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CHAPTER 1


Finn

 

Amy’s completely naked. She gets a kick out of prancing around naked because she knows what it does to me. She sees what it does to me. 

I have to unbutton my pants to make room for what it does to me.

She’s the sweetest woman I’ve ever known, not much more than a girl when we first met. And now, on our wedding night, her personality is still girlishly, irresistibly sweet. 

The rest of her is all wanton woman.

She glides a hand down the center of her cleavage, then cups one breast. The nipple goes taut and pert. Then she slides her hand all the way down the front of her tight little body, until she’s touching herself. Caressing herself. 

I know exactly what that hot satin feels like beneath her touch because I’ve been there. Many times. My fingers have teased and probed between those creamy thighs so often that sometimes I don’t know where she stops and I begin.

We are one.

And now it’s legal. Paired forever.

’Til death do us part.

We’ve made plans. She’s happy to be a Navy SEAL wife. She’s turned our modest military housing into a home. She’s made friends and charmed the neighbors. We want four children. Maybe five.

Maybe six.

Amy has a few adorable quirks, and one of them is her preference for eating in bed snuggling up against me. Anchovy and pineapple pizza is her favorite. I hate anchovies.

But I love her.

So I eat the damn pizza and I’m happy about it.

I love my Amy.

Not a day goes by that I don’t stop to wonder at how I, Finlay MacLaine, became the luckiest bastard in the entire world. I’m the man who got to marry Amy. My children will be fortunate to have her as a mother. Any dependent housing the Navy throws my way will become my home, because she’ll be there.

None of my brothers have gotten married, and they say I’m too young to know what I’m doing. They say I should play the field. But I’m not playing the field, ever again. There is no field. I don’t think there ever was. Because from the moment I laid eyes on her, it’s been Amy and me.

No other woman in my life.

She saunters over to me, and when she’s just within reach, I outstretch my hand and touch her flat belly. The skin here is so smooth. I glide the back of my index finger over it, and her skin reacts to my touch, pebbling with goose bumps.

Amy catches her breath, and her light blue eyes darken. Just this simple touch makes her pupils dilate. Her reaction feeds my own desire.

I wrap my arm around her and pull her close. My mouth replaces my hand. I kiss her abdomen, tasting her sweetness. From experience, I know that she’s sweet everywhere.

Dipping my head lower, I taste that paradise between her legs. She tilts her head back and moans with pleasure, and in one swift movement, I swing her around onto the bed and lie on top of her, resting my weight on my forearms on either side of her. I separate her legs with my knee, and then I sink slowly, deeply inside her.

Just.

Like.

That.

She wraps her legs around me and flashes me a mysterious smile.

“What? You keeping a secret?” I kiss her deeply, feeling my cock twitch and grow inside her, but I don’t move. I’m teasing her now, pretending not to notice how she squirms under me. How she pleads for satisfaction. I don’t want to see her suffer, but it will make her satisfaction all the sweeter.

“I am,” she says. I feel her smile widening beneath my lips.

Then she giggles. That giggle is the most delightful sound I’ve ever heard. I stop kissing her and look down at her face. She’s smiling still. And I was right. It’s not her usual smile. It’s mischievous.

And more. I detect something potent there. Joyful.

That in itself isn’t unexpected. It’s our wedding night. Just a few hours ago, we swore to love and cherish each other forever, and now she’s mine, and I’m hers, and I know that I’ll be happy as long as I hold breath in my body. 

Because Amy is with me.

We’ve been making love nonstop since the ceremony, but this smile is so saucy that’s it’s got me curious.

“What’s going on with you?”

She squirms beneath me. “I know something you don’t.”

“Is this twenty questions?” I like her playfulness, and I can’t get enough of her playing with me. I’ve received ten days of leave for my honeymoon, and I hope she plans on playing with me every minute of it.

But I can’t remain still another second. I thrust my hips into her, and her head falls back. She meets me thrust for thrust, tightening around me, possessing me.

Loving me.

She brings her lips to mine again. It’s intense and sweet, and we reach another climax together. I roll us onto our sides, still attached, me still a part of her. Our faces are no more than an inch apart, and when I gaze into her eyes, I once again know I’m the luckiest man in the world.

“Have you guessed yet, Finn?” 

I make a show of trying to figure out her deepest, darkest secret. “Did you eat all the barbecue potato chips again?”

She play-punches me in the shoulder. “You know I ate those yesterday. Unless you got another bag." Her eyes flash. “Did you get another bag?”

I try not to laugh. “Well, let’s see, then. You won the lottery? I mean, we won the lottery? Because I hate to break it to you, but as of four hours ago, what’s yours is mine. Communal property, baby.”

“I won the lottery the day I met you.” She caresses my cheek, her expression becoming tender.

Her pretty face sends a shock-wave of emotion through me, and I wonder, as I often do, how a human being can be as loving and kind as Amy is. How does she manage it?

“But you’re on the right track,” she says. “Keep guessing.”

“Okay. Don’t tell anyone on my SEAL team what I’m about to say, but I give up. Spill it, Mrs. MacLaine. Share your big secret with me.”

She shoots me the smile again, and she takes my hand and places it between us. At first I think she’s revving me up for a second round of honeymoon bliss, but she stops at her belly.

“That’s my secret, sailor.” Her whisper is soft. Her eyes fill with tears.

Fear grips me. My body goes rigid. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing bad,” she laughs. “Seriously? You haven’t guessed yet? Not with your hand on my stomach?”

I press my hand to her stomach, as if the answer is there. But it isn’t. It’s just her normal belly. The one I love so much.

She bursts out laughing. She pushes me away a few inches and rolls over on her back, still laughing.

“What is it?” I’m starting to freak. “You need to tell me.”

“For a brilliant man, you sure can be dense sometimes.” She jumps up from the bed. “Be right back!”

I watch her jog to the bathroom. When she returns, she hands me a plastic stick. It’s a pregnancy test. And it’s positive.

The blood rushes from my head. I stare at the little blue lines and swallow hard. “Really?” I look up at her.

She nods. Her smile is back, and so are the tears.

“Really?” I ask again, more to the universe than to Amy.

She nods. “And I’m going to get sooo fat,” she says, giggling.

“Come here.” I pull her back into bed and roll with her until she’s stretched out on top of me. I pull her close and breathe her in. “I’m so happy, Amy. You make me so happy. This is incredible news.”

“I can’t wait to meet our son,” she whispers in my ear. “Because we both know it’s going to be another MacLaine boy.”

“Dad!”

My head swims.

“Dad-deee! I need help with my basket. Is this how I’m supposed to hold it?”

I snap out of my daydream. Or was it a dream? Did I fall asleep?

I sit up on the patio chair on our back deck. That was too real, too detailed. It was like I was transported back in time. Amy was alive. She was pregnant. Our future was bright and perfect.

I felt her warmth. I heard her giggle. I could smell her.

I rub my face with my hands. This was torture.

“Is this the way I’m supposed to hold the flower basket for Cal and Victoria’s wedding tomorrow?” Jasmine stands over me, peering down into my face with concern. I don’t want her to see the pain I just brought back with me.

I smile and pat her back. The touch seems to reassure her that her dad hasn’t lost his marbles. And it sets my mind at ease that I’ve returned to reality. That my eight-year-old daughter is real. That she’s right here with me.

Even if her mother isn’t.

 



CHAPTER 2


Finn

 

The sun is beginning to set, just as planned. The vows are timed to occur just when sunset is at its peak, spilling its colors on the surface of the lake behind Cal and Victoria’s place. I’m standing on the dock with Jasmine, waiting for our cue. I’m Cal’s best man. Summer—our favorite ranch hand—is Victoria’s maid of honor. Our family’s reverend is the officiant.

Jasmine is the flower girl. It’s a job she takes very seriously, and one she’s approached with a great deal of enthusiasm. It’s the way she does everything. I glance down at her. She looks so much like Amy today, with that sparkling smile, her pretty face, and the way her hair is swept back and held in place with flowers.

Amy should be here for this moment in Jasmine’s life.

Amy should be alive.

I pull myself together. This is Cal and Victoria’s special day, a joyous occasion. The last thing anyone needs is a grieving, guilt-ridden, sorry-assed widower ruining the vibe.

“You look very beautiful today, Jasmine.”

She looks up at me and rolls her eyes. “Yes, I know, Dad. But thank you.”

Victoria calls this stage of Jasmine’s life her “pre-tween years.” All I know is that I can’t tell what end’s up with my kid these days, what will annoy her, what will make her feel as if I’m babying her, or what will indicate that I haven’t been paying attention to the changes she’s going through.

It’s worse than hell week of SEALs training. I think I’ll ask the good reverend for an extra prayer on my behalf.

We’re waiting for the service to start, and I have to admit, they sure picked a perfect day. It’s a warm seventy-five degrees but with no humidity. A flawless blue gemstone of a sky shelters us from above. The lake is a crystal sheen, disturbed only when the ducks and geese take off or land.

I’ve spent much of the day trying to get the groom to cool his jets. It’s been a thankless task, and an impossible one because my oldest brother refuses to admit he’s feeling nervous. 

There’s nothing to be nervous about, he said. Victoria is the love of his life. He never thought he could be this happy. He’s the luckiest man on Earth.

He said all this while his hands shook so badly I had to tie his tie for him. We almost came to blows when I tried to help him with his cufflinks. But it worked out. His Armani suit matches the one I’m wearing today and is also similar to what Evander, Declan, and Special K are wearing. Cal’s tie is a cream satin to match Victoria’s dress, while the rest of ours are black. Except for Evander, who chose a dusky blue tie that he says accents his eyes.

I haven’t seen Victoria’s gown, but Jasmine tells me it looks a lot like her own flower girl dress, except without sleeves or a pink bow tied in the back. My little girl is so proud of that dress that I took several photos of her before we walked to the lake. Then I took a few selfies of the two of us.

A girl and her dad.

Staring at those photos afterward, I wished I could freeze this moment in time. Jasmine is growing up. She no longer wears her princess dresses on a daily basis. She chose to go shopping with Victoria instead of catching frogs down at the river with me.

She’s beginning to need what I can’t give her.

I’ve been father and mother to her since the moment she drew her first breath. That was the best day and the worst day of my life, all rolled into one. It was the day I said goodbye to my wife and met my child.

Eight years later, I worry I’m failing them both.

Jasmine grabs my hand and squeezes it tight. “I love weddings,” she says to me. “I love my shiny shoes, and the gift bag Victoria gave me with lip gloss, a hair scrunchie, and ten Reese’s peanut butter cups.”

I smile down at her. “And don’t forget that you get to dance with your dad later.”

She shrugs. “Summer says that if anyone tries to dance with her at the party, she’ll kick them in the ’nads, but when I asked her what ’nads are, she told me to ask you.” 

My eyeballs bug out. I’m going to throttle that girl. “I’m duly warned,” I say, raising my hands in surrender. “No dancing with Summer.” 

“She’s wearing a dress, though,” Jasmine whispers. “But she said no way to high heels. Auntie Phyllis had to fight her to put on a bra.”

“This is too much information for me.”

“Oh, Dad,” Jasmine says, chiding me. “You’re such a guy.”

Jasmine used to call me Daddy. Recently, she’s started making the switch to Dad. I think I’m being demoted.

“What do you mean I’m ‘such a guy’?” I find that she’s turned away from me, facing the house. She doesn’t want to miss it when Victoria and Summer make their appearance.

Cal comes walking down the lane. He spots me and makes a beeline in my direction. He’s suited up. A barber arrived this morning to give all the MacLaine men shaves and haircuts. Cal doesn’t have a hair out of place, and I wonder if he’s got gel in it because it’s not moving in the breeze.

When he reaches me, he grabs my lapels and pulls me toward him. “Don’t tell a soul what I’m about to tell you. Got it?”

“Uh, sure?” I try to remove his hands from my suit, but it’s no use. He’s clamped on tight.

“’Cause if you tell another living soul, I’ll bludgeon your kneecaps.”

“That’s pretty specific. And Medieval.”

“I’m going to throw up, Finn.”

“Don’t do it on my suit. So what did you want to tell me?”

He gives me a hard shake. “That’s it. I’m telling you that I’m going to throw up. Do not share that with another soul.”

“Take a deep breath, SEAL. Pull yourself together.” I finally manage to remove his hands from my lapels. “But if you’re going to blow chunks, do it right now, over the side of the dock and into the water. And do it downwind, because I happen to look really great in this suit.”

Cal bites his lip. “I just want it to be perfect, man. I want it perfect for her.”

“It already is.”

From the back deck, a string quartet begins to play Bach. I see Jasmine joining Summer. “All right. That’s our cue. We gotta stroll down this pier so you can get married.”

He manages to take that walk with me. I turn to see my daughter in her official duties, the light playing in her hair as she distributes rose petals on the pier. Summer is behind her, in a dress. Behind them is a dazzling Victoria, as beautiful as a painting. The man walking her down the aisle is our dad, Jamie MacLaine. He looks incredibly proud.

Cal’s face lights up at the sight of his bride. The nerves are instantly gone. He’s not green around his gills. Instead, his eyes fill with wonder. I’m looking at a dude who’s astonished that he got this lucky.

I know that look. I had it once.

The ceremony is moving and sweet, and two hours later, we’re finishing up the formal sit-down dinner that cost Cal the price of a house in the South of France. The meal is served in an outdoor ballroom tent that costs Cal more than a Cadillac Escalade. That’s followed by a wedding cake that probably set him back… I have no idea how much it cost. Whatever he paid, it was worth it, because that is the most bomb-ass delicious cake I’ve ever bitten into.

The string quartet packs it in for the night and the disc jockey takes center stage. Almost immediately, the guests are burning up the dance floor and the DJ is getting slammed with requests.

About a half hour later, everyone hears him say: “This next one is a special request from our flower girl, Miss Jasmine MacLaine, who wishes to take a spin around the dance floor with her dad.”

My mouth falls open as Jasmine walks over to me and takes my hand. She leads me out to the center of the parquet while everyone cheers. “Let’s do this, Daddy,” she says. And the place starts rockin’ out to “Stayin’ Alive” by the Bee Gees.

It’s the best moment I’ve had in a very long time, but I don’t get a second dance. Instead, she moves on to her uncles, then the chocolate fountain, followed by Ripley and Sarah Connor, the Golden Retrievers who belong to Cal and Victoria.

I dance with Aunt Phyllis, and Victoria and her assistant, Millicent, who is a very nice woman. Eventually, I take a seat next to Summer at table number two.

“Don’t even ask me to dance,” she growls.

“I wouldn’t dare. My ’nads are far too important to me.”

She hands me a shrimp puff. She has a plate piled high with them and some sort of French pastry. I snag one of those too, and pop it into my mouth. Summer pulls at her dress and tips her head from side to side, like she’s loosening up for some hand-to-hand combat.

“I can’t wait to get out of this straightjacket,” she complains. “Why do women do this to themselves? I wanted to wear jeans and a T-shirt, but Victoria insisted I wear this itchy thing.”

“Jeans? To a wedding?”

“What? They’re nice jeans. I was going to iron them, you know, put a nice crease down the center. Not like that chick.”

I turn to see who she’s talking about.

A young woman is peeking her head into the tent. She looks lost and curious. Summer’s right—her jeans have seen better days, and she’s wearing a shapeless green jacket that’s way too big for her. Her long raven-black hair slips forward, and she pushes it behind her shoulder absentmindedly.

I suck in air.

She’s absolutely beautiful. There isn’t a speck of makeup on her. No jewelry or piercings. Not even a hair barrette. She’s an exquisite wild creature. She shines. She glows.

“I swear I’m just gonna rip this shit off and skinny-dip in the lake,” Summer says, fidgeting. “More shrimp puffs?”

“No thanks.” I can’t take my eyes off her.

“Declan said he’d give me a bonus if I wear this dress on steer castration day. I’m not sure if he was joking, but I plan to do it, just to see his reaction.” Summer snorts with laughter. “What I’d really like to do is find the heifers who used to give me shit in high school and make them wear this scratchy-ass thing. You know, wishing it on my worst enemy and all that.”

Summer holds a pastry under my nose. “Macaron?”

I take it from her and toss it in my mouth. I still can’t pull my gaze from the woman with the shiny dark hair. Who is she? Why in the world is she here? Is she lost?

I watch her take a few tentative steps inside the tent, scanning the faces of those on the dance floor, at the tables, or mingling with drinks. She’s searching for someone in particular. In one hand she holds a tattered duffel bag, and it looks heavy.

I stare. Stare some more. What’s wrong with me?

This is beyond strange, but I want to know her. I have to know her. She’s absolutely stunning, but that’s not all. Something about her fascinates me.

And that thought fills me with intense guilt. I’ve had women since Amy passed away. I’m a healthy male, after all, and I’ve needed a few hours of companionship from time to time. But never have I found myself so mesmerized by a woman.

Never.

 



CHAPTER 3


Emma

 

My dogs sure are barkin’.

I’ve spent my entire adult life and part of my not-quite-adult life on my feet, serving in truck stops and dive diners. Which means my feet are used to abuse. But none of that prepared me for today.

It’s not just my feet. My legs, my hips, my shoulders, and my arms are all screaming at me to give it a rest. I started at four this morning on a Greyhound bus from Reno. Then, another bus and another one after that. Besides a handsy man who sat next to me on the second bus, forcing me to find another seat, the rides were uneventful.

But no bus goes to Yosemite Ranch. Which means I’ve been hoofing it all the way from Sweetbriar, over the hills, and down into the valley. A lot of cars have passed me by, but none have stopped. One woman slows down to glare at me, then speeds off, like I’m a criminal.

Which I guess I am.

I’ve been walking for hours and hours, lugging all of my worldly possessions in the duffel bag on my shoulder. I bought it at Goodwill for three dollars. The strap is cutting into the flesh of my shoulder, and I’m pretty sure I’m listing to starboard now, whatever that means.

I’ve never had a massage, but I hear they’re nice. And right now, I’d give every penny I’ve managed to scrape together for one.

Unfortunately, I haven’t done a lot of penny scraping. What I’ve got in my pocket probably wouldn’t cover the cost of a pinky finger massage, let alone one for my whole body.

I should’ve rested when I reached the nearby town of Sweetbriar. I should’ve at least refilled my water bottle. But I was impatient to arrive at my new job. I knew it would be a walk, but I didn’t know it would be a trek.

I’m so flippin’ relieved to see the huge letters forged in metal and arching over a lane—Yosemite Ranch. I turn in, thinking I’m home free. Little did I know that I had another mile to go.

Who needs a mile-long driveway?

Now I’m not even sure I’m in the right place. I’ve reached the end of the lane, and I see a huge spread before me—homes and barns and outbuildings and corrals and gardens.

And it looks like there’s a wedding going on. No—it’s definitely a wedding. But not a normal one.

Fancy cars and SUVs are neatly lined up on the grass. I see two parking attendants dressed in suit jackets.

As I get closer, I realize that this looks like a wedding from a movie set or a fairytale. Everyone’s dressed up in the kind of expensive clothes I only see on TV—never in real life. The entire ranch is decked out for this celebration with flowers and fancy plants and fairy lights. I see a huge fountain, water shooting through a rainbow of colorful lights.

I’m looking at a white event tent so massive it could probably be seen from space. Its roof is peaked in a way that reminds me of a castle. It has arched windows along its sides. Music flows out and rolls over the ground, along with the sound of laughter and chatter and the clank of glasses.

I follow the sound, like I’m hypnotized. I poke my head inside the main entrance.

And gasp.

Holy shit!

There’s a huge wooden dance floor surrounded by overstuffed lounge furniture and cocktail tables. A disco ball hangs from the ceiling. There’s a raised platform for the disc jockey.  Oriental rugs. Potted ferns and palms. Tables and tables of food and treats. A bar with fancy lighting. Even a chocolate fountain and two pretty Golden Retrievers wearing big, fancy bows on their collars.

Oh. There must be over two-hundred people in here, and a couple of the guests are already giving me the stink eye.

Of course they are.

I suddenly become painfully aware of what I’m wearing and the ratty duffel bag I’ve got slung over my shoulder. It’s stupid to even think it—I don’t belong here. Well, duh. I’m a wedding crasher. A trespasser. Not only do I not belong at this wedding, I doubt I belong on this ranch, in this area of Nevada, or among these people.

The only way I’d ever be asked to attend a fancy party like this is if I’d been hired to bus tables.

I decide to slink backwards and away from the lights and food and music. I don’t have any other option. I’m not exactly the type who’d grab the DJ’s microphone, call for everyone’s attention, and announce that I’m here for cookin’ and cleanin’.

The problem is that I’ve nowhere else to go. I’ve no other job, no home, and only fifteen dollars shoved in the bottom of my sock. I’ve been promised a job here at Yosemite Ranch, and I need it.

My life depends on it.

Maybe I can tiptoe out of here and go sit under a tree in the dark and wait for the festivities to end. Then, when people get in their shiny cars and drive away, I can quietly ask for the person I came to see. I’ve committed the name to memory.

Just as I turn to go, my gaze lands on the bride and groom as they glide in one another’s arms on the dancefloor. They’re fairytale movie stars, to match the fairytale movie set. The groom is a very big guy with black hair, smiling so hard at his bride that it looks like his face will break.

The woman is drop-dead gorgeous, with red hair collected up into a soft twist. She’s wearing a wedding dress so flippin’ elegant that it belongs on a reality TV bridal show. She floats in his arms and gazes into his eyes.

Sigh.

Next, my focus is pulled toward the sea of guests, many of whom are eating and drinking at round dining tables draped in white linen and decorated with fresh flowers. I watch, transfixed, as one woman brings a fork to her mouth, closes her eyes in delight, and swallows a bite of fluffy cake.

My stomach growls in complaint. I haven’t eaten all day, and I’ve drunk so little that I’m lightheaded.

Hungry. Thirsty. Exhausted. Nobody would want me at a wedding.

And right then, my attention turns to the chocolate fountain. I’m dangerously close to walking right over there, bending at the waist, face up and mouth open so I can drown in a waterfall of chocolate.

Or, if I were really quick about it, I could just grab a plate of food and some water and disappear into the shadows.

It’s tempting. And I might be able to get away with it if I didn’t stick out like a dusty sore thumb in a sea of money and style. But I know the truth of who I am, and I know that I wear my truth for the world to see.

I’m bone tired, fresh out of options, and bent under the weight of all I’m carrying.

My stringy hair is covered in road dust and smells like diesel exhaust. I’m in dirt-caked shoes. The jeans and jacket I wear are just as second-hand as the frayed duffel bag I’m lugging around.

I think back to the email I received a couple of days ago. I’ve read it so many times that I’ve memorized it. But did I get it wrong? Did I misread the job offer? Maybe the email really said I didn’t get the job.

“We can’t wait to meet you. You can start this weekend. Please arrive Saturday afternoon and talk to Finn MacLaine. The MacLaine family owns the ranch. You’ll be living in his house with his eight-year-old daughter, Jasmine.”

That’s what the email said. I don’t think I got it wrong. I’ve read it a hundred times.

I really did get an email that offered me a job as a live-in housekeeper. I really am supposed to be starting this weekend.

And I really can’t wait to start. This job is saving my life.

I’ll be out here in the country, away from all of Reno’s low-life rejects. I’ll have the pleasure of waiting on two people every day instead of a hundred. I actually like housecleaning. I like physical work. I enjoy cooking. And I’m really good at it. 

Though it’s getting dark now, I saw enough of Yosemite Ranch and the surrounding valley on my hike down. It is beautiful here.

I may have just lucked out.

So I’ll find Finn MacLaine and tell him I’m here. Maybe he’ll be okay with me getting some rest and something to eat and drink before I get to work.

I scan the party guests again, wondering who is who. I have no way of knowing, but one thing that’s plenty obvious is that there are a whole bunch of very big, very tall men all at the same place at the same time. All wearing the same kind of suit.

They tower over all the guests. One is an older guy with a thick head of salt-and-pepper hair. He might be the father of the groom. Then there’s the groom himself, with jet-black hair, and four other men with many of the same features.

I bet those are the MacLaines, and one of them is bound to be Finn. But which one? The groom is probably out, since who would ask their new housekeeper to show up for orientation during their wedding reception?

Of the other four, three have that same raven-black hair, and one is a blond. Two of the dark-haired brothers are at the bar ordering drinks and laughing. The blond is the biggest behemoth of them all, and he’s hanging back from the festivities with his arms crossed over his chest, looking more like a bodyguard than a groomsman.

The other one is sitting at a table with a pretty young woman in a fancy dress.

I’m too nervous to make the rounds, asking for Finn MacLaine. These men are huge and intimidating. I’m just over five-two and on the petite side. They’re filthy rich, and I’m just plain filthy and broke. They’re pure class. I’m just trash.

At least that’s what I’ve always been told. My whole life.

My stomach growls again. And I know that if I don’t take a seat and get something in my belly, I’m going to pass out right here, halfway in and halfway out of the party tent. 

And then people will scream. Dancing will stop. Someone will call an ambulance.

No embarrassment there, right?

Sigh.

I gnaw on the inside of my cheek, summoning my courage.

Scanning the crowd one more time, my gaze locks onto that pretty young woman in the fancy dress. She glares at me. I shrink back a step, but she shakes her head at me, which freezes me into place.

She gets up and stomps over to me. I note she’s wearing worn cowboy boots under her shimmering dress. She’s holding a plate of food, and every couple steps, she opens her mouth and sticks something else in it.

When she reaches me, she’s chewing, and when she speaks, her mouth is full. I like her immediately.

Until I hear what she says.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

 



CHAPTER 4


Emma

 

“Uh… I…” I can’t finish. I don’t know how to answer.

This girl is as sure of herself as I am timid. Besides, she’s holding a plate of food, and all I can do is stare at the variety of delicious treats it holds and wish like crazy that I had the magical powers needed to send the food flying off the plate and right into my mouth.

She grabs what looks like some sort of seafood-filled pastry, shoves it in, and keeps talking.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. Some folks say I sound like I’m a basketball coach. You know, the kind that screams and throws chairs.”

“Uh—”

“I just meant that I don’t know you, and I know everyone at Yosemite Ranch. Even Victoria’s guests. I met them already. Her assistant, Millicent, is moving to town to work with the company. The company. You know.”

“Huh?”

“Maybe not the company. It’s more like Victoria’s part of the company. I don’t know what they’re up to, honestly, plus I don’t give a shit about any of it. I work the ranch. The ranch is the best in the country, and that’s partly due to me. Don’t let the Travis boys tell you different, not that they even work their ranch anymore, because they’re hotshot athletes who wouldn’t be caught dead with dirt under their fingernails.”

She’s still talking and chewing, but I can’t follow any of it because I want her food.

She catches me eyeing her plate. “You want some?”

I so want some. I want some more than I want anything else in the world. If I don’t eat something, I’m going to pass out for sure.

“They’re shrimp puffs. Are you allergic to shellfish?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never had shellfish.”

I hope to hell I’m not allergic to shellfish because I need to eat. I need to eat right this second.

“You don’t look so good,” she tells me.

“It’s been a long day. I know I’m not dressed right, but I didn’t know about the wedding.”

“Fuck that,” she says. “I mean you look like your eyes are going to roll back in your head, and not in a good way— like some parties I’ve been to. Let’s sit you down.”

“I can’t. I wasn’t invited,” I say, but then I shut up because she’s right about my eyes. They’re about to roll back in my head and not in a good way. I need to sit down, now.

She takes hold of my arm. This girl is crazy strong. I grab a shrimp puff from her plate and manage to get it into my mouth. I close my eyes and moan. I so need to eat more. Lots more.

“Is this seat taken? I don’t care. It is now.” My new friend pushes me down onto an empty chair at table number seven. She points at the plate in front of a woman wearing a flower hat. “Are you eating that? Yeah, I didn’t think so.”

She slides flower-hat’s plate over to me and hands me a fork. I don’t have to be told twice. “Are you thirsty?” I nod, and she hands me a tall glass of water.

It's so good to eat and drink. Four bites in and half a glass of water later, I don’t feel like I’m going to pass out anymore, but I still feel like death reheated.

“Move over,” she tells the woman in the flower hat and sits next to me. She places a hand on my forearm. “I’m Summer,” she says. “I probably should have introduced myself earlier. But like I said before, I’m used to knowing everyone and everyone knowing me.”

“Nice to meet you, Summer.” I shovel more food into my mouth as I double-check that my duffel bag is on the floor next to my foot. I don’t want to lose all of my worldly possessions. I swallow. “I’m Emma. Emma Clark.”

“Nice to meet you. Are you Victoria’s friend?”

I look up at her. “I don’t know any Victoria. I went to school with a Vicky once, back in Reno. I’m here for a job.”

Digging into my front pocket, I take out a printout of the email and hand it to her.

It takes her a minute to unfold it. It’s probably sweaty. She reads while I continue eating.

“Wait. You’re going to be Finn and Jasmine’s housekeeper? That rat bastard didn’t say a damn word to me about this!”

“Is he a rat bastard?” I’m worried, but it’s too late to get any details. Summer’s already jumped up, spun around on her boot heel, and returned to her table, where she’s talking to that guy. One of the behemoths. He looks over at me, and we lock eyes. His are a beautiful violet-blue color, and he has the same thick black hair as three of the other behemoths.

I can barely register what I’m looking at. His face is sculpted, like a work of art from a fancy museum. His eyes are rimmed with long black eyelashes and framed in black eyebrows, all to match his hair.

But his mouth is pulled tight as he studies me.

He talks with Summer. Reads the email printout. Then looks at me again, scowling.

He stands. Summer gives him a little shove and he’s headed my way.

Is this Finn MacLaine?

I can’t breathe. I don’t think it’s a shellfish allergy either. I think this is my reaction to getting an eyeful of the sexiest male creature I’ve ever seen in person.

His back is perfectly straight as he moves toward me, the self-confidence rolling off him in waves. He looks like a guy who’s afraid of nothing. Which makes sense. He could probably take anyone and anything that comes his way.

But despite how huge and muscular he is, he moves gracefully. His suit fits him so well that he could be one of those businessmen sitting around a shiny conference table in a TV show about billionaires.

He’s getting closer. He’s completely calm and collected. Is everyone here as self-assured as Summer and this guy? If he’s the rat bastard, he’s a self-confident rat bastard.

I’m not sure how I’ll do in that kind of work environment.

Oh, no. I’m afraid he might speak to me, which means I may have to say something back.  Quick, Emma. Think of something funny and sexy to say. Remember to speak English. Wait, English is the only language you know! Get it together!

I swallow and wipe my mouth with a napkin. Suddenly, I’m even more humiliated by my sorry appearance. This is not how I want to look when I meet the sexiest man on the planet, even if he might be my new boss.

“Hello?” He stops a few feet away from me, his head tipped in curiosity.

“Hello?” Wait—that was dumb. Not funny and not sexy. Just dumb. But mimicking him is all I can manage under the circumstances.

“You’re looking for me?”

“Am I looking for you?”

This is getting ridiculous. I can feel my face heat up like an electric stove. This is a problem of mine. I turn red when I’m embarrassed. And I get embarrassed a lot.

But not to this level. I feel flat-out ashamed. Which I’m guessing means my face has gone right past red and straight into purple.

Oh, geez.

“You’re looking for me?” he repeats, his left eyebrow shooting up.

“I don’t know you,” I say. This is logical, at least. Because I don’t know him. I have no idea who he is. Unless he’s Finn MacLaine.

“I don’t know you, either. I’m Finn MacLaine.”

“Oh.” I slouch in my seat and shut my eyes, hoping that when I open them again, this entire situation will be flipped on its head, and I won’t be dumb and socially awkward and I won’t lose a job I desperately need before I even start working.

Even better, I could turn invisible! Invisibility would be real handy right about now.

I open my eyes.

Nope. He’s still here and still gorgeous. I’m still here and an idiot.

“I’m Emma Clark. Your new housekeeper.”

“My what?”

His forehead scrunches up, etching three vertical lines between his eyes. His beautiful violet eyes. He turns and gives a pointed look at Summer, who shrugs her shoulders in response.

“I answered the ad. I got an email.” My voice sounds squeaky and pathetic. 

Summer shoves the printout into his chest. “This email. The one I just showed you.”

He reads through it a few times before he looks up again at me.

“I have no idea what this is. I didn’t place this ad or any ad. So if you’re some kind of con artist, I’ve got bad news for you—you’ve just rolled onto the wrong ranch.”

 



CHAPTER 5


Finn

 

All the blood drains from this girl’s face. And I mean that she goes sheet-white. Her deep brown eyes widen. Her body trembles.

She sinks further into the chair.

I’m convinced that somehow, some way, she’s trying to scam our family. But there’s no faking what I’m looking at. She’s pale. Terrified. Shaking.

So this Emma Clark person is either a highly skilled grifter or she’s for real and is need of help.

I stare at her. Unable to move. Unable to decide, which is not like me.

If she’s for real and faints on my watch, I couldn’t live with myself. Because that would mean it was my duty to help her and I failed.

I’m a MacLaine. We do what’s right. More specifically, I’m Finlay MacLaine, the dude who refuses to let history repeat itself.

Those huge dark eyes of hers are lassoing me in, begging me to take her under my wing, give her what she desperately needs. She starts to slide under the table.

Summer bumps into me. “Snap out of it, champ.”

Emma goes limp, scanning the tent, afraid she’s the center of attention. But nobody notices her. The wedding party is going strong, and everyone is tipsy or dancing or both.

Summer punches me in the shoulder. “You’ve seen the email. She’s telling you the truth. Be decent.”

I look at the wrinkled piece of paper again. I don’t recognize the sender’s email address. There seems to be a thread, but the printout is only one page, and it’s been cut off. I have no context for this message. I have no clue what’s going on.

“I was told to come here today,” Emma squeaks. “I was told you wanted me. That you needed me.”

“That’s for sure,” Summer says under her breath.

I give her some wicked side-eye.

“I don’t need a cleaning lady,” I say.

“A housekeeper,” Emma corrects me.

I rub the back of my neck. It’s the oddest scam I ever heard about. Not much of a con to insist that she’s been offered a job as a housekeeper. Still, I never advertised for one, and I’m not about to let a stranger in my house.

Around my daughter.

But she doesn’t look like a con artist. The truth is, I don’t want to believe she’s a liar. So I opt for the kinder approach to putting an end to this bullshit.

“I think this is a mistake,” I tell her, making sure my voice is gentle. “Maybe someone’s playing a joke on you. All I know is that I didn’t place an ad for a housekeeper and I don’t want one.”

Oh, shit. Not this. Not tears.

I clear my throat. “This ranch is a no-crying zone.”

Summer snorts.

Emma quickly wipes her eyes with the heel of her palm. “I’m not crying.” If she drops any lower in that chair her ass is going to hit the ground.

“It’ll be okay,” Summer says.

“Right. It’ll be totally fine,” I say.

There she goes. She’s slipping. I grab her by the upper arms and set her back into the chair. I felt nothing but skin and bones beneath my touch. And something else I have no business trying to name.

“You’ll find another job,” I tell her. “A much better job.”

Her eyes overflow. Her chin trembles.

“You got a place to stay?” Summer asks.

Emma drops her chin to her chest and slowly shakes her head. “I have fifteen dollars.”

Oh, fuck.

I’m such a sap. But I can’t send some poor girl out on the state highway at night. And this county isn’t exactly a social services mecca. It’s true—I don’t know her. But I can’t just pretend she never wandered in here.

I shove my hand into my pants pocket and come out with my money clip.

“Problem solved.” I rip bills from the clip and hand them to her. “See? Now you have money for—”

“A place to stay?” Summer asks, her eyes flashing at me.

Maybe Summer’s right. Three hundred won’t find her a place to stay, at least not for long.

I stare at the money Emma clutches in her hand. I see the dirty nails and cuts on her fingers.

“Thank you,” she croaks, wiping her eyes again.

“So…” I don’t know what I’d planned to say after that. I’ve got nothing. I should probably just walk away. Or maybe ask Joe the stable hand to drive her to Sweetbriar.  Or do I go back to the house and write her a check?

I’ve never been in this position before. It’s awkward. And I realize that it’s because none of those are what I want.

I don’t want her to leave.

For some reason that’s totally over my head, I have the feeling that this Emma Clark person is here for a reason.

Thankfully, Aunt Phyllis is headed our way. She’s all dressed up tonight. It’s kind of weird seeing her without apron strings tied behind her neck and around her waist.

Since my mother died, she’s been the bedrock of the family. In a sea of testosterone-toxic ex-military hotheads, she keeps people on the straight and narrow and, if we let her, she keeps our households running smoothly. 

Phyllis takes no shit from anyone, but in a very sweet way. Often while serving tea. With coffee cake. And withering commentary. 

I can count on her to smooth over this awkwardness and fix whatever problem has just been dumped in my lap.

“You must be Emma Clark,” she says to the crying girl.

Say, what?

Phyllis takes Emma’s hand—the one not clutching my wad of cash—and pats it. “I’m so glad you made it on time. Did you get a plate? You must be exhausted after your trip.”

“Uhm…” Emma looks to Phyllis, then moves her eyes to Summer. She skips me entirely.

“Hold up,” I say. “You know this woman, Aunt Phyllis?”

“I ate some shrimp puffs,” Emma answers. “And some cheese.” 

“That’s a start,” Phyllis says, patting Emma’s hand again. “But that certainly doesn’t qualify as a meal, now does it?” She tosses me a dirty look. I make a show of examining my shiny wingtips. 

I know better than to defend myself. Aunt Phyllis may come off like a softie, but I’ve met the Warrior Priestess who lives under those zip-up housecoats. 

“Come with me, honey. I’ll get you settled and make sure you get a meal.” She pulls Emma from the chair and walks her out of the tent.

Summer and I watch them leave. Emma has her duffel bag swung over her shoulder, and Aunt Phyllis is holding her hand as they approach the exit. Declan stops Phyllis to ask a quick question, and they’re on their way again.

“What the hell?” I say.

“Weird,” Summer says. “I gotta get more shrimp puffs before they’re all gone.”

She leaves me standing by myself at the table. The elderly couple seated there is staring at me in anticipation. Waiting for the next act in my roadshow, I guess.

“Enjoying the wedding?”

No response.

“I like your hat, ma’am.”

They just stare. Time to go.

“Excuse me. My daughter needs me.”

It’s a legit excuse, since I haven’t seen her for a while, and nobody can argue with a guy doing his fatherly duties. I scan the open space lit by a sea of fairy lights.

By this point in the evening, many women have kicked off their uncomfortable shoes and a lot of men have loosened or removed their ties. I spy my brother Declan across the dance floor. Jasmine is standing on the tops of his shoes as he takes the lead. My girl’s looking up at him and laughing, her face nothing but pure happiness.

She adores her Uncle Declan. Jasmine adores all her uncles, but Declan maybe most of all. I think that’s because Declan is a kid at heart—probably always will be.

“What was that about?”

I put my hand on my heart and spin around. “Fuck me, Special K. You scared the piss out of me.”

Our baby brother, who ironically is the biggest of the five us, just snuck up behind me. He stands with his arms crossed, the seams of his jacket sleeves about ready to burst from the strain.

Special K doesn’t respond. He’s the strong, silent type. His real name is Kevin, and a lot of people assume his nickname means “Special Forces Kevin.” I can see why they might think that. He’s basically the poster child for a Special Forces psychological profile—stable, adaptable, flexible, tight-lipped.

But that’s not it at all.

He’s been called Special K since he was born. Our poor mother, who already had four boys, wasn’t planning a fifth. But there he was, his hair as blond as the rest of us were dark. Mom referred to him as her “special surprise.”

He’s staring over my shoulder at the moment, apparently waiting for me to answer his question, so I do. “Some chick showed up saying she was hired to be my housekeeper.”

“Sounds reasonable.” He resumes eye contact with me.

“Reasonable? What do you mean? I don’t need a housekeeper interrupting my privacy.”

Special K grunts. “Privacy? To do what—parade around in Disney princess dresses?”

“Excuse me? I don’t wear Disney princess dresses.”

He grunts again.

“Not lately, anyway. Jasmine doesn’t even want to do tea parties with me anymore. She prefers shopping with Victoria.”

Special K groans, raking his fingers through his hair. “I think my balls just shriveled up into my abdominal cavity hearing that shit. I’m out.”

He turns on his heel and heads toward a group of women near the chocolate fountain. Declan and Jasmine stop dancing, and Jasmine heads for the fountain too, where Special K picks her up and tickles her. Declan points at me and laughs.

I put my hands out to my sides, palms up. “What?” I mouth.

He shakes his head in disbelief and laughs again. Another song begins to play, and Declan leaves the dance floor.

“What’s so funny?” I ask him.

“You hired a girl to be your live-in housekeeper?”

“Uh… no. Where did you hear that? That was a total mistake on her part.”

“That’s not what Aunt Phyllis just said.”

“What did she say?”

“She said it’s a done deal. She’s showing the girl your house as we speak.”

My throat closes, and I choke. Declan slaps my back.

It takes a moment for me to regroup. I stare at him, incredulous. “What the fuck is Phyllis doing to me?”

“I suppose congratulations are in order, then.”

“For what?”

“For finding a way to bring a woman into your life. Even if you have to pay her to do it. Nothing wrong with that, of course.”

 



CHAPTER 6


Emma

 

Phyllis is a lovely woman. But I can’t help it—I’m waiting for the but.

The other shoe.

The words she’ll use to tell me I’ll have to walk back to Reno in the dark. Or for her to accuse me of being a con artist, then pick up the phone to call the police on me for trespassing, or attempted robbery, or whatever my offense is.

I’m not a big fan of the criminal justice system. Or any system.

I keep waiting. She chats with me as she shows me around. Eventually, I allow myself to exhale. It seems that with Phyllis, there’s no other shoe.

I don’t get it. In my experience, there’s always another one.

She’s extremely nice, but not in a gushy way. I don’t know what it’s like to have a mother or a grandmother, but Phyllis is the kind of grandmother you might find in storybooks, or from a Hallmark Christmas movie. From the moment Phyllis took my hand and guided me carefully out of the tent, it’s felt as if someone is taking care of me.

As if someone cares.

It’s a very strange feeling.

From what I’ve seen, the ranch is dotted with a few houses. All in different styles, but  they’re all beautiful. Phyllis walks me to the second house away from the tent. It looks a lot like the house from the Yellowstone TV show. I wonder if Yosemite Ranch is like that, and if these ranchers have that kind of money. The only rancher-types I’m used to are the ones that occasionally came into the truck stop in Reno where I used to work.

Those men were definitely not the clean-cut-in-fancy-suits types who live in mansions. They were workers whose minds were as filthy as their jeans, who managed to burn through their Friday paychecks by the early hours of Saturday.

Phyllis opens the two-story front door, which isn’t locked. She enters and steps aside for me to go in. I drop my duffel by the door. The entryway floor is slate. The rest are hardwood. The ceiling has massive exposed beams. I’m staring up with my mouth open, but I shut it when I feel Phyllis’s eyes on me.

She stares intently at me. Do I have shrimp puff on my face? I wipe my hand across my mouth, just in case.

“Is this your house?” I ask.

“No, this is your house,” she says. “It’s Finn and Jasmine’s house, where you’ll be living and working.”

“I got the impression Mr. Finn doesn’t want me here.”

Phyllis swats at the air. “Finlay MacLaine doesn’t know what he wants. Follow me. I’ll show you around.”

The inside of the house looks like it came out of a magazine. I imagine that Finn’s wife is either an interior decorator or that they hired someone to decorate every square inch. It’s perfectly laid out. But as I look closer around the massive living room, I notice the thick layer of dust on the surfaces, the crumbs on the couch, and various Barbies and Kens strewn around the floor.

When Phyllis shows me the gourmet kitchen, I realize Finn is single. There’s no wife or mother here. The sink is full of dirty dishes, and the utensils and spices and everything else are put in the wrong place, disorganized, like whoever uses this kitchen has no idea what they’re doing.

I turn toward Phyllis, unable to ask her the question, but somehow she reads my mind. “His wife, Amy, passed away in labor with Jasmine. Pre-eclampsia in the eighth month. Do yourself a favor and don’t mention it to him. He won’t talk about Amy except to Jasmine, and nothing about her death, of course.”

I let that soak in and try to digest it, but her explanation fills me with a lot of questions. I want to tell her that I never knew my parents either, that I was told that my mother and father are dead. But I don’t say a word. In my experience, no one wants to hear it.

I think it’s kind of like trying to tell other people about a dream you had the night before.  The specifics are boring, out of context, and make them a little uncomfortable.

“I’ll take you to your room,” Phyllis says, and I follow her upstairs.

The staircase is massive and hand carved. Once we get to the second story, I look down at the living room—and what a room it is! I could stay up here and gaze down forever. But I remind myself not to get too attached to anything.

Any minute now, I’m sure Mr. MacLaine will bust in the front door, give Phyllis a piece of his mind, and throw me out.  I take a second to memorize the beauty of the house before I have to leave it.

“In here.” Phyllis is at the end of the hall. I follow her past a pink room that has to be Jasmine’s, and then to the guest room. “I’ll make sure there are fresh towels in the bathroom for you. I’m pretty sure the sheets are fine.”

“I’m going to sleep in here?” I ask.

“You don’t like it?”

I know my mouth’s hanging open again, but I can’t seem to close it. Until Phyllis gives me that intense look again. I snap my lips shut and clear my throat.

“It’s beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.” And I sure as shit have never slept in a room like it. There’s a king-size four-poster bed! A large television attached to the wall over a massive fireplace! Lamps! A comforter! “I don’t mean to be rude, Phyllis, but this can’t possibly be my room.”

“You got that right.”

The voice a few feet behind me is deep and angry. I knew it. Mr. MacLaine has arrived. I turn to look at him, noting that the strap of my duffel bag is over his shoulder. He’s ready to kick my ass to the curb.

Of course he is.

I step toward him, my hand held out in his direction. He holds out his open palm, and I let the wad of cash drop into it. 

It kills me to have to do it. I’m right back to having fifteen dollars to my name, right back to being homeless and hopeless, right back to learning—yet again—that I can’t count on anyone or anything.

I won’t be feeling any more shame in front of this man, though. With a little bit of food and water in me, I’m strong enough to know I don’t have to apologize simply for existing. For trying to find something better in life.

It’s been nothing but humiliation and groveling for scraps for me. I’ve done most everything to stay alive. But when I look into Finn MacLaine’s violet eyes, it’s important to me that a man of his status and money doesn’t think of me as inferior. Less than.

I am proud that I’m still here, still breathing, because I really shouldn’t be. I don’t want his pity or disdain.

He stares at the money in his hand. It takes him a moment to slip it back into his trouser pocket. It takes another moment for him to find his voice. He glances up at me.

“I didn’t place an ad for a housekeeper.”

“I did,” Phyllis snaps.

“You what?”

“Hear me out, Finlay. Jasmine’s growing up. You need to start living a life of your own. You’re a young man with many decades ahead of you, and you deserve happiness.”

“No, I—”

“Take a deep breath, Finn. Do that four-count, box-breathing thing you boys like so much.”

Finn laughs. “You’ve been hanging out with SEALs too long, Aunt Phyllis.”

“A housekeeper is just what you need.”

“I’m already living my own life, and it’s the one I choose. And I manage to breathe just fine without outside guidance or a housekeeper.”

As I listen, I realize that Mr. MacLaine isn’t totally convinced of the truth in what he’s saying. His living and breathing may not be how he wants it. I also note that Phyllis has his ear. I bet she often does. She’s got him thinking.

“I double-checked Emma’s work history, and I contacted her references. She’s used to hard work and has never given anyone trouble.”

“There’s an eight-year-old child in this house.” Finn’s words come out in a hiss. His words are for Phyllis, but his eyes are on me.

Rat-bastard is what Summer called him.

“I have experience caring for children,” I say. And it’s true. I just don’t tell him why. Because nobody wants to hear the details of my time in foster homes. If sharing your dreams can make people uncomfortable, sharing the nightmarish reality of the foster system will make them run for the hills.

No way will he allow me to work for him if he knows that my entire childhood was spent in the system. It’s a red flag for most folks. But I have to make my point.

“Phyllis is right about the hard work, Mr. MacLaine. I’m strong, and I don’t tire easily. I’m not lazy.”

A shadow falls over Finn’s face. “I never said you were lazy.”

I nod and lower my gaze.

“How about a one-week probation period, Finn?”

He glances at Phyllis when she makes that suggestion.

“And if it goes well, then maybe you can offer Emma a month-long probation period. That will give you an opportunity to see if Emma can help you and Jasmine before any permanent position is offered.”

He glances at me, but I see he’s uncomfortable.

“Finlay, maybe we can introduce Emma to Jasmine, and if Jasmine is on board, then we can try it out for one week. It’s just a week.”

He raises an index finger and holds it in front of my eyes. “One week, and only if Jasmine is all right with it. And if after a week things are going well, then we’ll talk.”

He lowers his finger and then offers me his hand. I shake it, aware of how dirty my fingers and nails are but determined not to let my humiliation show. As soon as my palm contacts his, a current of energy arcs between us.

It isn’t an electric shock. It’s a warmth that shoots through my entire body. It makes me feel alive.

And maybe just the slightest bit worried.

 



CHAPTER 7


Finn

 

I flop onto my stomach and turn my head from side to side, trying to get comfortable. It doesn’t work. So I flop on my back again.

Not happening.

I can’t relax.

This mattress cost a fucking fortune, and it’s never failed me. In fact, I’ve thought of it as money well spent, right up until now. Up until last night.

Such a long, agonizing hell of a night.

I peek out the window, relieved to see the first hint of sunrise.

Finally.

As soon as that motherfucker is up and shining, I can quit trying to pretend that I’m getting rest. I can just get my ass up for the day and be done with it. But not a second before sunrise. Because anything before that will be an admission that the woman down the hall—nothing more than a waif, really—has prevented me from sleeping.

Well, the thought of her, anyway. The knowledge that she’s in my home. Near my daughter. Near me. Breathing the air I’m breathing.

It’s driving me crazy.

I knew this was a mistake.

That’s why I fought Phyllis on it yesterday. But then I agreed to a week trial period and decided there couldn’t be any harm in introducing Emma to Jasmine. Phyllis and I agreed that for the time being, one of us would always be in the room with the two of them.

It’s not that I get a negative vibe from Emma. Not it at all. It’s just that I don’t know her. She’s a stranger. And it’s obvious that the girl has seen some shit—she looks almost haunted, hollowed out.

Not by drugs or booze. She looks hollowed out by hard times.

And there’s a part of me that feels sorry for her.

Charity is great, but I’ll still be asking Evander to run a full background check on her first thing. I’ll tell him to use the private security firm we have on retainer for StellaR Tech business, for checking out potential subcontractors and vendors.

And yes, we also had that firm look around in Victoria’s life when we suspected her of less-than-legit motives.

I wince at that memory. Holy shit, did she get pissed off at us for that. Not long after, she dropped Cal’s ass and left on the first thing smokin’ to San Diego.

Hey, no harm, right? It all worked out. They got married last night, didn’t they?

But this thing with Emma… I’d really hoped Jasmine would be the one to put an end to Phyllis’s sinister plot. I believed my daughter would be horrified at the idea of an interloper invading our playhouse.

Unfortunately, that’s not how it went down. Jasmine loved her. She was so excited at having a houseguest that she couldn’t stop asking questions of poor exhausted Emma. But Emma smiled and was sweet and patient and told Jasmine they’d talk more in the morning.

So, Jasmine didn’t save us from the playhouse interloper, and I had to withstand the I told you so look Phyllis gave me as she left for the night.

I’m not nuts. It’s the truth. This is our sacred space.

For eight years now, since the day Jasmine was born, we’ve created our own private playhouse, no matter where we lived. Our home was where we played and laughed and figured things out together. Yes, we’ve had the love and support of Dad, Aunt Phyllis, my brothers, and our wider Navy family.

And more recently, that safety net has extended to Victoria and the families we know from Jasmine’s school. And to Summer, Joe, and the other ranch hands. Even Victoria’s assistant, Millicent. Yosemite Ranch itself. And Phoebe Travis from the next ranch over, who worked as Evander’s nurse while he recovered from a gnarly compound leg fracture.

The one he got when he tried to break one of my colts while wearing a pair of Italian loafers and a three-piece suit. Dumbass.

I swing my legs over the side of my bed, trying to regain my train of thought. Where was I?

Right.

Emma Clark. Interloper. Trespasser.

This house—the home Jasmine and I share—is our creation. We built it out of the love we have for one another and the love we’ve received from our support system. We built it on a foundation of tragedy that we’ve managed to turn into joy.

I would defend our playhouse with my last breath.

Breathe.

In four. Hold four. Out four. Hold four. Repeat.

Yet again, I think of Emma down the hall in the four-poster bed, asleep. I bet she’s breathing in there. Of course she is. And if she isn’t, I’ve got bigger problems.

But I’m not doing well knowing there’s a woman down the hall in my guest bed, breathing and sleeping and dreaming or whatever the fuck else she might be doing.

My guest bed. My nerves flare to life.

This is completely ridiculous.

The sun is still not up, so I refuse to stand up from this bed. I will not rise to my feet until sunrise, no matter what. So I lean back on my hands and stare at the massive wood beams of my bedroom ceiling. I force myself to stop thinking about Emma Clark. Because it isn’t right.

Yes, there have been women since Amy’s death. And no, none of them have resulted in a sleepless night. Of course, sleep wasn’t why I was with them. And no woman has ever spent the night here.

Now there’s a woman here. I want to sleep. I can’t.

I take another series of breaths and focus on my wife. I decide to call to mind my Amy, the sum of all her parts, the experience of having her by my side. But to my horror, it’s not as sharp as it once was. My memory of her is fading.

I snatch the framed photo from my bedside table and stare at it. It’s the one of Amy and me on the beach in Coronado, near the Navy SEAL base. She was the love of my life, no doubt about it. We were married for a pitiful seven months, and together for only two months before then.
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