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      Evelynn Stewart pulled into a REKD Gaming guest parking spot and stared at the building. She’d heard about the company from Kayn, one of the founders, and had checked it out online. Finding out that one of his partners was someone from high school that she never wanted to see again had been an ugly surprise. If she wasn’t so committed to the idea of the bucket-list charity, she doubted she’d risk seeing Darius while she was here.

      Her phone pinged, and Eve pulled it from her purse.

      “Hey, Dad. What’s up?”

      “Evie, where are you now? I thought you were to come home for a visit before you took another job.”

      Uh oh. Something was really bothering him. She hadn’t heard his brogue get that bad since her almost-wedding. After more than forty years in the US, her father had overcome the worst of his accent, but it got strong during times of high stress. When he’d first started practicing law, he’d had to be careful or no one in court could understand him. His stereotypical Scottish temperament fit his red hair. Fortunately, his anger faded fast. Bruce Stewart wasn’t the kind of guy who held grudges—except when it came to his own father.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Nothing’s wrong.” Her father’s voice was sharp and full of irritation.

      “Keep the heid,” Eve said, quoting in a Scottish accent one of the sayings he’d used on her often enough over the years. That usually got a response out of him.

      He grunted and let out a deep breath. “I am calm. I told you nothing was wrong.”

      Then why had he called? Certainly not to give her a hard time for not having visited Boston to see them often enough. She’d been home two months ago. Eve opened her rental car’s door and got out.

      “Look, Dad, I’m going into an appointment for my next job, and I don’t want to be late.” She headed toward the building’s entrance. “If this job goes through, there’ll be a lot that needs to be done beforehand. I’d only be able to get there for a weekend.”

      “But you said you’d come for a longer visit.”

      Eve was close to both of her parents, and they were all independent. But he almost sounded needy. Was he sick? A twinge of alarm made her stumble in her stride.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” He heaved out another breath and added, “I heard from my father’s solicitor.” He started mumbling Scottish curses under his breath.

      Eve blinked. It was a miracle her mother wasn’t calling to say Dad had had a stroke. He’d never forgiven her grandfather for disowning him for choosing his own future. Most twenty-year-old men would have been devastated by that, but her dad had come to study in the US anyway and worked his way through school. She’d always taken pride in her family’s toughness. On the way to his law degree, he’d gone after citizenship. He hadn’t married until he was in his early thirties and established in his career.

      “Did the solicitor call to say he’d died?”

      “Don’t you be getting disrespectful.”

      Right. Like her father hadn’t just been saying all kinds of disrespectful things under his breath. It was too bad that Eve’s personality wasn’t as placid as her mother’s. She had a wonderful ability to act like a soothing balm when her father got mad. If he was defending his father, her dad was really troubled.

      Eve had reached the entrance and stopped at the door, not wanting to take the conversation inside.

      “Give me a break. I wasn’t trying to be disrespectful. It was a simple question.”

      “You’re right. He called to tell me my brother died.”

      Eve didn’t know what to say. Her father had always been silent about his younger brother, so she had no idea how close they’d been. She hadn’t met him or her grandfather, and she had no idea if her uncle had ever made an effort to contact her father. He used to joke, bitterly, that since there were two sons, the old man hadn’t minded getting rid of the heir because he’d had a spare. It’d always sounded to her like they were in line to inherit some Scottish title instead of a bazillion acres in the Lowlands.

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” she finally said. “Did he have any children?”

      “A son, about your age the solicitor said . . .” He let the sentence drag out like he meant to say something more.

      “There’s something else?” Her poor father.

      “My da had a stroke. It was mild, and he’s recovering well. Considering his temper, I’m surprised he’s lasted as long as he has.”

      Eve didn’t miss the irony of her temperamental father making a statement like that. Was her grandfather’s disposition even more volatile? While she had no respect for a man who would throw away one of his children, she’d also been with enough people when they died that she knew they frequently had regrets. Was her grandfather wishing he’d handled things differently all those years ago and was now reaching out to his only remaining child? Would her father be willing to let go of his own hurt?

      “Your father must be almost ninety.”

      “Eighty-nine.”

      This had to be the longest conversation that she could remember having with her dad about his father. Her heart lifted a little. Her dad remembered how old his father was. As a home care nurse, she’d worked with family members who had regular contact with each other and still didn’t know that kind of information.

      “What are you asking me, Dad?”

      “Nothing. I wanted to tell you.” Her father’s almost sad tone turned cross. “And ask when you plan to finally come home for a visit.”

      “Depending on the timing for this next job, if I accept it, it could be another month, give or take.”

      He gave a disgusted grunt. “Your mother misses you.”

      Eve grinned. “Mom and I talk almost every day, and she’s not pushing for me to come home right away. Are you sure you’re not the one who’s missing me?”

      He started to bluster, like he always did when she accused him of having feelings. She’d wondered many times over the years how he managed to be so successful as an attorney with that kind of temper. She’d asked him once if he’d ever been found in contempt while in court, and that had sent him off into another one of his rants. From her mother’s expression, Eve had decided he had, and that experience had forced him to learn to control it. Nowadays, she thought she must be the only one who could set him off.

      “Dad, I hate to interrupt—” She waited for him to stop his little rant. “—but I have to go into the building now for my meeting. I’ll come up either this weekend or the next. I’ll let Mom know which. Call me again when you have more information.”

      “Tha gaol agam ort.”

      “I love you too, Dad.” Eve ended the call, dropped the phone in her purse, and entered the building.
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      “I still don’t get why you want me to do this. The charity was your idea,” Darius Dimitriou said with a scowl. He wished he knew why his partner had been so agitated since he’d returned from Ireland. Darius couldn’t afford to take on responsibility for a wish-fulfillment organization if it might turn him irritable and cranky like Kayn had become.

      “Because I’ve decided I don’t want to run this thing, but it’s still a worthy cause. The nurse I worked with in—” Kayn tripped on the word. Why wouldn’t he even name Ireland now? What had happened on that first bucket-list trip? “Well, she has a great suggestion for a candidate that I thought you in particular would be interested in helping.”

      Him particularly. What was that supposed to mean? Darius had never considered making a bucket list for himself. He’d always thought that was for people who hit forty. With adventures like an African safari, tour of the Egyptian pyramids, and sailing across the Pacific, he’d had enough fun to mark off items from many people’s bucket lists. He had a decade before he had to worry about adding to his own.

      “Don’t we already fund enough charities?” He rubbed the back of his neck. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to give back, but it’d been a tough summer. Their company REKD Gaming was gearing up for the playoffs for the World Championships, and he’d just found a replacement for his intern—Kayn’s sister, as it’d turned out. Darius had been looking forward to taking off some time; he needed a break.

      “Please listen to her and then decide.” Kayn headed toward the conference room door. “Let’s go.”

      “All right, but I’m making no promises.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      Darius followed but only because of the haunted look in his friend’s eyes. Seriously, what had happened to him in Ireland to have caused that? It was like Kayn was in the middle of some kind of internal battle. Since the drama with his sister had been resolved, what could be troubling him now? The single time Darius had tried to bring it up, Kayn had rather rudely brushed aside his question.

      Kayn strode from the room and had to quickly step aside to keep from plowing into a woman holding a baby carrier.

      “Morning, Cayenne,” she said to Kayn, a twinkle in her eyes.

      “Cass.” He barely blinked and didn’t tell her to pronounce it like cane, another indication that something was troubling the man. The ribbing about the correct pronunciation had been a running gag with the CEO’s executive assistant for three years.

      With a crease between her brows, she watched Kayn continue down the hallway.

      “You need to find out what’s bugging him,” Cass said. “His sense of humor died in Ireland. I thought he was too focused on work before, but he’s worse now. It’s not healthy. For any of you.” She reached up and poked Darius in the chest.

      “Ow.” He rubbed the spot. “Maybe he’s just getting tired of your joke. Try something about Cain and Abel for a change.”

      “No. This is more, much more. That man is miserable.” Shaking her head, Cass went into her office.

      Darius broke into a jog to catch up with Kayn, who had reached the elevator and was holding it open. They entered and faced the door, saying nothing.

      Cass was right, but Darius didn’t know how to help his friend if he wouldn’t open up about the problem. Kayn had done one test case and gone with the wish-fulfillment lady to Ireland. She’d been an old woman with cancer. He wouldn’t talk about the trip. Had he gotten attached to her, and she’d since taken a turn for the worse? That was the danger in getting emotionally involved.

      He’d said the nurse had a potential client. Where would this person want to go? Someplace like Disneyworld or Universal Studios? On a cruise?

      Kayn opened the conference room door and strode inside. He was immediately greeted by a woman’s pleasant and vaguely familiar voice.

      “It’s great to see you again, Kayn, but you look terrible. You should take better care of yourself, or you’ll end up one of the people using your charity.”

      Darius poked his head around the door jamb and found his friend embracing a tall, slender woman dressed in dark slacks and a burgundy blazer that gave her light brown complexion a rosy flush. With her tiny braids pulled back in a loose ponytail, she struck the right balance for business casual. She carried herself with an easy confidence. Speaking with Kayn, she sounded more like a friend than a potential employee. Who was⁠—

      Before he could finish the thought, Darius felt himself transported back to that unusually warm May evening the month before high school graduation. They’d been with friends at the park and had wandered down a path alone. He could smell the sweet fragrance of the peonies in bloom nearby, the vanilla scent of her shampoo, the feel of⁠—

      “Darius, come here.” Kayn waved him over, pulling him back to the present. “Eve, this is my friend and business partner, Darius Dimitriou. Darius, Evelynn Stewart.”

      He had to unclench his fist before he could extend his arm. Did she remember him? She hesitated before taking his hand, hers warm, her skin soft. The too-familiar tickle of attraction ran up his arm, and the corner of his eye twitched. But she continued to watch him expectantly, wary, like she was waiting for some response from him. Darius decided to play it cool.

      “Have we met?” he asked.

      Kayn glanced first at one and then the other, his brows raised. The corners of Eve’s mouth quirked. Darius knew that beautiful face too well not to know how forced her amused attitude was. She hadn’t forgotten that night either.

      “I doubt that someone important like you would remember a girl you kissed in high school, but yes. We’ve met. My seventeen-year-old self would be crushed that you’ve forgotten her.” She put her hand to her chest with a mock flutter.

      So that was how she was going to play it. He wasn’t likely to forget that kiss. It had rocked his world and confused the heck out of him. All right.

      “It’s nice to see you again, Eve,” Darius said. “So, you’re a nurse now?”

      “And you’re a billionaire. Who knew back then how life would turn out?”

      If he hadn’t known her so well, he’d have thought her tone was teasing. From Kayn’s expression, that’s what he thought, but Darius was too familiar with the edge of sarcasm she’d liked to sneak into some comments. She’d usually saved those for the snarky kids in school though. How many times had he and she laughed later after such verbal altercations? He’d always thought she would have followed her father’s career path rather than her mother’s. Of course, he’d also thought Eve would always be a part of his life.

      “Since you’re here, I’m guessing you’re the nurse who helped Kayn in Ireland.” Darius wondered if she could explain what had happened to sour Kayn during the bucket-list charity trip.

      “I did.” Eve glanced at his partner, who’d leaned back in his chair like a spectator. “It was pretty amazing, and he helped to make Granny a very happy woman.”

      Kayn’s expression had tightened at the reference to Ireland and worsened when the client was mentioned.

      “Now that we’ve had this little mini reunion,” he said dryly, “maybe we can talk about the project. Please be seated.”

      “Well, aren’t we salty today.” Eve shot him a shrewd glance but took a seat. “Why are you so cross?”

      “I’m not,” Kayn said crossly.

      Eve arched a brow and leaned back in her chair, her arms folded. “Sell me a different story because I’m not buying this one.” Her eyes narrowed. “It’s Sona, isn’t it?”

      “That’s none of your business,” Kayn said, his tone sharp.

      Eve blinked but didn’t drop her gaze, though she didn’t say anything else.

      Kayn was a plain speaker, but he was rarely rude, and certainly not in a business setting. When Darius exchanged glances with him, the Korean man’s face flushed, and he averted his gaze. Darius wondered who this Sona was to be causing Kayn’s lady problems. That was curious anyway since the man was a confirmed bachelor. Darius did sympathize since he still carried the scars from his own lady problems.

      Without a word, Kayn picked up two stacks of papers and handed one to Eve. The other he gave to Darius.

      “These are my notes from the first trip and an account of the expenses. I also had Cass prepare a list of the things that we considered as we went into it and what my observations were during the trip.”

      “Why did you print this out?” Darius asked.

      “I sent you a digital copy too, but I wanted you to have something in front of you for this meeting.”

      Since Darius hadn’t been involved with the trip to Ireland, he spent his time scanning the documents, while Eve and Kayn discussed the observations.

      As Darius subtly watched the two interact, he knew Cass was right. They needed to do something. When Kayn had first returned from Ireland, Darius had excused his friend’s curt behavior as jet lag. But enough time had passed that that was no longer an excuse. The usually mellow man was distracted and edgy, sharp and critical with others. Darius would have to ask Eve about this Sona person, and why she was being a problem for his friend.

      “Darius?” Eve asked, reaching over to tap his hand, pulling him from his thoughts.

      The spark was even stronger that time. He pulled back his hand and rubbed it where she’d touched it.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Static shock, I guess.”

      “I didn’t feel anything.” Eve wore an innocent expression.

      Darius wasn’t fooled. How many times had she used it to get out of trouble when she’d been caught whispering in class?

      “I’m going to be honest here, Eve. I’ve already told Kayn I’m not sure I want to take this on.”

      “Well don’t decide yet.”

      She reached for her purse, and it was like she’d dropped her pretense and had turned all business. She woke her phone and searched through it. She slid it to him, and he picked it up. A pretty Hispanic girl posed in a picture, holding a certificate.

      “And?” he asked.

      “That is Sophia Hernandez. She’s seventeen and an excellent student. That says a lot considering the health issues she has to deal with. I know that a charity organization like the one Kayn is proposing wouldn’t normally accept nominations from people working on the team. But since this program is still in the early stages, and he’s already done a test case with Sona’s grandmother, I was hoping you might consider doing another test case with this one.”

      “What is Sophia’s situation?”

      “She has lupus.”

      Darius gave a soft groan. Seventeen with lupus. His favorite aunt hadn’t been diagnosed with it until she’d been in her late twenties. It’d killed her before she was fifty. Not everybody with lupus died from it, but it was a tough disease. He slid his fingers over the screen to enlarge the picture. In spite of the girl’s bright expression, she had shadows under her eyes and seemed a little pale.

      “How long has she had it?” he asked.

      “She started showing symptoms at twelve but wasn’t diagnosed until a couple of years ago. She’s been involved in local organizations that talk about childhood lupus.” Eve leaned back in her chair. “She’s even started her own charitable organization with the focus to draw attention to the disease and raise money to fund research to create a test to help with diagnosis. She’s a good kid.”

      Darius couldn’t help feeling like he was being manipulated. Eve knew about his aunt, but he couldn’t remember ever having mentioned her to Kayn.

      “Did you know about this girl before?” Darius asked his friend.

      “Nope. Eve just said she had a likely candidate and asked if it was okay to propose her.” Kayn shrugged. “I figured it wouldn’t hurt to consider it.”

      Easy for him since he was walking away.

      “How do you know her?” Darius asked Eve.

      “She’s from back home.” She leaned forward, her manner intense, hands clasped before her on the table. “Sophia’s mother runs a housecleaning business. You may not remember, but my mother is involved in volunteer work. She found out about Sophia’s fundraising efforts and got involved.”

      Darius let out a breath, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms. Lupus was one disease his family knew well. It impressed him that the girl had decided to be proactive.

      “I came prepared to tell you I wouldn’t do this.”

      “I know.” Kayn’s tone showed the first bit of humor in weeks. “That's why I invited Eve. I figured she’d be able to talk you into it.”

      “I’m still not convinced you shouldn’t keep it going yourself rather than handing it off,” Darius said, rubbing his chin.

      Like Eve’s family, his had always been involved in local charities, and one of the first things he’d done when he’d become rich was to set up an endowment. Darius liked being able to give back, even more now that he had a lot of money. Otherwise he’d have stuck to the “no” he’d given Kayn when he’d first asked.

      With Eve sitting across the table from him, Darius was second-guessing himself. That she, of all people, had stepped back into his life after all these years seemed serendipitous. He’d been stupid and scared all those years ago and walked away from her. Until now, they hadn’t crossed paths. If he said he wouldn’t do it, he might not get another chance with her.

      “But I’ll think about it,” he finally said.

      “If you don’t take it, it’s dead. Rafe has too many other things going on, and Ez has his hands full with that musical program he’s helping with. It’s in your hands now.” Kayn rose and left the room.

      Darius stared at the door closing behind his friend. He glanced at Eve.

      “Do you know what that’s all about?” he asked. “He hasn’t been the same since he came back from Ireland.”

      “I think he got a little too attached to Sona.” Eve’s expression had turned sad.

      “She got under his skin that bad, huh?”

      “Uh, yeah. You might say so. Things between them didn’t end well, so it’ll be interesting to see how it plays out.”

      “Well, it’s almost time for dinner.” Darius gathered his papers. “What are you doing tonight?”

      “I don’t have any plans. Since I’ve never been here before, do you have any recommendations for where I could eat?”

      “Let me take you out to dinner. We have twelve years to catch up on.”

      As Eve considered him, wariness crossed her face, colored by a touch of wistfulness. He’d seen that before, so many years ago, but he hadn’t been mature enough to recognize it for what it was. Darius arched a brow and gave her the I-dare-you look he’d used on her in high school. Her expression turned determined.

      “All right. I’ll have dinner with you.”

      When she picked up her papers, he didn’t miss the crease between her brows.
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      As they made their way through the building, Eve had to work at keeping up a calm demeanor. Had it only been an hour ago that she’d been hoping not to see Darius? It had seemed like the worst kind of luck that it’d been him on the other side of the table. If she weren’t so dedicated to the program, she might have walked out.

      And that punk. Like she couldn’t tell when Darius was pretending, acting like he hadn’t remembered her. Anyone who knew him well could see it in his expression. Why had he done that anyway? Embarrassment at the way he’d treated her that last month before graduation?

      But then he’d given her that look. It had taken her right back to high school, when they’d been the best of friends. It was like she was looking at the boy again, and her resolve had melted.

      It took a long time to make it to the exit. Employees kept stopping him to ask questions. She hated to admit that he interacted well with the people, even handling one temperamental artist with finesse. Did that come from having been a high school art teacher?

      She’d been happy for him when she’d read that Darius was one of the Harvard Billionaire Boys. Just before they’d sold their first game, he’d been named teacher of the year. At the time, she’d thought it was a shame to lose someone so good from the profession. Seeing him now, she wasn’t so sure. She had a feeling he was still teaching but in a different, less formal way.

      “Phew,” Darius said when they finally exited the building. “I was beginning to wonder if we’d get out of there.”

      “Do you mind very much?”

      “Not really, but it can make it tough to get away from the office some days.” Darius pulled some keys from his pocket and pointed to a royal blue car plugged into a charging station.

      “Wow, a Tesla. Nice.” She examined the vehicle. “What kind of range do you get?”

      “Over six hundred miles with one charge. I can extend it by carrying an extra battery.” He opened the passenger door for her. “I wouldn’t take it for a really long trip yet because there aren’t enough charging stations in this part of the country. Rumor has it that’s changing as they become more popular.”

      “It’s nice to know you haven’t lost your concern for the environment. I’ve wondered since I first heard about your success if the money would ruin you.” Eve paused between the car and the open door and turned to face him. She blinked at his close proximity.

      Darius was better looking than he’d been in high school, when he’d been too tall and too lean, all arms and legs. He’d definitely filled out, and the scraggly wannabe beard he’d tried to grow in high school had filled in nicely. He kept it neatly trimmed, one of those beards that wasn’t quite a beard but wasn’t scruffy either. She had to push down the temptation to run her finger over his cheek to see if it felt like sandpaper or if it was soft.

      “You’ve worked with Kayn. He’s not into acquiring a bunch of stuff. None of us are. I think that’s probably why we work so well together. None of us are conspicuous consumption guys.” Darius gave a familiar shrug.

      “Well, I’m glad to hear it.” Eve slid into the passenger seat and took a deep breath when he closed the door.

      He smelled so good. And seemed completely oblivious to the attraction she’d been fighting. That was so typical. And unfair. He’d been the one who’d kissed her, turned her world upside down, and then stopped speaking to her. One day they’d been best friends and then strangers. No, worse than strangers, because he’d always acknowledged people on the street, even if he didn’t know them.

      It was just as well. She hadn’t proposed this wish fulfillment to Kayn so she could get reacquainted with an old high school crush. Still, she wished this Darius didn’t seem like a more mature, self-assured, delicious version of his younger self.

      He was silent as he got into his side of the car and turned the ignition.

      “Where are we going to eat?” she asked, trying to sound as natural as possible.

      “I seem to remember you being a hamburger girl,” Darius said, pulling out of the parking lot.

      Eve was a little surprised he remembered that.

      “There’s one in particular here that’s my favorite,” he said. “It’s small and simple, but their food is down-home country.”

      “Sounds delicious. I’m starving, so I hope it doesn’t take too long for them to prepare the food.”

      “It shouldn’t be a problem.” He was quiet for a minute and then asked, “Besides working with Kayn’s bucket-list recipient, what have you been up to all these years?”

      “Well, like you, I went to college. My mother had been pushing for me to follow in her footsteps, so I did.”

      “I heard from my mom that she’s the director at the school of nursing now.”

      “I’ll be honest,” Eve said, shifting in her seat to see him better. “I’m surprised your mother even remembers us.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t be. I guess you’ve been traveling so much that you don’t know that our mothers serve on the same fundraising committee for the hospital.”

      “No. I didn’t know that.” Why had her mother never mentioned it? She rubbed her temple, recalling the conversation with her father and his wish that she’d come for a long visit. Maybe he had a point.

      Darius pulled into a parking lot.

      “Oh, this is quaint,” she said, leaning forward. “A log cabin restaurant.”

      “I told you, down-home country. The inside atmosphere matches.” When she reached for her door, he touched her hand. “Let me get that for you, please.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.”

      “My partners always get a lady’s door. Ezreal says it’s a sign of respect, and Rafe’s mother would tan his hide if she caught him not doing the same. I don’t want to look bad in comparison, so you’d be doing me a favor.”

      Eve eyed him but didn’t move. Kayn was also one of those guys who conscientiously opened doors. Darius hopped out and hurried around to her side of the car where he opened hers with a flourish, his eyes twinkling. For a second, she saw the boy she’d once loved. Blinking at the unexpected stinging of her eyes, she stepped out of the car.

      “Thank you for letting me retain my reputation,” he said.

      “Any time.”

      Eve approached the restaurant with the intent to make a statement. Before he could take the handle, she did and opened the door for him. Stepping back from it so he could enter first, she gave him her best saucy grin.

      “Turnabout’s fair play. If you can respect me, I can respect you.”

      “As you wish.” He stepped inside but waited for her and held out his arm.

      Eve hesitated a second before taking it. After a dozen years, she’d thought the electricity between them would be gone. Nope. If anything, it was even more powerful. At least on her part. She took his arm, and they walked to the host, who seemed to know him. All Darius did was hold up two fingers, and the man nodded, picked up two menus, and indicated they should follow him.

      “Buffalo and bison?” she asked once they were seated, scanning the menu. “I thought they were the same thing.”

      “I did too.” Darius glanced at her over the top of his menu. “It turns out the American bison is native to North and South America and Europe while the Buffalo is from Africa and Asia. Who knew, right?”

      “They serve emu too? Aren’t they like ostriches?” Eve shook her head, feeling a little queasy at the thought. “I don’t think I could eat one.”

      “You eat chicken, and they serve duck and goose at your father’s country club. Why not a giant bird?”

      “I guess, but I think I’ll stick with a hamburger.” Eve pointed to the drink section on her menu. “What is this Cherrywine?”

      “It’s a cherry tonic.”

      “A carbonated beverage. Is it alcoholic?”

      “No.” Darius signaled their server that they were ready to order.

      “That’s one of the things I’ve enjoyed the most about taking nursing jobs all over the country. I’ve gotten to try a lot of regional foods and drinks.” Eve gave her order and added, “I also think I want that Cherrywine float.”

      Darius ordered the same thing she had minus the drink, choosing water instead.

      “It sounds like you don’t just do nursing work around Boston,” he said when they were alone. “How did that come about? I hadn’t heard that home nursing was a profession that paid a lot.”

      “It doesn’t normally. When I started out, I didn’t want to work in a hospital. I was offered a job for a wealthy friend of my father’s. The man’s mother had suffered a stroke, and they didn’t want to put her in a rehabilitation facility. They chose to do it at home, and my father suggested me.” Eve folded her hands on the table in front of her, wondering if Darius thought less of her for it. He’d chosen to be a high school teacher after all, another underpaid professional position. She said, “After that it was word-of-mouth. I’ve needed to add some additional certifications to my credentials, and I’ve found that interesting. I also worked with a physical therapist for a while, so I have some additional experience there. I really enjoyed the trip to Ireland and getting to know Granny, the recipient. She was a delight.”

      “Was it a big change from what you’ve been doing?” he asked.

      “It was. I’m not complaining about the jobs I’ve done. I like people, and I find working with a lot of different personalities adds variety to what I do. But I’ve met a few spoiled brats, and I hope working for the charity will limit how many of those I have to deal with.” Eve chose her words carefully. “I grew to love Granny. She was a ‘salt of the earth’ type of person, grateful and humble. I found it more fulfilling to care for a regular person who wasn’t used to having almost unlimited resources to make her comfortable. So, you see, it’s for very selfish reasons that I hope you continue this program. I’d love to keep working for it.”
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      Darius had been studying Eve as she talked, but it took a second for her last words to sink in. When she’d first mentioned working for rich people, he’d wondered if she’d been chasing fame via her clientele. Which would have been a huge change from the girl he’d known so well. His shoulders relaxed, and he smiled softly.

      It was always interesting to meet up with people he’d known before he was so wealthy. While his family had been the most affluent of the four partners, Darius’s life on his own as a high school art teacher had certainly not included a lot of extras. Once he’d begun teaching, the only time he’d been able to afford to take expensive vacations had been when his parents invited him on theirs and offered to pay his way.

      His father had never understood why Darius had chosen a career in teaching, a profession that required high levels of education with low compensation. He’d gotten tired of hearing comments from people—including some family and friends—who said teachers didn’t make much because they didn’t work all year. The fact that they’d already put in the equivalent of a full year by the time the school year ended was irrelevant to them.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” she said, pulling him from his thoughts.

      “I’ve been thinking.”

      “About the project, I hope.” The server brought Eve’s float, and she leaned back. “This looks good.” She put the straw to her mouth and drew in some of the creamy, cherry tonic. Nodding her head, her expression thoughtful, she took another sip.

      “Do you like it?” he asked.

      “I do, but then I’ve never been a root beer float fan and have always preferred alternatives.”

      “Rainbow Sherbet with 7-Up. I remember.”

      “I’m surprised you do. This is yummy.”

      Their food arrived then, and they spent the next few minutes eating. Darius hadn’t missed the flash of pain that had crossed Eve’s face at his comment. Was it because of his stupidity or was she remembering something else not associated with him? He hoped it was the latter.

      She glanced around the room as she ate, pausing at times. He thought she was checking out the rustic decorations, and she might have been at first, but then he realized she was watching the diners. He didn’t remember her being a people watcher in high school and wondered what she saw when she studied them.

      “What?” she asked, pinning him with her curious gaze.

      “I was just watching you watch people. Do you do that a lot?”

      “Usually. I find studying people and wondering about their lives to be fascinating. Maybe that’s why I enjoy home nursing so much. Bartenders and hairdressers end up being the receivers of all kinds of personal confidences, but so do home nurses. I suppose it’s because a relationship of trust and the close proximity lends itself to sharing.”

      “Because, of course, you always want to spill your guts to the person who gives you a sponge bath,” Darius said dryly.

      Eve laughed. “I confess that’s not one of my favorite parts of the job, but it’s not like it isn’t also incredibly embarrassing for the patient. I try to treat them with the same dignity and respect I’d wish to receive.”

      “Good for you. Do you think you’ll ever transfer to the teaching hospital to work with your mother?”

      “Maybe when I don’t want to travel anymore.” She shifted her gaze, but Darius caught another flash of something. Sadness this time, he thought. Was her travel schedule less about wanderlust and more about some pain she was running from?

      “I think your parents are older than mine,” he said. “If that’s something you’d like to do—I mean work with your mother—you’ll want to do it before she retires.”

      “You’re right.” Eve’s expression turned troubled.

      Darius found himself intrigued even more by her. How much did this beautiful woman still have in common with the girl he’d kissed? His gaze went to her mouth. What would it be like to kiss her now? He shook his head. The last time he’d given in to that temptation hadn’t ended well.

      “I appreciate the delicious dinner.” Eve glanced around the restaurant again. “It’s been fun getting a little taste of Boone. If you’re not interested in continuing Kayn’s charity, please tell me right away. I’ve had another job offer, and I need to let them know in case they have to get someone else.” She set down her napkin and looked about to leave.

      “I’ll do it.” Darius hadn’t meant to say it, but once the words had escaped his mouth, he didn’t wish them back. He’d already been tempted to agree because of Sophia. A girl like that needed something good and memorable to happen in her life. Adding Eve into the mix made the decision an easy one, even if he’d made it unconsciously. “But I’ll do it as a test case just like Kayn did. I don’t have a driving desire to be intimately involved with running the program, but I do think it would be a good way to give back.”

      Eve grinned, and the shadow of something that seemed to always haunt her, disappeared.

      “When do you think you’ll want to take the trip?”

      “It’s August now, and it’ll take a little time to put everything in place. If she’s seventeen, would it be a problem if she misses some school?” he asked.

      “Because of her health, her mother has homeschooled her. Sophia’s also already taken some college courses online.”

      Darius considered his options. He was scheduled to take some time off after their big push this summer, but he needed to be back in October for the North American finals in New York City.

      “She’d like to go to Edinburgh.”

      “Scotland? What’s there for a teenager? Does she have a thing for William Wallace and want to see where Braveheart was filmed?”

      “Actually, a lot of that movie was done in Ireland.” Eve pulled out her phone and swiped across the screen, showing him a list of sites in Edinburgh. “Sophia is a huge Harry Potter fan.”

      “Have you already discussed this with her? I hope not, because what if I’d said I wouldn’t do it?” Darius leaned back in his chair, narrowing his eyes. More than one person he’d once thought of a friend had tried to con money out of him. “I’d hate to think you’d use emotional blackmail to try to coerce me into agreeing.”

      “Aren’t we suspicious?” Eve shot him a flat look. “No, I haven’t talked with her at all about a bucket-list trip. I did, however, chat with her one day about what her dream trip would be. She was quite emphatic that it would be Edinburgh. I’ve done a little research since, and there are quite a few places within walking distance that I think she would enjoy and could handle. We’d have to be careful with her health, of course.”

      “My bad. Sorry to accuse you wrongly. We’d need to leave in the next two or three weeks though, if we can arrange it with her that soon. We obviously wouldn’t be bringing just a teenage girl, so how many of her family members would accompany her?” Darius didn’t give Eve a chance to answer. “That’s something that would need to be considered for an ongoing program. Would it be fair to choose someone from a large family when only one and maybe a guest could come?”

      “Kayn mentioned once that as much as he’d like to be able to help everyone, he couldn’t afford to,” Eve said. “I get that. You’d want to set limits. But would you bring only a child and a parent? It’d be lovely to include both parents and siblings to make it a real family affair.”

      “True, and these are questions I’ll need to consider should I decide to set up the charity. Does Sophia have a bunch of siblings?”

      “We’re lucky there. She’s an only child. They’re not affluent, so I’d have to check to see if both parents could afford to take the time off from work.”

      “How long would the trip last that you’re considering?” Darius asked.

      “Kayn’s was only three or four days there since it takes so long to travel to and from.”

      “All right. You check with her family.” He pulled out his phone and opened it to his calendar. “If we went mid to late September, well after Labor Day, we might be able to deal with fewer crowds, but the weather should still be decent.”

      “Well, it is Scotland.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Eve held up her phone and turned it so he could see. The screen said that the average high was only sixty-two degrees in September.

      “We’ll have to bring coats,” he said.

      “And umbrellas.” Eve flipped the screen on her phone and held it up again. “It looks like the rain average in September is five or six inches, so close to twice what Boston receives.”

      “But not much more than Boone gets.” Darius grinned, feeling a little excited about the trip for the first time. “I’ve never been to Scotland before.”

      “Me either.” Eve’s voice was soft.

      “But your father was born there. You’ve never visited?”

      “Nope.” Eve’s expression had turned flat at his question.

      Darius didn’t say anything but wondered what else was going on with her family that she’d never mentioned it. He’d been to Greece as a boy to meet his great grandparents, so he’d always assumed she’d been to Scotland.

      “I’ll send you a list of the places she’d like to visit, so your staff can start making arrangements. Jo Rowling finished the series in the Barliamo Hotel.” Eve leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “If you could swing getting the same room Jo was staying in then, it could be the ultimate prize for Sophia’s trip.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Potterhead here.” Eve leaned back and pointed at herself. “I’m a Ravenclaw.”

      “Are you sure this isn’t your bucket-list trip?”

      “Nothing like killing two birds with one stone, right?” Eve tilted her head, the corner of her mouth curving up. “We’ll have to get you a kilt.”

      “I don’t think so. You know very well that I’m of Greek descent, not Scottish.”

      “Ah, but Scottish myth says that the country was founded by Greek prince Goídel Glas and his wife Scota. She was the daughter of the Pharaoh.”

      Darius stared at her, the corner of his mouth twitching. He loved that Eve hadn’t stopped being a trivia queen.

      “And all this time I thought it was Brutus of Troy who founded Britain,” he said dryly.

      “I’m surprised you know that much. But there is a connection, so embrace it.”

      “We’ll see. Do you want any dessert?”

      “No. My Cherrywine float was plenty.”

      When the waitress put the ticket on the table, Eve reached for it. Darius grabbed it, feeling victorious when he got it first. She rose before he could get her chair. When he gave her a flat look, she put on her saucy grin again. She also didn’t wait for him to offer her his arm, so he placed his fingers on the small of her back. It took a little more effort than he cared to admit to not put his arm around her waist.

      Prep time with Eve and then five days, counting travel time. It was going to be an interesting trip.

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/eap2--sm.jpg
EMERALD ARCH PUBLISHING]





OEBPS/images/rekd-logo--book.jpg
Gaming






OEBPS/images/lftb-new-darius-cover.jpg
--B'l\' ‘naires of REKD Book 4

Billionaire
USA Today Bestselling & Award-winning Author
Donna K. Weaver





OEBPS/images/sketched-paint-brush-tilted.jpg





OEBPS/images/kilt-for-lftb-darker.jpg





