Hey, we’re here. Sorry we’re late.” Evan and Kenzie breezed into the living room with wide smiles. “We had to drop Daniel off at a friend’s and got caught in traffic.”

      Smith liked Daniel, Kenzie’s younger brother. The kid was scary smart, obnoxious, and funny. They’d met back when Evan had started dating Kenzie, because Evan had been working alongside Smith and the others while Cash healed from a broken arm.

      Hmm. Should have arm-wrestled the other arm. He glanced at Cash’s weak hand and saw Cash staring at him.

      “Bring it,” Cash mouthed.

      “Anytime,” Smith mouthed back and grinned. Cash grinned with him, and at that moment something clicked. A feeling of camaraderie. Smith immediately backed away from it and scowled at the guy.

      Kenzie stepped into his line of sight, smiling and exchanging hugs with everyone while Evan greeted the gang. Smith had a soft spot for Evan. Technically, they weren’t related by blood. Evan’s dad and Reid’s dad were brothers. Yet Evan was the cousin everyone liked and wanted around. He did Vets on the Go!’s financials, was a CPA, and filled in when anyone needed a hand. It was tough not to like the guy. He seemed to charm everyone, including Smith.

      To the extent Smith had been bamboozled into calling Evan’s mom Aunt Jane and sharing a dinner with Evan’s family. The experience had been eye-opening, because even knowing who Smith really was, everyone had been accepting and fun to be around. Kenzie and Daniel in particular had talked to him, while Aunt Jane mothered him with Evan watching on in kind amusement.

      So strange that they’d taken to him and that he’d…liked it.

      “Hey, Smith.” Kenzie hugged him, and he couldn’t help smiling down at her. Man, was she pretty, especially glowing with happiness. In a way, she reminded him of Erin.

      Once again, the thought of Erin made him want to smile.

      She took a step back, and he gave her a gentle pat on the shoulder. “I see you’re still pretending to be Evan’s girlfriend. That pity date really spiraled out of your control, huh?”

      She laughed, and Evan rolled his eyes.

      Smith smirked. “When you get tired of him, you know my number.”

      “Yes, you’re on my speed dial.”

      Evan chuckled. “For when we need someone to watch Daniel. He’s still in awe and fear of you. It’s the fear we need to keep him in line.”

      “I like Daniel.” He paused to note Reid and Cash staring at him in surprise. “What?” he barked.

      “Just didn’t realize you could do more than growl and snarl at everyone,” Cash offered.

      Smith shot him the finger, and Reid grinned. “See, now that’s the Smith we know.”

      “And love,” Jordan added with a wink his way.

      That shut Cash up fast.

      The evening progressed as they ate a delicious meal. Wisely, they’d put Smith next to Evan at the end of the table. He mostly kept his mouth shut, eating his second helping with pleasure. He could see what Cash saw in Jordan. Besides kicking ass and looking fine, the woman could cook.

      Evan elbowed him in the side. “You awake?” he asked in a low voice. The others were laughing about something Reid had said.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “You haven’t said much.”

      Smith shrugged. “Not much to say.”

      As if he’d asked for the attention, a laughing Reid turned from Naomi to regard him with a hint of caution. “So, Smith. What do you think of the company and where we’re headed?”

      Uncomfortable with being in the spotlight but not allowing it to show, Smith thought about his answer. “Aside from Cash being an ass and you catering to his immature behavior, I’d say the company is doing all right. People seem to like us, and Evan has filled in as best he could.”

      “Thanks so much,” Evan said drily.

      “Could you be more specific?” Reid asked. “Not about Cash being an ass, but about the daily workings of the company. I like to know how things are going from another perspective.”

      “From an outsider’s perspective, you mean.” Finally. It was almost a relief to have them come out and speak the truth. All this togetherness crap had been wearing.

      Cash frowned. “If that’s what he’d meant to say, he’d have said it.”

      Reid put a hand on Cash’s shoulder. “I meant from someone newer to the company. Evan’s been good about letting me know how he thinks we can improve. But his ideas always revolve around our bottom line. You’re more of an operational kind of guy.”

      “So’s Cash. So’s Jordan, though she’s probably brainwashed to say whatever Cash thinks.”

      Reid spoke before Jordan or Cash could argue. “I’ve already talked to them. Now I’m asking you what you think. Don’t be afraid to tell me the truth.”

      Smith bristled at any notion he might be scared. “Fine. The crew does a good job of getting organized. Sometimes we get confusing info on the clients though. Finley and Dan occasionally get details wrong. And I don’t like that. You should let the moving crew call the client to confirm the details before we go on a job.”

      “Noted. What else?”

      Smith wanted to have something else to complain about. But honestly, Reid had a good company staffed with excellent veterans. Despite most of them being from services other than the Marine Corps, Smith found himself respecting if not liking them. Even Funny Rob, an Air Force dweeb who wasn’t all that funny.

      “Well,” Smith added, “Cash could probably work a little harder. I know he’s nursing that healing arm, but he seems to pair himself with the harder workers so he can slack some.”

      “Asshole,” Cash snarled. “That’s totally not true.”

      “Well, it’s a little true.” Jordan shrugged. “Hey, you always end up with either Lafayette, Hector, me, or Heidi.”

      “See?” Smith sat back and let the fur fly.

      “But that’s because you guys annoy me the least of the team.” Cash glanced at Smith and sneered. “I work with him, I spend most of my day trying not to put his head through a wall.”

      Smith snorted. “As if you could. Though with Little Army, you might have half a shot.”

      Jordan tried to hide her smile. They all called her Little Army because she was small but tough. The chick had a set of guns on her too, as she liked to point out when trying to out-flex Cash. Yeah, Smith had to admit there were worse people to work alongside than the gang at Vets on the Go! They’d all served their country, knew the sacrifices that came with military service, and still worked hard, pulling their weight.

      If he didn’t necessarily get along with all of them, well, that was more his fault than theirs. And he knew it. But damn if he would admit it to anyone other than himself.

      “Your people get the job done,” he said to Reid, ignoring Cash. “What more do you want to know?”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Smith saw Cash frown. Whatever. He didn’t like the guy, never would, and didn’t see the point of continuing trying to get close.

      Maybe this was a good time to leave. “You know, it’s time for me to⁠—”

      “Cake,” Naomi cut in. “Who’s ready for dessert?”

      Before he could blink, the table was cleared and the cake set in the middle, served up on smaller plates. Jordan and Cash left and reappeared with coffee and cups.

      Smith did his duty and took a plate of dessert. He ignored Naomi watching him as he took a small forkful. As expected, the cake wasn’t to his taste. But to keep the peace, he pretended to like it.

      She beamed at him. “I knew if you gave it a chance, you’d like it.”

      He pushed it around on his plate, hoping the mushed part made it look as if he’d eaten more than that one bite. Thankfully, that seemed to make Reid happy as well, and talk returned to people they knew and funny stories from Naomi’s latest public relations client. He continued to push around the chocolate mess on his plate, wondering when he could leave without hearing a ration of shit about it.

      “Uh oh. It’s time.” Naomi stood and pulled Kenzie and Jordan with her. “Let’s go, girls.” They grabbed coats and purses and left before Smith knew what the hell was going on.

      When he saw the others watching him, he stood. “Time for me to go too.”

      Evan sighed. “Smith, stop avoiding the elephant in the room.”

      “Cash? I’ve talked to him tonight.”

      “Such a dick.” Cash shook his head.

      Reid spoke up. “I know this can’t be easy. But we’d like to talk to you about Angela. About…our mother.”

      There it was. The truth finally out in the open. What Smith had been wanting to talk about since he’d first learned his mother wasn’t his mother, and that he had brothers she’d loved better than him.

      Yet now, the words wouldn’t come. Like a big pussy, he felt hot and cold, nervous yet furious because he didn’t know how to comport his feelings.

      “You first,” he managed and leaned up against the wall so he had room to breathe.

      The others remained seated around the dining table, probably in the same room Angela had once fed her boys and her nephew, Evan. Comfortable family time where everyone shared stories and laughter, then got sent off to bed with kisses and hugs.

      Oh, Evan had tried telling him that his brothers hadn’t had an easy time of it growing up, but it couldn’t all have been bad. He’d dare any of them to compare their childhoods to his.

      Reid looked at Cash, who nodded, and Reid said, “Our father—my father—Charles Griffith, died six years ago. He passed while we were still in the Marine Corps. To be frank, he wasn’t the nicest man.”

      “He was a fucking bastard, and I’m glad he’s gone,” Cash said, his voice flat.

      Evan cringed. “I hate to speak ill of the dead, but he wasn’t a pleasant person. He hated Cash.”

      Normally Smith would pipe in with a sarcastic comment like, “We all hate Cash.” But the raw emotion floating in the room kept him quiet.

      “Angela seemed to have had no one,” Reid said. “No relatives other than her sister-in-law. But she never really got along with Aunt Jane. So, she spent her life pretty much alone.”

      “Well, as alone as she could ever be.” Cash snorted. “The woman lived with her head in the fucking clouds, buried in soap operas and books. She lived in a fantasy world where her kids didn’t matter, but two fictional strangers falling in love was everything. Total bullshit.”

      Smith wanted him to say it. “You’re telling me she was a bad mother.” Not exactly what Meg had told him.

      “Mother?” Cash scoffed. “The woman gave birth to us, but that was about it.”

      “That’s not true, Cash.” Reid shook his head and met Smith’s gaze. “She tried, but something in her snapped. We were young, and one day she just wasn’t there anymore. I mean, physically she was. But mentally she was gone. Angela lived in a world of make-believe up until the day she died.

      “We didn’t know about her having any friends, but some woman named Margaret took care of her final resting place. And apparently Margaret visited her at the assisted living home Mom was in. She was a mystery to us, but maybe not to you.”

      They waited.

      Smith didn’t want to talk about himself and his life. Not yet. “So why did Angela leave the house to Cash and not you?” he asked Reid.

      Reid glanced away, and Smith saw Cash dart a concerned look at his younger brother, who answered, “I don’t know. We think maybe it was because she missed Cash’s dad so much, and Cash apparently looks just like him. Allen something.”

      Cash snored. “She used to call me her ‘All-in.’ But I think she meant to say Allen. She never saw me at all.”

      Smith saw the wounds Cash couldn’t hide, and it confused the hell out of him. Angela had kept them while she’d thrown him away. But even an absent mom had to be better than a bitter, hateful woman who spouted venom with every breath.

      He cleared his throat. “The woman who called herself my mother was her sister. Margaret Ramsey raised me as her own.” And she hated me more than anything in this life.

      “That would match what she said in the journal we found, where she mentioned Meg a few times.” Reid shared a glance with Cash.

      Evan asked, “Did Margaret ever mention Reid or Cash?”

      “Meg didn’t tell me she wasn’t my mother until I left the Corps eight months ago.” And he still didn’t know how to feel about the revelation. Relief or sorrow that he couldn’t even claim the one tie he had to family? “She’d mentioned my perfect cousins all my life, but that’s it. I only knew you guys were amazing and could do no wrong.” But she did say that my real mother hadn’t wanted me. She apparently had an ideal family and didn’t need me to ruin things.

      “Perfect? That’s a load of crap,” Cash said. “Angela’s perfect family only existed in her mind. None of us mattered. Hell, I moved out at sixteen. I don’t think she ever noticed.”

      Reid nodded. “I still wonder if she had some mental illness that was never diagnosed. Her journal is a little off.”

      Smith wanted to read it but knew better than to ask.

      Cash stood and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “You should read it. To see what we’re talking about.”

      Reid left and returned with it in hand. “Here.” He handed it to Smith.

      Smith didn’t want to touch it, but he took the book. “I’ll get it back to you.”

      “Take your time. We’ve read the thing.” Reid grimaced. “It’s… You’ll see.” He paused. “In it she mentioned having a son. Riley.”

      Smith blinked. “Riley’s my middle name.”

      Cash studied him. “Did you come to us for a job to check out us? ‘Cause no way in hell I’m believing a coincidence brought you to us.”

      “Since I’d just left the Corps, I was at loose ends. Seemed a good time to meet you.”

      Reid nodded.

      Evan watched him a little too intently. “So, what was Meg—your aunt, I guess—like?”

      Smith had mistakenly shared a few details with Evan not so long ago, but he’d be damned if he’d share his pathetic life with Reid and Cash. Not now, maybe not ever. At least they’d had each other. He’d had no one. Rage that he’d lived a lie never quite left him, and it reared its head again. “Look, all this catching up was just swell.” They couldn’t miss that sarcasm. “But I have work in the morning. I’ll see you guys later.”

      He left, not looking back, and heard Reid tell Cash to let him go.

      Yeah. They had each other and Evan for support.

      Smith didn’t have anyone. And he told himself he liked it that way. Because what was the point in wishing for something that would never change?
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      Eight days after first moving into her new efficiency apartment, Erin continued to wonder about her new part-time employer. She had no idea how a person who looked so sweet could be so cantankerous, ornery, and downright bitchy. And Erin hated the B-word.

      “I said I don’t like onions,” Matilda Cartwright, her seventy-nine-year-old employer and landlord, griped for the fifth time that afternoon.

      “Yes, I know, Tilly. That’s why I didn’t put onions in the casserole.” As she’d mentioned the previous four times.

      Erin had understood Smith’s warnings from the get-go. Her twenty-minute interview with Tilly had warned her the woman would be a challenge. She stood an inch or two shorter than Erin. And if Tilly weighed a hundred pounds, it would be a miracle. Yet she ate as if she was the size of Smith.

      Thoughts of Erin’s “savior” had stayed with her throughout the week. Smith Ramsey left a lingering impression. Granted, he’d been bigger than any man she’d ever dated. Harder, stronger. Meaner too. And distant. Since last Wednesday, she’d seen him only in passing even though he lived right next to her.

      Fortunately, the walls in the old building were thick; she only ever heard him if he slammed out his front door.

      “Girl, I’m talking to you.” The older woman pointed a cane in Erin’s direction.

      “Go sit down while I get your plate, Tilly. I swear, you’ll love it.”

      The woman gave a loud harrumph before scuttling to her table, which was big enough to fit four in the small dining area of her two-bedroom apartment.

      Honestly, dealing with Tilly was like dealing with her grandmother all over again. Erin had loved Grandma Freddy, though the woman had alienated most of her family with her crabbiness and old-fashioned ways. But it was Grandma Freddy who’d taught her to bake, to sew, and to prepare to be a good wife to some lucky man someday. Just as her grandma wanted girls to act like ladies, she’d also taught her grandsons and nephews to act like gentlemen.

      She would have been appalled at how terribly Cody had treated her granddaughter.

      Much like Tilly had been when she’d heard the full story. Except Tilly hadn’t offered sympathy, only a “dogs will be dogs” before hiring her on the spot. For two cooked meals a day plus a bit of cleaning once a week, Tilly had knocked off three hundred dollars from Erin’s already cheap rent. Tilly had also agreed to a month-to-month term, as Erin didn’t know how long it might take her to get back to Kansas.
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