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      "I want her out of here. Now. This minute."

      Although he hadn't raised his voice, there was no mistaking just how passionate he felt about the issue, standing there in a suit that probably cost more than his first house, Thornton mused unkindly.

      But then he sighed. "I don't know what you have against her. She's been a savior to me."

      "Ha! A savior—that's rich! She's barely out of the gutter. She's not a nurse, even. She's just a nursing "assistant."

      He held up his hand to interrupt. "I'm talking, and I'll thank you to shut up and listen while I do so. We don't speak much, but I'm going to talk a lot right now." He adjusted himself in his chair, his hips feeling uncomfortable but not wanting his son to realize that. "You know, I wasn't born yesterday and I haven't lost my marbles, despite what I know you consider to be my highly advanced age, and how much you'd truly enjoy that turn of events so that you could step into my shoes."

      His son managed to look affronted at that comment, but Thornton didn't buy it.

      "Before I hired her—almost a year ago, I'll remind you—I called all of her references and met her supervisor, who was in close contact with the both of us until I decided to hire her away from that agency and give her a better paid, full time position living here, with me." He gave his son a jaundiced look.

      "Yes, I know where she used to live, and this certainly is a step up," the younger man sneered.

      "You won't believe it, but I had to spend about four months trying to convince her to move in." His son outright snorted at that. "And don't you think I've had her investigated, as well as tested her honesty? I've left gold pens out on my desk that are worth more than she makes in a month. She's never touched them. As a matter of fact, one was under the desk and I didn't know it, and she gave it back to me. I've had girls in here taking care of me who would have gone out to lunch the first time I did that and never come back, with the pens in their pockets. I gave her my credit card number⁠—"

      Hugh looked alarmed at both things that had come out of his father's mouth. Apparently, he wasn't paying nearly enough attention to what was going on with his only remaining parent.

      "—one with a very small limit, of course—to go buy a few things for me, and she handed me back the card, with the receipt, and I never saw anything else come through on the card that I hadn't asked her to buy. Hell, she flat out refused to become an authorized user on the account! My wallet is on my bedside every night—and you know I hate plastic money, so it always has about five hundred dollars in it. She's never touched it.

      "She's trying to better herself, too. Besides being at my beck and call all hours of the day—even before she moved in—she's going to school to become a nurse." Smart, but world weary, rheumy eyes settled on his clear, piercing ones. "I'm well aware that she comes from the wrong side of the tracks. I'm also well aware that you have a tendency to forget that that's where I came from, too."

      The foreboding frown deepened under his father's eye.

      "I had nothing, growing up. We ate what your grandfather could shoot—deer, if we were very lucky, possum, even squirrel, if we weren't. And he hunted on the very land you're standing on." He could tell that his son was trying to suppress the urge to roll his eyes as he was subjected to a story he'd heard over and over again. "I was six feet at my tallest—although I've lost a few inches at my age—but if I'd had better nutrition when I was younger, I wouldn't have gotten rickets that bowed my legs and made me two inches shorter than I should have been."

      He paused a minute to catch his breath. "I got what I have, young man—what we have—because I worked and scraped and saved and fought for it." The white head bowed as if he no longer possessed the strength to hold it up. "I missed your childhood because I was busy trying to make sure you had a better life. That's something I've regretted all my life—that I wasn't there for your first steps, didn't go to your plays or football games, that I wasn't anywhere near as involved in your growing up as I should have been. But now, you're making me see that I have even more to feel guilty and regretful about than just that. Perhaps if I hadn't become rich, if you hadn't been given everything you wanted all your life, without having to work for it, then maybe you would've turned out to be a better person. Someone with a bit of empathy, who's less suspicious of those whose lives have been much, much harder than yours."

      He was glad to see that chiseled jaw flex in anger at his words.

      Hugh wasn't a bad person; he could just be stubborn about things that didn't happen the way he wanted them to—or people who refused to do the same. He had more of an ego than he was entitled to, as far as his father was concerned. Not that he hadn't done good things with the company—he had. But he hadn't built it from scratch; he hadn't had to sacrifice for what he had—he'd come into it when it was already one of the largest privately owned companies in the country and made it even bigger, and, the old man admitted, better, more efficiently run.

      Thornton Calumet rose, leaning on his cane much more than he wanted to in front of his big, powerful son, who reminded him so much of himself in so many ways—most of them physical. He was the absolute image of himself at that age—although Hugh was a big taller and more muscular than he had been.

      He hadn't had the benefit of a gym right off his office, though.

      But Thornton had done his best—as he'd become richer and more powerful—to reach back and raise up those who were behind him, those who needed a bit of help—money, a job, or even just a reference to a well-placed friend of his—to make better lives for themselves.

      Hugh didn't have that quality, or, if he did, he'd hidden it damned well for somewhere around thirty years.

      Not for the first time since he'd become sick, he wished he knew his son better than he did, although he was pretty much resigned to the fact that it was too late to rectify that situation.

      "I'm afraid, son, that, since I have stubbornly—and, I'm sure you think, inconveniently—managed to hang around, the bottom line is that I still own everything, including the house you're standing in. The salary that you receive as the CEO of my company paid for the clothes you wear, the cars you drive, and makes you just that more attractive to the women you fuck, whom I'd wager probably have no idea that you don't really own anything yourself."

      Thornton's eyes narrowed. "How that must gall you—a man who so obviously thinks quite a lot of himself."

      Hugh grunted at that but remained standing there, big hands balled in his pockets, unnaturally still, looking down at the suddenly stark vision of his frail father, the man who had always starred as a larger than life figure in his mind.

      Tentative, slow steps brought him 'round and got him—barely—to the door to his own study, where he turned to look back at his only progeny.

      "She will stay until I say she should leave, Hugh. She's just about the only ray of sunshine in my life, and I won't give her up just because you don't like her."

      "It's not that I don't like her, Father; it's just that I think she's likely to take advantage of you in your…" He searched his brain for a delicate way to say it, but there really wasn't one. "…weakened state."

      "I'm old; that I'll give you. But I'm sharp as ever up here." He tapped his temple with an arthritic forefinger. "You don't think—at my age—that I can spot an opportunist? I was routing them out of my company—and my bed, even after your mother took me on—long before you were born, sonny boy."

      That was a visual without which Hugh could have lived quite happily.

      And damn, he hated it when his father used that nickname, in particular. Somehow, it made him feel like some young upstart, when he was pushing forty, for Chrissakes!

      "And she is not one of them."

      Hugh sighed. "Well, I guess, eventually, one or the other of us will be proven right."

      Turning back to pass through the door, Thornton continued. "And I intend to be around to watch you eat that crow."

      Despite how annoyed he was by the old man, Hugh rushed to stand in the doorway and offered, "Why don't I call Lisa to come help you, Father?"

      Without stopping his excruciatingly slow progress, the other man threw back, "In lieu of you actually stooping to help me yourself? Yes, that would be preferable. At least I know she truly wants to help me, because she cares about me. All you want to do is help me into an early grave so you can have all of this for yourself."

      Grinding his teeth together fit to break them, Hugh managed to remain silent as he watched his father totter gingerly across the large foyer. He'd already texted Lisa, who dutifully met him before he made it to the small elevator.

      "There you are," he exclaimed as she looped her arm through his free one. Hugh's eyes narrowed as he noticed that she seemed to go to great lengths to make it look—and make his father feel—as if he was the one escorting her, not the other way around. "I knew you'd find me, even if my son couldn't be bothered to call for you."

      "He did call me—he texted me."

      He had to give her credit for telling his father the truth when he doubted she knew that he was watching and listening.

      "What did you expect him to do—stand in the middle of the foyer and bellow for me? You wouldn't be at all happy with that, either."

      His father stopped short, giving Lisa a look that Hugh himself well recognized. "Don't get sassy with me, young lady."

      "No, sir," she replied, tongue firmly in cheek, giving him a fond look.

      "No, I expected that he'd help me himself, but I guess that's too much to ask of such a grand man such as himself."

      There was a loud, unladylike snort, and just as the elevator doors closed, he heard, "As if you'd let him help you, even if he'd tried! You just wanted him to offer, so you could have the pleasure of turning him down!"

      He had to admit he was somewhat touched—and very surprised—to hear her defending him to his father as well as calling the old man out quite astutely—and sharply—for his own skewed behavior.

      Hugh shook his head. Those two actions hardly negated what he was quite certain was her goal—to get ahold of as much of the family money as she could. She was hardly the first woman to try to get at a family's fortune this way, but he intended to do everything he could—everything he felt he needed to—to stop that from happening, regardless of his father's reassurances.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa guided Thornton to his room. He was already in his dressing gown and pajamas, having dressed himself, however slowly, in her presence earlier, before his much anticipated—and dreaded—meeting with his stubborn son.

      And he wasn't the only one who wasn't too keen on his having a chat with that overblown jackass. Lisa had been quietly sitting in her room, which was next to Thornton's for convenience, wondering if she should be getting her things together to leave, while they were deciding her fate in the big study downstairs.

      As she helped him lift his legs up onto the bed—really lifting very little in order to encourage him to continue strengthening his muscles, but rather just providing a bit of support for something he could do on his own—she asked, only half kidding, "So, am I expected to get outta here in the morning?"

      She was unprepared for the old man's response. He reached up and grabbed her wrist—in a move she would have shaken off and gotten angry about if it was anyone but him—with a strength that was a throwback to how strong he must have been in his prime, probably as strong as his son looked. "Don't you even think about that!"

      Lisa tugged sharply, and he let her go with not a little reluctance.

      "Think about it?" she huffed, arranging his multitude of pillows behind him as he lay back against them. "I was planning on it! My bags are practically packed!"

      He looked stricken. "No! I won't have it! What I say still goes in this house, whether or not Junior likes that idea!"

      "He's not a junior," she commented blandly, hoping to calm him as she pulled the sheet up over him, which was all he liked at first when he went to sleep. Lisa also made sure that he had the rest of his covers easily at hand, along with the remotes for his TV and fan. She'd long since Velcroed the backs of them together so they would stop getting lost.

      "Close enough," came his agitated grumble.

      "Have you done your meds?"

      Thornton glared up at her as she reached for the cup she'd already filled—the one with a flat base and a handle that he had less trouble holding on to, as well as a cover, so that he now rarely spilled anything on himself. "You know I haven't; I just got up here! And stop trying to change the subject." His tone was sharp, but she knew he wasn't really angry with her.

      "I'm not trying to do that. I'm trying to get you into bed and to face reality. That man does not want me here, and I have to admit that I can see his point. I'm not really supposed to be here."

      "You're damned well supposed to be here if I say you're supposed to be here." Then he blushed charmingly. "Sorry for the language."

      That made her chuckle softly, and Thornton allowed himself to relax a bit at that. "Gee, I wonder where he gets his stubbornness from? Seems to me, the stink bomb doesn't fall far from the originating bullshit-filled mushroom."

      "Do you think you could torture that metaphor a bit more for me?"

      "You know I could!" She grinned.

      That, too, was one of the reasons he liked this woman. She was smart—she didn't have an advanced degree, but she was well-spoken, and they had each taught each other a few new words every once in a while. Most of the ones he'd learned from her had to do with the world of computers and the internet—both of which he was less familiar with than he would like to be—but learning was learning.

      Just as she was reaching to turn off the lamp on the nightstand, he caught her arm again, more gently this time.

      "I won't let him drive you away, Lisa."

      Her smile was much less confident than he wanted to see. "Well, I'm not going to allow myself to be that easily driven out, but blood is thicker than water, and time will tell."

      Thornton didn't like hearing that from her any more than he did from his son.

      "Not in his case, it isn't. And old age and cunning will always triumph over youth and skill."

      She laughed at that, and he felt young again for a short moment. "In your case, I don't doubt it one bit. You've had decades more experience at being a stubborn old coot than he has."

      "Hey!"

      Her eyebrow rose as she gazed down at him, hands on her hips. "Truth hurts?"

      He actually growled at her. "Get out of here, before the stink bomb accuses us of doing indecent things in here."

      Thornton was incredibly, quietly thankful that she hadn't scoffed at that idea outright, bless her heart.

      Instead, Lisa just grinned and headed for the door, saying, "Good night, Mr. Calumet," and hearing a long-suffering sigh from behind her.

      "How many times have I told you to call me by my first name?"

      "And how many times have I told you that's not professional, and therefore, I refuse to do so?"

      His, "A million, at least, stubborn woman!" was not particularly gruff.

      "Says the equally stubborn man," she teased back.

      "Good night, Lisa. Thank you for putting up with this old fool like you do."

      "It's truly my pleasure, Mr. Calumet."

      As she closed the door, she heard him reply softly, "Liar."

      She should save herself the annoyance and go back to her room, where more studying awaited—as always—but he was here, and she didn't think she'd ever sleep comfortably when that man was in the house. Although he hadn't said as much to her face—yet—Lisa had a pretty good idea that he'd never really thought much of her, and she could only imagine what he thought about the fact that she'd actually moved into his father's house.

      And she didn't want to go to her room. She hadn't eaten much at dinner—one she'd made for him, since convincing Mr. Calumet that he didn't need to spend the money for a fine French chef when he could no longer eat much of what the man cooked. Rich, heavy sauces, filled with cream and salt and butter, were no longer his friend.

      In fact, Lisa had encouraged him to cut the size of his staff dramatically, leaving them with one gardener, a chauffeur, and one housekeeper—because she drew the line there—and he had agreed with her.

      She'd been very touched about how he'd handled letting the rest go. He'd winnowed them down, but he had been very careful to retire them with a generous severance package—which was the majority, since most of them had been with him for decades. Or he'd gotten them jobs in another of his concerns, so it was always a lateral move for them, rather than anything detrimental in any way. If they wanted to leave his employ entirely, he'd written them glowing reviews and given them a month's salary, to boot.

      Junior's—Hugh's—impending visits always put her off her food, since he did nothing to alleviate the nervousness he caused in her.

      So, Lisa decided to rummage in the kitchen, knowing that there were leftovers of tonight's meal—a heart healthy, low sodium chicken and vegetable casserole that she'd made—in the fridge.

      Feeling ridiculously like a spy in what she'd been encouraged to feel was her own house, she had to suppress the impulse to look both ways as she came down the elaborate staircase, then she crossed to the door that led to the kitchen.

      Minutes later, she had a bowl of happiness warming in the microwave as she poured a glass of ice water for herself, setting it in front of the place she usually used at the bar that was on one side of the enormous kitchen island.

      While she debated about whether or not to indulge in something sweet, she heard a slider open and knew what that meant, stiffening immediately out of her formerly relaxed state.

      She was going to have company.

      Oh, joy, she thought.

      Oy vey was more like it.

      That was when the man in question rounded the corner into the kitchen, making her rethink how hungry she was, not that she was going to let it show that she wanted to turn tail and flee.

      "Doesn't my father feed you?" was his first conversational gambit as he leaned the long length of himself against the door jamb, crossing his feet at the ankle and his arms over his chest.

      Lisa drew a deep breath, cautioning herself to be calm. "I wasn't very hungry at dinner."

      "Tsk. Don't tell me that my father let you get away without making sure you were a member of the clean plate club?"

      There was something in his tone when he said things like that that made her shiver involuntarily. He sounded Dommish, and she wasn't at all sure how she felt about that. Well, she wasn't sure how she felt about it intellectually anyway. Her body was having no such qualms, which was another cause for alarm entirely.

      "When he bothered to be there, he never let me leave the dinner table if there was so much as a speck of food still on my plate."

      "A perfectly understandable attitude for someone who didn't get much to eat as a kid."

      Hugh frowned, as if that was the first time that correlation had been brought to his attention. "I suppose so."

      The ding sounded that her meal was ready, and she brought it to the bar, refusing to allow him to push her out of the kitchen.

      She spread a napkin over her lap—something she would never have bothered with if she was alone. Hell, she considered paper towel to be fine linen!

      "What is that?" he sniffed.

      "It's a chicken casserole, but there's a third of the usual chicken and two-thirds healthy veggies, with a little bit of low fat sour cream, a tiny amount of parmesan cheese and cayenne pepper, and a lot of garlic." Without another word, she got down and made him a bowl, which she put in the microwave. When it was done, she got him a spoon and a napkin then put it in front of the seat next to her at the bar. "Have some."

      He was hungry, and it smelled damned good. Food was low on his list of necessities—he only ate when he was hungry.

      "Unless you think that peasant food will contaminate your no doubt highly refined palate."

      Hugh shrugged out of his jacket, putting it over the back of the stool before taking his place. "I'm not a snob about food."

      "Well, that's one thing, anyway. Maybe you're not so bad, but I won't get my hopes up." She was done, having wolfed it down in a manner she knew that Thornton would have hated.

      "My, you eat quickly," he commented as he tucked into a big spoonful of the unappealing looking meal—but it tasted damned good. "I'd have heard about that, too."

      "I hear about it, too. Your father is trying to break me of that habit. He's not having much luck." She was washing her bowl and spoon, then wiping down the counter as she spoke, not paying him much attention—or so it seemed. The truth was that every nerve in her body was on edge because of him. If he so much as blinked, she knew it, without having seen it. "Besides, it's probably smart for me to eat it before you try to convince me—or come out and just tell me—to get the fuck out."

      He let that slide, for the moment, because an errant part of him wondered if he would have any more success at convincing her to eat more slowly, considering how he preferred to encourage his partners to behave, but he couldn't say that to her, of course.

      And now he wished he hadn't had that thought as she stood there, obviously nervous around him, yet having made him dinner without having been asked. She was a girl of average looks, but she was downright pretty when she smiled, although that was never at him—it was always at Father.

      Hugh's mouth formed a thin line as his gaze lingered on her. No doubt she thought that that was making her points with the old man as she lay in wait. He was quite sure that she was going to try to take advantage of him in some way or other, even if it was just to weasel her way into the will, somehow.

      But he did wish she didn't look so cute as she puttered around the kitchen.

      And she did cook well—whatever the slop was, it was great, and he ate his almost as quickly as she had hers.

      Lisa took his bowl almost as soon as he'd finished, running a damp cloth on the granite countertop in front of him, then washing the bowl and spoon before heading toward the door.

      She stopped, unexpectedly, though, and faced him. "If you're going to tell me to get out, I wish you'd do it and get it over with so that I can tell you to go fuck yourself. I'll sleep better if we get that little dance out of the way."

      "You talk to my father with that mouth?"

      The little termagant had the audacity to look appalled at him calling her out on her use of the vulgarity. "That's what you took away from what I said?"

      "One of the things," he answered lazily, turning his seat so that he was facing her.

      "Just for your edification, I do my best to curb my language around your father. I respect him, and I don't like to use language like that around him."

      "But I'm fair game?"

      All she did was smile, and even though it wasn't a pleasant one in the least, it still lit up her face to a degree that made him shift in his chair, casually and strategically arranging the napkin that remained in his lap.

      Her, "I didn't say that," was delivered in a low, even tone that his body obviously found incredibly sexy for some reason.

      "I do want you out of here," Hugh obliged, "and, when I have to, I don't fight fair. You've been warned." The man was tall enough that when he got off the bar stool, he didn't have to step down very far, unlike her, who had to jump down from a considerable height like a child. He took one step toward her, watching her hand clench the door knob as if it was going to save her from him.

      "Go fuck yourself," she answered, disappearing through the door as she did so.

      "Good talk!" he yelled after her.

      "Fuck off!"

      "Again?"

      No response.

      Then he sighed, realizing he'd done what he'd vowed on the way to the house he wouldn't do. He'd intended to just sit her down and tell her to go, to offer her a generous sum to do so, even, if it came to that, although it rankled him to have to do that.

      But—as estranged as they were—he intended to protect his father at all costs from scheming little girls whose breasts would probably fit perfectly into his hands and whose sassiness obviously needed a firm correction—or fifty—square on that beautiful behind of hers.

      Damn!

      His mind and his body had never rebelled at the same time. Usually, one or the other very important part of his body remained sane enough to keep him out of trouble.

      He tapped his finger against his lips.

      It was turning out that she was more dangerous than he'd thought. But had to get her away from his father somehow.
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