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The bedroom was done in soothing sage greens with accents of bright orchid pink.  When the sun came up in the morning, light filtered through the gauzy cream-colored curtains, easing her into wakefulness.  The sanctuary feel of the room had been purposefully created with the help of her family.  It was supposed to be relaxing and calming.  The fresh flowers decorating the low table and dresser were supposed to appeal to her senses.

Nothing in the room could calm her today.

Evelyn Bennett refused to humiliate herself again.  Her grandfather had called it “her cussed stubbornness,” but Evelyn called it something else.  Self-preservation.  Evelyn stood in nothing but her plain, functional white underwear while she struggled into her back brace.  The thing was harder to fasten than a bridle and harness.  She prayed that for today it would be enough.  By the end of the day, her back would hurt.  Her hip would hurt.  Her knees would hurt.  She only hoped that her pride remained intact.  When it was all one had, one defended it fiercely.

“Evie, hurry up.  We’re going to be late.”  Anne Bennett hollered up the stairs.  Evelyn would have laughed at the unladylike display, but she was too upset.  She was also too tired to remember to correct Anne for calling her Evie.  It had been a childhood nickname, and she’d never broken her grandfather of it.  The woman he’d married seven years earlier had picked it up as a result.  Since the rest of the family used it as well, Anne wasn’t letting it go without a fight.

“I’m coming.  I can’t imagine what your rush is.”  Neither of them wanted to go to the lawyer’s office today.  Of course, neither of them had wanted to go to the hospital the month before when Howard Bennett slipped quietly into death, either.

Tears stung Evelyn’s eyes, and she pushed them ruthlessly away.  She refused to cry, and crying publicly would be the ultimate humiliation.  Her grandfather hadn’t been the type of man who was comfortable with tears.  If he thought his granddaughter and his wife were weeping uncontrollably over his death, it would have made him cringe.

“What are you doing?”  Anne watched in disbelief as Evelyn fought with the brace.  “You hardly ever wear that thing anymore, though heaven knows we keep trying to get you to.  Take it off, get your dress on, grab your cane, and let’s go.”

“I am not bringing the cane.”  Evelyn’s tone was final, but it never got through to Anne.  She took her role as a grandmother quite seriously.  Never mind that she wasn’t old enough to be her grandmother.  Anne was old enough to be her mother, perhaps, but not her grandmother.  Evelyn was twenty-five, and Anne was forty-four.

“I am not using the cane,” she reiterated as she saw Anne’s temper start to build.  Evelyn managed to completely fasten the stupid contraption and went for her dress.  She looked bigger than she was in the baggy dress, but it hid the brace and was comfortable.  All of Evelyn’s clothes were comfortable and easy to put on, and in soothing colors much like her bedroom.  The clothes had functional lines and were easily managed.

She turned her head side to side, then grabbed a couple of hairpins.  She pulled her hair back into a strict bun.  Wouldn’t the wavy reddish-brown hair that now hung to the middle of her back surprise Sebastian?  He’d called her short hair boyish and unfeminine.  It was probably the most flattering thing he’d said to her that day, no matter that it was an insult.  He’d insulted her in much more hurtful ways than calling her unfeminine.

“Everyone knows you use a cane, Evie.”  She gave the younger woman an exasperated look when it became apparent that Evelyn wasn’t going to listen.  “Your cousin David and your cousin Leslie have never made fun of it.  They care about you too much to feel anything but sympathy for what you’ve been through.  I’ve seen it, your sister has seen it, and her husband has seen it when he’s at work with you and when you visit.  Even the lawyer has seen it.  Stop being so sensitive.  You had an accident, and you need it.”

Evelyn felt the unreasonable panic rise.  It always did when she thought about the crippling “accident.”  She couldn’t tell her family she was sure it wasn’t an accident.  They’d think she was crazy.  She thought she was crazy.  She had no real memory of what happened.  She had been horseback riding alone.  Though the trail was a public one, she had been fairly isolated that day.  In her more rational moments, she knew it had to have been an accident.  Her dreams were her only proof, and she kept them to herself.  The ominous dreams threatened her peace of mind, and she refused to discuss them.  It would just be another excuse her family would use to try to get her back into therapy.

She took a deep breath and practiced the techniques the therapist had taught her to help her stop the panic attacks.  Her heart rate slowed, and the blind panic faded.  She knew Anne was watching her and feeling helpless.  It was a response she was used to.  She hated the sympathy almost as much as she hated the constant supervision.  

Evelyn got a better grip on her emotions and concentrated on finishing getting ready.  She dabbed a bit of powder on her face and wondered if she should add a bit more makeup.  She hadn’t seen Sebastian in five years, not since he’d witnessed her most public humiliation.  Today Sebastian was the person she didn’t want to face.  He hadn’t seen the cane, and she didn’t want him to.  She needed to project all the strength she could, although she was sure he knew about the accident.  Funny how pride worked.  But he’d been there to see almost every humiliating moment of her life, and she’d had enough of looking like a fool.

Sebastian had been there during her awkward teenage years when she’d been having a hard time dealing with her thin, bony body and lack of development.  He’d been there when her mother had embarrassed the entire family before running her car off a cliff road because she’d been high and drunk.  He’d been her boss and had watched as she’d struggled to do her job while she failed time and again.  He’d been there when she’d made a fool of herself by accusing her sister’s soon-to-be husband, Sebastian’s nephew John, of cheating with her cousin Leslie.  Leslie had been dating Sebastian at the time, and he hadn’t appreciated the accusation one bit.  And he’d been there when she’d been left standing at the altar, her wedding gown swamping her thin body, her limbs visibly trembling.  He’d capped it when he quit his job with her grandfather’s company earlier that same day, saying he wouldn’t take orders from her.  Her grandfather was putting her in charge of the company, and Sebastian predicted that she and her cousin David would ruin the business in less than five years.  The final humiliation was that he’d been right.  He’d find that out today.

Evelyn did a final check in the mirror.  Anne had been seeing to it that Evelyn ate right.  Her body had filled in a bit, and she looked pretty good, if you covered up the scars.  Her breasts had finally made a late appearance.  They might only fill out a B cup, but on her thin, short frame, they looked much bigger.  Her hair had lost a lot of the brassy red color and was a more attractive shade of brown with red highlights.  Her eyes were still an odd gray color, but with the right makeup and contacts instead of her old glasses, they stood out nicely on her rather plain face.  With her small nose, square chin, and high forehead, she wasn’t a great beauty, and she knew it.  She tried to make up for it with a strong attitude and willpower.

“I’m ready.”  It was a big fat lie, but Evelyn grabbed her purse anyway.  The drive was going to be long, and already she could feel her muscles tensing.  The doctor had warned her time and again to lessen her stress levels.  If her body relaxed, her muscles wouldn’t tighten, and her back and leg wouldn’t hurt so much.  It was easier said than done.

The minivan Anne had bought five years ago allowed her to stretch out, and she had been so grateful for the legroom that she hadn’t reprimanded Anne for buying something that had been solely for her benefit.  Evelyn could drive herself now, but in the early days after her accident, driving had hurt more than it was worth.  Five years ago, Evelyn had an impractical but cute sports car.  With her busted left hip, she just couldn’t get herself in and out of the low-slung car.  She’d sold it, along with her most prized possession, four years earlier.

Anne helped Evelyn into the van.  She drove slower than usual when Evelyn was in the van and tried not to make any sharp turns.  Evelyn had assured her time and again that she was much better, but ever since she’d refused to have the last surgery, Anne had been overbearingly protective.  At least she was overprotective when she wasn’t nagging.

“I’m looking forward to seeing Sebastian.  It’s been a long time.  He called after the funeral.  He was sorry he missed it.”  Anne took another corner and watched Evelyn from the corner of her eye.  She didn’t know if Sebastian was the sole reason for Evelyn’s sudden nerves, but Anne was certain he was at least a small part of the tension that was clear in Evelyn today.

“I wasn’t aware that he called.”  Evelyn wasn’t surprised he had, but she hadn’t known.  He’d kept in touch with Howard and Anne Bennett, but he’d been in Europe the last five years, supposedly learning about the overseas markets.  He couldn’t have made it any plainer how much he wanted to get away from her.

Evelyn glanced over at Anne.  Sebastian had introduced Anne to Howard eight years before, and they’d married a year later.  Anne and Sebastian had been friends for a long time.  Evelyn knew Anne had been best friends with Sebastian’s older sister, and the friendship had been passed along.  Anne was closer to Sebastian’s age than she was to Howard.  Sebastian was thirty-eight this year.  His birthday had been last month, Evelyn knew.  She knew just about everything about the man.  It was funny how you could dislike someone so much and still be fascinated by them.

“He did.  I called him, but he was on a business trip and couldn’t fly out for the funeral.  When he got back, he offered to come so I wouldn’t be alone, but I told him I had you.  When he received word from the lawyer that he was mentioned in the will, he called again to say he’d be here.”

Evelyn imagined what he had to say about her being the one to console Anne, but she refrained from making any comment.  Anne knew that the two of them didn’t get along.  There was no point in dragging up an old feud.

“Has he visited with John, do you know?”  John was not only Evelyn’s executive assistant; he was also her sister Kimberly’s husband and Sebastian’s nephew.  John had started with the company shortly before Sebastian had quit.  Evelyn had given John a promotion to be her assistant right before her accident, right after Sebastian had left.  John thought she did it so she could keep an eye on him.  He married her younger sister almost four years ago, just after Evelyn had recovered from the majority of her injuries and had gone back to work.  John had been acting as an executive assistant to her grandfather, who had taken back the reins while she recovered from her accident.

On her first day back at work, John told her he was marrying Kimberly; it was just too bad if she didn’t like it, and that she could fire him if she liked.  Evelyn had shrugged, ignoring the hurt she’d felt at the verbal attack.  But she knew she’d earned it when she’d accused him of having an affair with Leslie.  The real question was why he had decided to stay on with her?  She knew he was happy with his position in the company and with the large paychecks he received, but that explanation didn’t completely satisfy her.

“Sebastian has been out to visit his parents and sister, but I don’t think he’s seen John.  I know they chat from time to time.  And of course, Sebastian has been back to see his kids a few times.”

Evelyn dropped the subject of Sebastian and closed her eyes for a while.  The drive took an hour, and by the time they got there, Evelyn was ready to get out of the van.  When she had to sit for long periods, she always took a break and stretched.  She managed to get out of the van with the brace on by herself.  She could maneuver much more easily with the cane, but she gritted her teeth and headed for the office.  Anne trailed slightly behind her, ready to give her a hand should she need it.  Evelyn had been trying to exercise her independence, but it was hard when people were always doing things for her without asking if she needed them to.

“Do you need to stop at the bathroom?”  Anne held the door open for Evelyn and made it a point to look like it wasn’t a calculated move.  Anne hated it when Evelyn refused to take her cane.  It was a rare occurrence, but this wasn’t the first time.  Anne had a spare in the back of the van, and she would drag it out if it looked like Evelyn needed it, no matter what Evelyn had to say about it.  She understood Evelyn’s pride.  She also understood her embarrassment.  Evelyn had a habit of not letting things go.  Her embarrassment over what had happened five years ago was still as prominent today as it had been then.  Evelyn put on a good act, but it was only that, an act.

Evelyn shook her head in response to Anne’s question.  She didn’t want to fight with the brace.  The sooner they got over with whatever the lawyer had to say, the better.  Evelyn knew the company was to be divided equally between Howard’s four grandchildren.  Evelyn and Kimberly were on one side; David and Leslie were on the other.  Neither Kimberly nor Leslie cared about the chemical company that Howard owned, and each would vote with their respective sibling.  The votes always ran two to two.  Howard had been the deciding factor in the decision-making at Brown Chemical Labs.  David had one idea of how things should run.  Evelyn had another.  Howard chose between the two.  In the last few years, the decisions had swung equally between the two of them.  Without Howard, Evelyn knew the company didn’t have a chance.  She and David would never agree on how to run the company.  Howard liked to say that the competition made both of them work harder.  Now it would destroy the company Howard had bought out years ago and rebuilt.

Evelyn carefully measured her steps and kept her body rigidly straight.  Anne’s lips pursed, but she didn’t say anything.  As the secretary led them into the conference room that was being used for the will reading, Evelyn wasn’t worried about upsetting Anne.  She was concentrating on the upcoming confrontation.  Howard’s long-standing attorney, Bruce Bickerstaff, gestured for them to enter the room.

“Come in and have a seat.”  He took Evelyn’s arm and seated her.

Evelyn gave him a slight smile in thanks while internally gritting her teeth.  “Thank you, Mr. Bickerstaff.”

“No problem.”  He held a chair for Anne.

Evelyn knew Sebastian was in the room.  She refused to look his way, although she could feel he was watching her.  He was sitting next to David, who had Leslie, John, and Kimberly between him and her.  Evelyn turned her attention to Kimberly.  Kimberly was bottle-feeding six-month-old Patrick.  John was on the other side talking quietly to Leslie.  John was the peacekeeper in the family.

“How is he doing?”  Evelyn turned carefully in her seat.  Kimberly was frowning at her, and she knew the reason why.  Kimberly nagged her just as much as Anne.  They thought that between the two of them, they could bully her into having another surgery to fix her back and hip.  Evelyn wanted nothing to do with another surgery.

“He’s fine.  I see you’re feeling spry today.  Where’s your cane, Evie?”

Evelyn was going to correct her sister but dropped it.  Every member of the family called her Evie, even though it annoyed her.  Because she was annoyed, she forgot to watch her temper.  “I threw it in the trash.”

“You didn’t!”  Kimberly ignored all the turned heads their way.

“Of course, I didn’t,” she whispered.  “Would you please be quiet?  You’re embarrassing yourself.”  Evelyn prayed that they weren’t overheard.

“I’m not in the least embarrassed.  You should be, though.  Your behavior lately has been getting out of hand.  Perhaps your therapist would have something to say about your outrageous behavior.”

Evelyn wanted to tell her that she hadn’t been to her therapist lately just to see how she’d react, but John interrupted.  He turned and patted Kimberly’s shoulder.  “Your sister is a big girl.  She knows what she’s doing.  Don’t you, Evelyn?”

When Evelyn shifted her eyes, they clashed with Sebastian’s instead of John’s.  That cool reserve was still there, she noted.  His piercing green eyes were glued to hers.  His hair was still that almost black shade.  The light spattering of silver in his hair had barely grown in the last five years.  He was still tall and lean.  His body was still wrapped in the trappings of sophistication, and they still only barely masked his true personality.  He could be cruel when he felt like it.  He could be openly passionate when he cared about something.  She knew few dared cross him.  He’d grown up in rough neighborhoods, and that fact was a permanent part of him.  He might look like a businessman, but his rough background was always only partially hidden.

He swamped her five foot four by seven inches.  He wasn’t the tallest man in the room, but he was the hardest, both in looks and personality.  To her, he was a massive presence.  It had always been that way.  The thirteen years he had on her didn’t help alter the impression of power.  His age only increased it.

“Hello, Evelyn.”  Sebastian watched as she shrank into herself.

“Sebastian.”  Evelyn pulled her eyes from his.  That dark, deep, gritty voice made her quiver.  It had been too long since she’d seen him last.  It had taken years to get used to her reactions to his powerful presence.

“If we’re all ready, I’ll begin.”  Bruce interrupted.  Evelyn knew he was feeling the increased tension in the room.

Anne took over.  As the oldest in the room and Howard’s widow, she held the authority.  “Please begin.”  She didn’t bother to glance around to see how they all took the decree.  Howard had been the driving force behind the family.  As his wife, she had wielded the same power.

For the first few minutes, it was Howard’s personal effects that were divided up.  Anne would keep the house.  Everyone expected it.  Howard had openly adored his much younger bride.  Anne, in turn, loved Howard.  The years that separated them had meant nothing.  Howard’s money meant nothing to Anne.  No one doubted either one of their motives for the hasty marriage.

By the time the business was brought up, everyone was satisfied.  Nothing in the will had been a surprise.  All the various members of the family, except for Evelyn, had their own homes, and they all had their own money.  The business was what everyone had come to hear about.  So far, Sebastian hadn’t been mentioned, and it made Evelyn nervous.

If Howard hadn’t left any of his personal effects to Sebastian, then that meant he’d left something of his business.  Evelyn felt ill as trepidation gripped her.  She didn’t want to hear what came next but knew she had to sit through it.

The room was silent as they all waited for what came next.
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“As you all know, Howard had planned to divide his company into four parts.  He wanted each of his grandchildren to inherit an equal piece of the company.  Over the last few years, he left the day-to-day running of the company to Evelyn and the daily decisions between her and David.  But Howard approved all major decisions.  He knew that if he left the complete running of the company to either Evelyn or David, the company didn’t stand a chance.”  Bruce broke off, turning back to the will.

“So who did he leave the company to?”  It was David.  He was tired of sitting around wasting time.  The will hadn’t said anything he didn’t already know.  But like Evelyn, he feared what was coming.  With Sebastian’s presence, things were taking an unexpected turn.

“The company has been divided into five equal shares.”  Bruce looked pointedly at Sebastian.  “Howard left you a fifth of the company, Mr. O’Connor.  He knew that out of all of his acquaintances, friends, and business associates, you were the only one who could take on the task.”

The room was completely silent.  Sebastian simply folded his hands in his lap.  When he finally spoke, it was like a gun going off.  “And if I refuse?”

Bruce Bickerstaff handed him a folded sheet of paper.  “Howard wanted you to read this before you make your decision.”

The paper slowly unfolded in Sebastian’s large hands.  He read the single sheet slowly.  A flicker of amusement lit his somber face, but only for a moment.  “I accept.”

Bruce nodded.  Everyone was glancing curiously between Bruce and Sebastian.  Evelyn, however, kept her gaze in her lap.  Howard had done it.  He’d threatened her he would.  They’d had a conversation, more of an argument really, shortly before he died.  Howard had told her if she didn’t have the last surgery, he wouldn’t leave the company in her hands.  She hadn’t thought he’d meant it.  Between David, Leslie, and Sebastian, she would lose her position as president.  Sebastian would take her place.  She and Kimberly would be outvoted, and she would be out of a job.  She didn’t know if she could handle taking orders from Sebastian again.  It had been hard enough at twenty when she’d graduated from her two-year business program.  It seemed almost impossible now.

“Hold on just a minute.  Grandfather shouldn’t have left the company to the five of us.  Sebastian isn’t even family.  He should have just left a fifth to John.”  David knew Sebastian would most likely side with him over Evelyn, but like her, he didn’t want Sebastian owning a piece.  Sebastian wouldn’t be easily manipulated.  In fact, the task would be impossible.  John was much more malleable, even if he was Evelyn’s personal assistant.

“I refused.”  It was John who spoke up.  “Howard offered me a piece, but I knew better than to get between you and Evelyn.  That job needed to go to someone stronger than me.  Besides, I’m happy with my job.  I get to work during the week and spend my free time with Kimberly and now Patrick.  I don’t relish the idea of spending the next few years trying to salvage the company.”

“Salvage it?”  It was Sebastian’s angry, temper-filled voice that interrupted.

Evelyn sat forward.  “You were right when you left.  David and I almost managed to destroy the company.”

“Figures,” Sebastian said, disgusted with both of them, but mostly Evelyn.  “I knew you couldn’t set aside your squabbles to do what was right.  You argued with me at every turn, and you weren’t in charge then.  David and Howard could have run the company without your interference.”

Evelyn rose, her unimposing height rigid.  She knew he hated her queen-to-peasant tone the most.  “If you hadn’t turned tail and run off like a coward, the transition within the company wouldn’t have caused so much upset.  Several deals fell through when you walked out.”

Sebastian rose and faced her.  “If you were a man, Evelyn, I would—”

Evelyn immediately interrupted the expected tirade.  “You wouldn’t have taken off in the first place.  You would have stuck around.  But you couldn’t face the fact that you’d have to take orders from a woman.”

“More like a little girl.  And from what I can see, you haven’t grown up much.  And I’d refrain from calling me a coward if I were you.”  Sebastian had tolerated a lot from Evelyn over the years, but she still managed to make him lose his temper on occasion.

In this case, it might just have been a slightly twisted form of cowardice that made him quit, and he hated that she knew it.  The thought of having to take orders from that smarmy-mouthed little brat had been more than Sebastian could take.  He valued his friendship with Howard too much to allow Evelyn to ruin it.  He had come close more than once to shaking her.  Instead, he quit.  Right after he told her he quit, he told her she was an unfeminine, spoiled brat who would one day make some man’s life miserable.

It had been a petty shot, and he knew it, though the description had been accurate.  With her thin body and her hair cut into a short cap that looked masculine, he hadn’t been able to help himself.  She’d looked like a little boy in her stupid black and gray suits.  He knew she played down her femininity as a foil to her overtly feminine mother.  What had truly bothered him was that he’d found her attractive in an odd way, despite her efforts.  He also admired the fact that she wasn’t afraid of him, and she didn’t cower.  She always gave back as good as she got.

She hadn’t looked or acted like the women he knew, and that was another thing about her that had attracted him.  She’d been twenty, and he had been thirty-three and recently divorced.  He’d felt like a dirty old man, and he hadn’t liked it.  Besides, he couldn’t stand her.  It was a nasty trick life liked to play on a man.  He hated being attracted to a woman he despised but couldn’t help himself.

For the first time, he took a good look at her.  He’d been studying her face when she’d arrived.  She’d filled out a bit, and it suited her.  She wasn’t thin and bony anymore.  She had walked into the room with a feminine grace that had surprised him.  She was still too short, not that he’d expected her to grow taller, but her body was curved where it was supposed to.  Her face had more color, and he could tell despite the severe hairstyle that her chestnut hair was longer than it had been.  What surprised him the most was the loose-fitting knee-length dress.  He’d never seen her in a dress.  She’d worn slacks all the time.  Her legs were in stockings, but they were shapely.  Her hips had a swing to them that hadn’t been there before.  The dress didn’t mold her body, but it hinted at the curves beneath.

But her personality hadn’t changed.  Perversely, it pleased him.  Arguing with her had been invigorating in a way he hadn’t known with any other woman.  Other women seemed tame in comparison.  Telling himself he didn’t like her and that she wasn’t his type, not to mention way too young, didn’t stop him from enjoying their fights.

Evelyn saw his perusal and stood under his gaze.  She knew what he saw.  She didn’t lie to herself.  But there was still that glimmer of what she thought might be masculine interest in his eyes, and it always made her heart beat faster.  She pulled herself back to what he’d said and gripped the back of the chair for support.  “Don’t bother threatening me.”

Anne knew that the two would argue anytime, anywhere.  “Please sit down, Evie.”

It was the worried strain in Anne’s tone that had her obeying.  Anne had been through a lot over the last five years.  She’d accepted her husband’s semi-retirement happily.  Then she’d had to help take care of her step-granddaughter, taking on the burden of having a disabled person living in the house while her husband went back to work.  Shortly after that, Howard had had a stroke.  It hadn’t been so bad, but he’d had to slow down.  Then his body had started to deteriorate.  The cancer that had been discovered after the stroke had begun eating at him, and it had been that which ultimately took him from them.  The last two years had been hard on Anne.  She’d stayed beside her husband, taking care of him.  Evelyn had tried to help, but some things she simply couldn’t do.

“I’m sorry for the outburst.”  She addressed the group and then faced Sebastian.  She’d been wrong, and she knew it, but some habits apparently did die hard.  “I apologize.  I had no call to insult you.”

Evelyn offered no explanation for her behavior.  Sebastian just stared for a moment.  Evelyn was always defending her decisions.  She could be fierce when provoked.  This sudden capitulation was unlike her.  But he only nodded at her, accepting the unexpected and unwelcome apology.

Bruce cleared his throat.  “That is all that’s in the will.  Howard knew all of you would be a little upset, but he knew this was the best decision under the circumstances.  What the five of you choose to do with the company is now up to you.”

The group broke up, and low voices permeated the room.

“I can’t believe Grandfather did that.”  Kimberly handed Patrick to John and helped Evelyn back to her feet.  She was beginning to struggle in the chair.  Kimberly figured Evelyn hadn’t wanted Sebastian to see the cane.  Her sister’s pride had become an awesome force over the last four years.  Once her awful depression had passed after the accident, Evelyn had become a different person than she’d been before.  Seeing her argue with Sebastian was the closest thing to the old Evelyn she’d seen in a long time.  Perhaps Sebastian would be the one to get through to her.  So far, she and Anne had failed.

Evelyn accepted the help.  “I can.  I should have known this was coming.  Grandfather was always unpredictable.”

Evelyn and Kimberly watched as Sebastian and Anne embraced and began talking.  Kimberly watched the pair closely.  “I often wondered why they hadn’t gotten together.”

Evelyn had wondered the same thing, and she’d asked.  “Anne says they’re too much like brother and sister.  Plus, she says Sebastian had never been interested in her years before.  Sebastian married at twenty-three.”

“Yes.  And divorced with two children eleven years later.  I know Sebastian’s past.  He brought his children to Anne and Grandfather’s wedding.”  Kimberly just shook her head.  “I just can’t help wondering.  They’re so close.”

Evelyn remembered the odd feeling of resentment she’d felt when he’d attended her grandfather’s wedding.  But she’d only been eighteen, and Sebastian had still been married, although his wife hadn’t attended the wedding.  The divorce had taken place shortly after.  She’d been an emotionally confused eighteen-year-old then.  It wasn’t a surprise she fell for Andrew a year and a half later without any effort on Andrew’s part and had planned to marry him.  His jilting her had been the best thing that had ever happened to her, though she hadn’t thought so until she found out what he’d done to her.

Evelyn forced her mind to focus on the present.  She had to make a dignified exit before she collapsed.  And she needed to start working out again.  Her physical therapist had warned her time and again to keep up with her exercises.  Her muscles relied on the cane too much.  It looked like she’d have plenty of time to get in her workouts now that Sebastian would be in charge.

Surprisingly, it was David who helped her out to the van.  Despite their dislike of each other when it came to matters of business, they were family.  “Surprised by what Grandfather did?”

Evelyn took a tighter grip on him.  “Now that I’ve had a chance to think about it, no.  I suppose I’m not surprised by having a fifth.  I am shocked; however, that he chose Sebastian.  He hasn’t stayed with any company longer than a few years.  I don’t know why Grandfather thought he’d stick around to babysit us.”

David chuckled.  “I suppose we need a sitter.  More like a referee, I think.”

He always had to contradict her, but Evelyn let it go.  These peaceful moments between them were rare.  “I wonder what that letter said.”

“Whoever gets a hold of it first has to share it with the other.  Agreed?”  David opened the minivan door and helped Evelyn into the seat.

“Deal.  But my guess is neither of us is going to be able to pry it out of him.”  She pulled her seat belt into place.  She saw Sebastian holding the door for Anne at the entrance of the building.  “But I’d bet you’d have a better shot.”

“I’m not sure about that.  He might not like your business practices, but he’s fascinated with you.  As fascinated as you are with him.”  David slammed the door before Evelyn could reply.  He waved at the pair and headed for his car.

Leslie had come with John and Kimberly.  They were getting Patrick into his seat, but Evelyn found herself watching Sebastian as he led Anne to the driver’s side door.  They were deep in discussion and didn’t notice Evelyn’s scrutiny.  She thought about what David had said and knew he was right.  The fascination was mutual.  But Sebastian would never act on it.  He disliked her, maybe even hated her, and she didn’t fool herself into thinking otherwise.  His fascination with her was probably like other people’s fascination with deadly snakes.  You kept your eye on them, and you kept a wide distance between you and them.

“I’ll think about it.”  Sebastian opened the door for Anne.

“Please do.  I’m looking forward to having you over tomorrow.  It will be good for me to start socializing again.  I get lonely sometimes, and I have to admit boredom is starting to become a major problem.  Howard never minded when I had my friends over.  It was a lot less frequent when he was feeling at his worst, but he always joined us for a meal when he felt up to it.  Evelyn is at work a lot, so I’m by myself quite a bit.”  Anne was ignoring Evelyn’s glare.

Evelyn wasn’t going to be silent.  “What are you talking about?”

Sebastian had the great pleasure of not telling her all that they had talked about.  “Anne has invited me over.  I haven’t been to the house in five years.”

Evelyn wasn’t feeling up to sparring any longer, but she wished she did.  She didn’t like the glint that made Sebastian’s eyes glow like emeralds.  That usually meant he was up to something.

But she couldn’t resist at least one jab.  “Whose fault is that?  You didn’t have to bury yourself in Europe.  Grandfather understood why you had to quit.  I enjoyed explaining it to him in great detail.”

Sebastian’s grip visibly tightened on the open door.  “Told him about our last conversation, did you?  It would figure you’d go running to him when things got a little rough.  You’re too soft.”  He knew that would insult her more than anything else.  She tried to be tough, as tough as he was, and she’d always fallen short.  It was her attitude that he had known would ruin the business.  Instead of acknowledging her weaknesses and compensating for them, she ignored them and pretended they didn’t exist.

“Yes, I told him.  He had a right to know why you left.  Who knows what you did with the knowledge you’d learned in the years you’d worked for him.  Who knows what secrets you could sell overseas.”  Evelyn knew that insult would anger him just as much as his had hurt her.

“That’s twice today, Evelyn.  It’s good to see you’re still in top form.”  Sebastian turned to Anne.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Evelyn flinched at the controlled power with which he shut the door.  She sank back into her seat, praying the ride home would go quickly.

“Couldn’t leave it alone, could you?”  Anne started the van and backed out of the parking space.  She wasn’t so much angry as confused.  “What did he say to you before he left for Europe?”

“Are you sure you want to know?”  Evelyn leaned the seat back and tried to relax.

“Yes, I do.  I don’t know why the two of you attack each other the way you do.”  Anne looked as if she wanted to say something else, but she remained silent, waiting for an explanation.

“Who knows?  But to be honest, I’m not sure how seriously he takes me.  Before he left, he said he refused to take orders from me.  Then he said I didn’t have what it took to run the business.  Said I was too soft.  Then he made a few derogatory comments I won’t bother repeating, but they were true, nonetheless.  Then he said the only thing I cared about was myself and my horse and that I may as well bury myself in the stables and stay there.”

Anne heard the pain in Evelyn’s voice.  What Sebastian had said was mostly true.  Howard had bought Evelyn a horse when she turned sixteen.  That horse had become Evelyn’s life.  She’d spent as much time with it as she could.  Once college started, Evelyn had come over in the evenings to tend to it.  Evelyn treated it more like a child than an animal.  No matter what the hour, day, or season, Evelyn could be found at the stables.

Anne knew Howard had never forgiven himself for having bought her the mare for her sweet sixteen.  Four years later, the mare had tossed Evelyn over a cliff.
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Chapter Three
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Sebastian couldn’t believe his eyes when he arrived at the house the next afternoon.  The property was a mess.  The grass needed to be mowed, and there was a lot of it.  The trees and hedges were overgrown.  The roses ran wild on and over the trellises.  The scent of rotting fruit came from somewhere behind the house.  There was a lovely fenced-in patio and garden behind the house, and he knew there were a few fruit trees.  The apple tree had been his favorite.

This was not the stately home he remembered from five years ago.  The house looked all right, which relieved him.  It looked like it had been recently painted.  The gingerbread trim was white and the house itself was a light blue.  If he remembered correctly, it used to be a tan and beige color with a few light green accents.  It usually had sparkling windows that gleamed for miles, and the porch always had flower baskets that were well-tended and always seemed in bloom no matter what the season.  Now the windows were dulled a bit by a layer of dirt and the flower boxes were empty.  He’d known Howard had been ill.  He’d spoken to him often enough.  Sebastian had no idea that the house and surrounding land had suffered as well.  It wasn’t as though the house was run down; it was just that it lacked its usual immaculateness.

Sebastian got out of his rented car and took a better look.  There was no one about, but that wasn’t necessarily strange.  Howard liked to hire people to help with the house, but they didn’t live there, as a lot of wealthy people were known to do.  Even the housekeeper left at the end of the day.  Sebastian saw the minivan parked outside the house but saw no other vehicles.  The red sporty little car Evelyn used to drive was nowhere in sight.  He knew she lived here.  She’d moved out at eighteen, but she hadn’t gone far.  She’d moved closer to her school, but she’d spent her weekends here with her horse.  After her accident, it had been either move back home or hire a private nurse.  Evelyn had chosen to come home.  He figured she could have moved out again, but likely she was comfortable living off her grandfather.  Now that he was gone, Sebastian idly wondered if she’d continue to live off the estate or finally move back out on her own.

Sebastian saw the stable as he walked around the side of the house.  The storm shutters were closed and fastened, and the door had a deadbolt on it.  He looked around for any other sign of life.  Perhaps Evelyn didn’t live here, after all.  Evelyn was more attached to her horse than she was to most people.  That much he remembered well.  It was one of her greatest weaknesses as far as business was concerned.  She had always made sure to leave early enough from work to get home to tend her horse.  That was fine for the employees but not for the future boss.

But Sebastian also remembered what Anne had said just yesterday.  Evelyn did live here.  Anne had told him when she’d invited him to stay here until his things were shipped and he had a new place to stay.  Something around here wasn’t right.  It was his nature to find out what that something was.

Anne came down the steps just as he returned to the front.  He walked up the steps and kissed Anne’s cheek.  “I was just taking a look around.”

Anne looked a little embarrassed.  “I know how bad things must look.  We had to lay off the staff, and things have started falling apart.”

Sebastian was startled.  He shut the front door behind him and faced Anne.  “Are you broke?”

Evelyn spoke from a lounging chair.  “Yes.”

“Evie, please.  We aren’t broke.  We just have had a lot of expenses lately, and things are a little tight.”

Evelyn didn’t bother trying to sit up.  She’d tucked away the novel she was reading under the couch and had shoved the cane out of view when she’d heard his car.  She didn’t want to be caught reading her newest romance novel, and she didn’t want Sebastian to see her cane.  At least not yet.  “Why try to gloss over the truth?  Between my accident and Grandfather’s cancer, along with a failing business, we’re in more than a little financial trouble.”

Sebastian didn’t know what to say to that.  When Evelyn had said the business was in trouble, he hadn’t believed it to be to this extent.  In fact, with Howard controlling his two grandchildren, he’d expected the company to be in much better shape, no matter how sick Howard had gotten.

Anne sent a last disapproving look at Evelyn and turned her attention to Sebastian.  “I’ve been meaning to hire some people to take care of the yard.  I also have a cleaning team coming in after I leave for my trip.  I don’t want Evie to try tackling any of the jobs herself.”

“As if I would.”  The sarcastic statement wasn’t completely true, but it served Evelyn’s purposes.  She wanted Sebastian to think she was a lazy slob, and the look he was giving her told her he thought just that.  It made her feel better in some perverse way.  It was much better than him thinking she couldn’t do it.  It was that pride of hers again.  One of these days it would probably get her in trouble.

Sebastian took the chair Anne gestured to.  He took a good look around.  Things looked much better inside.  He’d bet that Anne had taken to doing the dusting and vacuuming.  Evelyn looked as if she had no intention of budging from her seat.  She was lounging around like a queen.

Anne left for only a second and came back with a tray she’d prepared for his visit.  “Have you thought about what we talked about?”

Anne never changed, Sebastian thought.  She always got to her point.  “I thought about it.  Tell you what, I’ll take care of the yard work in exchange for room and board.”

Evelyn choked a bit on her coffee.  “Room and board?”

Anne chuckled.  “You don’t have to earn anything.  But if you want to try to tackle that mess, I’d appreciate it.  I know how bored you get when you have nothing to do.”

Evelyn tried again.  “What room and board?  Is Sebastian staying here?”

Sebastian had the great pleasure of telling her.  “Anne invited me to stay here until I settle into a new place.  It will take a while to get my things shipped from my flat in London.  I need a place to stay, and Anne offered me a room.”

“You mean she asked you to babysit me while she’s away.”  She couldn’t believe that Anne had asked him to watch over her.  “I don’t need a keeper.”

“Anne disagrees.  She says you need someone around just in case.”  Sebastian didn’t understand the look on Evelyn’s face.  He knew she’d fallen off a cliff a few days after her non-wedding.  She’d been out riding at some local horse trails.  From what Howard and Anne had told him, she had been in bad shape.  She’d had a couple of surgeries to fix the injuries she’d sustained.  She still needed another one from what he understood, and she was still not completely better.  But she’d walked into the lawyer’s office just fine, and she had stood her ground, literally, when she’d confronted him about the business.  He figured Anne was just being overprotective.

But staying with Anne was a good idea.  He did need a place to stay until he could arrange to have his things shipped from overseas.  He hated living in hotels.  He hadn’t planned on staying in California, but now that he was a partial owner of Brown Chemical Labs, he had changed his plans.  Brown was a business he knew well.  He’d worked there longer than any of the other places he’d worked over the years.  Now that he had gotten used to the idea, it appealed.  He was ready to settle down.

He’d enjoyed Europe, but it was good to be home.  He’d been toying with the idea of moving back to the States for a while and had quit his job the month before.  He’d been tying up loose ends when he’d gotten the call from Howard’s lawyer.  He wanted to be closer to his children, and once he had a house, he could have them stay with him from time to time.  He hadn’t had the heart to drag them across the ocean again after their first visit.  He’d taken them for a few weeks and shown them England, Scotland, Ireland, and France, but Becky had worried excessively, and he’d brought them back a little early.  He came and visited them after that.  Now he could buy a house and spend more time with them.  But right now, he had to deal with Evelyn.

“Don’t worry; the house is big enough for both of us.”  Sebastian took a sip of his coffee, satisfied to have upset her.

“Don’t look at me that way.”  Anne gave Evelyn a stern look, one that was designed to show that she, too, could be just as stubborn.  “I’m leaving in less than two weeks, remember?  My friend Diana and I are going on a cruise.”

Anne addressed Sebastian.  “Everyone in the family has decided I should go.  I didn’t want to go so soon after Howard died, but then again, it might be good for me.  Diana is sure the fresh sea air will do wonders for me.”

Sebastian approved.  “I think it’s a good idea.  It’s been difficult for you these last few years.  Between Evelyn and Howard, you need a break.”

Anne thanked him and turned to Evelyn, who was getting ready to argue.  “I told you about it when Diana asked me to go three weeks ago.  You told me I should go.  I want someone with you.  It’s for your own good.”

“Isn’t that why everyone does the things they do, because it’s good for me?  Why don’t you try asking me once in a while what I think is good for me?  My body may be a mess, but my mind works just fine.”  Evelyn spoke, briefly forgetting that Sebastian was listening.

“I never meant to imply otherwise.  But you’re stubborn and you’re not always thinking straight when it comes to proving what you can and can’t do.  I’ll feel better if you’re not alone.  It’s either have Sebastian stay with you or I’ll sick Kimberly on you.”  Anne knew the threat hit home.

“It will never work.  Sebastian and I won’t be able to get along.  And just what do you think he’ll do for me?  I don’t see him waiting on me hand and foot.  I don’t picture him doing the laundry or the cooking and cleaning.  Besides that, he wouldn’t go out of his way for me.”

Anne gave an exasperated sigh and sent Sebastian a quick, apologetic look.  “Either Sebastian stays in the house with you, or I won’t go.”

“You lived with Grandfather too long.”  It wasn’t the most graceful acceptance, but it was all she had.  Living with Sebastian wouldn’t be that bad.  He’d be wrapped up in work.  But Evelyn made a fool of herself enough without having Sebastian witness her clumsy awkwardness.  She knew it was stupid to try to pretend nothing was wrong with her, but she felt the need to try.  Now she might be working with him temporarily, as well as living with him.  She couldn’t go around without the cane all the time; the back brace was mighty uncomfortable.

Evelyn glanced back over to him.  He was sipping his coffee as if she hadn’t just insulted him again.  He usually didn’t let insults go.

Sebastian was pleased with Evelyn’s wary look.  He knew they probably wouldn’t get along while Anne was gone, and most of the time he was sure he almost hated her.  But the thought that she thought he’d leave her to fend for herself when she needed him was disturbing.  Did she see him as some sort of sadist?  That he’d take pleasure in her pain?  He decided he didn’t want to know the answer to that.  With his bright green eyes, nearly black hair, and harsh features, he’d frightened more than one female.  Of course, the same looks attracted quite a few females as well.

The room was silent for a minute, then Evelyn took the initiative.  “It’s your house, Anne, and you’re welcome to invite anyone you like.”  She turned to Sebastian.  “I hope you can cook.  If not, you’ll starve.  Megan only comes in once a month to help out with the heavy cleaning.”

Megan was the housekeeper, and Sebastian remembered her.  She was in her fifties and still a very attractive woman.  She had long brown hair that she always had braided down her back, and she had a tall, trim figure she enjoyed showing off.  For as long as he’d known Howard, she’d run the house.  She took care of organizing the staff, and she’d done the cooking.  It was a pity she wouldn’t be around; the woman could cook.

“I’m sure I can manage.  I’ve been taking care of myself for years.”  Sebastian set down his cup and shook his head when Anne would have refilled it.  “I don’t keep staff.  I couldn’t afford them even if I wanted to.”

Anne cleared her throat.  “How are your children?”

Sebastian smiled and pulled out his phone.  He knew Anne would be dying to see pictures.  He’d made sure he had new ones on his phone to show her.  He loved his children, and most people adored them.  Lucy looked so much like him.  She had dark hair only a little lighter than his own, but it curled adorably around her face.  Her eyes were the same deep green.  But she had the small features of her mother and the full mouth that Becky had.  She even pouted just like her mother.  Daniel resembled his mother in coloring.  He had blond hair that was straight and shaggy along with his mother’s chocolaty brown eyes.  But he was getting sharp angles in his face as he grew older.  He would look a lot like him in the face.

Sebastian handed over the phone after pulling up the pictures.  “They’re great.  Daniel is getting excited about starting junior high.  He says he’s done with baby school.  Lucy’s upset.  She wants to start junior high, too.  She’d settle for Daniel staying behind.”

“My, how they’ve grown.  Daniel is starting to look a lot more like you.  Lucy still has the delicate look of her mother.”  Anne gushed over the pictures.  She’d never had children of her own, and it was one of her regrets.  “What are they, eleven and eight?”

“Eleven and nine.  They’re only two years apart.”  Sebastian took the phone Anne held to him, and he put it back without showing Evelyn.  He didn’t think she’d want to see them.

“How is Becky?”  Anne knew that Sebastian didn’t hold a grudge against his ex-wife.  They had just wanted different things.  Becky didn’t try to keep him from his children, and that was all that mattered.

“She’s fine.  Pregnant again.  She called and told me the news just a month ago.  She and Dwight are quite happy.  This is their third child together.”  Sebastian mock-shuddered.

“Does the thought of having five children running around scare you?”  Anne laughed at him.

“Let’s just say that it was hard enough with two babies running around.  We’ve been divorced for six years now.  I miss a lot of the bickering that goes on.  When I have Daniel and Lucy, they’re a handful.  Becky’s other two are only four and eighteen months old.”

“She got remarried quickly after the divorce, didn’t she?”  Evelyn spoke up and instantly regretted it.  She’d only spoken out of pique at having been ignored.  Not for anything would she ask to see the pictures, even though she was dying of curiosity.

“A year after.  She’d known him from work.  They’d been friends.  Dwight admitted that he’d been in love with her for a while.  Becky felt a little guilty at first.  She was newly divorced.  But she and I hardly saw each other the last two years of our marriage.  It was the last straw, as far as Becky was concerned, and she knew the marriage was over.  I wasn’t sure how I felt about her remarrying so soon, but I no longer had any say.  Dwight is good to Daniel and Lucy.  That’s all that counts.”  It was hard to admit that it had been his fault that Becky had given up on him and found someone else who could give her what she needed.  But he’d accepted the fact and now, with time, he agreed with her decision.  She was much happier with Dwight, and he was happier not having a wife nag him all the time about the amount of time he spent working.

Evelyn nodded.  She accepted another cup of coffee from Anne, so she’d have something to stick in her mouth to keep her from making comments.

The room was silent for a moment, then Anne cleared her throat.  “I hope you’re hungry.  I made lunch for us.”

Sebastian nodded, relieved that the questions about him and Becky were over.  “Starved.  I had an early breakfast and then I made a trip over to Brown.  I wanted to get some financial statements and ask a few questions.  David was there to show me around.”
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