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Dust motes danced in the light of the room from the wind of her father’s breath, swirling toward the ceiling only to sink downward again. Leaning over him, she pecked his cheek and received the expected pat. “Your color looks better,” she said straightening. Tugging the blanket higher around his thin frame, she tucked the corners where it’d stay in place and took a seat.

“Having you here does that.”

She smiled, though her heart squeezed, heavy. She couldn’t remember him ever looking this frail. In her mind’s eye, he was stalwart, broad-shouldered and strong. He demanded of life, bending it to his will. She’d been a trifle afraid of him in her youth. Though, thinking of that, he hadn’t been harsh to her. She’d lost track of him for a number of years, the divorce taking her to the opposite coast. He’d kept in touch, but it hadn’t been the same, her mom’s new off-the-grid lifestyle distasteful to him.

“Well, I’m not going anywhere, and you’re going to get better and will be back on your feet in no time. Especially since, your business manager, Francois, is driving me nuts.”

Her dad laughed, but quickly descended into a series of rattling coughs. He groaned and laid his head back, breathing hard. She stood. “I’m going to go get you some more of that stuff for your chest and maybe your sleeping pills. Best thing to do is rest.” Without waiting for the expected protest, she stood and shot from the room, following miles of cold tile down a long hallway and into the kitchen.

“I wish he’d sell this place,” she said. It was too big, too formal. He’d do much better to buy a condo in town. The commute would be shorter with less upkeep.

The spatter of rain on the window glass paused her in place. One hand on her hip, she fell into a temporary daze, lost in the moment and the things she hadn’t told him. She’d dropped everything to come, willingly, in a desperate need for space. She’d long ago moved out of her mom’s domed housing structure, spending four years in a rented apartment to attend UCLA. But, her business degree in her hand, she hadn’t been able to feel settled into a job or, even, a group of friends afterward.

A roll of thunder snapped her out of her roaming thoughts, and she proceeded forward, opening the medicine cabinet. She curled her fingers around the needed jar of mentholated salve and turned to retrace her steps. However, nearing the door to the den, the front doorbell brought her to a halt.

“He didn’t tell me he was expecting anyone,” she said at a low volume. And not in this weather. She should have closed the security gate. “Dad? I’m going to get that,” she called louder. He didn’t respond, but then, he’d be trying not to cough.

Lightning flashed as she approached, outlining the shape of a man in a thick coat. Slightly concerned, she hesitated to answer, but the doorbell repeating, unfastened the lock and cracked it open. “Can I help you?”

He was young and handsome. Black hair, dampened from the rain, thick brows with deep set eyes, and golden skin, with a hint of some faint ancestry. “Sorry to bother you,” he said. “My name’s Bryon Spelding. I was driving past and saw the ‘for sale’ sign next door, but there isn’t a number on it, and try as hard as I might, I can’t find a listing ....”

“It’s empty,” she replied. “The family moved on three months ago. But I can tell you how to get hold of them.” A gust of wind blew rain in the crack, and she reversed. “Come in. No need for you to stand outside in that.”

He entered, but went no further than the entrance rug. “I don’t want to make a mess,” he said. “I’ll wait here.”

She eyed him. “Nonsense. I’ll get you a towel. It’ll take me a few to find the number anyhow, and there’s no way I’m sending you back out in that. Pepper Dupree, by the way.”

A knowing light lit in his eyes. “Your dad’s Anson Dupree. He’s been sick, bronchitis, right?” At her uncertain nod, he gave a short breath. “My brother’s girlfriend is sort of a celebrity newshound. Likeable, but she can talk circles. Anyhow, I’m sorry to hear he isn’t feeling well.”

“Pep?” her dad’s mucusy voice leaked through the walls.

“I ... I’m sorry. I should go check on him. I ... I’ll get you a towel and come back. Just wait.” Leaving him in place, slightly guilty for abandoning him there, she headed into the den and dropped the jar of salve on the table by her dad’s chair.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“Young fellow wanting the Ernesto’s phone number about the house. Said his name was Bryon Spelding.”

“Spelding?” Her dad’s interest perked. “Bring him in.”

“Dad ... he only wants a number. There’s no need ....” But she recognized the look in his eye, he wouldn’t relent. No matter how low he got, his mind remained sharp and sometimes that had to be satisfied no matter what. “Fine, but I see one sign he’s tiring you, and I’ll usher him out personally.”

A victorious smile fitted on his lips. She snorted at it and spun on her heel. Detouring by the guest bath, she snatched a towel from the rod and toted it to the foyer. Seeing him there, his craggy features, strong jaw and full lips, for an instant, captured her breath. He had the bearing of someone who knew his purpose and didn’t apologize for it, which didn’t necessarily mean he was rude. Her dad was that way, after all.

“Here, you’ll want to dry off.”

He furrowed his brow. 

“My dad insists on speaking with you. You have the right to refuse, but he’ll be implacable if you do. Meanwhile, I’ll look for that number.”

Shaking out the towel, Bryon dried his head and shoulders, then looking uncertain what to do with it, extended it back to her. She captured it, in so doing their fingers dusting, and heard her own gasp at the brief contact. Trembling, she stared at him, overwhelmed.

He cleared his throat, and she awakened. How stupid did she look?

“I’ll take you to him,” she said, soft. Spinning on her heel, she headed toward the den. She carried the weight of his gaze between her shoulders, the confident tap of his feet in her ears. Her spine tingled, though, in fact, he was a good distance behind. She was relieved to face him again. “Dad, this is Bryon Spelding.” She shuffled in reverse. “I’ll leave you two to get acquainted.”

Shuffling in reverse, she slipped out. She aimed for her dad’s office to dig up the neighbor’s phone number, but took her time, her promise to find it warring with a reluctance to see him leave. Had she lost her mind? Why did this one man affect her so much? And why did she think she’d hate herself if he walked away?
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“Mr. Dupree, I didn’t mean to interrupt ...”

The man in the armchair waved one hand in dismissal, and his blanket slipped from around his neck, puddling in his lap. Dressed in cotton pants, a sweatshirt, and thick woolen socks, his toes poked out from the opposite end of the blanket. His pallor was too pink, as of someone overheated, but most startling was the sound of his breath. He made great effort to draw it in, releasing it in a strange gurgle. “I’m rotting in my seat,” he said. “Please, sit.”

Unsure how else to react, Bryon didn’t protest, but perched in a matching armchair turned perpendicular. The room was crowded with furniture that didn’t entirely match the house. The place itself was more modern, smooth surfaces, narrow rectangular windows, a very minimalistic design. The furniture, on the other hand, should have been in an old Victorian manse.

“I know you,” Anson Dupree said. He spoke slow, carefully drawing in his breath. “Your brother ...”

“Robin,” Bryon supplied. It wasn’t unusual for people to know Robin over him. He was way more social, partially due to his clientele, and, until recently, for his reputation with married women.

Mr. Dupree nodded. “Hired him once. Was impressed.” He paused to relax. “You sell real estate.”

“Yes sir.” High-end real estate, mansions and high rise condos costing upwards of one million. If someone had deep pockets and was looking for an image-maker, he was the guy they came to. “That’s why I stopped by,” he said. “I wanted to inquire about your neighbor’s place.”

Mr. Dupree, once more, dipped his chin. “Pepper will find you the number. They’re eager to unload it. But ... I want to keep my daughter here.”

Bryon pursed his lips, his brow drawing tight.

“You’re single.”

Startled, by his words, Bryon shifted in his seat. “Yes sir, but ...”

Once more, Mr. Dupree waved him silent. “Secret?” He reached for the blanket and tugged it higher. “This won’t kill me.” He smiled when he spoke. “Feels like it, but ...” He shrugged. “She’s independent, strong-minded like her dad. I like having her here. I need her here. As soon as I’m up though ...” He motioned his fingers like a bird in flight. He laid them flat on his chest, right above his heart.

“Money,” he said, “brings out leeches. She fears it ... trusts no one.”

Justifiably so. He’d seen the kind of people that coveted other people’s success, and like Pepper Dupree, he’d worked to avoid them. Her being the heiress to billions of dollars made her an even bigger target than most. The type of men that’d take advantage of her were particularly untrustworthy; they’d assume a twenty-five year old woman wouldn’t have enough brains in her head to combat their talk.

“You understand what that’s like and, frankly, have no need for my bank account. I’m asking ... pleading ... take her to dinner. Maybe ...” He wiggled his fingers again, this time like a lighter.

Sparks. 

“She’s pretty?” he asked.

Bryon gulped. Though he understood her dad’s reasoning, he couldn’t quite agree with his speaking for her. “Yes sir, she is.” That much was honest.

“No strings,” Mr. Dupree continued. “But I have a feeling ...” He silenced then and spent the next minute gathering himself, but though he’d fallen silent, his gaze was bright and fierce.

A dozen questions circled through Bryon’s brain. How he’d happened to stop here and her dad have been thinking of this. How he had an equal mindset about dating, at least, according to what her dad had said. He wasn’t one to believe in coincidences, but he did believe in working with your circumstances. And being kind. What would it hurt to say yes? If nothing came of it, he’d be no worse off.

“Here’s that number.” 

Pepper returned, and Bryon shifted his gaze. Her slender figure formed to a pair of beige slacks, the tail of a plaid shirt extended from the bottom of a red sweater vest. She was average height, maybe five-foot-five, with brunette hair framing pink cheeks. It was her eyes that captured him though, a peculiar shade of violet, spring-like, and at odds with early autumn.

He stood, glancing down at her dad. “It’s been great speaking with you.” 

He walked in her direction and took the square of paper in her fingers, noting how she carefully kept her distance.

“I’ll walk you to the door.”

He nodded his acceptance and paced ahead of her, but in the foyer, the pounding of the rain and blustering winds brought him to a halt.

“I can’t send you out in this,” she said. “If you let me tend my dad ... he needs his sleeping pills and will be asleep inside of fifteen minutes. We can have a snack in the kitchen.” She shuffled her feet, curling pink-painted toes. “I know it sounds lame.”

“It sounds nice,” he replied. Bryon jerked his chin toward the door. “I don’t want to go out in it anyway.”

She smiled, a youthful glow on her cheeks, and he couldn’t stop himself from responding the same. “I’ll wait,” he said. “Go take care of your dad.”

With a nod and a hop, she walked away. Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he looked out the windows again, but what he saw was his own reflection wavering in the glass.
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The kitchen looked little used, high end appliances made for a professional chef reduced to a microwave and the fridge. White cabinets and marble countertops stretched around two walls. In the center, an enormous island with a cooktop faced a bank of stools.

“Please sit,” Pepper said. “Do you prefer coffee or hot chocolate?”

“Chocolate’s fine.”

“Oh, good, ’cause that’s what I was thinking.” With that, she spun on her heel and slid left, opening an upper cabinet. She appeared to contemplate the various glasses and mugs in it, then stretched on her tiptoes for two on the upper shelf. Grasping the first, she set it on the counter in front of her. The second, however, bumped by her fingertips out of reach. “Drat.”

Standing, Bryon came up behind her and captured the mug, he handed it to her, and she took it, but curled it to her chest, her bottom lip folded between her teeth. A good number of seconds passed before she inhaled. “Thanks.”

He nodded and returned to his stool.

She turned away from him, this time taking a tea kettle from a bottom shelf. “So ... don’t tell me you saw the rain and decided to go looking at houses.”

“It wasn’t raining when I left, and I guess I didn’t check the weather.”

Filling the kettle, she set it on a forward burner and reclined her back against the edge of the sink. She crossed her arms. “You’re wanting to buy? Because I wish Dad would unload this place.”

Bryon took a second assessment of the room. The left hand side held space for a table that didn’t exist. Not as open as most people preferred, but with the potential. Probably, the other side of the wall was some sort of living space. Through the hallway windows he’d glimpsed a covered pool. “Wanting to sell it,” he said, looking back at her. “I’m a realtor, mostly more expensive homes.”

Her forehead wrinkled. “But they have a realtor.”

“And how’s he working out?”

She smiled. “Point taken. You want to swoop in and take over. You think you’ll do what he couldn’t?”

Bryon dipped his chin. “I already have someone interested.” He switched the topic slightly. “If you’re serious about selling this one, I can probably have it done within thirty days.”

“That quick?”

“Maybe sooner, and I’m going to take a wild guess ... I know of several condos that you might like.”

“Isn’t me that has to like it,” she said. “You won’t believe how picky he gets. He likes lavish and over the top, in spite of what you saw in the den. Most of that came with the place when he bought it several years ago.”

The rattle and thump of the tea kettle heating filled the atmosphere, and she turned aside to, once more, dig through the cabinet for hot chocolate mix. “If you don’t mind,” she said, facing away from him, “there’s a bag of marshmallows in the pantry. Isn’t it funny, all the money my dad has and we eat marshmallows?”

“That was a dinner item when I was a kid.” Bryon found the bag of cushiony treats and set them on the counter. Pepper tilted her gaze. “We didn’t have much growing up,” he continued. “My parents worked two and three jobs. My brother and I walked miles to school ...” He jerked his chin toward the window. “In weather like this and worse. Some days we’d get there with our lunch money, other days bullies would steal it. Robin ... that’s my brother ... did his best to protect me, but I had black eyes a lot.”

“Older brother?” she asked.

Bryon nodded. “That’s what we talked about, me and your dad. He knows my brother.”

She crossed her arms again. “That’s not all you talked about. Did he put you up to this?”

Bryon contemplated his answer. “Not ‘this’.”

Pepper blew out a loud breath. “I knew it. I wish he’d let me ...”

“Will you have dinner with me?” He surprised himself by asking, surprised himself more, with his heart beating so hard for the answer.

She appeared startled by the question. “You ... you asking because of him?”

He stared at her, taking in the quiver of her upper lip, the rapid throb of her pulse, the curl of her fingers into fists. Rising, he approached, and she reversed, until hitting the counter. There, she craned her head back as if seeking more room. He leaned downward, narrowing the distance between them. “This is why I’m asking,” he said.

Her nostrils flared, mouth parted, she made a shaky breath, then moistened her lips. “You did that on purpose.”

He smiled. “It’s dinner. You want to go. I want to take you. And your dad will be happy.” He backed away.

The tea kettle whistled, preventing her response, and she grasped hold, filling the mugs and stirring the mix. He snapped open the bag of marshmallows. The pressure of the plastic released too quickly, a handful flew outward, rolling across the counter. She shifted the mugs from the stove to the island and extended her hand to gather up the small mess. But Bryon beat her to it and, pinching two between his thumb and forefinger, flipped his hand palm-side up and offered them to her. She shifted her hand to take them, but he avoided her grasp, shaking his head.
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