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Paragon




Hayden was the youngest Buchanan to be fully vested into the family’s businesses. Obligations were important, so leaving New York came with the understanding of him being available. Hayden could be in any city or tropical destination by chartering a private jet, but he spent most of his time in Myrtle Beach. 

Less crowds, less noise, and Krista. 

Loving her was easy. A romantic weekend trip came with an unplanned visit from his cousin. Aunt Violet wouldn’t have patience, and Uncle Deuce wouldn’t be in the mood for whatever story Harlan would surely tell. Hayden will try to reel his cousin in before it’s too late.
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      [image: ]Early morning ocean breeze drifted in through the ceramic shutters. Krista shivered and her lush pout quivered. In any light, she was breathtaking. Krista was yawning, still gracefully elegant, and always my muse. 

“Apricot and bergamot. Hayden, you’re so incredible. You are. Oh, you’re leaving. I’m getting up. I have to.”

My pillow was pushed closer. Krista quickly cuddled with it. Her rambles were quieted with loving kisses. Egyptian cotton was gently draped over her soft curves.

Getting Krista situated wouldn’t take much. We were moving in the right direction until she released a cute grunt. Krista tried pulling me into bed. 

I chuckled, “Stop being defiant. You’re still sleepy. Settle in. Your alarms are set. Breakfast is waiting. Reheat, and you’re good to go. The coffee timer was set. Your lunch is on the second shelf. Juice is in the door.” 

Krista flopped back on the fluffy pillows with a yawn. “Thanks, but I want to see you off. Please, Hayden.”  

“Stop pouting. Rest for me. Can you do that?”  

Krista nodded. A kiss was to thank her. More gentle kisses calmed her. She relaxed into my caresses to sleep.

It was time to go. Locking up didn’t take long. Access was restricted to our floor. Keycards were needed for the elevator and stairwell. Krista liked our condos, and the rooftop deck gave us more than enough space and privacy. 

Ocean View was the most expensive building on North Ocean Boulevard. Uncle Deuce enjoyed luxury living. I liked quiet, so there were seasonal neighbors until Krista. 

My crush turned into more when she knocked on my door. Our kiss was the first of many. We were under the radar until the Summer Art festival. My cousins, Harlan and Rhett, came through to help. We had cool activities and art supplies for the kids. People hung out for days, hoping to catch us doing something. It didn’t happen. 

Grams and Aunt Violet were pushing for more Security after the flashing cameras at my art studio triggered Krista’s anxiety. We spent time alone. She was okay afterward, but our emotional check-ins were routine.

Building Security was working at home, but Krista liked her quiet walks. She and Tammy also liked hanging out at the SkyWheel, restaurants, and oceanfront bars. 

My best friend, Keith, suggested Private Security. Tammy’s boyfriend, Dex, was all the security the girls would ever need. No one could argue that, but sometimes, Ashley and Desiree were in the mix. Kildare was Personal Security for them. He and Dex would call an audible. Their backup, Miles and Chance. They were in charge of Security at Silhouette, so the girls weren’t restricted. 

My trip to the private garage went by with quiet contemplation. Arik was waiting. I motioned to the Security Office. “Your guys could’ve handled this.” 

“Being on time would’ve been late. You’re leaving. I’m always here for it.” Arik touched the security panel to unlock the door. “When should we expect you?” 

“Around seven this evening. I’ll call if anything changes,” I eased into my favorite sports car.

The metal door slowly opened. My engine purred while navigating the garage on a downward spiral to the exit. Traffic was checked before turning onto Ocean Boulevard.

Off season in Myrtle Beach was calm compared to the locations housing my art galleries. Cool weather meant less people, quiet nights, and dark tides.  

The sky was a mirage of misty purples. The drive was all palm trees and cool breeze. The airfield was quiet with only Aviation Security near the hangar. I parked and then politely spoke on my way to the jet. 

 Léonard was waiting. He was graying around the temples, but he was more fit than men half his age.

Léonard smiled, “Good Morning, Mr. Buchanan.” 

“Good Morning. It’s okay to use my first name.” 

“Absolutely not,” Léonard resented the implication.   

I chuckled, “Professionalism is still high on your list.” 

“It is. You tend to travel light.” 

“I do. My office has a wardrobe. I’ll change there if need be, but I would’ve stowed my luggage.”

“Constant humility. Deuce has taught you well.”

Léonard used my uncle’s first name often. Hopefully, he would do the same with mine, but it wouldn’t be today.

Léonard offered coffee and then he left to finish his safety checks. I tackled my agenda for the week. We were on our way to New York when Léonard set out breakfast.

Bacon, eggs, gruyère, roasted vegetables, and spinach. The quiche was a spicy combo of salty sweetness. Léonard took pride in his family’s recipe, rightfully so. 

We ate with misty clouds drifting by. Dawn came with flaming orange on the horizon. Above, the sky was the bluest it had ever been. Below, the fluffy clouds slowly lit with gold sparks. Orange wispy patterns were spiraling through. We were in the space above the clouds where the sun was brightest. I used to call it heaven, but it was the place where angels came to relax under the stars at night. 

Sunlight sparked in my eyes. Memories of my parents came in vivid flashes. I felt close to them when flying.

We were near LaGuardia Airport. We buckled in, and the jet landed safely, bumping and careening to a stop. 

Uncle Deuce was waiting with his coat collar turned up. Another brief flash, and he was twenty-four, holding my hand, and talking on the phone. His voice was low, and it sounded important. His arm went limp, and his head lowered in anguish. Emotional pain came with an awful feeling. Uncle Deuce was solemnly calm while talking about the crash. My parents died along with the pilots. Uncle Deuce hugged me, and it was the only time I had ever seen him cry.

Remembering it caused a dull ache in my chest. Grief has no mercy for the heartbroken, but my family tried to accept it. Granddad was to retire in a few years, but our sorrow sped up his timeline. Uncle Deuce was fully vested, so he was named Granddad’s successor. 

Uncle Deuce had tripled our family’s net worth by acquiring and streamlining businesses under various brands. Uncle Deuce tackled the toughest challenges without issue, but to this day, he’ll still say, telling me my parents died was the hardest thing he ever had to do.

Now, Uncle Deuce was on the tarmac, like he had been back then. He would keep watching the jet until I was in his line of vision. It had been that way for twenty years. 

Léonard chuckled, “Rain or shine. Deuce will be waiting for you and your cousins. It was good flying with you.” 

“And you also. Hopefully, you’ll get downtime.” 

“For a bit and then I’m off to another excursion.” 

“Safe travels.” 

“And you as well.” 

Léonard waited for the jet’s door to slide up. A cool wind swept through. Winter was harsh in New York. My wool coat and scarf were fixed while crossing the tarmac. 

Uncle Deuce was silently gauging my mood. There would never be a time when he wasn’t aware of everything and everyone. 

Uncle Deuce spoke over the wind. 

“How was the flight in?”

“Great. I’ve been flying for a long time. You don’t have to come to the airfield.” 

“I will continue for as long as I’m able.” 

“Which means always,” I said with a laugh. “Your schedule is probably blocked for the next two hours.” 

“Business happens around the clock. There will never be a time when I’m not available to you or your cousins.”  

“So that settles that.” 

“Indeed it does,” Uncle Deuce got into the car. 

I eased in to relax on the wide leather seat. 

“Good Morning, Colin, it’s good to see you.” 

“You too, Hayden,” Colin glanced in the rear-view mirror. “It’s good to have you back in the city.” 

I smiled, “Thanks. It feels like home.” 

Colin proudly replied. “Yep. It always will.” 

Uncle Deuce was already texting to follow up on whatever business matters he decided couldn’t wait. 

The drive from LaGuardia to the Financial District was thirty minutes without traffic. With it, well, that was a different beast. Living in the city was constant traffic, horns blaring, and clanging metal from delivery trucks.

Most people thought of music, pizza, sandwiches, and bagels, but it was everything. Our cultures, our food, our locations. The New York City Rush. People hated it or lived for it. Our family belonged to New York, and it to us. 


      [image: ]We arrived close to an hour later. Building Security was waiting. Good mornings and hellos were said while crossing the lobby. Business settings felt hectic to me. Everyone’s emotions kept flitting around under the industrial grade lighting. The private lounge next to my office would be in use. My belongings were ditched first. 

My office was monochromatic from the custom lights to the furniture to the original sketches in metal frames on the walls. I never strayed far from my creativity, but it would be a busy morning with four meetings before lunch. 

I lounged for fifteen minutes before leaving the quiet space behind. Uncle Deuce was already at the elevators. 

It was a quick trip down to the Conference Level. 

Myca was waiting. She had big brown eyes and springy curls cut into a trendy pixie. Myca was Aunt Violet’s executive assistant, and her most trusted person. 

Myca smiled at Uncle Deuce, “Good Morning, Mister Buchanan.” She glanced at me, “Hayden, don’t start.” 

“I’m not doing anything. Myca Carin, what’s wrong?” I immediately teased her only to get ushered down the hall. 

Myca was good at damage control when it came to Harlan’s situations and Rhett’s constant rejection of social settings. I was the artist in our family. No one expected normalcy from me, except Myca. She was like a bossy big sister. 

Myca relayed updates and then she finished with a warning. “Charles Winthrop will be attending in person.”  

Uncle Deuce chuckled, “Sounds like my sister knows.”  

Myca quickly nodded, “Yes. Miss Buchanan was not pleased to hear about it. She mentioned something about him not causing a scene or she would be on ten.”  

Uncle Deuce was still amused, “Only ten?”  

Myca solemnly nodded, “Ten is the highest.” 

“I’ll be sure to provide a buffer.” Uncle Deuce replied, knowing Charles would try his luck with Aunt Violet. He wanted to win her heart. She couldn’t wait to shatter his.

The glass doors opened, and Myca went in to speak with Rhett. Aunt Violet was eating breakfast. She looked younger than she was. The only tell was gray streaks in her hair. Aunt Violet said she wouldn’t use dye or lie about her age. She wanted to age gracefully like Grams. 

Aunt Violet was elegant, but most were wrong in thinking she was delicate. Aunt Violet was the only woman who hadn’t married into our family. All the Buchanan men respected or feared her, except our little cousins. She was their favorite. Aunt Violet believed in harmony, but she would impose her will when needed.

Aunt Violet waited until I was near to speak. 

“Good Morning. Why didn’t you call in for the meetings?” 

“I wanted to surprise you,” I kissed her forehead but didn’t offer my hand. “Good Morning. Stay settled. Enjoy your breakfast. I’ll be here all day. We’ll have lunch.” 

Aunt Violet nodded. She and Mom used to purchase the same expensive perfumes and lotions. The floral scent transported me back to Mom’s rose garden. Nostalgia happened. Aunt Violet was thinking of my parents too.

Asa and Mila Buchanan were missed. Even in death, they were loved, and our hearts were forever broken.

Emotion sparked in Aunt Violet’s eyes, but my smile calmed her. She finished breakfast with time to spare. 

Uncle Deuce always sat at the head of every table with Harlan and Rhett on either side. Aunt Violet was next to Rhett, and I sat next to Harlan. Five points. No one sat at the other end since Asa Senior passed, ten years ago. 

Granddad originally wanted all his sons named after him. Grams was against it. She said having their eldest carry his name was enough. Granddad didn’t agree. He said his first three sons would be nicknamed Ace, Deuce, and Trey. That way everyone could tell them apart. 

Grams agreed with him until Uncle Deuce was born. She named him Deuce Asa Buchanan. He and Dad shared two names. Grams always said she could’ve named Uncle Deuce whatever she wanted. Granddad was over the moon about having another boy. He forgot about repeating his name. 

Uncle Deuce and Aunt Violet continued our family’s legacy like Granddad and Dad would have wanted. We held onto our memories and grieved when we needed to. 

Everyone filed into the conference room. I attended meetings regularly, but my reputation preceded me. I was known for being the youngest Buchanan to be vested in at eighteen, but Uncle Deuce was only twenty-four when he became CEO. The title seemed to be as proxy because he didn’t answer to the board. We all answered to him. 

Uncle Deuce’s goal was to pass everything to the next generation of Buchanans. Except, no one was better at business. Saying it wouldn’t change what was expected. 

Myca was leaving. She quietly closed the glass doors. Whoever wasn’t in the conference room, wouldn’t be.

Charles Winthrop wanted to sit across from Aunt Violet. I ruined his chances. He paced back and forth, calmly speaking to people while vying for a better seat.

Charles had expensive habits from properties to cars. He took great care of himself. Women wanted him, but his heart was set on Aunt Violet. She was set on ignoring him. 

Uncle Deuce spoke, “Charles, choose your seat.” 

Mr. Winthrop quickly sat with Aunt Violet still in his sights. Harlan and Rhett were aware of their Mom being annoyed. Charles should pick his battles wisely. 

Uncle Deuce spoke with everyone. He took the time to hear about their teams and present challenges. Setbacks needed to have viable solutions. Rhett had full control of the projector from his high-tech tablet, so graphs were shown while reviewing financial metrics in terms of profitability. Our fiscal year had already begun. Budgets were approved. Current projects were presented and spoken on. Questions were asked and answered. 

Rhett spoke on facts and figures while maintaining eye contact and noting emotional cues. My cousin didn’t like wasting time with formalities, but he understood people’s need for comfort. Almost everyone lived in the present. Rhett didn’t. He was intensely aware of his surroundings. He didn’t need to experience them. Rhett was constantly working to understand the world on a profound level. 

Harlan smiled at everyone. He had a relaxed approach to speaking about projections and expectations. He knew everything about people, from their behaviors to what they were most likely to do and why. We all had charm, but Harlan could relate to anyone, anywhere, at any time. 

 Uncle Deuce made final remarks before thanking everyone for attending. The meeting ended. Everyone filed out. Myca stepped in to signal it was all clear. She quietly left again, closing the glass doors behind her.  

Uncle Deuce checked the conference phone to make sure everyone had ended the call. He put his code in to block the line. It was time for our family meeting.
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Harlan relaxed in his seat. “Mr. Winthrop and Mrs. Chambers are up to something. Glances were exchanged at the mention of our smaller companies being audited.” 

“Audits happen every quarter,” Aunt Violet replied. “They could be checking to make sure nothing’s amiss.”  

“Harlan is right to be wary,” Uncle Deuce sent a text and then he looked at Rhett. “What are your thoughts?”  

“This quarter will be reviewed weekly. I will visit our local companies tomorrow. We’ll know more soon.” 

Uncle Deuce nodded. “Keep me posted. Harlan, I’m told you and Chase Klein have an event this evening?” 

My cousin chuckled. “An auction is hardly an event. Wealthy older women will pay to spend time with us.”  

Aunt Violet was still reviewing her notes. “You and Chase are to take them out. Brunch, lunch, or dinner.” 

Harlan smiled, “I’m aware. We’ve participated in auctions before. Rhett, are you available for this one?”

“No. I’m not available for any. Not now or in the foreseeable future,” Rhett said without looking up from his tablet. He was working. The slides were still on the projector, so he could easily point out discrepancies. 

Harlan teased him. “Are you sure? It’ll be a good time.” 

“Will it?” Aunt Violet calmly questioned her son.   

Harlan laughed, “Yes. I’ll be on my best behavior.” 

“You’ll try,” she corrected him with a cautious glance. 

Harlan wasn’t fazed. “Mom, don’t worry. It’ll be fine.” 

“It needs to be,” Aunt Violet warned him. “I would hate to punch someone for mentioning my son.”  

Rhett spoke without looking up from his tablet.

 “Mom, that’s assault. You can’t hit anyone.” 

Aunt Violet calmly replied, “I can, and I will. There is a double standard, but not for me. If I had a daughter, and she was with a man twice her age, I wouldn’t hesitate to punch him in the face, but I don’t have a daughter. Only sons. With that being said, bail will certainly happen.” 

Uncle Deuce chuckled, “Bail shouldn’t be needed. Are you upset with the women paying for dates with younger men? Or that they are using charity fundraisers to do so?” 

“Both. The very mature women should absolutely know better, but this is the latest trend among others.” Aunt Violet shrugged nonchalantly. “That will possibly change.” 

“Or you will make it change,” Harlan teased her. “Mom, you’ll mention something, and everyone will rush to act as if it were an original thought. Influence. We all have it, and we all use it. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing, but you can’t stop older women from socializing with us.”

Aunt Violet’s dark-brown eyes sparkled. “Surely, you know that I can. Be a gentleman. Make sure to see them home. Do not encourage their flirtatious behavior. Grams will eventually find out. Mention our conversation to her.” 

Rhett agreed, “Speak to Grams. She might have it out with her friends at High Tea. It won’t go well for anyone.” 

Harlan chuckled more, “Surely not the women relaying info to her, but I’ll talk to Grams later this afternoon.”

Uncle Deuce spoke, “Very well. Onto business. Speaking of the Kleins, Alexander recommended Lockwood Industries for our increasing security needs.” 

Rhett put aside his tablet. “Interesting. Chandler has ethical hackers. They gained accessed to Morellis. The CEO’s previous pride had to be cast aside because the database was said to have been impenetrable.” 

Uncle Deuce was amused by Rhett’s statement. “Your sources are correct. Did you and Chandler discuss this?” 

“No, we haven’t. It will be fascinating to see his team work. TechRind is the most vulnerable since it’s a recent acquisition. Are software applications listed?” 

“Not yet. We are currently in the introductory stage. The software was exclusively designed for Lockwood Industries. The engineer lives and works in Miami.” 

“You have my attention. I’m curious,” Harlan said. “Maybe we’ve crossed paths. Do you have a name?”

“Yes. Phoenix De Cordova.” 

Harlan put thought into it and then shook his head. “The name isn’t ringing any bells.” 

Rhett interrupted. “He designed Phoenix Fire PDC software. The name is his initials. That’s damn clever.” 

Uncle Deuce laughed, “I thought so too. Apparently, he works on code and software in his spare time. Exclusive contracts could be one reason for keeping a low profile.”

There was something Uncle Deuce wasn’t saying. We all picked up on it. I asked, “One reason. What else? Are you saying Phoenix codes and designs software as a hobby?”

“Yes.” Uncle Deuce replied. “Phoenix De Cordova is a homicide detective for Miami-Dade. It seems Phoenix hasn’t missed his calling. Our contractors are vetted. Alexander and Chandler are aware. I reached out.” 

“That works for me,” I told him. “I’ll be in Miami this weekend. We can set something up to meet in person. Rhett, you’ll be looped in. Phoenix and I will call you.” 

My cousin nodded, content with knowing his questions would get answered. His brother, not so much. 

Harlan didn’t hesitate. “We should trade. It’s Miami.” 

Aunt Violet glanced at her oldest son. Maybe she was remembering the last time Harlan spent time in Miami. What happened could only be described as complete chaos. It was the only time Rhett had ever been detained.  He was questioned and released. Harlan had to make bail.  Stephens & Associates had been on voice dial ever since. 

Uncle Deuce intervened. “Hayden will handle it. Your schedule won’t allow for more. You’re expected in Texas.” 

“A Thursday night party at an oil tycoon’s mansion is boring,” Harlan sighed. “Uncle Deuce, you should go.”  

Our Uncle relaxed in his chair. “Of course, and you should take the helm. Accept the title as CEO for our enterprises and everything the aforementioned involves.”  

Harlan put up his hands in mock surrender. “Uncle, let’s not be hasty. I was suggesting you be in attendance.” 

“Having us both there wouldn’t be beneficial.” Uncle Deuce’s calm reply meant there was no negotiating to be had. Harlan still held his attention. “Your father reached out. He hasn’t been able to get in touch with you.” 

“I’m not available to him.” Harlan replied. 

“Uncle Deuce, we shouldn’t continue business with the Rutherfords. My father is looking for a bailout. Three of his companies will continue to lose money unless he turns things around. In ten years’ time, they will be finished along with the rest. I’m not concerned with his ventures.” 

The Buchanans, Kleins, Merricks, Montefiores, and Rutherfords were among the richest families in New York. And then there were the independently wealthy like Chandler from Lockwood Industries and Damien from West Inc. Both were mentored by Alexander Klein. 

Harlan being the next in line for the Rutherford fortune would benefit our family. It was generations of wealth and legacies. Harlan knew that, but his pride was in the way.   

Aunt Violet spoke to Harlan, “Ruthford Group and all his enterprises are your birthright. You are the eldest.”  

“Technically, I’m not. Father didn’t want us to have his last name. He could care less about his bastard sons.”  

“Sons outside of marriage,” Rhett stared at his brother.  

Harlan sighed, “You’ve stated the definition. Bastard child means born outside of wedlock.” 

Rhett warned him. “Say it differently. Change the term or don’t say it at all. I don’t like the way it feels.” 

Rhett rarely talked about his feelings. He had an analytical mind like Aunt Violet, so it always held meaning when he spoke on emotions. 

Harlan understood. He apologized to his brother, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have used it. I won’t in the future.”  

“Thank you,” Rhett went back to his reports, not concerned with how the discussion would turn out. 

Harrison Rutherford was a sensitive subject for Harlan. They’ve had conversations over the years, and my cousin was cordial toward his father if nothing else, so I wanted to respect his feelings and privacy. 

“I’ll be in my office.”

Harlan spoke against it. “Stay Cousin. You’re involved.” 

Rhett shot a warning glance at his brother. 

Uncle Deuce relaxed. “Something is being presented.”

Harlan respectfully spoke, “Yes. I’ve been considering this for a time. It’s true. Rutherford Group and most of my father’s companies would have been given to me. I would have been obligated to continue his legacy had I been named properly. As it stands, I am not his successor.” 


      [image: ]Silence. Unease would happen with Harlan’s next words. We all felt the tension, but he didn’t change course. “Uncle Deuce, I am not your successor either.” 

Uncle Deuce didn’t seem bothered by Harlan’s statement. He spoke, “You are a Buchanan. Are you not?” 

“Yes, I am if only as a result of my father being a coward. He should’ve been a man of his convictions.”  

Aunt Violet gently interrupted. “Harrison and I came from feuding families. I was twenty when you were born. Rhett came along and then I called off the wedding.” 

“I’m aware,” Harlan affectionately looked at his Mom. “Our father should have done right by you. By us. Regardless, of what my grandparents wanted.” 

Aunt Violet sighed, “Them not wanting you to have their name won’t change what happened. Our marriage would have joined two of the most influential families.” 

Harlan was confused, “You’ve spoken about Dad, but never in this context. Was it an arranged marriage?” 

Uncle Deuce spoke, “It was to be. Our fathers wanted it to happen, but Grams was against it. She didn’t care for the underhanded tactics of using their children as pawns.” 

Aunt Violet agreed, “Grandmother Marigold didn’t like our family. We were opposition to her and the rest. We still are. Harrison wanted to marry me to get back at his mother. I wanted to have a good time. I was young and wild. We never loved each other, not fully. Harrison still wanted to go through with the marriage. You were the first born for the next generation of both families.” 

Harlan shook his head, “I still won’t be managing his companies. Hayden should be next for ours. He has been involved in our businesses longer than myself and Rhett. He also has the highest percentage after Uncle Deuce.” 

I spoke to him. “Only because I have control of my dad’s percent and mine. Yours is split three ways with Rhett and Aunt Violet. Harlan, it won’t go up for a vote.” 

Uncle Deuce didn’t give him leeway either. “My high percentage is due to Granddad Asa. Once you are CEO, that will change. You will have the controlling percent.” 

Harlan didn’t concede. “That is a technicality. My father had thirty years to right his wrongs. He didn’t. If I am to be responsible for all his businesses and investments, I will dismantle the companies, and sell off stock until all are depleted, and the Rutherford name is dirt.” 

“You wouldn’t.” Rhett calmly told him. “Hard-working people with families would lose their jobs. People rely on work for income. Not all have the luxuries we do. You know this. Your emotions are clouding your judgement.”

“Maybe,” Harlan slumped in his chair. “Maybe I’m too close to see around it. Not everyone can compartmentalize like you. You have good rapport with the Rutherford family. You should work with our father. Hayden can be Uncle Deuce’s second. Our problems are solved.”

“We don’t have problems,” Rhett stated. “You have unresolved issues with our father. The entire family shouldn’t have to suffer because of him and Marigold.” 

“Grandmother,” Aunt Violet corrected him. 

“Grandmother Marigold.” Rhett said. “Father’s companies will be given to us. You can’t disregard this.”  

“Dad can have more children. Perhaps, he will claim them. He can’t break Mom’s heart without consequence.”  

Aunt Violet sighed again, “My heart wasn’t broken, not because of Harrison. We probably wouldn’t have lasted.”

Harlan refused to believe it. 

“This is the truth because of how it is now. No one can say what could’ve happened back then. It’s conjecture.” 

Harlan’s tone was sharper than Aunt Violet would have liked because her eyes flashed in anger. 

Uncle Deuce leaned forward in warning. 

His sister was almost six years older than him, but anyone causing her discomfort would get dealt with. 

Her sons and nephew were included.   

Harlan sensed the danger. He quickly acknowledged Aunt Violet’s mood. “Mom, I’m sorry for my tone.”

“You are forgiven. Dealing with your father may or may not come with challenges, but clearly, my not speaking badly about him has led you to believe things that simply aren’t true. Even if your father did change his ways and correct his past mistakes, he and I wouldn’t have married. I was young and naïve, but I chose the wrong brother.” 
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“Don’t ask. Harrison is our father. You know this. Asking won’t change the outcome. Leave it be.” 

Harlan wasn’t letting it go easily. He glanced at Rhett. 

“I know no such thing. He might be your father. If there is a chance Uncle Teddy is mine, I would like to know.” 

“He’s not,” Rhett calmly stared at Harlan. “DNA tests confirmed it. Harrison Rutherford is our father.”

Harlan groaned. “We took tests. When? Are you sure?” 

“Yes. Our tests were done at my request. You gave Doctor Kellan a sample via swab, years ago. You specifically said not to mention the results.”  

Harlan rubbed his chin. “It sounds like something I would say. Good enough. I’ll look at the results later.” 

Rhett replied ,“You should. The probability is ninety-nine point nine. Dad was more than willing to test since it was to confirm we are in fact his rightful heirs.”  

Harlan cursed under his breath. 

Rhett ignored it. “The wording is mine, not his. Requesting a sample from Uncle Teddy would cause unnecessary discomfort for him and Mom.” 

Rhett didn’t take his eyes off his brother. “Harlan, don’t ask. Uncle Teddy will do anything for us.”

“Very true. This is disappointing, nonetheless,” Harlan sighed. “There was comfort in not knowing the truth.” 

“You’ve always known,” Aunt Violet told Harlan. 

“Not completely,” he admitted. “We share some of his mannerisms, but Rhett and I took after Uncle Asa and Uncle Deuce. No one can say without a doubt, but you.” 

Aunt Violet was amused, “All you had to do was ask. This is the first I’m hearing of the DNA tests. I’m not the least bit concerned on how it came about. It seems you had your heart set on Uncle Teddy being your father.”  

Harlan didn’t deny it. “It would’ve been great news.” 

“Son, there isn’t a chance. My crush was prior to being intimate with your father. Teddy and I shared a few kisses. No. We kissed a lot. Often. We kissed all the time.”  

Rhett was indifferent to Aunt Violet’s teasing. Kissing was implied along with her teenage crush. Harlan couldn’t handle it. He groaned in frustration. “Mom, please stop.” 

“Why? There really was so much kissing,” Aunt Violet tease Harlan more. “Keep that in mind when you go off on a tangent about wanting Uncle Teddy to be your father. He’s not. We were young. We missed our chance.” 

Rhett respectfully spoke, “You broke your own heart.” 

“I did. I was a spoiled little Princess like Ashley.” 

I playfully groaned. Everyone laughed. Ashley used to be a nightmare. She was much calmer these days.  

Aunt Violet’s voice filled with emotion, “Granddad Asa, Grams, and my brothers were there through it all.” 

Harlan smiled, “Of course, you are loved, but it’s hard to believe you let Dad’s infidelities slide.”   

Aunt Violet’s eyes sparked intensely. 

“I didn’t. I had a fight with Harrison. He demanded I learn to love him. I was to accept his having sex outside our marriage as a natural thing. We argued, and I went home with tears streaming down my face to tell Asa.” 

I smiled from knowing it. “I figured Dad was involved.” 

Aunt Violet wistfully sighed, “My big brother was so great. Harrison’s cheating and everything else was spoke on through gut-wrenching sobs. Asa couldn’t stand to see me cry. Deuce couldn’t either. He was fifteen at the time. He ran off and came back with Asa’s car keys.” 

Uncle Deuce chuckled, “I always knew where his keys were. Asa had the coolest car. I was set on going with him to see Harrison, but he was against it.”  

Aunt Violet nodded. “Asa sped to the Rutherford estate. They were entertaining at the time. Asa parked his sports car right in their flowerbeds. He calmly walked into their party and beat the living daylights out of Harrison. Asa wrestled him through the house and then out to his car.” 

Uncle Deuce chuckled. “Asa abducted him. Harrison later said it was the most terrifying experience of his life.”

Aunt Violet smiled, “We heard tires screech in the driveway and then Harrison, screaming bloody murder. We rush out there to see Asa yanking him around. He slapped Harrison and then shoved him. He went flying across the driveway. Harrison was stumbling around. He didn’t want to fight, but Asa didn’t care. Harrison couldn’t get away, so he ran into the house, fearing for his life.” 

Rhett sighed, “Dad needed to get to safety.”  

Uncle Deuce agreed. “There was no safety to be had. Your Mom followed him, being the little terror she is.” 

Aunt Violet shrugged, “I wanted to punch him and keep punching him, but Asa had gotten the job done. I told Harrison the wedding was off, and he could go to hell. Asa wasn’t satisfied. He made Harrison sincerely apologize. Asa reminded him of his responsibilities to his sons. Harrison agreed and then Asa gave him the boot. He literally kicked Harrison in the ass on the way out.” 

My cousins were quiet. They never heard about their parents’ history. My question came during a break in the conversation. “What did Granddad and Grams say?” 

Uncle Deuce replied, “A great deal. Asa didn’t back down. He told Asa Senior how terrible everything had been for Violet. Her being married off shouldn’t have been considered. Granddad loved his family, but he didn’t like his son challenging him. They didn’t get a chance to hash it out because the police barged in to arrest Asa. He was taken away in handcuffs. Granddad’s anger changed direction. Asa Senior confronted Harrington. It was said he went into detail about Harrison’s behavior. Granddad was a cutthroat businessman, so Harrington knew their feud would only worsen. Grandad was willing to risk it all. He promised hellfire if the charges weren’t dropped.”

Aunt Violet spoke again, “Asa made bail before everything was taken care of, but he vowed to break every bone in Harrison’s body if he disrespected me again.” 

Rhett smiled, “Mom, this is interesting and amusing. Dad always says he has the utmost respect for you.” 

Uncle Deuce chuckled more, “Getting his ass kicked, change his perspective.” 

Aunt Violet calmly sighed, “We didn’t have a love story. Far from it. Harlan, you were my very first love.” 

Harlan teased his brother. “I’m Mom’s favorite.” 

“You’re not,” Rhett replied. “She loves us equally, but I’m her baby. That’s better than being her favorite.” 

Harlan laughed, “I can’t argue with that, little brother.” 

They reminisced until Uncle Deuce spoke. “Harlan, your request to relinquish your responsibilities hasn’t been responded to. Do you want this to go up for a vote?” 

Harlan shook his head. “No. Obviously, I am expected to take my rightful place. It was previously decided.”  

“It was,” Aunt Violet calmly looked at her oldest son. “I have already done what I had set out to do. My legacy is secure with you and your brother. I was born a Buchanan, and I will die a Buchanan. There will be no question of it.” 

Aunt Violet meant every word. No one would go against her wishes. A calm came that only happened with her. Aunt Violet believed in harmony and family above all else. 
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