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      I went to Vegas to get married and ended up saying “I do” to my fiancé’s brother. 

       

      My dream wedding in Las Vegas turns into a scandalous nightmare when my fiancé gets married—to another woman. Pregnant, unemployed, and dangerously close to losing a house that was supposed to kickstart my next phase of life, I’m out of options.

       

      Until Sullivan, my ex-groom’s black-sheep brother, makes an offer that changes everything: marry him instead. I get to keep the house, he gets to work on his start-up in peace, and we just have to cohabitate for a year. 

       

      I don’t expect playing house to feel so natural. Or to see Sullivan for who he truly is without baseless comparisons to his brother. I definitely don’t expect to wish I could see what he’s like as a dad beyond our year together. 

       

      Then there was that one time in the laundry room with him…and in the bathroom…and on the kitchen table. I could go for much more of that.

       

      As the calendar pages turn, I’ve been wishing this was the beginning and not the end. But I was let down in the most humiliating way possible. I can’t waste my clover dreams on a man who could devastate my heart worse than before.
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      Clover

      

      For a girl who had dreamed of her wedding since she was a kid, a casino wedding chapel wasn’t in my plans, but that was why I was in Las Vegas now. My wedding. My family had gathered in town with me, and my future in-laws had just arrived at the hotel. Tomorrow, the ceremony would be on the third floor. The only thing I was missing was Elijah Wagner. The groom.

      “I know you said you didn’t fly together, but you have his itinerary?” my mom asked.

      Magnolia Duke was a smart woman, and she was trying to help me get to the bottom of everything, but there was something in her tone that put me on edge. I’d always been able to see and hear the difference between how she interacted with him versus how she was with the brothers-in-law and the sister-in-law our family had collected over the years.

      Would she be thrilled if something happened to my fiancé? No. My mom had too big a heart to act like that. Did she secretly hope that Elijah stood me up? Probably.

      I knew Elijah could be hard to understand. He lacked confidence, and he made up for it with bluster and an arrogance that was often off-putting. The first time I met him, he was insufferable. A friend of a friend had introduced us at a house party shortly after I moved to Omaha. I was lonely, and I could see some of that in Elijah. So I had kept talking to him.

      I’d like to have a talk with him now. Was the plane delayed and he lost signal? Was he stuck on a tarmac in the Vegas heat? I didn’t know, but the growing pit in my stomach was more than the nausea that had been hounding me for a few weeks.

      The queasiness surged. I swallowed down the extra saliva pooling in my mouth and nodded. “According to the ticket I bought, he was supposed to land two hours ago. He told me his meeting in Dallas wrapped up, and he was heading straight here.”

      He’d been a little aloof, but I had chalked it up to nerves about his new job and the wedding.

      Her lips pursed, and my dad’s brow furrowed. I adored my parents, and I loved their solid relationship. I thought I was venturing into the same thing. Today was the start of my new life. Elijah and I would marry. We each had jobs lined up in Coal Haven, North Dakota, where my grandma had left me a house and a small chunk of land. There was another new beginning too, one I couldn’t wait to share with everyone. Once my fiancé arrived.

      There was a knock at the door. My hopes soared. I might be irritated, but I smothered it. Elijah always had a reason. One of my siblings might claim it was an excuse. “That might be him.”

      My oldest sister, Violet, answered before I could get up. The rest of my family and Elijah’s were in their respective rooms, waiting to hear what our plans for tonight were. I had wanted a low-key evening. Elijah figured he’d be tired after a week of training in Dallas for his new job. It would be just us tonight. Tomorrow night, we’d tie the knot, spend our first night as husband and wife together, then head home the next day.

      Elijah’s older brother, Sullivan, stepped inside, and I exhaled. No Elijah.

      Only a year older than my oldest brother, Alder, Van was a quiet guy who had lived in his parents’ basement for the last few years, something Elijah held severely against him.

      “Hey, Van.” I hated how wan I sounded. My mom’s gaze sharpened, and Violet developed a worried crease in her forehead. Elijah had to be okay. I could not be stifled by my family while worrying about him. “Have you heard anything?”

      The sharp line of his jaw hardened. His features were more angular than his brother’s, leaner but still muscled. Elijah joked that his own muscles were manufactured, but he still had them while his brother got scrawnier each year. Van had muscles, but I stayed out of that fight.

      “Hey, Clover.” There was never an issue mixing up his voice with Elijah’s. Van’s was much deeper. Surprising, since he seemed to otherwise hide behind a curtain of glossy brown hair. The length made his angular face that much sharper. A trait Elijah also hated. Actually, Elijah was never pleasant when it came to Van. “Can I talk to you alone for a minute?”

      My heart stuttered. “Oh no. Is something wrong?”

      He clenched his jaw again and glanced at Mama and my sister. Their brows furrowed.

      Dread lurched in my chest, and the nausea swirled fast in my gut. Would I need the support? How bad is it? “Whatever it is, you can tell me in front of them.”

      Van was usually a serious guy, but the intensity rolling off him was unusual. He finally nodded and crossed the room. His polo shirt was untucked, and at first glance, he seemed like he should be a sloppy guy. It was his shoulder width that gave the impression. His top draped over him, but as he walked in front of me, I caught the outline of powerful thighs.

      Yes, Van definitely had muscles. But I had more important things to dwell on than the one-sided competition between Elijah and his brother.

      He dropped to a chair next to me, rested his arms on his knees, and exhaled. “He sent me a text.”

      Delight leaped so high I almost stood. “Really? Did his plane get rerouted?”

      There was that jaw tightening again. “Uh…not exactly.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Van scratched the back of his neck, and his hair shadowed his face. He tucked it behind his ear. He might hide from the world, but he wasn’t hiding from me. “The text he sent was a photo. So I called him.”

      “And he answered?” Why not pick up my calls?

      He dragged in a deep breath. “He arrived two nights ago.”

      “What?” My startled shout mixed with Mom’s quick inhale.

      No, that wasn’t right. If he was in town already, I’d have seen him. We were staying in the same room!

      Van met my gaze, and the tenderness in his emerald eyes stole my breath. No—it was sympathy. He felt sorry for me, and he didn’t want to hurt my feelings. The sourness in my stomach increased.

      He pressed his fingertips together, but he held my attention. “He had second thoughts, Clover. He quit his job, changed his ticket, and came to Vegas early.” He sucked in another breath, and his nostrils flared. “He met a woman, married her, and now he’s on his honeymoon in Cancun.”

      “What!” Each tidbit Van dropped got worse. Quit his job? Arrived early? Met a woman?

      Honeymoon. The heat of wildfire wicked up my insides. Pressure rose, and my temples throbbed. I heard wrong. “How could he have met someone?” It was too soon. I’d been with Elijah for two years, and while he admitted he hadn’t been ready to marry, he’d changed his mind. By doing so, we’d get the life we wanted.

      “How is any of that possible?” Van was mistaken. Did they have another brother I didn’t know about? “How could he have met someone else?”

      Anger not aimed at me flashed in his brown eyes. “She was working.”

      “Where? This is Vegas. A hotel and casino. There are slots, and there are— Oh.” Reality slapped me hard, and my head spun. Acid lurched into my throat, and I swallowed. I wanted to cry and scream, yet I also wanted to sit quietly and insist that Van must’ve heard wrong. But I couldn’t reconcile what he said with the way my fiancé had ghosted me.

      “That two-timing twat waffle.” I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. I was a cliché. “He ran off with a stripper.”

      She was probably leggy, in shape, and more fun than listening to me spout the differences between rubies and sapphires—trick question. They were the same mineral, corundum, but the iron and chromium content determined the color.

      I buried my face in my hands. “Two days? He ran off with her after two days? We weren’t even going to go on a honeymoon. Where did he get Cancun money— Oh, shit. That bastard.” I grabbed my phone and fumbled it, my heart racing. The device went flying.

      Van caught it deftly in his long fingers and handed it back to me. There was pity in his eyes, but also understanding. He knew just what a jerk Elijah could be. I’d heard the stories, and I’d even witnessed it, but not all brothers and sisters were as close as me and my five siblings.

      I took the phone and didn’t bother with a thank-you. That should bug me, but panic whipped through my blood. I pulled up my bank information. We had one joint account that we put moving money into. Thousands of dollars to help us get by until our next paycheck. Money that would pay for the hotel and the food and to furnish our new place. The account was now zero. The room tilted, and a strangled cry stuck in my throat.

      Elijah used to tell me that I wouldn’t survive without him, that I was too naive. It was why he insisted we pool our funds, so he could help manage them.

      “That bastard.” I stood up, got lightheaded, and sat down again. “He drained us dry.”

      Sure, some of that was his, but goddammit, he cleaned it out. I could survive without him, no matter how much he’d made me doubt, but it’d be harder to do without money.

      I was flat broke and stranded in Las Vegas.

      Mom rushed to my side. “Oh, Clover.”

      I heaved in a breath and blew it out, getting faster with each cycle, close to hyperventilating. “He took it all. I’ve gotta start my new job in a week, and he took it all.” I had quit the geology position that I loved. I couldn’t return to Omaha. My replacement started today. I trained her!

      “Take a nice, big breath,” Mom said, her steady strokes on my back barely breaking through the mental turmoil in my head.

      “I can’t move into that house without a husband.” I couldn’t move in unless I was married. The house, the wedding, the new jobs, they were all part of my and Elijah’s plan. I rocked back and forth. “I can’t afford more than a night or two at a hotel.” That bastard! How quickly could I cash in some retirement? We’d maxed out my credit card with all the work parties Elijah insisted would further his career. “I have no place to live. I’ll have no job.” My stomach flopped and heaved. I pressed a hand to my belly, and tears sprang into my eyes. “And I’m pregnant.”

      Silence fell around me. Mom’s hand stilled. Heaving sobs racked my body.

      “Clover,” Violet said softly. “You know we’ll all help you.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t couch surf while I’m having morning sickness.” I would’ve probably puked already if it was any earlier in the day. I had nothing in my gut, and the cash in my purse wouldn’t buy me food for long.

      Mom hugged me to her. “It’ll be okay. We’ll think of something.”

      “I detonated my old life, thinking I was starting a new one. How was it going to be okay?” And now I had a baby to think about—alone.

      “There are too many of us here not to figure out a solution,” Mom said. “Sullivan, how are your parents doing? Do they know?”

      Tension vibrated between us, and it wasn’t all from me. “They didn’t come.”

      I whipped my head up. “But they—” I made a choking noise at the profound empathy in his gaze.

      “They texted you, yes. They were buying Elijah time. I’m sorry, Clover,” he said quietly. “I didn’t know.”

      Shock muzzled my outrage. “I knew they were awful people.”

      Instead of arguing with me, Van dipped his head. “Yes.”

      His agreement was the pop my emotional balloon needed. A haze filled my vision and my body. What was I going to do?

      The next few hours went by in a fog. Violet tried to feed me. My appetite was gone, but she got juice and soup into me, and that helped the queasiness. My sister Poppy offered to hunt Elijah down in Cancun and lose him in the ocean. My oldest brother, Alder, was looking at tickets for the manhunt. My younger brother, Jasper, didn’t have his passport, and my youngest sister, Lily, sat with me.

      My parents spoke in hushed whispers, discussing how to appeal to my aunt Linda. As the executor of the ridiculous trust my grandma left me and my siblings, she could give me the green light to stay in the house regardless. But Aunt Linda was a stickler.

      Van stayed next to me. He didn’t bury himself in his phone, and he handled all the questions lobbed at him about his loser brother with solemn grace. The few times I’d met Van, it was clear he was different from his family, but I hadn’t determined whether it was for better or worse. How he acted today spoke volumes. And uncovered how much my fiancé—my ex—had lied.

      It was well after bedtime. My siblings were yawning. They were all married with kids, except for Jasper, but his rancher’s hours didn’t include a lot of late nights these days. They were afraid to leave me, but I wasn’t the helpless girl Elijah claimed I was. I could take care of myself. I would make sure of it.

      “I need to get some rest.” My soft statement was somehow heard over the cacophony of my family.

      One by one, they gave me a hug. My parents were the last, and Mom eyed Van, still sitting next to me.

      “Can I talk to you privately?” Van asked me, his gaze earnest.

      I let out a bitter laugh. “I don’t think I can handle another truth bomb.”

      “I hope it’s something that’s helpful,” he replied.

      I nodded at my parents. They didn’t need to coddle me anymore tonight. The shock had worn off, and I was exhausted. I needed rest, and in the morning, I could come up with a game plan. As if I’d get any rest.

      Once we were alone, Van cleared his throat. Nervous tension rode across his shoulders.

      A sudden urge to see proof, to hurt myself more, took over. “What was the picture?” Van tipped his head, and his hair fell across his face. I leaned over. One Wagner could hide from me, but not both. “You said he sent you a picture.”

      “Yeah, I did,” he said begrudgingly. “I mentioned it in case you didn’t believe me. He sent two of them.”

      Odd that I hadn’t thought to ask for proof. Had I been harboring suspicions that Elijah wasn’t my handsome prince? Had I known deep down he was a frog, but the years were ticking by, and I’d allowed it? “I’d like to see it now.”

      Van held my gaze for a few moments before he produced his phone. His jaw went hard again when he pulled up the screen.

      “What did he say?” I asked roughly, tipping my forehead to the text exchange.

      “He said he hit the jackpot.”

      That knife stabbed right into my chest, and I leaned close to Van to see. His clean linen scent washed over me, settling my upset stomach.

      Elijah: When you’re in Vegas, find yourself a life like I did.

      The first picture was of a handcuffed Elijah. He was waving with the silver cuffs on, and his rakish grin was charming. A dark police vehicle was behind him. The second picture was another of the man I thought I’d spend my life with, handcuffed again. Only in this image, his pants were around his ankles, his dick was hard, and those same handcuffs were still on. He was looking at the person holding the camera like she hung the moon. My heart twisted.

      He had never looked at me like that.

      I scooted all the way to the other side of the couch. No more pictures. “I thought he ran off with a young dancer or something.”

      “I wasn’t sure if it was better for you to think that.”

      “Don’t. Don’t lie to me like that again, please.”

      Horror rippled through his face. “I won’t. I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do.”

      I nodded because I did understand, and as much as I wanted to lash out at Van, none of this was his fault. He could’ve left anytime.

      “Apparently,” Van said, “he hit it off with the cop who arrested him for trespassing.”

      Trespassing while finding a life away from me. My heart wrung itself out.

      Van tucked his phone away like he sensed I felt better the farther away it was. “I gathered from the conversation that you need to be married in order to live in the house you planned to move to?”

      “Yes.” I was hoarse. He pushed over a bottle of water. I chugged it, thirstier than I imagined. “Grandma was some sort of romantic and tied our inheritance into properties that we have to be married to get. To even live in.” I snorted and fought off the tears collecting in my eyes yet again. “I guess it worked for all my other siblings. I thought I was going to be the oddball. I fell in love first and then got married instead of saying my vows just to get the place. Except for Violet, but she and Evander sort of— Never mind.”

      If I rambled more, Van might understand why his brother ditched me. Maybe he already did. Who knew what Elijah had said about me?

      “And you need a place to live to secure the job you got?” Van asked.

      “Yes.” Hopelessness filled my chest. My new position paid well, and I could work from home. It would’ve been perfect if I had a home.

      “And you need this place even more now that you’re pregnant?”

      My siblings would all help, but they had homes and were growing their families. They didn’t need me underfoot, proving Elijah right one day at a time. It was getting hard to swallow. Hearing it echo in my head was somehow better than having him say it. “Yes.”

      “What if I marry you?”

      I blinked. “Hmm?”

      “What if we get married?” His expression was a mix of nervousness and determination. “We get the house, you start your job, and I can build my business without my parents’ interference.”

      “I’m… What? Are you serious?”

      I came to Vegas to marry one brother. I couldn’t just marry the other one.
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      Clover

      

      Last night, after Van dropped his bombshell offer of marrying me in his brother’s absence—like we’d walked into a Jane Austen novel or a George R. R. Martin one—I called my parents. Dad said he’d talk to Aunt Linda. This was an extenuating circumstance. She was a stickler for the rules, but I needed help. I didn’t have an answer yet.

      Van retreated to his room, claiming he had some things to take care of if he was going to move to Coal Haven, and I had a restless night. Was Van going to run off with a showgirl or a hot cop, too, after being faced with the prospect of marrying me?

      I had also sent Elijah a message that I was pregnant. No response. That was that.

      As soon as I was out of the shower, there was a knock at the door. I was in the complimentary robe with my teeth freshly brushed after a morning heave session. I peeked outside. My parents and Linda. All my siblings. I would be filled with dread, but I was too tired.

      “Mind if we come in and talk about this?” Mom asked from the other side of the door.

      I opened it and stood aside. “I need to get dressed.”

      Elijah had planned to wear a nice suit like what he usually wore to work. I had found a long ivory dress decorated with green clovers swirling up the hem to the rest of the garment. It was soft, feminine, and just the right amount of casual for a—planned—Vegas wedding.

      Did I still wear it?

      Why the hell not? That asshole wasn’t going to rob all my joy.

      “Can you call Sullivan down here?” Mom asked.

      “Van,” I mumbled. “He likes being called Van.”

      She smiled. “I thought so, but he never invited me to refer to him as that.”

      He was used to everyone ignoring him. He never said so, but I filled in the blanks. I’d been around his parents enough, and after a couple of visits, I limited my time with them.

      “I’ll text him real quick.” The thought of dialing him up and hearing his deep voice on the other end sent my stomach sideways. He didn’t sound like Elijah. It was too weird.

      Clover: The whole crew is here and would like to talk to us. FYI, this is not an uncommon occurrence. The Dukes are a big group, and we’re nosy.

      His reply was instant.

      Van: Give me twenty minutes.

      A knot loosened between my shoulder blades. That was it? He wasn’t going to pepper me with questions before deciding to come to my room? This whole weekend had to be inconvenient for him. Extra time off. Money spent for no reason. And he was ending up with a pregnant wife.

      “He’ll be here in twenty minutes.” I jerked my thumb to a bathroom. “I’m going to get dressed.”

      I took much longer than twenty minutes. I heard when Van arrived, but I continued to listlessly vogue in front of the mirror. My pale face didn’t go with the dress as much as my bronzed skin from working outside much of the summer. I kept running a hand over my nonexistent baby belly. I’d known for a week. I wasn’t even a full month along, but being on a reliable twenty-eight-day cycle had its benefits, and knowing when something changed immediately was one of them.

      I couldn’t put this off much longer. I might be getting married today, and it was to a man I barely knew. I’d had all of five meals in my life with Elijah and his parents and brother.

      Van seemed different than the rest of his family. How? Was I fooling myself? Did I have a choice? I blew out a long breath and exited the bathroom.

      My family murmured to each other. My sisters and Alder chatted with my aunt Linda. None of their significant others was here. A tall man stood in the middle of the room, his head bent and his hands in his pockets. A nice black suit draped perfectly over his shoulders, and the black trousers creased down to his wing tips. His trimmed brown hair was combed to the side, leaving a hard jaw fully visible.

      Did a model get lost on his way to catch a limo? I was on the tenth floor. What’s this guy doing here?

      He looked up, pinning me with emerald eyes. Van.

      My heart pounded. Did I think his long hair softened his sharp features? How apt. The shortcut made him look ruthless. The color of his eyes intensified yet darkened. Butterflies exploded in my stomach, and I pressed a hand to my belly.

      “Are you feeling sick, hon?” Mom asked.

      No, I was— Yes. I was in the middle of morning sickness. I was ill. That was it. “Just the normal first-trimester stuff.” I slid my gaze to Van, but it was like looking at the sun. “You cut your hair.”

      And he got a suit. With fancy loafers.

      A ghost of a smile passed over his lips. “Figured if I was getting married, it was time.”

      Despite the change, he didn’t intimidate me. The man in front of me wasn’t the Van Wagner I knew. But then, I didn’t really know Van.

      “Now that we’re all here,” my dad said, “we can get started. I’ve talked with Linda about your request.”

      My nausea swelled. I really was going to be sick. Linda didn’t go for our plan. She wasn’t going to let us in the house.

      “Linda,” Dad said, gesturing to my quiet aunt. Where Dad’s hair was pitch black with scattered gray, Linda’s was plain brown, also pin straight. She gave off a dour vibe but was usually pleasant, if a bit stern.

      Her mouth tightened, and I bit back a laugh. Dad was throwing her under the bus. Linda could outstubborn the best, and my dad wouldn’t do her dirty work.

      That wasn’t fair. She was doing what my grandma Annie trusted her to do.

      If she said no, then I wouldn’t be getting married, and buying this dress and wearing it was a waste. Could I move back in with Mom and Dad? Van and I would have something in common—living with our parents.

      Linda sucked in a deep breath. “I want to help, but I can’t let you stay in the place for the whole year. It wouldn’t be fair to your siblings.”

      The flat look on each of their faces told me that they didn’t care. It was a Linda thing.

      “I understand.” I was proud of how strong I sounded.

      “Three months,” she said.

      I gave my head a shake. “For what?”

      “You two can stay there for three months.” She folded her hands on her lap, but tension radiated across her shoulders.

      The urge to be relieved passed. The trust said I got a year if I was married before Linda had to decide if our union was real enough to keep the property. “But we’d be married.”

      Linda’s back went rigid. “Not for real.”

      Her logic stoked the fury in my chest. “You don’t decide that until the end. We’re supposed to be married for a year before you sign off on us. Can we live there for three months without getting married?” Would Van go for that?

      “No, you have to be married to be in there.” She nodded, and I heard her unspoken those are the rules.

      “I don’t get it. Then why three months?” Why couldn’t she bend just once?

      “This is a hard time for you.” She was too damn calm. “But I can’t let you be in a sham of a marriage for an entire year. The baby will be born, and then what? I have to sign off on kicking out a couple and a kid?”

      I saw her point, but couldn’t she see what a hard spot I was in? “I can promise⁠—”

      “Three months or nothing.” Linda shot a glare at my dad. He returned her glower. That was where Alder got it from when my siblings or I pissed him off.

      I caught Van’s intense gaze. The same punch of awareness hit me in the chest. He was different from his brother. That was all.

      “We can make that work,” he said.

      “Yes,” I said, more relieved than I should’ve been. I just need a little boost to be independent. If Elijah hadn’t stolen my funds, I wouldn’t be in this position. “I guess we’ll have to.”

      An hour later, I was standing across from Van, and the officiant said we could kiss each other.

      I froze. Kiss? Van?

      He ducked his head to catch my eye. What was the saying? In for a penny. Might as well take the whole pound. Or something. I gave him the faintest of nods.

      The way he towered over me when he bent sent shivers through my system. He paused for the briefest of moments, his mouth hovering above mine. His clean linen scent with a hint of cedar didn’t wreak havoc with my heightened sense of smell. Then he closed the distance. Firm lips pressed against mine, and my eyelids fell shut. This kiss was soft yet commanding. One second later, he pulled away and took his heat with him.

      A chill gusted over my skin, and I opened my eyes.

      Well, it was done. I was married, but not to the man I came to Vegas to wed.
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      I stopped at the end of the driveway, unsure of whether to be thrilled or not. I had packed up my stuff at my parents’ house when I knew they’d be gone for work. The dark basement hadn’t seemed that much emptier once my pickup was loaded. A dismal chapter in my life had closed, and the relief I felt mingled with remorse for Clover. I’d only known her as pleasant. The most tolerable of Elijah’s relationships.

      A good thing since I had married her.

      What had I been thinking? I’d seen a way out of my own hole while watching her fall into one. I’d helped us both. Right?

      I’d make sure of it. I was better than Elijah.

      My new home for the next three months stared back at me. It was a small house, ten miles out of town on a few acres, sandwiched between fields of sunflowers and corn and sweeping pastures dotted with cattle. A red SUV was out front.

      After the wedding ceremony, I had told Clover that I needed a few days to clear my stuff out of my parents’ house, and I needed the extra time to do it when they weren’t home. I was half afraid she’d think I ran off with someone like my brother had.

      One, I’d never take someone else’s money. I wouldn’t have been living in the basement of the home I’d grown up in if I was that kind of person. And two…well, I could no longer say I wouldn’t marry a woman I’d just met. I hadn’t known Clover much more than Elijah knew his new wife. Maybe I was more like him than I thought.

      I continued toward the house. A wooden fence that surrounded the main five acres was missing a few posts, but the property was otherwise in good shape. According to her dad, Weston Duke, the house had been rented for twenty years by a couple who recently moved to Florida. They cared for the place but weren’t able to do as much in recent years. The cold was hard for them.

      The three months I was living with Clover—my wife—should go just fine.

      Steeling myself, I took my foot off the brake and coasted the rest of the way. I parked outside the garage by her vehicle and frowned. The kindling of warmth in my belly was only nerves. Clover was a nice person, but she was my brother’s ex. His pregnant ex. I wasn’t attracted to her.

      I pulled out my suitcase and checked my phone one more time.

      Clover: I’ll leave the door open. I’m doing some cleaning.

      By the front door was an oblong brown rock with indents that made it look like it could’ve come from the moon, and a mat that said Gneiss Of You To Stop By.

      What the… Right. Clover was a geologist. My mom’s comment to Elijah ran through my head. “Why’d you get someone who plays in the dirt?”

      Now he’d gotten someone who was probably going to play him.

      I stepped inside. Cool air swarmed around me, and the smell of freshly baked cookies filled the air. My stomach growled. How long had it been since I’ve had a freshly baked cookie?

      Leaving my suitcase in the entry, I walked through the bare living room with one wall painted a light lavender and the others a pleasant cream. The holes from whatever the previous occupants had hanging on the walls were visible. Hardwood floors, stained a dark maple, carried through the entire house.

      A dining room separated the living area from the kitchen, which was empty. No furniture. None. The magnitude of my decision was only starting to sink in. Married. New life, new town, new home. Nothing in it.

      I’d remedy that. I had the freedom to now, thanks to this marriage.

      A plate of chocolate chip cookies sat on the edge of the island. Were these open season? Shoving one in my mouth, I grabbed another two.

      A twangy country beat drifted in from somewhere deeper in the place. I followed the sound. There were only two bedrooms and one bathroom. No office? The reason I needed the next three months was to finish launching my company.

      That was a problem for later, and for when I had a desk or a table.

      The place was older but well-kept. In Vegas, Weston had said the basement never got finished.

      I passed the bathroom, and the smell of Pine-Sol filled the air, but the light was off.

      The door to what I assumed must be the largest bedroom gaped open, and I poked my head in. A small speaker was by the door, pumping out the beat. Clover danced in the middle of the room, her stockinged feet stomping and her hips swinging. Her back was to me, and she stayed that way as she danced to the left and then to the right.

      Was she line dancing?

      She swiveled her hips, and a tightness coiled inside me, down lower than was comfortable. When she gyrated, I averted my gaze, since otherwise I might sport an erection. Wrong woman to do that with.

      I knocked on the door.

      She screeched and jumped. Her feet slipped on the floor, and I dove. The cookies hit the floor, and I clamped my arms around her, but I lost my balance from the flailing Clover. I twisted to keep from landing on her and hit my ass hard on the floor.

      “Oh my God!” she cried.

      I braced myself for a berating, but I didn’t let her go. She was pregnant, and I had almost caused a big accident.

      She scrambled off me, and I reluctantly let go. She stayed on her knees next to me, looking me over. “Are you okay? Oh God, I landed right on you! I’m sorry I didn’t hear you! Is it early? Late? I should’ve been paying atten⁠—”

      I pressed my finger to her mouth. I needed a moment to assess for damage, and she’d keep blaming herself. Now I was caught between wanting to stroke the outline of her bow lips or yanking my hand away like I touched a hot plate. I lingered for a moment too long. Her hazel eyes were wide when I removed my finger. Why the hell had I put it there in the first place?

      “I’m fine. It’s not your fault. But I need a minute.” My tailbone had taken a hell of a slam, but the worst pain was already receding. Mostly, I was content to sit my ass on the floor for a while since she was right here with me.

      I’d been alone too long.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      I cocked a brow. “Why? I scared you.”

      “I should’ve expected you and turned the music down.”

      “I should’ve walked slower so I entered when the song was done,” I said wryly.

      She narrowed her eyes. “I should’ve done the hip-dip spin to the right on beat, and I would’ve seen you.”

      “It’s clear who’s at fault. The singer should’ve sung the song slower.”

      She laughed, and a terrible yearning formed in my chest. No. This was not for me. But I could be friends with Clover, and friends laughed together. That thought eased the throbbing in my butt even more.

      When Elijah first brought her home, I couldn’t believe he’d picked someone with a brain. Usually, his girlfriends had to lack some intelligence to put up with his pompous nature. But Clover was kind while having stars in her eyes around him. He was always good at fooling people. And I was always good at being fooled by him.

      I got off the floor, wincing at the cracking in the knee I hurt in high school. Damn thing didn’t like getting bent at extreme angles without some warning.

      “You did get hurt!” She stood and wrung her hands.

      “No, it’s just an old snowboarding injury.”

      Her bow mouth formed an O. “Is that where you collided with Elijah?”

      “Is that what he said?” I muttered, hobbling down the hall to the kitchen. I needed more cookies at the mention of my brother.

      A wave of lemon-fresh scent followed me. “What happened? Didn’t Elijah tell me the truth? Oh God, he lied again, didn’t he? Is this what it’s going to be like from now on? I’m going to find out about all the things he was dishonest about?”

      She must chatter when she was nervous. My finger that had been on her lips tingled. Her mouth was way too inviting.

      My brain must’ve gotten rattled in the fall.

      “I have no doubt he thinks it’s the truth.” I reached the cookies and took two. I held the plate out to her.

      She put her hand to her stomach. “I was craving them, but when they were done, I got nauseous. It usually passes by late afternoon.”

      “Morning sickness?”

      She nodded, and I kept my gaze planted firmly on her face. Better than those curvy legs or the way her shirt pooled around her hips, showing off an hourglass figure. It was bad enough that I was closing my eyes and seeing her in that ethereal dress during the wedding. It had clovers on it, and it was perfect for her.

      She wasn’t mine.

      All we had in common was this house and that we’d both been let down by Elijah. She’d asked for the real story behind my knee. I was okay blasting any rose-colored glasses she was still wearing when it came to him. “Elijah wanted to use my snowboard, and I said no. On the next run, he rammed right into me. Didn’t even know he had enough skill to do that.” I shoved a cookie into my mouth.

      Her pretty lips turned down. “He said you got too close to him and clipped him because you were new at it.”

      I barked out a laugh, and a few crumbs escaped. Damn. I’d been in that basement too long, and I’d known it.

      Wiping my mouth, I swallowed. “He was the noob. It’s why I wouldn’t lend him my snowboard and made him rent one. He refused to go on what he considered a lesser slope than me. But I think he crashed into me on purpose.”

      “Why?”

      Surprised she didn’t just brush me off, I stuffed another cookie into my mouth. My parents always took Elijah’s side. I was the “oops” kid and a hard baby on top of it. He was planned and had slept a lot. I was supposed to hand everything over for his taking as the cost of being the oldest and fussiest.

      Brushing my fingers off, I thought about what to say. “He’s the prized child. What was mine was his.” And now his fiancée was my wife. My stomach clenched around the cookie. Was that the motivation behind my bright idea? “He doesn’t like being told no.”

      Her brows popped up. “Oh. Wow. I mean, I knew he was arrogant—and he seemed harsh when it came to you. But I thought…” She lifted her shoulders. “I thought we were kindred spirits.” Her eyes misted over, and she hastily swiped at her cheeks. “Ugh. These hormones. I am not missing a guy who tossed me and the baby away so easily.”

      Did I blame my hormones for not liking how she was crying over Elijah? I wasn’t surprised he could ditch her and a kid. I’d known him my whole life, and it was on trend. Clover was the one person in the world who’d believe me now, and for that alone, I’d help her.

      “Maybe it’s time for that cookie.” She grabbed three. “Since I can’t crack a cold one for a while.”

      “I can get root beer.”

      “I’ve got a six-pack of it. I usually drink kombucha, but I can’t handle that right now either.” She wandered farther into the kitchen. “What do you want for dinner? I was going to pick up more groceries, but I didn’t know what you liked.”

      A vise crimped around my ribs. Buying groceries for each other? Too cozy. I was here to get to the next level in my career. “I can cook for myself. I can buy my own stuff too.”

      “Yeah. Of course.” She smothered the hurt in her eyes, and guilt wrenched in my chest. She let out a nervous laugh. “I’m still used to having to cook for two.” She skated her gaze away.

      Ah, hell. “He made you cook every night?”

      “Well, my hours weren’t as long as his.”

      “He worked nine to five.”

      She recoiled. “He worked twelve-hour days.”

      Double hell. I wasn’t going to continue to be the one breaking bad news to her. “Okay.”

      She pressed both hands to her gut like she was going to hurl any second. Color leached from her face. “Was he lying about that too?”

      I inhaled slowly. More bad news to pass on. “He bragged about having banker’s hours, and I joked it was because he was a banker.”

      “He was an investment banker.”

      “He was a loan officer, Clover,” I said softly.

      Tears sprang into her eyes, and her face crumbled. “I’m such an idiot.” Her shoulders shook with heavy sobs, and she pivoted on a stockinged foot only to stop at the entrance to the empty dining room. “And there’s nowhere to have a good cry!”

      She stomped outside.

      Ah, hell. I made her cry, and I didn’t care it was by proxy.

      Did I follow her? Did she want my comfort? I was tired of cleaning up after Elijah, but when it came to Clover, it seemed I had more in the tank.

      I trailed her to the porch. She was sitting on the first step, her arms crossed on top of her knees and her head buried in them.

      Dropping to sit next to her, I didn’t say anything, just scanned the property that was much nicer than my parents’ place.

      Her sobs quieted after a few minutes. She lifted her head and sniffled. “I guess I’ll ask for the full STD panel at the first prenatal checkup.”

      “When is that?”

      “I made it for next week to establish care.” She pressed her palms against her eyes.

      If we were talking doctor’s appointments, we should talk about other logistics. “About the furniture…”

      She giggled in bursts. “That money in our account was going to buy us brand-new stuff.” More punchy laughter. “I’ve been trying to stay positive, Van. Things are better this way. I found out early that he was a lying liar. But it’s hard to be positive when I’m going to be sleeping in my car tonight.” The next laugh was a choked sob. “I guess I can call Poppy. Want me to ask one of my siblings for a bed for the night for you?”

      Tingles ran up and down my arms, urging me to wrap them around her and tuck her in close. She was so defeated, and I wanted to reassure her. I had to keep my distance and concentrate on recruiting investors for my company. But the furniture issue was mine as well, and when she was distraught about where to sleep, she’d thought about me too. I could do something about that without crossing any personal boundaries.

      “Come on.” I had researched the town I was moving to, and that had included the businesses in Coal Haven. “There’s a place in town where we can order some furniture.”

      She hiccupped. “I can afford inflatables. That’s it.”

      I made some quick calculations. I had prepared for a place of my own eventually. That time was now. “I’ve got it. Want to ride with me?”
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