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LIBRA





“Even a happy life cannot be without a measure of darkness, and the word happy would lose its meaning if it were not balanced by sadness.”


—Carl Jung















CHAPTER ONE



Kira







“Never fret, my love, the universe always balances the scales. Her ways may be mysterious, but they are always just.”


—Isabelle Dallaire, “Gram”





In a long history of bad days, this one was at the top of the list. And it was only nine a.m. I stepped from my car and took a deep breath of the balmy, late-summer air before walking toward Napa Valley Savings Bank. The sultry morning shimmered around me, the sweet scent of jasmine teasing my nose. The peaceful beauty seemed wrong somehow, the bleakness of my mood in direct contrast to the warm, sunshiny day. An arrogant idea, I supposed. As if the weather should express itself according to my mood. I sighed as I pulled open the glass front door of the bank.


“May I help you?” a cheery brunette asked as I approached her teller window.


“Yes,” I said, withdrawing my ID and an old savings book from my purse. “I want to close this account.” I slid both toward the teller. A corner of the savings book was folded back, revealing numbers my gram had entered when showing me how to keep track of our deposits. The memory tore at my heart, but I forced what I hoped was a cheerful-looking smile as the girl took the book, opened it, and began entering the account number.


I thought back to the day we’d opened the account. I’d been ten, and my gram had walked me here and I’d proudly deposited the fifty dollars she’d given me for helping with yard work throughout the summer. We’d made trips to this bank over the years when I’d stayed at her house in Napa. She’d taught me the true value of money—it was meant to be shared, used to help others, but it also represented a type of freedom. The fact that I currently had little money, few options, and every material possession I owned was stuffed in the trunk of my car was proof of how right she’d been. I was anything but free.


“Two thousand forty-seven dollars and sixteen cents,” the teller stated, glancing up at me.


I nodded. It was even a little more than I had hoped. Good. That was good. I needed every cent. I joined my hands together on the counter and exhaled slowly as I waited for her to count out the cash.


Once the money was safely tucked into my purse and the account closed, I wished the teller a good day and then headed toward the door. When I spotted a drinking fountain, I turned to make a brief stop. I’d only been using the air conditioning in my car sparingly so as to save on gas and had been consistently hot and thirsty.


As the cold water hit my lips, I heard faintly from the office around the corner, “Grayson Hawthorn, nice to meet you.”


I froze, then stood slowly, using my thumb to distractedly wipe the water off my bottom lip. Grayson Hawthorn…Grayson Hawthorn? I knew that name, remembered the strong sound of it, the way I had repeated it to myself on a whisper to hear it on my lips that day in my father’s office. I thought back to the quick glance at the file my dad had slid closed as I’d placed a tray of coffee on his desk. Could it be the same Grayson Hawthorn?


I took a few steps and peeked around the corner, but saw nothing more than a closed office door, the shade on the window pulled down. My curiosity still piqued, I walked to the restroom on the other side of the corridor from the office Grayson Hawthorn occupied. Snoopy much, Kira?


Once inside the restroom, I locked the door and leaned against the wall. I hadn’t even known Grayson Hawthorn lived in Napa. His trial had taken place in San Francisco, so that must have been where the crime was committed—not that I knew what that crime might have been, only that my father had taken a brief interest in it. I bit my lip, moving to the sink and staring at myself in the mirror above it as I washed and dried my hands.


As I was leaving the restroom, a man in a suit, most likely a bank executive, entered the office across the hall. He closed the door behind him, but it didn’t click into place and stood very, very slightly ajar, allowing me to hear a few words of introductions. I paused, pulling the restroom door most of the way closed and then standing there trying to listen.


Really, Kira? This is shamefully nosy. An invasion of privacy. And worse, somewhat pointless. Seriously, what is wrong with you? Ignoring my own reprimand, I leaned closer to the crack in the door.


I’d leave this less-than-stellar moment out of my memoirs. No one needed to know about it but me.


A few words drifted my way. “Sorry…felon…can’t give…this bank…unfortunately…” Felon? Yes then, it had to be the Grayson Hawthorn I thought it was. What a strange, random coincidence. I barely knew anything about him. All I really knew was his name, the fact that he’d been convicted of a crime, and that my father had participated in using him as a pawn. Grayson Hawthorn and I had that in common. Not that it was likely my father remembered the name of one man when he ruined lives so regularly and with so little afterthought. In any case, why was I eavesdropping from inside a bathroom, trying to listen in on his private conversation? I wasn’t sure. However, an abundance of curiosity was one of my confirmed faults. Okay, enough lurking. I took a deep breath and started to exit when I heard the scraping of chair legs and paused yet again. The words from across the hall were clearer now that they had probably moved closer to the door. “I’m sorry I can’t approve a loan for you, Mr. Hawthorn.” The male voice that spoke sounded regretful. “If you were worth more—”


“I understand. Thank you for your time, Mr. Gellar” came another male voice, Grayson’s I assumed.


I caught a brief glimpse of a tall, male figure with dark hair in a heather-gray suit leaving the office and leaned back inside the restroom, clicking the door closed again. I washed my hands once more to stall, and then left the small room. I glanced at the office Grayson Hawthorn had been in as I passed and saw a man sitting behind the desk in a suit and tie, his attention focused on something he was writing.


Outside, the day had grown brighter and warmer, and I let myself into my car, which I had parked up the street. I sat there for a minute, staring out the front window at the quaint downtown area: crisp, clean awnings adorned the fronts of the businesses, and large containers of brightly colored flowers decorated the sidewalk. I loved Napa, from downtown to the riverfront, to the outlying vineyards, fruit ripe in the summer and colorful with the vivid-yellow, wild mustard flowers in the winter. It had been where my gram retired to after my grandfather passed, where I’d spent summers at her cottage-style house with the covered front porch. Everywhere I looked I saw her, heard her voice, felt her warm, vibrant spirit. My gram had been fond of saying Today may be a very bad day, but tomorrow may be the best day of your life. You just have to hang on until you get there.


I drew in a deep inhale, doing my best to shake off the loneliness. Oh, Gram, if only you were here. You would take me into your arms and tell me everything was going to be okay. And because it was you saying it, I would believe it to be true.


I leaned back against the headrest and closed my eyes. “Help me, Gram,” I whispered. “I’m lost. I need you. Give me a sign. Tell me what to do. Please.” The tears I’d been holding at bay for so long burned behind my lids, threatening to fall.


I sighed as I opened my eyes, movement in the passenger side mirror immediately catching my attention. As I turned my head, I spotted a tall, well-built man in that same heather-gray suit I’d seen inside the bank…Grayson Hawthorn. My breath faltered. He was standing against the building next to my car, to the right of my bumper, the perfect location for me to see him clearly in my mirror without moving. I slunk down in my seat just a bit, leaned back, and turned my head to watch him.


He had his head leaned back against the building behind him, and his eyes were closed, his expression pained. And my God, he was…breathtaking. He had the beautifully carved features of a knight in shining armor, with almost-black hair a tad too long, making it curl over his collar. It was his lips that were truly devastating though—full and sensual in a way that made my eyes want to wander to them again and again. I squinted, trying to take in every detail of his face, before my gaze traveled down his tall form. His body matched his beautifully dark masculinity—muscular and graceful, his shoulders broad and his waist narrow.


Oh, Kira. You hardly have time to be ogling beautiful felons on the sidewalk. Your concerns are slightly more pressing. You’re homeless and well, frankly, desperate. If you want to focus on something, focus on that. Okay, except…I was unable to drag my eyes away. What had his crime been, anyway? I tried to look away, but something about him pulled at me. And it wasn’t just his striking good looks that made my eyes linger on him. Something about the expression on his face felt familiar, speaking to what I was feeling right that very minute.


If you were worth more…


“Are you desperate too, Grayson Hawthorn?” I murmured.


As I watched him, he brought his head straight and massaged his temple, looking around. A woman walked by and turned as she passed him, her head moving up and down to take in his body. He didn’t seem to notice her, and fortunately for her, she turned, looking ahead just in time to narrowly miss colliding with a light pole. I breathed out a laugh. Grayson stood staring off into the distance again. As I watched him, an obviously homeless man moved toward where he stood, holding his hat out to people walking by. They all moved quickly past him, looking away uncomfortably.


When the man began to approach Grayson, I pressed my lips together. Sorry, old man. It seems to me the person you’re asking for help is in pretty dire straits himself. But to my surprise, Grayson reached into his pocket, hesitated only briefly, and then grabbed the bills inside. I couldn’t be sure from where I sat, but when the dark interior of his wallet flashed my way, it looked like he’d emptied it for the old man. He nodded his head once at the man in rags, who was thanking him profusely, and then stood for a moment watching the homeless man walk away. Then Grayson strode in the other direction, turning the corner out of sight.


Watch what people do when they think no one’s watching, love. That’s how you’ll know who they really are.


Gram’s words floated through my mind as if she had spoken from somewhere just outside my car. The shrill ringing of my phone startled me, and I let out a small gasp, grabbing my purse from the passenger seat to rifle inside for my phone.


Kimberly.


“Hey,” I whispered.


A beat of silence. “Kira? Why are you whispering?” She was whispering too.


I cleared my throat and leaned back. “Sorry, the phone just startled me. I’m sitting in my car in Napa.”


“Were you able to close the account?”


“Yeah. It had a couple thousand dollars in it.”


“Hey, well, that’s great. That’s something at least, right?”


I sighed. “Yeah. It’ll help me get by for a little bit.”


I heard Kimberly’s boys laughing in the background, and she shushed them, holding her hand over the phone and speaking to them in Spanish before coming back to me and saying, “My couch is always yours if you want it.”


“I know. Thank you, Kimmy.” I couldn’t do that to my best friend though. She and her husband, Andy, were squeezed into a tiny apartment in San Francisco with their four-year-old sons. Kimberly had gotten pregnant when she was eighteen and then learned the shocking news she was carrying twins. She and Andy had beaten the odds so far, but they hadn’t had an easy time of it. The last thing they needed was their down-and-out friend sleeping on their couch and putting a strain on their family. Down-and-out? Homeless. You’re homeless.


I took a deep breath. “I’m going to come up with a plan though,” I said, a feeling of determination replacing the hopelessness I’d felt all morning. Grayson Hawthorn’s face flashed quickly in my mind’s eye. “Kimmy, do you ever feel like…a path is laid out in front of you? Like, clear as day?”


Kimberly paused for a beat. “Oh no. No. I know that tone in your voice. It means you’re scheming something I’m going to try—probably unsuccessfully—to talk you out of. You’re not considering that plan to advertise for a husband online are you because—”


“No.” I cleared my throat. “Not exactly anyway.”


Kimberly groaned. “You’ve gotten another one of your spur-of-the-moment Very Bad Ideas, haven’t you? Something completely ludicrous and most likely dangerous.”


I smiled despite myself. “Oh, stop. Those ideas you always call ‘Very Bad’ are rarely ludicrous and seldom dangerous.”


“The time you were going to market your own all-natural face mask from the herbs in your garden?”


I smiled, knowing her game. “Oh, that? My formula was almost there. Right within reach, actually. If my test subject hadn’t been—”


“You turned my face green. It didn’t go away for a week. Picture day week.”


I laughed softly. “Okay, so fine, that one didn’t work out very well, but we were ten.”


“Sneaking out to Carter Scott’s party when we were sixteen—”


“Totally would have worked if—”


“The fire department had to come get me off your roof.”


“You always were such a wuss,” I said, grinning.


“The time you were home from college on summer break and hosted that Japanese-themed dinner party where we all had to wear kimonos, and then you almost killed everyone there.”


“An ingredient error. How was I to know you needed to be licensed to cook that particular fish? Anyway, that was forever ago.”


“That was two years ago.” She tried to deadpan, but I could hear the smile in her voice.


I was laughing now. “Okay, you’ve made your point, smartass. And despite all that, you love me anyway.”


“I do.” She sighed. “I can’t help it. You’re completely lovable.”


“Well, that’s debatable, I guess.”


“No,” she said firmly, “it’s not. Your father’s an ass, but you already know how I feel on that subject. And, honey, you need to talk about what happened. It’s been a year. I know you just got back, but you need—”


“Not yet,” I said softly, shaking my head even though she couldn’t see the movement from the other end of the phone. “And thank you for making me laugh for a minute there. But seriously, Kim, I’m in a very bad predicament right now. Maybe a Very Bad Idea is what I need.” I couldn’t help the small hitch in my voice at the end of my sentence. Kimberly never failed to lift my spirits, but truly, I was scared.


“I know, Kira,” Kimberly said, understanding in her voice. “And unfortunately, if you’re determined not to use any of your father’s business contacts, you might have to get a waitressing job until you figure out what you’re going to do.”


I sighed. “Maybe, but would you really want me anywhere near food preparation?”


“You do make a valid point.” I heard another smile in her voice. “Whatever you decide, it’ll always be the Kira and Kimmy Kats, okay? Forever. We’re a team,” she said, referring to the band name I’d come up with when we were twelve, and I’d devised the plan to sing on the street corner for cash. I’d seen a commercial on TV about kids who didn’t have enough to eat in Somalia, and my dad wouldn’t give me the money to sponsor one of them. In the end, we’d been caught sneaking out of the house in the very inappropriate “costumes” I’d made from construction paper and tape. My dad grounded me for a month. Kimberly’s mom, who worked as the live-in head of our housekeeping staff, gave me the twenty-two dollars I’d needed to help feed and educate Khotso that month—and then every month I couldn’t come up with the money on my own after that.


“Always,” I said. “I love you, Kimmy Kat.”


“I love you Kira Kat. And I gotta go, these boys are getting out of control.” I heard Levi’s and Micah’s squeals of laughter and shouts ringing in the background over the sound of small running feet. “Stop running, boys! And stop yelling!” Kimberly yelled, holding the phone away from her mouth for a second. “You gonna be okay tonight?”


“Yeah, I’m fine. I think I might even splurge and rent a cheap hotel room here in Napa and then walk along the riverfront. It makes me feel close to Gram.” I didn’t mention that earlier that morning, I’d hurriedly packed my stuff and climbed down the fire escape of the apartment my dad had paid for as he’d yelled and banged on the front door. And that now, said stuff was jammed into my car’s trunk. Kimberly would just worry, and for now, I had some cash and a partial but arguably Very Bad Idea roaming around in my head.


And in my illustrious history of Very Bad Ideas, this one might just take the cake.


Of course, I’d be thorough in my research before making a final decision. And I’d make a list of pros and cons—it always helped me see things in a clearer light. This one required some due diligence.


Kimberly sighed. “God rest her soul. Your gram was an amazing lady.”


“Yes, she was,” I agreed. “Kiss the boys for me. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


“Okay. Talk to you then. And Kira, I’m so glad you’re back. I’ve missed you so much.”


“I’ve missed you too. Bye, Kimmy.”


I hung up and sat in my car a few minutes longer. Then I picked my phone back up to do a little internet sleuthing and to find a hotel room I could afford.












CHAPTER TWO



Grayson





“The pump can’t be fixed, sir. It’s gonna have to be replaced.”


I swore under my breath and placed my wrench back in my toolbox. José was right. I used my arm to wipe the sweat off my forehead and nodded, leaning against the useless piece of equipment, just another thing that needed to be fixed or replaced.


José gave me a sympathetic look. “I got the destemmer working though. Good as new, I think.”


“Well, that’s some good news,” I said, picking up the toolbox I’d brought with me. One piece of good news to add to the long list of bad. Still, I’d take what I could get right now. “Thanks, José. I’m gonna go clean up.”


José nodded. “Any news from the bank, sir?”


I stopped but didn’t turn around. “They said no to a loan.” When José didn’t respond, I kept walking. I could practically feel his disappointed gaze burning into my back. I had vowed to keep my family winery running, and nothing on earth was more important to me, but José had a family to feed, the newest member only weeks old. If I failed, I wouldn’t be the only one out of a job.


If you were worth more…


I clenched my jaw against the way those words had stabbed, implying more to me than just my financial value. Reminding me I’d never been worth much.


If you were worth more…


If indeed.


With that mighty if and four quarters, I could buy myself something off the dollar menu at McDonald’s. Did McDonald’s still have a dollar menu? Maybe not. I’d even come up short in the world of fast food.


I’d gone over the what-ifs of my life more times than I could count. It was a painful, useless waste of time.


And I hardly needed another reason to despise myself.


I shut those thoughts down though. I was slipping dangerously close to self-pity, and I knew from personal experience that was a deep hole to climb out of once you’d let yourself descend. Instead, I made a concerted effort to wrap myself in the coldness that kept the desperation at bay. And allowed me to continue to do the work that needed to get done.


In the end, I reminded myself, my father had found me worthy. And I’d made a vow not to let him down—not this time.


The late-afternoon sun was high in the sky when I stepped outside, the smell of the roses my stepmother had planted so long ago filling the air, the lazy drone of a buzzing bee somewhere nearby. I stopped to survey the rows and rows of grapes ripening on their vines, pride swelling in my chest. It was going to be a good harvest. I felt it in my bones. It had to be a good harvest. And that was what would keep me going today, despite the fact that I’d have no way to use the fruit if my equipment wasn’t ready by fall. I’d already sold almost everything of any value in my family home to raise the money to plant those grapes, so broken equipment was very bad news and one more hurdle I had to figure out how to overcome.


A few minutes later, I was stepping inside the house, a grand stone estate built by my father, designed with plenty of vintage, old-world character. It had been a showplace in its day, but it needed as many fixes as the winemaking equipment. Fixes I had no way to finance.


“The pump’s unfixable.”


I gritted my teeth as Walter, the family butler turned jack-of-all-trades around the place, greeted me. “So it seems.”


“I’ve made a spreadsheet of all the equipment needing to be fixed, what requires replacement, and color-coded it according to priority.”


Great. Just what I needed—a visual aid of the hopelessness of my situation. I paused in my rifling through the mail on the foyer console. “You’re my secretary now too, Walter?”


“Someone needs to be. Running this place is too big a job for one person, sir.”


“Let me ask you this, Walter.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Did you come up with a list of ways I might pay for those color-coded items that need to be fixed or replaced?”


“No, sir, I don’t have any ideas that you haven’t already thought of. But I hope the list in and of itself is helpful.”


“Not even a little bit, Walter,” I said as I headed for the main staircase. I had a constant running tally of all the things I needed to repair if I was going to pull off a harvest. “And I’ve told you a million times to stop calling me sir. You’ve known me since I was a baby.” Not to mention that I hardly deserved the respectful title. Walter was worth three of me, and he surely knew it. Nevertheless, I also knew he would never let go of the professionalism. Walter Popplewell was from Wandsworth—a proper English gentleman in all respects—and had been with our family for more than thirty years.


Walter cleared his throat. “And there’s someone waiting to see you, sir.”


I turned. “Who is it?”


“Someone”—Walter cleared his throat again—“looking for a job, sir.”


I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. Jesus. “Fine, let me get rid of him. What kind of fool is trying to get a job here anyway?”


Walter swept his hand toward the kitchen, where I heard his wife, my housekeeper, Charlotte, laughing with someone.


When I entered the kitchen, I saw a man sitting at the large, wooden table, a plate of cookies in front of him. When he saw me, he stood quickly, knocking the plate to the floor, where it crashed onto the tile and splintered into a thousand pieces.


“Oh dear!” Charlotte exclaimed and rushed from where she was pouring a glass of milk at the counter. “Don’t worry about that, Virgil. You just talk to Mr. Hawthorn and I’ll clean that up. Not to worry a bit.”


The man before me was large—at least six six—wearing khakis, a red-and-blue-striped shirt, and a Giants baseball cap. His round face was full of fear as he glanced between the shattered dish and me.


I walked toward him and held my hand out. “Grayson Hawthorn.”


His eyes darted to my hand. He reached out hesitantly and shook it, and when his glance finally met mine, I could see in his guileless eyes he was mentally delayed.


Good God.


“My name is Virgil Potter, sir, Hawthorn, Grayson, sir.” He let go of my hand and looked down shyly, glanced over at Charlotte sweeping up the plate and cookies, winced, and then looked back at me. “Like the wizard, sir, only I don’t got a scar on my forehead. I do got a scar on my backside though, where I got too close to our electric heater once when I was—”


“What can I do for you, Mr. Potter?”


“Oh, you don’t got to call me mister, sir. Just Virgil.”


“Okay, Virgil.”


Charlotte gave me a sharp look from where she was kneeling on the floor. I looked back to Virgil, ignoring her.


Virgil hesitated, shifting from one foot to the other, glancing again at Charlotte, who looked up at him, smiled, and nodded. He took the baseball cap off his head quickly, as if he’d suddenly remembered he was wearing it, and held it clutched in his big hands. “I was hoping, sir…that is…I need a job, sir…and I thought I might do something for you. I heard some people talking in town and saying you was going to have a heap of trouble keeping this winery running, and I thought I could help. And I would come for cheap, seeing as that I’ve never had a job before. But I’m a real hard worker. My mama told me so. And I could work for you.”


I sighed. This was just exactly what I needed. I was barely scraping by with the staff I had now—far fewer than needed, but all I could afford and the only ones who’d stayed. I could hardly take on one more. Much less one I’d have to supervise around the clock, no doubt. “Virgil,” I started, to let him down, but he interrupted me.


“See, sir, my mama, she can’t clean houses no more on account of that her back is so bad. And if I don’t work, we won’t have enough money to get by. And I know I can do a good job. If someone would just give me a chance.”


Good Lord. When Charlotte caught my eye as she stood to empty the dustpan, I gave her my most icy glare. She was behind this. What was she thinking? When this place failed, both she and Walter would be out of jobs. I closed my eyes for a second and then opened them. “Virgil, I’m sorry, but I—”


“I know you probably think I’m not worth much, just looking at me, but I am. I know I am, sir. I could work for you.” His expression was filled with wary hope.


If you were worth more…


The broken pieces of the plate clattered into the garbage can loudly, and I glanced again at Charlotte, who still had her eyes trained on me despite her busy hands. I pressed my lips together.


If you were worth more…


“Fine, Virgil. You’re hired,” I said, keeping my glare trained on Charlotte, whose lips curved ever so slightly in a tiny smile. When I finally looked back to Virgil, his eyes were wide with joy. I raised my hand as if I could hold back the intensity of his happiness with my gesture. “But I can’t pay you much, and we’re going to do this on a trial basis, okay? Sometimes we work past dark, and I didn’t notice a car outside. I have a set of bunks down at the winemaking facility. You can stay there if you ever need to. One month and we’ll see how you do.” If this vineyard is even still running in a month.


Virgil nodded exuberantly, wringing the poor cap in his hands so vigorously it would probably be unwearable now. “You won’t regret this, sir. No, I won’t let you down. I’m a hard worker.”


“Okay, good, Virgil. Come back tomorrow morning to fill out the paperwork, and bring your ID. Nine a.m., okay?”


Virgil still hadn’t stopped nodding. “I’ll be here, sir, even earlier. I’ll be here at seven.”


“Nine is fine, Virgil, and you can call me Grayson.”


“Yes, sir, Grayson, sir. Nine a.m. Okay.”


Virgil turned his large, clumsy body, grinned and waved at Charlotte, then darted out of the kitchen, presumably before I could change my mind. I stood, silently watching out the window as Virgil left the house and started a lumbering run up my driveway, toward the decorative steel gates at the beginning of the property. I swore under my breath for the hundredth time that day and gave Charlotte another icy glare. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to sabotage me from the inside out.”


“Ah, but you do know better, my boy. I only ever root for your success.”


Of course I knew it. I snorted anyway, for effect.


Charlotte grinned and started humming as she worked at the sink.


I turned without another word and headed for the shower. I didn’t do it often, but tonight, I was going to drink myself into a stupor.





Morning sunshine streamed through the windows, bathing the foyer in golden light as I descended the stairs, way too early seeing as I’d only returned home a couple hours before. I flinched, shielding my eyes against the too-bright glare. My head was pounding. No less than I deserved. But the alcohol had drowned out my problems for a night and so it’d been worth it. I’d been working from sunup until sundown most days, and it still wasn’t enough. And after yesterday at the bank… Well, I’d deserved a night of drunken oblivion. A man could only take so much.


“Gray, dear, there’s someone here to see you. Good morning.” Charlotte smiled at me as I reached the bottom of the stairs. “Oh.” She frowned. “You look just like something the cat dragged in, don’t you?”


I ignored her last remark. “Who is it now?” First thing in the morning? What exactly couldn’t wait until a decent hour? It was barely past sunrise. And I felt like hell. “I suppose it’s someone else wanting a job? Someone with no limbs perhaps?”


Charlotte only smiled. “I don’t think she wants a job, but I didn’t ask what her business was about. And she has all the appropriate limbs. She’s waiting in your office.”


“She?”


“Yes, a young woman. She said her name is Kira. Very pretty.” Charlotte winked. Okay, well, maybe this wasn’t the worst way to start the day. Unless it was someone I’d slept with…and likely wouldn’t remember.


I downed a couple Tylenol, grabbed a cup of coffee from the kitchen, and walked to the large office at the front of the house that had once belonged to my father.


A young woman in a loose, cream-colored dress, in some sort of silky material, belted at the waist, stood with her back to me, perusing the large bookshelf against the wall opposite the doorway. I cleared my throat and she whirled around, the book in her hands falling to the floor as she brought her hands to her chest. Her eyes widened, and then she stooped to pick up the book, laughing tightly. “Sorry, you startled me.” She stood, moving suddenly toward me. “Sorry, um, sorry. Grayson Hawthorn, right?” She placed the book on the edge of my desk and held her hand out. She was barely average height, slender, with hair a deep, rich auburn pulled back severely into some sort of knot at the nape of her neck.


Not my type, but Charlotte was right: she was pretty. I tended toward tall, elegant blonds. One tall, elegant blond in particular, actually. But I shut that painful thought down immediately. No use going there. It was only when the girl named Kira got close that I really noticed her eyes—large and framed with thick lashes, brows the same rich shade as her hair arching delicately above them. But it was the color of her eyes that stunned me. The greenest I’d ever seen. They were luminous, like twin emeralds. I got the sudden feeling those eyes saw things other eyes didn’t. Bewitching. Magnetic. I felt like I couldn’t take a deep breath.


I stepped back slightly and narrowed my gaze but took her hand in mine. It was warm and small in my own. The warmth seemed to travel up my arm and through my ribcage. I frowned and removed my hand from hers. “And you are?” I hadn’t intended on the hostility in my tone.


“Kira,” she said simply, as if that explained anything at all. Okay. Kira closed those stunning eyes of hers, and I felt a momentary twinge of disappointment. She shook her head slightly before she looked back at me. “I’m sorry, do you mind if we sit down?” What did this girl want? She didn’t look familiar.


I inclined my head toward the chair in front of the massive mahogany desk. I rounded the piece of furniture, set my coffee cup down, and took a seat in the leather chair facing her. “Would you like a cup of coffee?” I asked. “I could call Charlotte.”


“No, thank you.” She shook her head. “She already offered.” A lock slipped out of her pulled-back hair, and she made a small, annoyed frown as she attempted to smooth it back again.


I waited. My head pounded, and I massaged my temple absently. Her gaze followed my hand, and I wanted to squint against it.


She took a deep breath, straightening her spine and then crossing her legs. As her chair was positioned away from my desk, my eyes could easily wander down her shapely calves to her slim ankles that ended in a pair of blue, heeled sandals. The purse, which had been on her shoulder and now rested in her lap, had beads on it in the same shade as her shoes. I didn’t know fashion, but I knew expensive when I saw it. My coldhearted stepmother had been the epitome of coiffed decadence.


“I don’t mean to rush you, but I have a lot to get done today.”


Her eyes widened. “Right. Of course. I’m sorry to hesitate. Well, I guess I’ll just get right to it. I have a business arrangement to offer you.”


I lifted one brow. “A business arrangement?”


She nodded, twisted the long, gold necklace she was wearing. “Yes, well, in actuality, Mr. Hawthorn, I’m here to propose marriage.”


I laughed, almost spewing the sip of coffee I’d just taken all over my desk. “Excuse me?”


Those magnificent eyes lit with something I couldn’t define. “If you’ll just hear me out, I think perhaps this is something that could benefit both of us.”


“And how exactly do you know anything about what might benefit me, Ms.…what is your last name? You didn’t say.”


She raised her little chin. “Dallaire. My last name is Dallaire.” She eyed me with some sort of expectation.


“Dallaire?” I paused, frowning. I knew that name. “As in the ex-mayor of San Francisco Dallaire?”


“Yes.” She raised her chin higher. Ah, haughty, that’s what that gesture was. She was political royalty. An heiress. I didn’t know a whole lot about Frank Dallaire, except that he’d been the mayor for two terms and was extraordinarily wealthy—a result of not only his political career, but I thought…real estate dealings? Something along those lines. He was consistently on the list of the country’s wealthiest men. So why in the hell was his daughter here making a ridiculous offer?


“So I guess a better question, Ms. Dallaire, is how on God’s green earth would a marriage to me benefit you?” This ought to be good. I reclined back in my chair.


She sighed, looking only slightly less haughty. “I’m in a bit of a situation, Mr. Hawthorn. My father and I are”—she chewed on her lip for a second, seeming to be searching for the right word—“estranged. To put it bluntly, I need money to live, to survive.”


I studied her for a second and then chuckled softly. “I can assure you, Ms. Dallaire, marriage to me would not benefit your financial portfolio. Very much the opposite actually. Someone’s misinformed you.”


She shook her head, leaning forward. “Which leads me to the part that would benefit both of us.”


“By all means, please educate me,” I said, not trying to hide the boredom in my voice. I massaged my temple again. I hardly had time for this.


“Well, it’s come to my attention that your vineyard is, uh, well, it’s failing, to be honest. You need cash.”


Anger swept through me at the way this little rich girl summed up my situation. I jerked my hand from my temple and gave her my chilliest look. “And you know this…how?”


She raised her chin again. “I researched you.”


“Ah.”


“And, well, I was at the bank yesterday. I accidentally overheard part of your meeting. You were turned down for a loan.”


I froze as a slow stain of color rose in her cheeks. Well, at least she had the grace to be embarrassed. “Accidentally” overheard, my ass. But then that little chin went up again.


Anger—and a small measure of shame about what she’d heard—speared down my spine, causing me to sit up straight. “You rudely eavesdropped on my appointment at the bank, googled me, and now you think you understand my situation?” What the fuck?


Her expression gentled and her pink tongue darted out to moisten her bottom lip. My body reacted to that small movement, and I tamped it down with violence. I was not attracted to the arrogant, little rich girl playing games with me. Plus, I’d had a woman last night as a matter of fact—a blond named Jade who smelled like watermelon…or had it been pineapple? She’d been highly energetic. And yet, even so, the whole escapade had left me vaguely dissatisfied…and reeking of fruit salad. I focused my attention back on the redhead sitting in front of me. Or was she a brunette? Almost the perfect mixture of both… As if her hair was responding to my thoughts, another lock slipped out of her updo. Kira tucked it behind her ear.


“I’m sure I don’t know all the particulars of your situation. But I know that you need cash, and you have few options left, especially considering your…record.” That blush rose in her cheeks again before she continued, “I need cash as well. I’m desperate too, actually.”


I let out a sigh. “I’m sure if you went to Daddy, all this could be resolved. Things are rarely as desperate as they seem.” Except in my situation they actually were.


Her eyes spit fire at me, but her expression remained neutral. “No,” she said. “Things will not be resolved with my daddy. We had a falling out over a year ago.”


“Uh-huh. And how have you been getting by since then?”


She paused as if she was considering her answer. “I’ve been overseas.”


Shopping, most likely. Or sunning herself. I ran my eyes down her legs again—lightly tanned legs. And now her personal funds had run out and Daddy wasn’t going to supply her with more. How tragic.


“Do you have something against getting a job? Do you have an education?”


“My college career was…cut short. And no, of course I’m not against getting a job if need be. But”—she sat up even straighter—“suffice it to say, I came here today believing this was the better course of action for all involved.”


My head throbbed again. What did I care about her exact situation anyway? “Okay, can we cut to the chase here? Like you so succinctly pointed out, my vineyard is failing. I’ve got a lot of work to do today.”


“Right. Well, yes. Mr. Hawthorn, you see, my grandmother, my father’s mother, lived modestly, but thanks to some fortuitous investments my grandfather made, she died with quite a bit of money. She left it to her two grandchildren, me being one, the other a cousin I don’t know well. However, she stipulated in the trust that we only get the money either when we turn thirty or get married, whichever comes first.”


I sat back again, steepling my fingers.


“And so,” she went on quickly, “what I propose is this: we marry, split the money, and in a year’s time, file for divorce.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Split the money? How much money are we talking exactly?”


“Almost a million dollars.”


My heart started beating faster. Five hundred thousand dollars. It was even more than the loan I’d hoped the bank would approve. It would be more than enough to make all the equipment and house repairs. Enough to bottle the wine sitting in barrels right now. Enough to add at least a couple employees too. And if the newest harvest was as good as I predicted, this winery would be successful again in less than a year. I could fulfill the vow I’d made in my father’s name.


I remained silent, not only going over what she’d just said but also to make her squirm. She didn’t. Finally, I said, “Interesting. There’s no clause about how long we’d have to remain married?”


She released a breath and shook her head, no doubt assuming my question meant I was actually considering this insane idea. Was I? Was this even legit? Surely there was some catch. It was too preposterous to be true. My head was reeling just a bit and not only from the hangover anymore. “No, but my father would be…displeased if he knew I had married to get the money my grandmother left only to split it with you…that is, with anyone.” Something raced across her expression, but I couldn’t read it. “If he had any indication this was a fake marriage, he might very well try to contest the payout of the trust. It would be in both our best interests to make the marriage look as legitimate as possible. However, like I said, my father and I are estranged. I imagine our effort would only need to be minimal but convincing.”


I raised my eyebrows, allowing myself another moment to go over what she’d said. It was outrageous, unbelievable. “Wait, you’re not”—I leaned forward—“one of those crazy women who used to write to me in prison offering marriage, are you?”


Her eyes went wide. “What?”


I reclined back again. “Yeah, there were lots of them. Apparently, some women find a sick thrill in that sort of thing.”


“For what…why?” She shook her head slightly as if she wasn’t sure how the conversation had veered off track. Her confusion seemed genuine.


“Apparently, some women like a bad boy.”


She looked at me blankly for a moment. “I can assure you, I’m not one of those women.”


I nodded slowly, regarding her. “Well, good, because I can assure you that you’re not my type anyway.”


She bristled, sitting up straighter. “Even better, then. What I’m proposing is strictly business, nothing more.” She looked away, and I couldn’t see those witchy eyes, but when she looked back, her cheeks were rosy again. “However, it would look suspicious if I didn’t live here, and frankly, Mr. Hawthorn, I need somewhere to live. And so I was thinking that in exchange for the housing, I could do accounting work for you. I assume you no longer have much of a staff.”


I leaned forward. “I’m impressed by your research, Ms. Dallaire. No, I had to let my bookkeeper go. And my secretary. And most of the rest of the staff as well.” Not that any of them had lived on the grounds.


She nodded. “I’m good with numbers. I worked as an intern for my father’s accounting team. I’m well acquainted with accounting programs. I could work for you in exchange for room and board, and obviously for appearance’s sake. I don’t propose I’d have to live here for a year—maybe just a couple months or so, or until I know my father has accepted the marriage and resumed ignoring me. I could discreetly move away, and we would never have to see one another again—except, of course, in divorce court. It really would be very straightforward. And very temporary. And of course, we’d put it all in writing. And please, just Kira.”


I studied her for several long moments, noting the way she’d just rambled. She looked to be polished and sure, but was she actually nervous sitting here in front of me? I held eye contact for just a beat too long, but she didn’t look away and didn’t flinch. “And what will you do with your half of the money, Kira? If I may be so bold as to ask.”


She cleared her throat. “Well, other than live, I’m involved in several charities in San Francisco. One of the centers is in dire straits and will have to close if they can’t come up with the funding.”


I smiled a tight smile. Ah. Just like my stepmother. An heiress with an empty life. I could just see her pulling up in her Bentley to save the lowly peasants from starvation so she could refer to herself as a philanthropist before dashing off to the Louis Vuitton store to add to her luggage collection. “I see.” What did it matter to me what she did with her money? Or what her purpose was? I needed only to be concerned with my own situation. “It’s a highly unusual proposition. I’ll think about it and get back to you.” I started to stand.


“Well, see, I kind of need your answer quickly.” Her voice came out fast and breathy. My body, or at least the parts between my legs, twitched again. Dammit. Something about my body’s reaction to her made me angry. Although the parts reacting had never been very discerning.


I sat back down.


“I wish I could give you more time to consider, Mr. Hawthorn, but unfortunately, circumstances dictate that I—”


I put my hand up to stop her. “I’ll get back to you by the end of today. How can I get a hold of you?”


She paused. “I’m staying at the Motel 6 tonight. I can give you my cell number, and you can call me.”


Motel 6? My, how far the princess had fallen. Yes, her situation was quite desperate. I watched as she grabbed a sticky pad and a pen at the edge of my desk and carefully wrote out her phone number. I took it and tossed it casually onto the pile of messy papers.


She looked at where I’d thrown it and then back to me, her lips pressed together. “I can assure you my proposition is legitimate.”


“It very well could be. Of course, I’d want to meet with the executor of this trust anyway. But it’s still something I need to consider. I do have to think about other ways this might affect my life. A felon is one thing, but a felon and a divorcé? How will I fend off the ladies then?”


She narrowed those startling eyes. “Yes, well, if there were any other options, I wouldn’t be considering this either. Trust me.” This princess wouldn’t know a real problem if it smacked her in the face. But as we stared each other down, something flashed in her eyes. Under her cool demeanor and formal business language, she was just barely holding back a temper. She was a princess, but oh yes, just as I’d thought, she had a little witch in her too. We were both silent as she leaned forward slightly as if waiting for…something. Did she expect me to thank her?


“Have a good day.” I didn’t stand. She could show herself out. She stood slowly, holding her hand out so I could shake it. I reached forward and took her hand in mine for the second time. That same heat spiked through me, and I quickly pulled away. Kira Dallaire turned on her heel, her chin in the air, and left my office without looking back.


I stood and went to the window, lifting the shade. I watched as she walked toward a white Jetta. It surprised me she was driving such a non-flashy car. When she got to the door and began to climb in, she paused and looked around at the vineyard. There was something in her expression that made me unconsciously take a step toward her, my face almost hitting the glass. What had that been? Appreciation, I thought. For this run-down place? But with something else too…understanding? Before I could consider it any longer, she ducked inside her car, slamming the door behind her, and a minute later, was driving through the gate and out of sight.


Maybe I was judging her unfairly. If anyone knew what that felt like, it was me. Maybe I was just hungover, and she had reminded me of the type of woman my stepmother was. And of course, there was the fact that she had just strode in here and blatantly offered me a marriage for money… But perhaps Kira Dallaire wasn’t exactly what she seemed to be.


I sat back down at my desk and turned on my computer to google her. One good turn deserved another. As soon as I typed in her name, a whole slew of images appeared: Kira Dallaire in an evening gown, exiting a limo; Kira Dallaire at the premiere of a movie at some theatre or another; Kira Dallaire standing beside the man I recognized as Frank Dallaire at a black-tie benefit. Always with the same small, distant smile. In several photos, she was standing beside a good-looking blond man who appeared to be at least five to ten years older than her. I clicked on one of the photos and read the byline, identifying the couple as Cooper Stratton and his fiancée, Kira Dallaire. Fiancée? I looked at the date—a little over a year ago. Had that been what had “cut short” her college career? Had she dropped out to become a society wife?


I clicked through several articles, my disdain growing as I pieced together Kira Dallaire’s actual situation. None of the news stories came right out and said it, but it was easy enough to read between the lines. Kira had been engaged to Cooper Stratton, a young assistant district attorney running for superior court judge in San Francisco, when she was involved in some sort of embarrassing scandal—drugs were heavily hinted at—that took place in a penthouse suite in a luxury downtown hotel. Her father, in an effort to protect her and get the help she needed, shipped her off to some rehab center, more likely a glorified spa in London or Paris. And her fiancé had broken off their engagement. Who could blame him? But now she was back and her father…he what? Wouldn’t fund the partying lifestyle she was accustomed to? Refused to give her any cash until she could prove she was willing to improve her life? Of course, on that I was only guessing. Either way, Kira Dallaire had decided to take matters into her own hands.


I’d been right in my judgment of her: she was just like my stepmother. A woman who’d been given everything in life and thought it was because she was entitled to it. A selfish woman who expected life to bend to her will. And when it didn’t, she’d go to extreme lengths to bend it back, regardless of whom it hurt.


I leaned back for a minute, thinking things through. Never in a million years had I expected to wake up to this.


We were both desperate in our own ways. The question was: Was I desperate enough to hand over my name—even temporarily—for the cash I needed to save this vineyard and fulfill my vow?


Something on the computer screen caught my eye, a small picture at the bottom of the article I’d been reading, and I clicked on it, making it as large as possible. It was another picture of Kira Dallaire and Cooper Stratton. He had his hand resting possessively on the small of her back and was smiling proudly as she grinned up at him. My eyes homed in on her right cheek. She had a dimple. The little witch had a dimple. And what it was about that small feature that made my pulse quicken, I couldn’t have explained if my life depended upon it.












CHAPTER THREE



Kira





He looked like a prince, but if I were going to cast him in a fairy tale now, I’d cast him as the dragon. A beastly, judgmental, fire-breathing dragon.


Of course, it wasn’t surprising, really. My skill in judging character was sadly…not skillful. That had been proven once. Quite painfully.


Still, I hadn’t been prepared for his mocking contempt. And yeah, okay, so my offer probably sounded outrageous to him initially. But I was the one doing him a favor here. I was offering him free money. Or practically free. There was a price—I admitted that. I was asking him to marry for money. I couldn’t help cringing at the blunt truth. But I’d made a list, and there were far more pros than cons for both of us, I thought. Although, arguably, the cons were very weighty and could tip any scale, regardless of what you titled it. Despite having tried to present the offer in a very businesslike manner, he’d looked at me with such disdain, as if I were yesterday’s trash. The fact that I felt like yesterday’s trash only made it that much worse.


The more condescension he’d shown me, that faint derision never leaving his expression, the more nervous and ruffled and unsure I’d become. I hated that feeling. I’d known it my whole life. Being scorned felt heartachingly familiar.


And then he’d told me I wasn’t his type. As if it mattered. It didn’t matter. Not at all. Not one bit. I only needed my money to be his type.


So why had it hurt?


I let out a sigh. He’d said he would call me, but based on his rude dismissal, I wouldn’t hold my breath. Well. I’d tried. Another one of my Very Bad Ideas and Grayson Hawthorn had let me know that’s exactly what he’d thought of it. In that slightly bored, pleasantly masculine voice of his, no less. I frowned. So the question was, what was I going to do now? Going back to my father was out of the question. I’d sooner sleep on a street corner. Or at the drop-in center. My heart sank when I thought of the center. What were they going to do now? So much was riding on getting my hands on the money Gram left. I supposed I could pull my car over and choose any number of people off the street to make the same offer I’d made to Grayson Hawthorn. Or place an ad on the internet, like I’d joked about with Kimberly. I could sell my car. It was in my name, one of the few things I’d bought with my own money. But then I wouldn’t even have a place to sleep if and when my cash ran out.


I’d just thought…well, seeing Grayson Hawthorn at the bank, it seemed like fate. The more I’d thought about it yesterday in my small, lonely hotel room, the more my heart had felt like there was something very right about sharing my gram’s money with that man in particular, considering the connection I knew existed between him and my father. Not that I could share that with him, and not that it would do him any good to know anyway. But I could share the money with him—money he desperately needed—and maybe set something right, balance the score in some small measure.


I had to admit his looks had swayed me too. He looked like every hero in every fairy tale I’d ever dreamed come to life. And God, I wanted to believe in heroes again.


But sometimes, I supposed, a girl just had to be her own hero.


Especially when the “hero” in question turned out to be a dragon.


I knew Grayson Hawthorn had done wrong in his life, but after examining his case particulars, it seemed more like a terrible accident. And regardless, it was a mistake he’d paid for. More than paid for. And now he was still paying in people’s perceptions of him. No one would give him a chance—or at least the loan he so desperately needed.


So I’d gone with my gut, decided at the very least to reserve judgment until I’d met him in person, and rushed to his home the next morning before I could completely lose my nerve.


Well. The Dragon would have to figure out his life for himself. Just as I would. I alone controlled my destiny. I hardly had time to indulge in despair. I parked my car in the motel lot and made my way to my room.


I stripped out of the dress and sandals I’d worn to meet with Grayson Hawthorn—an outfit from my old life I hadn’t even realized I’d packed as I’d hurriedly thrown items into my suitcase willy-nilly. As I’d dressed this morning, I’d been happy for the mistake though. I’d wanted to appear professional, and the jeans or frayed shorts I normally wore didn’t exactly say “take me seriously.” I paused. But maybe they did say “I’m desperate! Marry me!” Perhaps I should have worn those after all.


After changing, I left the motel and spent the day walking around downtown Napa, doing some window-shopping, browsing through several shops including a bookstore, and stopping for a leisurely lunch at a small café Gram had liked. Despite being hopeless and without a plan, I made a conscious effort to clear my mind and enjoy the day as much as possible. If I had to get a waitressing job like Kimberly had suggested, then that’s what I’d do. I wasn’t afraid of hard work. I had hoped for a plan offering more options, but that wasn’t to be. I straightened my spine and channeled my inner Scarlett O’Hara. I’d take today and then I’d come up with a new plan once the disaster that was this morning had rolled off my shoulders.


It was late afternoon when I returned to my motel, the sky a clear, calm blue. I let myself into my room and lay down on my bed for a minute, fatigue overwhelming me. I had tossed and turned the night before in anticipation of my morning call on Grayson Hawthorn. I was exhausted and fell asleep almost immediately.


I came awake blearily, confused for a minute about my surroundings, still in that gap between sleep and wakefulness, knowing something was wrong but not yet recalling exactly what. Reality flowed back in slowly, the pieces coming together to sit heavily on my chest. Wincing slightly, I rolled over and looked at the bedside clock. It was after four, so I’d only slept for a little over an hour. I sighed and sat up.


A warm shower soothed my muscles if not my heart, and when I got out, I felt a little more alive. I partially dried my hair and then stuck it up in a topknot that was sure to fall out. My grandmother had always said my hair was as fiery and unmanageable as I was. But she’d said it with so much love in her voice, I couldn’t help but hear it as a compliment. God, how I missed her, even after all the years she’d been gone. The absence of her unconditional love was still a painful wound.


Just as I was pulling clean clothes out of my suitcase, my cell phone rang. Kimberly, I was sure. But when I looked at the screen, it was a local number I didn’t recognize. My heartbeat stalled and then sped up in my chest as I ran my finger across the screen.


“Hello,” I answered breathlessly.


A deep voice returned my greeting, no warmth in it at all. “It’s Grayson.”


“Oh.” I feigned nonchalance as I collapsed on the bed in my towel. “How can I help you?”


“What room are you in?”


“Room?”


“Motel room. Motel 6, right? Solano Avenue?”


“Uh, yes. But—”


“What room?” he repeated.


“Two eleven. What time will you… Hello?” Did he just hang up on me? What the—


Three swift knocks sounded at my door, and I let out a startled squeak, dropping my phone on the bed and jumping to my feet. “Hold on!” I demanded, rushing to my suitcase and hurriedly pulling on a bra and underwear. The knocking resumed.


“Hold on!” I yelled again. Of all the rude…dragons.


I pulled the dress I’d worn this morning over my head and buckled the belt before I pulled the door open. Grayson Hawthorn filled the doorway, wearing the same thing he’d been wearing earlier—a pair of jeans and a blue T-shirt that stretched nicely over his lean but obviously well-muscled chest. His masculinity hit me in the gut. He smelled like he had that morning too—some sort of fresh, manly smelling soap. But now there was the slight addition of a salty tinge of sweat. I leaned forward, drawn to the masculine scent of him, but then suddenly realized what I was doing. Crossing my arms, I stepped back. “This is highly unprofessional. You should have given me some warning you were on your way.”


Grayson stepped into the room, taking his time looking around. His eyes stopped for a second on my Louis Vuitton luggage before he finally made eye contact. “I wasn’t sure I was coming until about fifteen minutes ago.”


“I see. Well, would you like to go downstairs? We could get coffee—”


“This is fine. I won’t stay long. I’ve gotta get back to work.”


I glanced around my room at the unmade bed, the clothes strewn about. I dragged the chair from the desk forward and then sat down on the upholstered bench at the end of the bed as Grayson took the chair. “I’ve been considering your offer. Before we go any further, I’d like to meet with the executor of the trust to make sure the money will be paid out as you said it will, upon our marriage or shortly afterward.”


I nodded, my heart rate accelerating. “Of course. I understand.”


Grayson gave one succinct nod. “And if everything looks fine there, we’ll need to have a prenuptial agreement drawn up, stating the financial terms of our marriage.”


“Obviously.”


“No matter what happens financially in the next year when we’re married, no finances or property will be split in any way, shape, or form.”


“No, of course.”


His expression remained enigmatic. “Once I meet with your executor, I’m going to have to trust that upon the payout, you’ll actually give me half of it.”


“That would be our deal.” A piece of hair fell out of my knot and I tried to tuck it back up. Grayson’s eyes followed my hand and then lingered there as the lock slipped loose again.


“Yes, but, Kira,” he said almost distractedly before looking back to my eyes. He leaned forward, his gaze steady and alert now. “I don’t know you. For all I know, we get married, then you get the check and take off for Brazil. Trusting you in any respect would be an act of faith on my part.”


I bristled. “I would never do that.”


“So you say. I’ve found that people say what suits them in the moment. That doesn’t always mean it can be counted on.”


Yes, I knew what he meant. I took a deep breath and nodded. “I…realize that. But I intend on keeping my word.”


He regarded me for one heartbeat…two, before he looked away. “I’ll agree to you living at Hawthorn Vineyard for two months. That should be enough time to notify your father of our marriage and for you to find a place of your own with your share of the money. If there’s an issue with your father, we can renegotiate the timeframe. There’s an old gardener’s cottage on my property that you can live in. It’s small and doesn’t offer many luxuries, but it has a bed and running water.” He eyed me in some way I couldn’t read.


“Sounds quaint.”


“Quaint would be a generous description.” Was that challenge I read in those black dragon eyes, perhaps a small quirk of his lip?


“Fine.” I lifted my chin. I’d never backed down from my father, and I wouldn’t back down from this man.


“You are desperate.”


“So are you.”


“True enough.” He paused. “If you don’t mind me asking, why’d you pick me? I mean, other than my desperation?” His lip did quirk up slightly then, but there was no amusement in his eyes. “You could have picked some homeless guy off the street and shared half your inheritance with him. There are lots of desperate people in this world, Kira, if you’re looking to give money away.”


“My father would never believe I had fallen in love and married a homeless man, Grayson. It would be too easy for him to contest the payout of the trust. My father is well connected, as you can probably imagine, and I have to be careful. I had to pick the right person. A convincing person.”


He tilted his head. “Your father contesting the payout of the trust…is that something I need to worry about?”


I shook my head. He would more likely expend effort toward covering it up or putting a spin on it that worked in his favor, should a marriage to Grayson Hawthorn actually occur. Still… “I don’t think so, no, but I’ve learned that where my father’s concerned, it’s wise to be diligent.” Despite my optimistic words, a chill went down my spine.


“I see. So you intend to convince your father you saw me on the street, fell madly in love, and we married in a week?”


I sighed. “He won’t find it such a stretch. He sees me as…impulsive…flighty…irrational.”


His dark eyes regarded me speculatively. “And are you? Are you those things?”


I bit my lip. “Impulsive, yes, I admit I can be. Flighty, no, I don’t think so. Irrational…aren’t we all sometimes?”


He seemed to consider my answer for a second. “So that will be our story? We bumped into each other here in Napa, fell in love, and impulsively married because we were irrational—but not flighty—with new love?”


I gave him a small smile. “Basically. I guess we can discuss the details so we’re in sync.” My heart had started racing again. “So you agree? We have a deal?”


“If all pans out once I meet with the executor, yes, we have a deal.”


I nodded and let out a breath. “You won’t regret this, Grayson.”


“Oh, I’m sure I will in some way or another, Kira. But…desperate times—”


“Call for desperate measures. And this is about as desperate as measures get.”


He smiled, flashing me a set of straight, white teeth, but the same disdain he’d shown me earlier was back in his expression. He didn’t see me as someone giving him a gift but as someone driving him to do something he didn’t want to do. As if I hadn’t given him a choice. Well, that was fine. I didn’t need his gratitude. I needed his name. I couldn’t deny the disappointment I felt though. When I’d seen him on the street the day before, he’d seemed…lost, broken, but still compassionate. However, the man sitting in front of me now was completely different—stiff and cold. Had I really misjudged him that much?


As if he had read my thoughts, the smile disappeared from his face as quickly as it had appeared. “There are just a few more things I think we should discuss briefly.”


“Okay.” I crossed my legs and his eyes followed my movement.


He clenched his jaw and looked away before speaking. “Since you’re going to be living on my property, I think we should be up front about the nature of our relationship.”


“Relationship? I thought that was clear. We’re marrying for money. We have no relationship.” The awkward, stilted nature of this meeting highlighted that fact perfectly.


“We’ll be business associates. Nothing more.”


“Agreed. As long as you’re discreet, conduct your personal life as you see fit.”


“I intend to.”


“Fine.”


“Good. I don’t want you to get any…fanciful ideas about this arrangement.”


I raised a brow. “Fanciful?”


“Romantic. Inaccurate.”


I gritted my teeth. “Yes, you’ve made it clear I’m not your type. And I’ll try my very best not to fall for your irresistible charms and make things”—I narrowed my eyes—“unbearably awkward.”


“Good.”


I wanted to kick him. Regardless of what else he was, he was obviously a man used to being pursued by the opposite sex. And apparently he either assumed I was some sort of nun, or he had zero concern with how I conducted my own personal life. Most likely the latter. “What else?” I asked coldly.


Grayson—henceforth referred to as the Dragon—studied me. I didn’t try to figure out what he was thinking. Probably trying to ascertain whether or not I was actually going to be able to keep myself from falling in love with him. He was getting uglier by the second. Arrogant reptile. “You mentioned my record. I’m assuming you know about my crime?”


That immediately cooled the anger I’d been feeling. I felt heat creep up my neck. “I hope you don’t find it too intrusive, but I thought it best that I research you before making my offer.”


He shrugged. “A good business decision. Do you have any questions about what you read before we move forward? I’ll answer your questions now, but I don’t intend to discuss it later.”


I couldn’t hide the surprise that came over me. “I…well, from what I understand, you got in a fight with a man outside a bar in San Francisco, and you hit him…ah, repeatedly. He fell and hit his head and died. It was an accident. You didn’t intend to kill him. Is that the truth?” I felt embarrassed to sum up what was certainly an extremely upsetting situation, even now. He’d gone to prison for five years for his crime.


He was silent for so long, I wondered if he’d answer me. Finally, he said simply, “That’s accurate enough.” I regarded him for a moment, but his face was unreadable.


“Prison must have been…very hard for you.”


Something passed over his expression, but he schooled it with passivity before I could attempt to name it. “You have no idea.”


There was an awkward silence.


“And now, you’re a felon.”


He leaned forward, his steady, dark gaze fixed on me. “Yes, Kira. I’m a felon. I can’t get a loan—as you well know. My employment options are limited to say the least. Many doors are now closed to me. You’re going to be married to a felon. Frank Dallaire’s daughter is going to be married to a felon.”


All the more reason for him to extend our estrangement, perhaps make it permanent. Which suits me just fine. But I didn’t say that. Instead, I answered, “It’d be difficult for me to disappoint my father more than I already have.”


He studied me again with his dragon eyes, the ones that seemed to see right through me. “I’ll take your word for that.” He suddenly stood, startling me slightly. I jumped up, and we almost collided when we both went to step forward. He steadied me by putting his hands on my upper arms. I raised my eyes to his, and when he looked down at me, he seemed startled too. “I have to go,” he said, turning and beginning to walk toward the door.


“Oh, okay,” I said, following him. “Just one more question, um, regarding the timing of this arrangement.” I looked around the motel room, calculating quickly how many days I could stay here. Of course I’d also need to hire a lawyer to draw up a prenuptial agreement with the Dragon, someone who had no connections to my father. “I know you probably want to…well, the thing is…”


“You don’t have the money to stay here.”


I let out a breath. “I do, but not for long. Especially if I’m going to need to pay lawyer fees.”


He stood in front of the door, rubbing the back of his neck. Finally he said, “Pack your suitcase. You can come with me now. We’ll arrange a lawyer tomorrow. But, Kira.” He turned, looking me in the eyes. “If this doesn’t pan out in a way we’re both satisfied with, I’m going to ask you to leave immediately.”


“You wouldn’t have to ask.”


He jerked his head in a quick nod. “I’ll give you five minutes to pack.”


Yes, sir, Dragon, sir I was tempted to respond sarcastically. But I zipped my lips and hurriedly began packing my things.





Thirty minutes later, I had checked out of the motel and was following Grayson’s black truck through the gates of Hawthorn vineyard.


I had been taken aback by the vineyard’s beauty the first time I’d arrived here, and I was just as taken now. Massive oak trees bordered the long driveway, the canopy of leaves shading our vehicles as we drove beneath them. The Hawthorn home, which stood just behind a courtyard with a courtly, round fountain in the center, was a vision of grace and elegance, and yet it managed to look warm and inviting at the same time. Ivy climbed one side of the large structure, and elegantly curved wrought-iron balconies flanked every window on the upper floor. The acres and acres of vineyards created a breathtaking background to the house and gardens, and I could see a small grove of fruit trees off to the left of the house—peaches, perhaps, or maybe apricots.


At first glance, it looked like a lush paradise just waiting to be explored. It was only as you drew closer that you noticed the fountain wasn’t running, the ivy needed tending, and the lawn and surrounding gardens were overgrown. The gardener had been dismissed, no doubt. It was beautiful nonetheless. In its glory, this place must have been magnificent. My eyes lingered on the rolling hills of vines in the distance, as I wondered at the state of grapes they’d produce. I looked forward to seeing it restored, not just for Grayson’s sake but for the sake of beauty itself. A place like this shouldn’t be allowed to crumble to ruin. I thought Gram would agree. But I pushed the thought of my gram aside for the moment. No, she wouldn’t want to see this beautiful vineyard in the place she’d loved so much crumble to ruin, but she’d also roll over in her grave to know I was marrying for money. I am a woman who will marry a complete stranger for money. That is me. Despair filled my chest momentarily. I knew that about myself now, and it brought another small measure of self-loathing.
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