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            FERN

          

          MONDAY AFTERNOON

        

      

    

    
      “Fern, when you get a minute, would you please box up Felicity’s belongings?” Mr. Chambers’s voice sends a shiver down my spine. I was so focused on the laundry, he managed to sneak up on me. His voice always does that to me—deep with a hint of gravel that warms me all over—when he catches me off guard. Like now. It drives me nuts. It’s a good thing I’ve been in Texas long enough to become immune to the accent.

      As if I haven’t heard that before . . . “Right away, Mr. Chambers,” I nearly whisper, nodding my head so he knows I hear and obey, though my hands keep folding on autopilot.

      She’ll be back. She always is. She’s kind of like a fungus in that regard. I’ve lost track of the times I’ve packed her shit, only to turn around and unpack it two weeks later because she changes her mind, and he’s let her. When she comes back, we’ll all pretend she was only away on vacation for the benefit of Mr. Chambers’s daughter, Veronica. And if she finds out I haven’t followed her rules while she’s away, it’ll be my ass out the door.

      One of the things I’ve discovered during my years of cleaning houses is that men will ignore or forgive just about anything for a woman who’s good in the sack. Felicity must be able to suck start a Harley because he keeps letting her back into his life and his bed. She must have other redeeming qualities, but she hides them well.

      Mr. Chambers speaks again, reminding me that now is not the time to fall down the ‘Felicity is a bitch’ rabbit hole. “Thank you, Fern. When you’ve finished, let Len know. He’ll dispose of everything.”

      Dispose of everything? He says it like he’s talking about the trash from Saturday’s party, not thousands upon thousands of dollars’ worth of clothing, and God only knows what the hell else that succubus has acquired on his dime in the last six years. She definitely does not shop at Target.

      I freeze with my arms out wide, the towel I’m folding stretched between my hands. Inadvertently, my eyes snap up to lock on his in utter amazement. I’m breaking the rules—the ones he doesn’t know about, and I’m not allowed to speak of unless I want another spiteful bitch to ruin my life again. But he’s being ridiculous.

      “Is that a problem?” Mr. Chambers asks. His jaw clenches, a warning sign that I’m irritating him

      Gulping, I figure I might as well break every rule in the book. In for a penny . . . I drop my arms and the towel, giving him my full attention. For the first six months I worked here—before that bitch moved in—he and I were almost friends. Surely, he’ll forgive me a little honesty for old time’s sake? “No, Mr. Chambers. It’s just . . . That’s a lot of stuff to toss in the garbage.”

      One corner of his full mouth kicks up into a smirk, and I swear my heart speeds up. Yeah, Mr. Chambers is hott. Two t’s because one just isn’t enough. His combination of dark hair and blue eyes is my personal kryptonite, and always has been, though I’ve learned what’s on the outside doesn’t matter. He has to go the extra mile and be tall on top of that. Being vertically challenged myself, I have a thing for tall guys. His strong jaw is shaded with stubble, which is out of the ordinary for him. He must be taking her latest outburst harder than usual. It looks good on him, though.

      “You’re right.” His smirk becomes a full-blown smile that makes my mouth go dry. “I don’t care what happens to her things. Donate them if you’d like. While you’re at it, if you take a liking to anything, consider it yours. Just have it all out of my house by the end of the day. Please.”

      His smile flips a switch in my head. My mind immediately snaps back into work mode and reminds me of the rules. Like a good little bitch, my eyes drop to his feet. “Right away, Mr. Chambers,” I murmur. Felicity would be so proud. Well, probably not under the circumstances.

      Hopefully it sticks this time . . . This is the first time he’s ever kicked her out. Maybe I’m a bad person, but I’m going to enjoy donating her shit. I don’t want any of it. I’m not cleaning houses wearing Chanel and Versace.

      “No,” he says, a hint of irritation creeping into his tone. “I’m sick of this, ‘Mr. Chambers’ crap. You didn’t do that when you started here. I don’t know why you can’t remember my name anymore. It’s Mason.”

      I fight a smile. Before Felicity moved in, I almost felt like part of the family—Ronni’s aunt or something. Afterward, she served as a wall between all of us. If she’s really gone this time, maybe things will change again. Don’t get your hopes up.

      I can’t resist a bit of teasing. It’ll probably be the last time because she’ll be back, but just this once . . . “Right away . . . sir.”

      My cheeky risk is rewarded with a rusty laugh. There’s no stopping my smile this time. It’s been far too long since I last heard that sound. Ronni usually keeps him rolling, but even she, who is the center of his world, is unable to coax so much as a chuckle from him lately.

      “Fern! I’m home!” Ronni calls. I cringe at the sound of the door slamming behind her—a new habit of her’s I’ve been working to break.

      “Thanks, Fern. I need to go have a talk with Ronni. I’m off for the rest of the day. Let me know if we’re in your way.” He doesn’t wait for my reply before he turns to go.

      With no one to witness my impropriety, I curl my lip and mutter a stream of obscenities aimed at Felicity. I thought I was going to lose this gig the day the Wicked Bitch of the West moved in; I swallowed my pride and did what I had to. I’d do it all again.

      The list of rules I received the day after she infested Mr. Chambers’s home runs through my mind like end credits for a movie, narrated by her, in a voice like the whining of a thousand mosquitos. “This is my house now. You’ll do things my way. Don’t look at him. Don’t speak to him unless he addresses you specifically. Don’t contact him unless it’s an emergency, and you can’t reach me. Never be alone in a room with him. And no touching. You will address him as ‘sir’ or ‘Mr. Chambers.’ He’s your boss, not your friend. Understood?”

      Felicity was happy to let me continue working here, so long as I pretended to be invisible. Or maybe it’s that she didn’t have the power to fire me. Not wanting to clean up her own messes probably had something to do with it, too. And she had no interest in taking care of Mr. Chambers’s little one.

      I need this job too much to let her get to me. I’ve got bills to pay, and I’d have to take on three other gigs to replace the income from this one. Mr. Chambers is the heir to Chambers Freight International, the largest shipping industry in the world—a veritable empire. He extends the company’s generosity toward their employees to his personal employees as well. I may be more of an independent contractor, but I’m included in that blanket generosity.

      I also like this job too much, despite his girlfriend’s manipulative tendencies. Following her rules sucks, as does being the perfect little subservient twat she wants me to be because she thinks she’s better than me, but I can do this. Even when she’s not here to keep me in line. I can do anything I set my mind to. For Ronni.

      That little girl makes this job my joy. She needs someone here to act as a buffer. Her father hasn’t realized that Felicity’s outer beauty masks the ugliness within. She only lets it shine through when he’s not around. There was a time when I could have told him, before WBotW moved in, but that ship has sailed.
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        * * *

      

      Singing softly to myself to ease the loneliness of this big house, I make my way upstairs with a basket full of folded laundry. Ronni and Mr. Chambers must be in the back yard playing, because the house is quiet. He’s a good dad like that. Yet another thing that adds to the hott factor.

      My current earworm always makes me smile, which is good since it’s requested so frequently. It’s still crazy to me that people will tip someone else to sing for them at a karaoke bar, but it is what it is. The owners encourage it because it feeds the theme they’ve got going on. I can’t complain. I get paid to have fun.

      Ronni’s room is a disaster zone. Without Felicity here to undermine me, I can see to it she picks up her own toys tonight. Ronni will do it without making a fuss the first time I ask because she’s a unicorn like that, but Felicity always stops her if she hears me ask and insists it is my job to do it. While I am paid to keep this place clean, a child needs chores. Mr. Chambers agreed with me on this point when he hired me. Since he tries not to interfere with the “relationship” between his girlfriend and daughter, he lets Felicity have her way. All I can do is grit my teeth behind my smile.

      It takes concentration, but I manage to make it both ways through the minefield of toys without breaking myself or anything. I make my way down the hall to restock towels in the guestrooms since some of Mr. Chambers’s friends stayed over the weekend. In the master suite, the bathroom light is on, and the door is wide open. That’s odd. However, Mr. Chambers isn’t usually home when I’m doing this. He must have forgotten to turn it off before he went out to play with Ronni. I put the towels and washcloths away and hit the switch on the way out. The sooner I put his clothes in his closet, the sooner I can complete the familiar task of packing Felicity’s crap. There might be some boxes in the garage.

      My mind runs away with me, cataloging the things of hers I need to locate and box up. I turn the corner into the closet on autopilot, hit a wall, and bounce off. “Shit!” I lose my balance, stumbling backward. The basket lands on the floor with a clatter when I fling my arms out to steady myself. I reach the tipping point and keep right on going. Before I hit the ground, strong hands catch me ’round the middle and pull me to my feet. My brain finally catches up. That wasn’t a wall.

      My face heats up. I’m sure I’m the color of a damn traffic signal. I can’t believe I ran into him. I do this same task, at the same time, in the same order, every Monday, and it never changes. I could do it with my eyes closed. But he’s home today, which changes everything.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Chambers!” Not only did I run into him, I cussed in front of him too! So freaking professional! “I swear I don’t talk that way in front of Ronni!”

      The ability to form complete sentences flees my brain once the warmth of his hands seeps that far. He’s still holding me by the waist. We haven’t as much as shaken hands since Felicity moved in. I forgot how warm his hands are. And I’m way too close to see his feet, so my eyes are fixed on nothing but bare skin stretched tight over hard muscle.

      Mr. Chambers doesn’t have abs for days like so many guys on TV. Felicity used to give him shit about it. He’d always tell her he likes chocolate and booze too much for that nonsense. I’m on his side because that would probably make him too damn perfect for his own good. Stop it! My eyes screw shut in an effort to stick to the rules. I do not want to be caught checking him out.

      His chuckle makes me shiver. “Easy, Fern. It’s alright. It’s my fault. I realized you didn’t know I was here when I heard you singing. I should’ve said something, but I didn’t want to scare you.” One hand leaves my waist to tuck a wisp of hair that’s escaped my ponytail behind my ear. That little touch makes me break out in goosebumps. Please, God, don’t let him notice.

      It’s one thing to check your clients out on occasion—I’m only human. It’s another thing to do something stupid enough—even on accident—that he figures out how easily he can get under your skin. Nothing good ever comes of that. I watch just enough TV to know that. I won’t do anything to risk losing my time with Ronni. That might break me. No one can ever replace my little girl, but having Ronni in my life lessens the pain.

      “I should have been paying more attention.” As an argument, it’s weak. And it sounds weak because I mumble it to his navel like the whipped little bitch Felicity made me. I’ll never forgive her for that, but it’s as much my own fault as it is hers. I let her do this to me.

      “It’s alright,” he says softly.

      We’re in a small, dark space, he’s half-dressed, he’s still holding on to me, and we’re all alone. If someone walked in right now, they’d get the wrong idea. Someone like Ronni. Or Felicity, who has a tendency to pop up where you least expect her like the mold she is.

      Mercifully, he lets his hands fall away. Am I imagining the way his fingers trailed to prolong the contact? No. I mean, yes. I’m imagining things. Why would he do that? It’s all in my head.
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            MASON

          

        

      

    

    
      Who knew Fern could sing? I’m still blaming that random factoid for my standing here like an idiot until she ran into me. I didn’t want to scare her, but I didn’t want her to stop singing or be self-conscious about it.

      Fern has worked here for years. I should know these things about her by now, but she doesn’t share much about herself. Ronni probably told me once, but I was probably too absorbed in something that seemed way more important than it actually was to listen.

      If Fern wasn’t standing here, I’d smack myself in the damn forehead. Instead, I rub the back of my neck to rid at least one hand of her lingering warmth. The solution to my current problem is literally right in front of me, at least the temporary solution. If she can help, it’ll buy me a little more time to figure out how to juggle my job and Ronni without Felicity. “Fern, could I ask you for a favor?”

      “Mr. Chambers?”

      Two words. That’s all I get. I swear she thinks that’s my only name. The way Fern ogled me would be flattering if she ever fucking looked me in the eye anymore. It’s not so much that she’s checking me out as it is that she is trying to look anywhere but my eyes. Still, she is enjoying the view. Her eyes got huge when she saw I didn’t have a shirt on. I can’t help the way my chest puffs out or my abs flex, trying to stand out through the layer of poor food choices. It’s nice to be appreciated for a change.

      “Mason,” I say, correcting her for the umpteenth million time. I get enough of that formal bullshit at work, but I can’t get her to break the habit. “If it’s not an imposition, could you be here to help Ronni get up and dressed for school in the morning? I know you probably have other plans, but I’m desperate, and I’ll pay you double.”

      She smiles at the carpet, and a wave of envy crashes through me. Fern has a lovely smile. It’s a pity I don’t get to enjoy it more. “I clean for the Thompsons in the morning, but they won’t mind if I’m a little off schedule. I’ll let them know this evening.” Her smile fades and she bites her full bottom lip.

      That innocent little action gives me not-so-innocent thoughts. I’d like to do the same thing to that lip. It hasn’t been that damn long, Mason. Get a grip. Next thing I know, I’m going to be fantasizing about the woman next door. She’s old enough to be my mother, but that doesn’t stop her from flirting every time we see each other. And she’s not subtle. Ronni needs to spend the weekend with my mother. I need a night out and some no-strings fun, but not with the cougar next door. If I can remember how the hell picking up women works. Monogamy is a bitch of a habit to break.

      Focus, Mason. “If it’s a problem—”

      She shakes her head quickly and her bottom lip springs free. “No, not at all, Mr. Chambers. Just planning logistics.”

      “Logistics?” What kind of logistics could she need to plan? She comes here, she wakes Ronni, feeds her breakfast, makes sure she’s dressed, and walks her to the car. After tomorrow I’ll have a better plan. Maybe her car is low on fuel? She leaves here late, and I’m asking her to get here early. I’ll have Len check . . . 

      She parts her lips to speak, but the words are slow to come, and they’re soft when they do. “I was figuring out which bus I’ll need to catch to get here on time.”

      The bus? Is she serious right now? “Is your car in the shop?” Sure, some people choose to utilize public transportation, but I can’t imagine doing so if you make a living going from one house to the next to clean.

      Her head sways side to side. “I don’t have a car. It won’t be a problem, though. I won’t let Ronni down.”

      Shit. Guilt floods me for even asking. It seemed like such a little thing until she pointed out the extra effort. It’s nice to know she’s so devoted to my daughter, though. You can’t buy that kind of thing. “Be sure to give Len your address before you go home, and I’ll have him pick you up after he drops me off.”

      She blinks a couple of times. “But Mr. Chambers, who will be here with Ronni?”

      Shit! That puts my plans in the blender. Ronni would still be asleep and is old enough, and responsible enough, to be alone for the thirty minutes it would take. Surely that’s all it would take. But if she woke up, she’d probably be frightened. Fern is right; that’s not acceptable. I need a plan B. It’s easy to overlook how much you rely on someone until they’re gone.

      Running my fingers through my hair, I grab a handful and pull. Think, Mason. I could send Len to get her before I go to work. That would require him to get out of bed extra early, though, and the man is already up before the sun because I insist on being the first person in the office every day. Gotta prove I’m dedicated. I don’t want to mess with his schedule any more than I have to. Morning is the only time in a day that is truly his own.

      Mom is always an option. She could come stay, and I wouldn’t need Fern to reschedule her entire day. But I’m not ready to face Mom yet. She is a big part of the reason I kept Felicity in my life for so long, and she’s bound to be upset with me. Felicity is everything Mom wants for me. Good pedigree. Good manners. Pretty. Fuck, that makes her sound like a dog. That’s not far from the truth, though . . . But a dog would have at least been loyal. If Mom had her way, Felicity and I would’ve been married years ago.

      Another alternative occurs to me, but it’s crazy. I shouldn’t even ask, but I’m in a tight spot. “Could you stay here tonight? I can have Len take you home to get anything you need when you’ve got a minute. You know we have space. I’ll pay you for every hour you’re here, too.”

      Her lashes flutter over her pretty green eyes, and I know a moment of fear because asking obviously crossed a line. It’s not necessarily inappropriate—a lot of single fathers in my position have live-in help. It’s not something we’ve ever done, though. Fern works here, but I’m not exactly her boss. She’s entitled to a life outside of work, like everyone else.

      “S-sure,” she says, catching me by surprise. Her reaction indicated the opposite answer was forthcoming.

      A bubble of hopeful excitement rises in my chest. This will solve my most immediate problem nicely and buy me some time to plan for next week when I return to work. “Really? You don’t mind?”

      “No, Mr. Chambers. I don’t mind. Heck, I’ll get to sleep in,” she says with a conspiratorial giggle that’s so cute it makes me want to hug her.

      So I do, laughing to myself at her surprised yelp. “Thank you so much!” I’m crossing another line, but I’m so damn relieved to have that taken care of. I’ve cleared my schedule as much as possible for the rest of the week in case Ronni is upset about Felicity, but there’s a meeting first thing tomorrow morning I cannot miss.

      Something about the way she kept herself so stiff in my arms before makes me think it’s been far too long since anyone over the age of eight has given this woman a good hug. Lord knows I could use one right now as well. Since I’m already on the wrong side of the line, I hold her until she relaxes and melts into me. Even then, I don’t let go.

      Fern doesn’t hug me back, but I didn’t expect her to. She’s probably thinking I’m certifiable. Hell, she’s probably about two seconds from telling me to find a new nanny. Nah. If she was going to quit, she would have done so years ago, probably over something stupid Felicity did. Anyone who loves Ronni as much as Fern does is used to random hugs. They’re a staple in this house.

      The front door slams. I grit my teeth in annoyance. Fern jumps like she’s been shot. She tenses but thankfully doesn’t pull away. I’m not ready to let go yet. She smells good. Not shampoo or perfume, just her. I like the way her silky curls slide against my skin where her ponytail is draped over her shoulder, and her eyelashes tickle a bit when she blinks. The warmth of her breath on my chest gives me goosebumps, which makes no sense at all. She fits against me perfectly—short enough to fit under my chin without me having to crane my neck. She’s an interesting combination of soft and hard, her body mostly too firm to give under my arms. She’s all muscle. Not only that, but for some reason, I’m confident that everything is going to be okay right now. I wasn’t sure before. It might not be if I let her go.

      “Mason?” my younger brother calls from somewhere in the house.

      “Uncle Austin!” Ronni calls back. Her running footsteps let me know she’s bought me another minute to get my shit together.

      Fern tenses again. As much as I don’t want to, I let her go. Bad things are going to happen if I hold her any longer. It is seductive. Addicting. There’s no room in my life for addictions.

      She actually glances at me for a second, her eyes guarded. In the dim light of my closet, they’re more gray than green, but they’re still big and round and lovely. Even if they seem a bit worried and confused right now. That makes two of us, Fern.

      “Sorry, it’s already been a shit week,” I mutter, rubbing the back of my neck again. Now that I’ve let her go, I can’t believe I did that. It’s a sexual harassment suit waiting to happen. I can’t randomly grab people for a hug, even if they need it. Especially not because they need it. That defense makes it sound even worse.

      It doesn’t matter that Fern’s part of the family here as far as I’m concerned. The fact is, she’s not family, and she works here. I can’t treat her like my kid sister. But God, she felt good. That’s definitely not a thought I’ve ever had about my sister . . . 

      Her entire face softens and she smiles at me. Not at my feet, at me. “It’s alright. Ronni always says—”

      “Hugs are magic,” I finish for her, grinning.

      Still smiling, she nods. “People need a little magic every now and then,” she murmurs. She takes my hand and squeezes. It’s over in a blink, but still surprising coming from her. “I’ll help with Ronni; however I can, Mr. Chambers.”

      I swallow my irritation and correct her again. “Mason.” Her normal, carefully neutral façade settles back into place, which tells me more than anything else that I’m fighting a losing battle. I don’t know what exactly happened to build that wall she hides behind, but some mighty fucking fine craftsmanship went into it. “If I want someone to call me ‘Mr. Chambers’ at home, I’ll conduct meetings here. And I appreciate your help, Fern. It means a lot.”

      “Mason!” my brother shouts again. There’s a note of desperation in his voice this time. “Come save me from your demon spawn! I don’t want to have a princess tea party! I don’t look good in tutus!”

      Fern’s mask of professionalism shatters, and she actually giggles. The smile she gave me before, while genuine, was a mere shadow of the one I’m enjoying now. It knocks ten years off her, not that she ever really appears old. She should be so carefree all the time. I wonder what happened to put the weight of the world on her shoulders? She’s never told me more about the family emergency that led her to work here. It’s not my place to ask. I’ve already crossed too many lines with her today.

      “Coming!” I call back with a chuckle of my own. He’s probably already in a tutu. And if he is, I’m taking a picture. Blackmail material is always handy to have, and God only knows how much he has on me after eight years of parenting.

      Unable to help myself, I grab her shoulder and give it a gentle squeeze. She’s bailing my ass out and I need her to know how much I appreciate that. If only she could bail me out of everything so easily. Austin could only be here to talk about the alterations to my schedule that will require him to shoulder more of the load this week. Meaning this little break with Fern will probably be the second-best moment of my day, right after Veronica’s happy squeal when she discovered me home so early.

      Fern glances my way briefly before stooping to retrieve the basket of clothes, but the laughter in her eyes is gone again. I bend to help because Austin can handle Ronni for a few more minutes, but she waves me off with a small smile. “I’ve got this. Go rescue him. But if he’s in a tutu, I need footage.”

      And she’s back! That’s the Fern I hired. Taking her at her word, I grab a shirt and meander toward the hall, in no rush to bail my brother out. I’ve got too much on my mind.

      The day we met, she looked me square in the eye, smiled, and shook my hand. She was captivatingly confident and had more personality in her little finger than some people do in their whole bodies. As hung up as I was on my new girlfriend, Felicity, even I could see Fern was something special.

      Fern took this house by storm, whipping it—and me and Veronica—into shape in her first week, and things have worked like clockwork since. She fit in seamlessly, more friend than employee. I looked forward to coming home after work and hearing all about her and Ronni’s adventures. We’d talk and joke about everything and nothing at all before she left for the night.

      Overnight, everything changed. No more jokes. No more teasing. No long talks. She welcomes me home and makes herself scarce, then I’m too busy with Felicity and Ronni to coax a real explanation from her. But Felicity isn’t here to distract me anymore.

      A hint of a memory teases the back of my mind, and the words come back to me. “Mason, she can’t get too comfortable here. And you can’t let yourself or Ronni get too comfortable with her being here. Do you really think she’ll work for you forever? How is Ronni going to feel when she moves on to bigger and better things? I just think a little . . . decorum will resolve those issues before they are issues.”

      The bottom drops out of my stomach. I don’t know why this is coming back to me now of all times—maybe because I know the real Felicity now and am questioning our time together—but I’m glad it did. I let Felicity convince me she was right and agreed when she offered to handle it. If she said something to cause this change in Fern, it’s as much my fault as it is hers because I didn’t have the balls to contradict her or the heart to have a discussion with Fern. If Felicity is the reason for the change in Fern, it’s just another one of her games, and I’m through playing it.

      Another conversation untangles itself from my memory, more like a continuation of the same conversation a few days later. I mentioned Fern’s odd behavior to Felicity. “She seemed pretty upset on the phone a few days ago, but she didn’t want to talk about it. I’m sure she’ll be alright. Just give her some space.”

      And I did. I trusted Fern to come to Felicity or me if there was anything we could do to help her. She never did, and I never wanted to pry. Her distance gradually became the new normal. I let this happen, but I can make it right.
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      “What’s going on?” Austin asks before I shut the door to my home office behind us. “It’s not like you to up and take a week off. Some warning would’ve been nice.”

      I eye the bar on my way by, sorely tempted, but if I start now, I won’t stop until I’m shitfaced. I don’t drink like that around Ronni. I lost the luxury of a late afternoon bender when I helped bring another life into this world.

      Instead, I fall into my chair and drop my face into my hands. “Hell if I know. I just had the second-worst weekend of my life, man. I accidentally learned that my girlfriend had plans in motion to send my daughter to boarding school without my consent.” I pause, expecting some sort of reaction to this news, but he doesn’t speak. Either he heard about that train wreck through the grapevine, or he recognizes that I need to get things off my chest and will grill me on it later. “The bitch forged my signature on the papers! And she cheated. Again. And, because every shit sundae needs a cherry on top, Granddad invited me to lunch the next day to tell me I have to be married before he will retire. Oh, and that if I’m not married in a reasonable amount of time, he’ll promote you!”

      That’s the real kicker. Austin doesn’t want to be CEO. He’d probably sell the company, and I will not be the reason that the family business falls to pieces or sells out to the highest bidder.

      Austin sighs, irritated about something. I peer across the desk between my fingers to find him frowning. The bastard knows something. Sitting upright, I raise my eyebrows and wait him out. He’ll cough up better under the silent treatment than he will if I pester him.

      Sure enough, in about two seconds, his mouth opens. “Granddad wants you married before you’re thirty.” He grimaces and hurries to continue, the rest of the words spilling from his lips in a rushed jumble. “Originally, it was married with children, but you went and put the cart before the horse there. We had dinner last night. You’re not the only one on the hook here. He informed me that he’ll expect the same of me if you don’t come through.”

      Old fashioned bastard. I work my ass off, day in and day out, to prove to him I’m ready to take the helm, and none of that matters because I’m not married. I suppose I should be fucking thankful Ronni counts even though she was born out of wedlock.

      A sigh escapes me. That’s unfair. Granddad’s not a bad guy; I’m only irritated with him because I didn’t see this stipulation coming. Instead of clinging to it like a shield, I release my anger. “Is the age thing his requirement, or did Mom put a bug in his ear? I swear Mom will jump on whatever train gets us to the altar at this point.”

      She might be their daughter-in-law, but my mother and my dad’s parents have always been close. They got closer when Dad died, and Mom stepped up to help fill his shoes until I was old enough to do so.

      He snorts out a laugh. “Probably a little of both.” He casts a longing look at the bar before adding, “Mom’s going to be pissed when she finds out you publicly humiliated Felicity. She’ll never marry you now.”

      Yeah, dumping her in the middle of brunch at the busiest restaurant in town probably wasn’t the best idea. I know he’s only ribbing me, but damnit! It’s too soon. “I publicly humiliated her? She cheated on me twice that I know of, quite publicly the second time. Marriage hasn’t been a likely outcome for years. I wasted too much of my life waiting for something I should have known was never going to happen—waiting for her to grow up. She doesn’t get another chance. I don’t get why it matters to Mom so much. Shouldn’t she be more concerned about my happiness than my marital status?”

      “Quite publicly?” he asks, the drama outweighing everything else for the moment. “What did she do, kiss him in a club?”

      I snort out a laugh, amazed he doesn’t know yet. The whole damn world probably knows by now. That’s what happens when you’re dating a self-proclaimed internet celebrity. “You haven’t seen? They were caught fucking beside a dumpster in an alley behind some dive bar. She was recognized, of course. Len came back from lunch today with five different gossip rags, all of which had her on the front page. Can’t get much more public than that. I broke up with her before I even knew about it because of the boarding school thing.”

      “I mean, at least she wasn’t trying to be public about it.” He doesn’t laugh, though. I figured he would. I did. Loudly. Bitterly.

      Six years down the fucking drain. I forgave Felicity the first time She cheated. We hadn’t been together long when it happened, but it took me longer to find out. I was so wrapped up in her—the idea of her—that I believed her when she said it would never happen again. I was even stupid enough to move her in here afterward, thinking it would fix things. And I let her come back every time she made up some reason to be mad at me and left for two weeks, on my dime.

      Those papers also claim her dad cut her off shortly after we met because she wouldn't join their family business. Austin doesn’t need to know that, though. I might not want anything to do with her, but I’m not going to spread rumors even if they make me doubt our entire relationship. Was she only here for my money? She grew up accustomed to the finer things in life. No matter what she says, I know she doesn’t make enough as an influencer to maintain the lifestyle she wants.

      “I’ve suspected for a while now. Things have been different.”

      He tilts his head to one side. “Different how?”

      Fuck it. Fern will be here tonight and can help with Ronni. She’ll forgive me if I get drunk and pass out. I can tell Ronni I’m not feeling well, which won’t be far from the truth. I push to my feet to pour us both a drink. When I return to my seat, I savor a few sips before I can make myself say the words. It’s hard to admit, but I need to get it out so I can heal. “To start, we haven’t had sex in over a year. Haven’t even shared the same damn bed. She wouldn’t let me touch her.”

      He lets out a long, low whistle and shakes his head. “No wonder you’ve been so tense lately.” If it were anyone else, I’d probably be annoyed. He doesn’t mean anything by it, though. He’s only trying to lighten the mood.

      “The past two months, she’s spent most nights away from here. She’d leave once Fern was gone for the evening; I’m guessing she waited that long to keep up appearances.”

      “But why?”

      I throw my empty hand in the air. “Fuck if I know. I did something wrong. Felicity wouldn’t tell me. Said I had to figure it out on my own before she could forgive me.”

      He wets his finger before running it around the rim of his glass to make it sing. “Why didn’t you end it sooner then?”

      “I don’t know.” I sigh and try to find a way to explain how little things that didn’t seem like a problem at the time escalated over the years. “She wasn’t always this way . . . It just got steadily worse, and I didn’t notice until she was gone. Her mind games had me convinced that it was all my fault—whatever ‘it’ was. I still don’t know what I did to deserve it, but since it was my fault, and she wasn’t leaving, it was something we could work through. It’s hard to throw away that many years, man.”

      “People have left longer relationships for less.” He abandons making music with his glass in favor of drinking from it.

      He has a point, but I don’t have to like it. “That’s not me, though.”

      “‘Don’t throw it out, fix it,’” he says, quoting our grandfather.

      “Exactly.”

      “You can’t fix everything, Mase. What are you going to do now?”

      “Hell if I know,” I say again. “Fern is staying over tonight to get Ronni off to school tomorrow. I’ll have it figured out before I go back to work next week.”

      His eyebrows slowly climb his forehead. “You’re going to figure out the whole marriage thing in a week?”

      I scoff at the absurdity. “No. You asked me what I’m going to do now. I’m going to figure out how to smoothly transition Ronni to life sans Felicity.”

      “If that little twerp has taught me anything, it’s that kids are resilient. Don’t worry about her. Worry about you, asshole. Besides, what did Felicity actually do anyway?”

      A bitter sneer pulls up one corner of my mouth. The rest of my drink disappears in one swallow, burning all the way down. “She was here to get Ronni off to school in the morning.”

      “That’s it?”

      I eye the bottom of my glass, contemplating another round. I might’ve overlooked how much I relied on Felicity’s help, as minimal as it was, but I also failed to notice how much she didn’t do until I was confronted with what her absence meant for us. “That’s the majority of it, but it was crucial. Felicity has a career, too. We had a knockdown drag-out about it a few years ago. Let’s see . . . Ronni was . . . five, six?

      “Felicity got bored with waiting around for her after school and left. I don’t know what the hell she was thinking. Ronni came home to an empty house. Felicity said that it was unfair of me to expect her to put her life on hold and that she has dreams, too. After that, I renegotiated the contract with Fern. She comes in the afternoons to clean and cook and stays until I get home so I don’t have to worry.”

      “Fern is good people.”

      I nod absently, my mind upstairs with her in my arms again. “Yes, she is.” I don’t know how I’d manage without her.

      One corner of his mouth turns up, so I brace myself for orneriness. “Dude, she’s fine. First time I met her was at that housewarming party Mom insisted you had to throw.” I fight not to roll my eyes. It would be more accurate to say that Mom threw me a housewarming party because she invited people I didn’t know. Which is why I asked Fern to come, both to enjoy the party and to have an extra set of eyes on my kid. Paranoia, thy name is Mason. “I thought she was one of Felicity’s friends. A bitchy one, though, because she wouldn’t flirt back.”

      Reflexively, my hands curl into fists. The thought of Austin flirting with her pisses me off. It’s not a rational reaction at all, but it still happens. She can date if she wants to. He glances down at my fists and grins.

      “Fern isn’t bitchy, she is professional . . .” The need to defend her is confusing, so I shut up before I say something I’ll regret later.

      “You should’ve been tapping that for the last year,” he says under his breath as he sits back and crosses one ankle over the other knee.

      I shake my head, in awe of his stupidity. “If I had been, I’d be no better than Felicity. And at risk for a whopping sexual harassment lawsuit.” I sink into the leather-covered cushion behind me. Now that he’s said it, my mind is going there. It’s not hard to imagine her wet and wanton—for me, not him. I’ve never let myself view anyone else that way before, out of loyalty to Felicity. There’s no reason not to now, but maybe not an employee.

      “You said Felicity has been fucking around for at least a year.” I open my mouth to argue, but he holds up a hand. “Don’t try to deny it. She wouldn’t have cut you off if she wasn’t getting it elsewhere. You should’ve kicked her out and moved fine little miss Fern in and played house. Problem solved.”

      I’m shaking my head even as the scenario he’s outlining plays out in my head. “There’s still the problem of the lawsuit. My love life isn’t my biggest concern right now,” I say to forestall whatever smartass comment he’s ready to fire off. “My biggest concern is how I’m going to get Ronni to school when I’m gone before she gets up most mornings.”

      He shrugs. “Change your schedule. Or hers.”

      I shake my head at him again. It’s not that easy. If I change my schedule, I don’t have enough time in a day to get everything done. If I change her’s . . . “Do you have any idea how whiney she’d be every day if that happened?”

      He taps his chin a few times, mulling it over. “You said Fern is getting her up in the morning?”

      “Yeah.” I’m not sure why his brain suddenly seems to have failed him, but Austin can be flighty sometimes. He was probably too busy imagining her naked to process what I was saying at the time.

      “You said the two of you have changed your contract before, to better suit Ronni’s schedule, right?”

      I pause before answering, wary of where he’s going with this “Yes, twice, actually. When I first hired Fern, she was here all day. After Ronni started school full time, I figured Felicity could handle watching her after school since she was typically home anyway but asked Fern to continue cleaning and cooking.”

      “Seems to me like that’s the answer to your problems right there. Change it again. Have Fern here every morning.”

      He makes it all sound so damn easy! Nothing is ever that easy. I can’t ask her to up and change her life again. She’s already rearranged it for me twice. “What am I supposed to do, ask her to move in here?” I ask. “The woman is already here for seven hours a day. Any more and she might as well live with us.”

      He shrugs. “Why not? You obviously trust her to take care of your daughter, and with the contents of your home. She wouldn’t have to commute anymore.” A suggestive smile lights up his face. “And when you can’t take it anymore, she’s right down the hall.”

      I groan and let my head fall back, visions of Fern filling my head. “You were reeling me in until you threw out that last bit. I’m not going to sleep with her.”

      “Why not, too good for her?”

      I sit forward to glare at him because he knows better. The smirk he’s wearing only serves to further piss me off. “That’s not it at all!” Vee, my first love, the mother of my child, was an orphaned waitress, for fuck's sake. “Fern is a contracted employee. That makes her off-limits. You know this. I know you do. Don’t dip your pen in the company ink.”

      “So marry her! Solve all your problems at once,” he says with a laugh at his own joke. “Then she’s not an employee, she’s your wife. You don’t have to pay her anymore. Just give her a credit card and turn her loose. And I’d like to point out, she doesn’t work for the company. She works for herself and has a contract with you. No company ink here.”

      Look how well that turned out with Felicity . . . I moved her in, gave her a credit card, and she went wild. “Ha-ha. Very funny. I’m glad my problems are a source of amusement for you. Maybe I’ll refuse Granddad’s terms and step aside. You know who the next in line is, right?”

      Even though it’s an empty threat, it shuts him up. He cuts off mid-laugh to glare at me. “Oh no, you fucking don’t. I’m not taking that bullet for you, dickweed. Work there? Fine. Whatever. Run the place? You can fuck off straight to hell. You’d best get your ass on Tinder and get to swiping. Mail-order bride. Contract bride. Whatever it takes because I’m not sitting in the hot seat.”

      It’s my turn to laugh now. Growing up, there was never a doubt we’d follow in Dad’s footsteps. We’d work for Granddad, then for Dad when he took over. But Dad died young, leaving me next in line to run the shipping company my great-grandfather started. Austin is more than okay with being the spare to my heir since our sister has no interest in the family business. Responsibility has never been his forte. His reaction is precisely what I expected of him.

      “What the fuck is a contract bride?” I ask, genuinely curious. The term isn’t one I’m familiar with, but the others are.

      He shrugs carelessly. “One of my exes has a friend who was a contract bride. Her husband needed a wife, she needed money and a place to live. He agreed to help her if she helped him. They got hitched and signed a contract stating that, at the end of however many years, her debt to him would be paid in full, and she’d receive a generous sum in the divorce. It sounded like a good idea until the dumbasses went and fell in love.”

      “Hmmm . . .” He’s not wrong; that does sound like an uncomplicated solution. Emotions make relationships complicated. There wouldn’t be any in that sort of arrangement. Lord knows I need something uncomplicated in my life. And I'd know up front she was only in it for the money. “How does that even work, though? Did they live together? And did they insist on fidelity? Or did they sneak around?”

      Austin scowls at me as if I just stated two plus three equals eight. “No, you moron. They. Fell. In. Love. From what Carly said, they fucked like rabbits. That was their choice, though. She said she read the contract once. It clearly stated both parties were expected to remain faithful to their spouse, but fulfilling the marital duties wasn’t required or some bullshit like that.”

      His disgust makes me grin. The consummate playboy. “Something to keep in mind when I strike out on Tinder.” He might play it casual, but I’m sure the idea is repulsive to him—not marriage, but a contracted one.

      He surprises the hell out of me when he nods. “People have been arranging marriages for centuries, Mason. Love is a luxury.”

      One I have no interest in. I had my shot at love and have since accepted that I cannot love again. I thought I could learn to, given enough time. Felicity proved me wrong. Love isn’t everything, though. Mutual respect and friendly affection are acceptable substitutes until they cease to exist. “Love might be a luxury, but a relationship without affection or sex is torture.”

      He shrugs and fidgets with his glass again. “I don’t think it would be so terrible if you at least enjoy spending time with the woman. Or if you don’t have to spend much time with her. You’re already used to having an empty bed and blue balls anyway.”

      Stunned, I stare and wait for him to laugh and give the joke away. He doesn’t, though. “It sounds as if you think I should do this.”
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      Austin nods and tosses back the last of the whiskey in his lowball. “I do. Let’s weigh the pros and cons here. Pros: You’re married. You take over the company. Everyone wins. When it goes down the shitter in five years, you’re not upset because it was all a business arrangement with an expiration date. Ronni has a mother figure in her life for that time. She’ll be a teenager by then anyway and won’t take it so rough—if she even likes the woman—”

      “Just stop right there!” What the hell is he even thinking? Objectively, it sounds great for someone else. Not for me, though. “I can’t bring some woman into Ronni’s life out of the blue. First of all, she’d know it was a hoax. Second, she needs stability. She needs a family, a mother, not someone to pretend to be for a few years because she needs a big payday.”

      Austin scoffs. “Because Felicity was the picture of stability.” He gets up, snatches my glass, and walks to the bar. “That is like the only damn con to this arrangement, Mase. That and the no sex, but I’m sure that wouldn’t be a problem long. She’d get horny too, and I’m secure enough in my manhood to be comfortable admitting you’re sexy.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I groan and pull at my hair again. My brother called me sexy. This day can’t get any more fucked up. “Don’t ever say that again. I don’t care how secure in your manhood you are. That’s just weird. You’re my brother.”

      “Just keeping tabs on the competition.”

      My eyes fly open and I stare at him. “Competition? I’m a twenty-eight-year-old single father. You’re twenty-four, single, and free as a bird. What competition?”

      He meanders back to his seat, saying, “Hey, girls like single dads. They turn their panties into puddles watching you assholes play with your adorable little devil spawn. Sometimes, I want to borrow Ronni to pick up chicks.”

      “I will kill you.” I might even mean that. He’s not using my daughter as a tool for debauchery. That is not the sort of instability she needs in her life. I never let her see me behaving that way, and I do my best to shield her from his string of short-term flings.

      He laughs my threat away. “That’s why I’ve never asked. Hell, I bet even your 'professional’ Fern gets all hot and bothered watching you take care of Ronni. Wish I was around some time to help her out with that since you obviously won’t.”

      “You have got to stop talking about her that way!” I spit the words at him through clenched teeth. But is it the potential lawsuit, or the idea of him with her that bothers me more? I’m not sure I want the answer anymore. Fern has been a staple in my life for six years now. She’s gorgeous, but I’ve made it this long without lusting after her. I’m not going to start now. Too late.

      “You have got to remember Fern is a sexual being, not a robot. As uptight as she is, she probably hasn’t had her world rocked in a good long time. I’m just saying, I’d volunteer to help her out if she was looking for someone to fill the position.”

      I tip back my whiskey and run through the stats from the last meeting until the tightness in my pants dissipates. “I am very aware that Fern is human, Austin. For the love of fuck, would you please stop talking about her and sex in the same sentence?”

      “Because you want to boink her?”

      “No, you asshole! Because I don’t want her to fucking quit!”

      “Because you want to boink her.”

      “So help me God, I will reach across this desk and slap some sense into you. I don't—” I can’t make myself finish that sentence now. Saying I don't would be a lie. I haven’t entertained such thoughts of Fern since the day we met. Until my asshole little brother sat here and talked about flirting and fucking and her.

      He grins and taunts me. “Say it. Come on, chickenshit. Say you don’t want to lay her on this desk and plow her ’til she screams your name! I know I want to, and I have no problem with admitting it. Where’s she at? Her cheeks turn a really pretty pink when she’s embarrassed. It’s fun to make her blush.”

      I grab the edge of the desk to keep from shooting to my feet. “Leave her alone. I swear to God and all that is holy, I’ll have you here washing my clothes and sweeping my floors if you make her uncomfortable enough to quit. You have no idea how hard it is to find someone reliable and trustworthy enough to look after Ronni.”

      “Gee, someone like a mother?”

      His statement brings my brain to a screeching halt. I narrow my eyes at him, suspicious once more. “What are you getting at?”

      “You need a wife. Ronni needs a mother. Look at that, you’ve got a Fern that already fulfills half of those requirements. She washes your clothes, sweeps your floor, cooks your meals, takes care of your kid. Find some leverage, put your ring on her finger, your dick in her box, and—”

      I slam my fist down on the desk. “Enough!”

      In the silence that follows, the smug bastard leans back in his chair and grins at me. “Thinking about it now, though, aren’t you?”

      Yes, thank you very fucking much . . . He’s pushing this too hard. He came in here with an agenda. None of this is chance. “That was your plan all along, wasn’t it?”

      He shrugs again and
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