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      A belle never shares an address with a man she isn’t married to.  Engaged doesn’t count.

      

      Em took a deep breath in and slowly let it out. Her head hurt. Vegas had managed to be both less and more than she expected. Her left hand felt weird, lying on something like a tutu. She was likely still in a weird dream.

      Emma Kate had rolled in under the bright lights around five p.m., her U-Haul too big for the things she’d had in her dorm and they’d all been rattling around the whole drive. The rental shop had not had the small trailer she reserved and they acted as though they had been very nice giving her the larger one. The problem was, she didn’t want the larger one. The excess space made it nearly impossible for her to keep her things safe. She'd packed her stuff in a two-foot layer on the floor of the trailer and hoped nothing broke. So, when she'd hit Vegas, she decided to call it a night, rented a cheap room, and grabbed a cab to the nearest luxury casino.

      Now she lay on the bed, looking up as the ceiling came into focus. This ceiling was beautiful. If she could sit up, she could check it out. Emma Kate prodded at her brain and tried to figure out what she’d done last night.

      She remembered playing the nickel slots and the guy next to her pointing out that drinks were free as long as you were feeding money into a game. Then she . . . well, she didn't really remember much after that.

      Em took another deep breath in and out and only just then noticed the crown molding and the gold flecked wallpaper border. It was nice. Again she asked herself, how was a ceiling nice? But it certainly didn’t look like what she expected from the cheap motel room she’d rented.

      Wait, her brain stopped her. Frowning, she rolled her head to the left. The wall was very far away, the room much bigger than she remembered. She squinted. The wallpaper missing, the paint a peachy tan, beautiful and perfect. Not a peeling strip of tacky floral print in sight. She looked right.

      Shit.

      The curtains were barely open, revealing a slice of sky, but through that slit she could see daylight. She could also see that she was somewhere in the neighborhood of fifteen to twenty stories up in the sky. No, this was not the one-story motel room with one window and one door.

      Where in hell was she?

      Em knew that any normal person would have bolted upright just then, but Em also knew that she'd had too many free drinks the night before. Her head was pounding and spinning at the same time. She felt like a typical college student—though that might be a thing of the past. She cringed to herself and regretted that she remembered dropping out of school so clearly.

      She wasn't generally one for doing really dumb stuff—she wasn’t internet stupid—but she’d made more than her share of bad decisions. Emma Kate also wasn't one for freaking out. She'd had her freakouts earlier in the year when first her mother had died of cancer, and then her father had followed a few months later, apparently unable to go on without the love of his life.

      Em was finished with freakouts. Now was not the time anyway. On the plus side, she was warm, comfortable, and clearly in a nice hotel room. She smiled to herself, pleased when that didn’t make her brain protest. Maybe she'd won a lot of money and gotten herself a suite comped right here in the . . . No. She didn't remember which hotel she was in. It didn't matter anyway. The lamps were beautiful. The painting on the wall was much, much classier than the one in the room she'd rented.

      She frowned. She was clearly in a different section of town from where she’d parked. She wouldn't have driven when she was drinking. She'd never done anything like that. So, her paid motel room, car, and trailer were probably still down the street. She'd gotten a ride to the casino because parking her trailer in the high-end parking lot would have made her look like she was coming to Vegas for the sole purpose of losing her shirt. She would look like Poor-down-on-her-luck-Emma-Kate, and that was not who she was. She’d made a decision to leave school. That was all.

      After another deep breath, she slowly sat up, and that was when the troubles really began.

      Though Em reminded herself that she wasn’t one for freaking out, as she sat up, Emerson Kate Mayfair realized she had a serious problem on her hands.

      For a moment, she thought the pounding in her head was also lying to her eyes. Surely, she was not seeing what she was seeing . . .

      Being a smart cookie, she checked things out before flipping her lid. So she moved her hands around, feeling along the fabric, and realizing she had another sense confirming what she saw. Well, shit.

      She did not remember how she’d gotten here, but the king size bed was softer than any she'd slept on in the past several years. Underneath her hands were yards and yards of white tulle. It looked like she’d slept on the puffy cloud.

      Far too scared now to just look down at her clothing, she touched the front of her chest. Yup. That was lacework. And beading.

      When she did eventually look down, she saw a beautiful sweetheart neckline with cap sleeves, one of which had slid off her shoulder at some point in the night. The dress itself was gorgeous, but she had no idea why she was wearing it.

      Damn. She looked amazing. Although, she reconsidered, there was every possibility her makeup had run down her face or smeared off onto the pillow. The dress might be amazing, but she might look like Frankenstein’s monster was wearing it.

      Reaching up to touch her hair, she instead felt the crisp reply of hairspray and curls. Clearly, it had been expertly coiffed and then slept on. Reaching around to touch the back, Em realized the hairspray wasn’t as crunchy as she’d originally thought. That was more tulle . . . on her head. This did not bode well . . .

      She found the tulle was trailing down her back from the tiara pinned into her hair. A tiara. Of course, she was wearing a tiara.

      As she rolled her head to the side and looked down, she saw him. Dark hair, high cut cheekbones, long, inky lashes unmoving because he was out cold. Broad shoulders splayed across the bed on the other side.

      She wouldn't have believed him being there was a problem, but he was wearing a tux, and Emma Kate was pretty sure she'd just gotten herself in a world of trouble.
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      Keith hadn't closed the bathroom door, and why would he? He hadn't come in here to do anything except stare at the mirror and deal with his existential dread.

      The mirror told him he had a bow tie hanging open around his neck. Though he had questioned everything when he leapt out of the fluffy king-sized bed, the large mirror over the dual sinks made it clear, he was dressed up. He was wearing a very fine tux and a now-crushed red rose pinned to the lapel. He didn’t even recognize his socks. The cuff links at his wrist told him what they were—gorgeous and expensive.

      Shit, he could afford neither gorgeous nor expensive.

      He was also pretty sure that “gorgeous-and-expensive” was pacing around the room behind him, muttering to herself. It wasn't enough that he'd rented a tux apparently—or had he bought it? He didn't know. It didn't matter because it still wasn't the most expensive thing on his list of “things he’d apparently done but couldn’t afford.”

      She was pacing around in the open space of the room, her hands waving and her mouth moving. Her deep ruby lipstick had stayed perfectly in place and he could see every word that passed those lips. If only he could read them. She, too, was clearly trying to figure out what they had done.

      If the dress she wore was also gorgeous and expensive, the woman inside it looked even more so. Keith wondered for as many times in as many seconds what the hell he'd gotten himself into.

      If appearances were correct, he'd married her.

      "Check your phone!" she called out to him, the voice sweet and lilting, with a southern accent. He might have liked her—certainly would have been attracted to her—had he not been appalled by what he’d most likely done. He would have even liked the sweetness of her voice and the contradictory crisp drawl that was not quite appropriate to the situation.

      Still, he stared into the mirror for another moment, ignoring her voice.

      This was also not the hotel room he'd intended to stay in. He'd been driving all day, starting early from Berkeley. Just two days ago, he graduated from the veterinary school there. He’d been so pleased with his life, since he’d managed to line up a job and do it in a town where he wasn’t completely on his own.

      So he couldn’t have fucked it all up like this. He just couldn’t have.

      He had a job to get to! But, apparently, he'd managed to snag himself a wife along the way. With a deep sigh, he did as she’d suggested and pulled out his phone.

      "What am I looking for?" he called back, still not quite prepared to head out into the main room and face what may have been the most colossal mistake of what had been up until now a very orderly life.

      "Check your bank account. I'm checking my purchases," she called back. He would have worried about her calm tone, but the glimpse he caught in the mirror told him her appearance might be perfectly put together, but she was freaking out, too.

      Hers was a good idea, and he logged into his banking info and began to scroll through his listings, hoping like hell that she had paid for the hotel room because he could not afford . . . Shit. He had paid for it.

      In fact, the numbers in his bank account were far fewer digits than they'd been when he'd left Berkeley yesterday morning. His heart sank.

      Keith had this trip planned out perfectly. He had an apartment waiting. For a moment his heart tripped and then he sighed in relief. He’d already paid the deposit. Thank God. But his relief was short-lived. He’d not paid his first month’s rent. That was due when he arrived . . . and no longer in his account.

      He also had a job waiting. He had three more days to arrive on the other side of the country, get settled, and report for his first day of work.

      He was screwed. So screwed.

      Rapidly calculating the numbers in the checking account, he realized there was hardly enough money left for gas. Well, he could cover gas, but not also food unless he ate Cheetos the entire way there. Doing that would mean he arrived sick to his stomach. Way to start your first job after graduation.

      He sighed. He did not want to call his grandparents and ask for money. He did not want to live with them because he couldn't afford the rent on his own apartment. He wanted to return as many of the items littering his spending from last night as he could and get his money back. But it appeared that he’d bought the tux outright and had it tailored . . . a rush order. And that was the most returnable item on the list. His stomach turned.

      The overwhelming urge to throw the phone, as though it had done this to him, was something he tamped back down. Keith was not one for throwing things or having temper tantrums but it sure looked like he'd well and truly fucked himself this time.

      "Check your pictures," came the voice from the other room. Somehow, even more dread filled him.

      What could be worse than the missing digits from his bank account? But he looked anyway. He didn't shy away from things. Keith Lee worked hard; he was dedicated, a good student. And he didn't deny the truth. So he pushed the button on his phone and opened the pictures.

      Holy hell. How many were there? It looked like she had taken several of him with his phone, or maybe someone else had, because there he was, smiling in his tux, doing up the expensive bow tie.

      There were pictures of her walking down the aisle and him standing there watching her with that awed look on his face. It appeared as though—at some point during the evening—he’d been sober enough to download a batch of pictures . . . He checked. The Little White Wedding Chapel. Oh, yes.

      There was also a copy of their marriage certificate. Just in case he'd been in doubt, that was cleared up. He didn't open it to read the fine print but kept scrolling through the pictures and downloads.

      There were the two of them standing at the altar, with Elvis seemingly officiating from one red velvet step up. There was another of the two of them, her with a richly hued bouquet in her grasp, the two of them holding hands as they came down the aisle. Another with the requisite kiss under the floral arch. And damn but that picture was hot. He wished he remembered it. He’d certainly paid for it.

      Keith’s heart thudded in his chest. God, she was beautiful, stunning in her dress and curls and wide smile. He’d wondered in the past if he'd ever have that moment when he saw the woman he loved walking toward him, dressed in white. He’d seen more than one of his friends married off, but he’d never had the urge to leap in himself. But here he was, already married, and to some beautiful, southern blonde. And he was torn up inside.

      Because while this one was beautiful, he had no idea who she was.

      He hadn't read the marriage certificate, and so he hollered out now, "Hey, I’m sorry, but what's your name?"
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      Keith watched as she dipped her French fry in the pool of ketchup she'd made. It had been interesting watching his new wife open her burger wrapper, carefully lining up the waxed paper square to the edge of the table. She moved the burger to one side and anchored one corner with her coke . . . all while not paying attention to the fact that he was watching her rather than eating his own food.

      It amused him that she tipped her fries onto the place setting she’d handily created. It petrified him that he now had a wife.

      They were eating at McDonald's, not her favorite place or his, but the only one where he could get enough food to keep his brain going. God knew his brain was fried.

      "Emerson," he started, but she shook her head.

      "Emma Kate. Everyone calls me Emma Kate, or Em."

      Emma Kate, he thought, the syllables rang perfectly for the off-beat southern belle sitting across from him. While at first he worried that maybe she'd roped him into some kind of scam, the idea had passed very quickly.

      One, if it was a scam, she was doing a really crappy job. She’d picked entirely the wrong mark. Emma Kate should have been running a pick-up on a much richer man than him. Though he didn’t remember all that much from last night, he knew he would have told anybody who would listen that he had just graduated from veterinary school and had exactly enough pennies to get to his new apartment.

      Hell, he wasn't even driving a car cross country, he'd been using a bike because the gas was cheaper. He'd mailed his clothing, his vet supplies, and everything else he'd needed to his grandparents’ house a few weeks ago. He'd had enough money and clothing in his backpack to arrive and that was it. He’d budgeted everything out and was barely going to be able to eat until his first paycheck showed up. Though now, apparently, he'd ruined that. So if Miss Emma Kate was looking for a rich husband, she had dicked it up royally.

      The second thing, though, was that her actions didn’t read like any kind of scam. If she was acting, she deserved an award, but she seemed just as upset by the whole thing as he was. She also didn’t remember his name that morning, which strangely made him feel better rather than worse. Though she was eating her fries one at a time, and mostly ignoring the small, flat burger that sat listlessly in front of her, she was tapping away on her phone.

      Having given up on finding anything helpful online, he still hoped she would come up with a different answer than he had. She looked up, her eyes wide, tears starting to form.

      "So apparently," she started with a quiver in her voice that made the dread squeeze in his chest. This was not going to be good news. "You can get married in about fifteen seconds for equally few dollars here in Vegas, but," here it came, "an annulment takes a lot more effort."

      Sadly, that's what he'd found, too.

      "It's a lot more money and it's going to take several days just to get the papers filed, and then we have to wait. If we leave the state, it will take even more money and more time." She was shaking her head at him, her frustration showing through. "I don't have enough money to stay here for four more days and file the paperwork."

      She was looking at him as though she hoped he did.

      Great. He thought. There went his hopes that maybe he had been the gold digger and she was independently wealthy.

      Then she took a deep breath and looked off to the side. It was her thinking face. He already recognized it, she’d made it so many times in the short shit-show of time that he’d known her. "I mean, I might have the money. My parents died. My sister's handling all of the finances, but . . . right now, all of my inheritance is caught up in properties and stocks. Honestly, my parents had some money, but my sister is still trying to find it, because my dad turned out to be a crappy financial manager.”

      She shouldn’t be telling him this, Keith thought. What if he was gold digging? Though her dress from last night had been extravagant, so had his tux. But everything else about her said that she was broke, from her dented silver hatchback, to the U-haul trailer, to the scared expression she’d worn all morning.

      “If you have it, I can pay you back. When the condo sells, and once the assets are liquidated." She was stumbling over her words, but Keith was shaking his head. It didn’t matter how long it took her to pay him back; he simply didn't have it.

      "In fact," he said, "I don't have enough money to stay here for four more days either.” And that was if the paperwork went right through. If there were any snags at all, it would take even longer. “I was supposed to have left early this morning. I just thought I was spending the night in Vegas and playing the slots for a couple of hours."

      He remembered sitting down beside her, both of them on nickel machines. The servers kept coming by and keeping their glasses full. Maybe they'd done too good of a job of that. He had glimpses of memories, many of them jogged by the pictures that had popped up on his phone, but most of the night before was just gone.

      What wasn't gone was the tux he had folded as neatly as he could and put into a backpack, which felt wrong. She had treated the beautiful tulle dress better than him. Though she’d started to shove it down into her suitcase, Emma Kate had stopped and called for a garment bag. He hadn’t even known that was a possibility.

      Feeling like a fool, but not wanting to be a dick, or ruin the only expensive piece of clothing he had, he asked her to get him one too. They arrived, cheap dry cleaner style bags, but they were free. After he pulled the tux back out, she brushed out the wrinkles for him and then went to the job of tucking her very poofy dress into her own bag.

      They'd walked all the way from the hotel to the cheap motel she was staying at. He would have bitched, but she was carrying what looked like twenty pounds of dress and walking in heels. He offered to help, but Emma Kate shrugged him off. It would've been embarrassing, but ironically they weren't the only couple on the streets having a clear “morning after.” Many of the others he saw were still in their wedding wear making their way down the strip.

      They'd even wound up waving to the others, though the others held hands, or bouquets, and looked happy. They showed off rings. That was when he had looked at her hand and first seen the stunning rock that now perched on her third finger. Holy shit. He suffered a small heart attack as he wondered if he'd bought it for her. He hadn't worked up the nerve to ask yet.

      Instead, Keith told her about his job, about what was waiting for him. She told him about her family, and it jogged his memory then—why they had hit it off in the first place.

      The town of Breathless, Georgia, where his grandparents and his aunt and uncle lived was her hometown. That was what had started them really talking. But that wasn’t what he talked about now. Clearly, they were obviously a bride and groom with their see-through garment bags slung over their shoulders. He waved to another couple as he threw out the worst thing he could think of to say.

      "I don't have enough money for gas for my bike. Whatever we spent last night barely leaves me enough to eat for the next few days."

      She didn’t take it as an attack or even a request for money. Emma Kate simply nodded and tried for a solution. "Well, I have extra space in my trailer, and we're going to the same place."
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      Emma Kate sat in the driver's seat, her hands at ten and two on the wheel. She was rolling down the interstate, just as she had planned, except now she was sitting next to her new husband.

      Even thinking the word “husband” gave her the wiggins. She wasn't supposed to be married. Not now. Not this young. Not to someone she barely knew.

      Unlike both her older sisters—who'd taken to their mama's prescribed life plan like fish to water—Em had had no idea what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. She hadn't wanted to get her degree, get married, raise a couple kids, and join the Junior League. None of that had been on her radar even in the future, let alone now. Yet, here she was, driving her new husband across the country. There was a legal document and everything making it all way too official. She told herself they’d get it annulled when they reached Georgia.

      It would take longer than staying in Vegas and doing everything quickly, but he wouldn’t lose his job, either.

      They'd loaded his bike into the trailer. It had taken some repacking, but a closer inspection of their finances revealed that they couldn't afford gas for her car and gas for his bike and food. They had two out of the three at best and they both had to eat. So gas for his bike had been the thing to go, since they couldn’t very well pull the trailer with it. There had been a terse discussion of selling it for the money, and while it wasn’t off the table yet, Em was glad they hadn’t had to sell it.

      They would stay in the cheapest motel rooms they could find. This was only one step down from her original plan so, sadly, it didn’t free up a lot of money.

      They hadn't yet discussed getting one bed or two. They hadn't discussed whether or not they'd slept together the night before either. Emma Kate suspected they had not. All of her bridal wear was in the exact right place when she woke up. It really seemed they'd just been a couple of crazy, punch drunk kids.

      Luckily, Keith Lee seemed like a really great guy. He wasn't angry at her about the crazy shit they'd done, about the fact that all of his money was gone, and that she seemed to be wearing a large chunk of it on her left ring finger.

      He'd been planning on leaving early that morning to stay on his schedule to arrive in time to claim the apartment he’d put his money on and find his new life after school. Their attempts to find out how to get the marriage annulled, return the wedding dress and the tux, or even find out where her ring had come from so they could at least get that money back, had all come up short.

      None of it was returnable. Still, he was sitting in the passenger seat, scrolling through his bank records on his phone while she drove. Em had a good idea what he’d find though: nothing. The name that the bank posted for the charge didn’t match to any of the jewelry stores they'd found listed in town. It appeared to be a shop owned by some parent conglomeration. Unless they spent another day and went door-to-door and got lucky with a return, nothing would change. Keith sighed and looked up, his eyes rolling with frustration.

      Em understood. He’d been riding a nice bike and now he was in a car with the lining on the roof starting to pull loose. There was no wind in his hair, because the passenger window didn’t work anymore. The little car was just loud enough to probably remind him of being on the bike. Lordy, she thought, she was too old to be this much of a mess. Lennon was getting her masters degree and probably going to marry Gabe Zemp. Em was still in this little car and could barely afford the oil changes. And she didn’t have a degree—or any accomplishments, really—to show for it.

      “I can't find anything," Keith eventually told her, though she wasn’t surprised by that. "And I don't know what to do about it."

      "Could you stop the payment?" she asked.

      "I guess I could, but the fact of the matter is, I walked out with the merchandise. Since it's a jewelry store, they'll have cameras, won’t they?" He looked at her, his black-coffee eyes looking bleak. “They’ll have video of me there, purchasing that ring. Probably video of you, too. And since we’re still together—still legally married—it will be even harder to get out of it.” Another sigh, and she could almost hear the gears working in his mind. “I handle schedule three drugs. I can’t have a felony on my record.”

      She almost asked what a “schedule three drug” was but figured he was talking about dog morphine and cat heroin and didn’t ask. She hadn't thought of it as a legal issue, but he was right. It seemed they'd gone into the store and legitimately bought her the ring. Well, they couldn’t prove otherwise.

      She shrugged her shoulders and shook her head and tried to explain. "I mean, I was hoping if you stopped the payment, they might demand the ring back. Then at least we'd know where to send it, and you wouldn't be out the money."

      She felt bad. The dress and the tux were both packed up and put away. That part seemed equal. They were both broke—so that part also seemed equal. They'd at least both seemed to realize that getting mad at each other didn't do either of them any good.

      But the ring . . . it weighed a little on her hand and heavily on her heart. She'd asked him if she should take it off, but he’d said no. If he was going to pay that much for it, the least they could do is both enjoy looking at it.

      Em didn’t really enjoy seeing it. Though the ring itself was beautiful and would have turned her heart in any other circumstance, she felt as though she’d stolen it from him and he was decent enough to let her. Under the ring sat a perfectly sized gold wedding band, too. Keith wore a matching one.

      Damn. Their drunk selves had their shit together, she thought, better than her sober self did. Keith Lee seemed like he had his life figured out. Then again, everyone had it more together than Emma Kate Mayfair. Hell, Keith had not only graduated from college, he'd gone on to Veterinary school. It wasn't easy to get into vet school, and he'd graduated from that and found himself a job.

      Emma Kate was running home on her third break from college. She hadn't told her sisters she was coming. She hadn’t even graduated once. Not since high school anyway.

      Looking over, she saw Keith had put his phone away, and she guessed he'd given up on getting the money back for the jewelry. There was just enough money left on their credit cards, and in their bank accounts, that they thought they could eat relatively cheaply and make it all the way across the country.

      "I don't know what we'll do when we get there," he said. "I need a chunk of change to cover my first month's rent. I already paid the deposit, so that part's okay." He seemed to be thinking while he talked.

      She wondered if he did that all the time, but rather than think about it, she volunteered, "I can get the rest."

      He shrugged off her offer. "You don't owe me the rest."

      "I feel like I do." The road curved to the right, and she turned the wheel as she watched the shiny sparkle of the diamond on her left-hand wink. Yes, she felt like she owed him.

      "We'll figure out how to get the ring returned," he said. "We'll figure all of this out. At least we're going to the same place."

      She nodded because there was nothing to say. They were both headed to the tiny town of Breathless, Georgia. Her hometown, where she’d once been a princess. Daughter of Con Mayfair. Her aunt GiGi was the daughter of a former mayor. Her older sister, Bailey Ann, had been captain of her cheer squad and homecoming queen, just like their mama before them. Though Em had been wild and crazy, she’d been treated like a princess nonetheless.

      Keith said he'd been in Breathless as a kid several times visiting his grandparents during the summers. His cousins Grace and Jimmy had grown up there, though they were a little bit older than him, and they hadn't been close. But from his stories, he knew Bobby’s Pizza and the park by Chandler Elementary and Libby’s Ice Creamery downtown.

      Em wondered if the two of them had ever run into each other as kids. If he'd been there during the summers, they might have . . . She and her sisters had run free. They'd played with all the neighborhood kids, but Emma Kate couldn't remember a beautiful-eyed dark-haired boy with that cut to his cheeks. Wouldn't she have remembered Keith Lee if she'd seen him before? Then again, he didn't remember her either. But she was pretty sure she'd grown out of an awkward phase and maybe it was better if he didn’t connect her now with the kid she’d been.

      "My rent isn't your problem," he said into the space of the car.

      She couldn't help her feelings though, and this felt like her fault. Of the two of them, it seemed far more likely that she would be the one to suggest they up and get married one night in Vegas. She was grateful he didn't remember, but then he asked the question. "Where are you staying when you get to town?"
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      "You don't know where you're going to stay?" Keith's thoughts stumbled, but they stumbled because Emma Kate's voice did when he'd asked her where she was going to live.

      She shook her head as though that wasn’t it at all, and Keith jumped right back in. "You're driving all the way across the country. You seem to be going home. Is there . . . .” He didn't want to ask but felt he should know. "Is there no home waiting?"

      "Oh, there's a home," she replied easily enough, and his heart untwisted. "My sister even just re-did the entire house. She pulled mama's nasty wallpaper out of the dining room and repainted the living room—brought the house into the new century. It's just not waiting for me.”

      "Why?" he asked, still not quite comprehending how Emma Kate was answering so cheerfully about the fact that she was heading back to somewhere that wasn't ready for her.

      "Oh, they'll take me in, that’s not the problem. They just don't know I'm coming." In the last sentence the tone of her voice turned down, and he wondered what that was about.

      Deciding that they were married and every good marriage was based on communication—even though he was pretty sure they didn’t have a real marriage so how could they have a good one?—he pushed. "Am I allowed to ask why that is?"

      Emma Kate took a moment. Her eyes darting left and right as her brain churned, still scanning the road. She'd proven to be quite a capable driver, and it only took him a little while to relax in the passenger seat. He hadn't had to grab the "oh shit" handle up on the roof, but the car was a little rattle-y, and he was almost afraid if he grabbed it, it might come off in his hand.

      He waited her out and eventually she answered. "Well, I was at UCLA."

      That was good, he thought. He realized he didn't even know how old she was. That would be his next question, depending on how this one went.

      "Anyway, I'm an honor student."

      Also impressive, he thought.

      “. . . and I'm supposed to be doing my thesis, but . . .”

      Uh oh.

      “. . . but, I need a break. I'm not ready for the thesis. I'm not ready to graduate. Really, the problem is, I did this twice before, so I've actually been there for the right number of semesters, but I'm two years older than your average graduate because I . . . I can't get my shit together," she said, huffing her way through the last words. “Ask my family. They’ll tell you.”

      She was looking out the window. He wondered if she thought he'd think less of her, because she "couldn't get her shit together." She seemed relatively together to him. She had a U-haul. Her car wasn’t even stuffed with her crap, like a normal college student’s would be. The back seat was clean and empty, except for the small suitcase she seemed to be traveling with.

      Her car, though it rattled, seemed to run just fine. He'd surreptitiously checked the oil change sticker. She was well under her three thousand miles to her next change, though they'd be pushing it by the end of this trip. Keith noted it was the beginning of January, so likely she hadn't skipped out mid-term.

      "Why didn't you tell them you were coming? I mean, if they're going to welcome you with open arms, make up the guest room and all."

      She laughed, "Oh, there's no guest room anymore. I'll be on the pullout couch downstairs in the den, which will annoy my nieces that they can’t just run around down there if I’m asleep."

      She sounded like it would annoy her, too, but instead he asked, "Nieces?"

      "So, my oldest sister Bailey Ann moved back . . . Do you really want to hear this whole thing?" She turned and looked at him then, blue eyes searching his face for a moment.

      “Yeah," he said. He didn't add, After all, I am your husband. The words still didn't come naturally. For a moment, he hoped they never would. He'd not intended to get married in Vegas. Instead of dwelling on it, he blurted out, "Tell me your life story. I'll tell you mine next."

      She grinned as though he had no idea what he was asking, then proceeded to tell him about her oldest sister, Bailey Ann, who was apparently the belle of every ball. His new wife—who he now realized looked the part despite her occasional swears and dropping out of school—was literally a southern belle.

      She moved on to talk about her middle sister, Harper Rose, but then he interrupted her. “Do you all use both your first and middle names? All the time?”

      Emma Kate laughed at him like he was silly. “Oh no. My middle name is Charlotte. I’m Emerson Kate—first name—Charlotte Mayfair.”

      “Not Emma Katherine?” He’d known the “Emerson” part from having finally read the marriage certificate. He’d been more concerned with finding an error so he could claim it wasn’t real, but now he was hung up on her name. “How do you get a name like Emerson?”

      “Family name. My sister is Harper. Bailey Ann just got lucky, I guess.” She’d gone on to tell him about her middle sister, who'd done everything right and gotten shafted anyway. If he had his pieces put together right, Bailey Ann had lived in the house but now she’d moved out and Harper Rose was there with her three young daughters.

      "I'm not sure how they have it arranged." Emma Kate told him, "but I'm pretty sure they're in all the upstairs bedrooms, which means I’ll be downstairs on the pullout couch. And I didn't call ahead, because I'm not looking forward to the lecture. Bailey Ann doesn't even live in the house anymore, but she’ll find a way to let me know I screwed up. And Harper Rose . . . Well, they're ten and seven years older than me. I'm pretty sure I was a mistake."

      "What?" he blurted it out, flummoxed that any parent would let their child think that. "Did your parents say that?"

      "Oh God, no. My parents don't talk about sex or anything. Well, they didn't. They certainly never mentioned that I was a mistake. But it’s pretty obvious. All their friends have two kids. And those two kids are my sister’s ages, not mine. They had their whole family—they even had the professional family portrait made before I came along—and then seven plus years later, boom! there I am. So I think it's pretty obvious that I wasn't an intentional pregnancy.” She was looking out over the long stretch of interstate in front of them, and Keith couldn’t help but think how long the real road was in front of her. “My sisters are enough older than me that they’ve mothered me all my life. I’ve had damn near enough, and I don't want to hear about dropping out of school again."

      He understood the heavy sigh in her voice. He understood about being overly parented, though his had been different. He nodded. "I spent the summers with my grandparents in Breathless. I think a lot of it was because I was an only child, and my folks needed time to not be parents. Maybe a few months out of each year. I love my mom and dad and I know they love me, but I don’t think they were really cut out to have kids, so they quit after me. I’m pretty sure they had an arrangement with my grandparents, to give them some alone time each summer. I was fourteen before I figured it out."

      Em smiled at him. "My parents never got rid of me."

      "My new apartment has two bedrooms," he said, the words tumbling out, before he could stop them. That was unlike him. He was the kind of man who always thought before he spoke. As the only child of two adults who didn’t really understand or seem to want kids, he’d never run wild and crazy. But here he was, less than twenty-four hours around this impulsive woman, and he was making offers he hadn’t thought about at all. He might as well finish it off. "You could live with me."
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      If you must break a rule, don’t do anything small or tacky.  Go all out and take no prisoners.

      

      Em blinked and probably almost swerved off the road. She wasn't paying enough attention to know if she'd even done it or not. Well, if she’d swerved like an idiot, at least she’d saved them, because she was still on the road and no one was honking at her.

      Had Keith Lee really just offered her a room in his apartment? He surely couldn’t have meant it, as even he looked surprised by the offer.

      So she did the right thing and politely turned him down. "I don't even have a job or money for rent. I was fully intending to mooch off my sisters for a while."

      That would be the end of it, she thought, but Keith only laughed at her.

      Her head swiveled sharply to the right, and she must have looked at him as though he suddenly appeared in her car, instead of having been there for all of today’s drive. His wide grin lit up his face and those black-coffee eyes sparkled with mirth. Holy crap. Emma Kate was suddenly hit with the realization that Keith Lee was hot.

      No, actually, she'd known that already. She'd known he was attractive from the moment she'd woken up beside him and seen him sleeping on the other side of the bed. His shoulders were broad, his waist narrow, and his face looked like he could be modeling. He probably wasn't tall enough, she thought. That was probably why he'd gone into veterinarian school, but that just meant he was smart, too.

      She tried not to think about the way her heart pitter-pattered in her chest at the way he smiled at her. She could see why she'd married him, and she also understood why it was probably best that she not be attracted to her own husband.

      "I can't pay half the rent," she admitted. Once again, she figured that would be the end of it. But, once again, he only laughed in response.

      When she asked him what was so funny, he told her, "I can't pay half the rent either. At least, not until I get my first check. Once I get my paycheck, I can pay all the rent."

      "Well, then you don't need me for anything," she said, although the thought of having her own room in an apartment was so tempting. What would it be like not having Harper Rose, with her three beautiful daughters and her should-have-been-a-perfect life hovering over her? What would it be like, knowing every day that at least Harper Rose hadn't been the one to screw up her own life, while Emma Kate was always her own worst enemy?

      Being on her own sounded like heaven.

      "What could I possibly do that would make it worth your while to have me living with . . .” She cut that question off right there and watched as his eyes sparked again for a moment.

      "Nothing like that," he said with a grin that let her know he wasn’t thinking that. "I would never."

      See? She told herself. Keith Lee was a great guy. She'd picked well, even if she'd done a damn fine job of messing everything up.

      "What I was thinking . . .” he explained, “is that the new job is supposed to have really long hours. This sounds stupid because it sounds really wifely, but my God, if you just did the grocery shopping, I'd be thrilled. You could pay whatever rent you could afford, when you could afford it. If you made dinner once in a while, I would be so grateful.”

      "Like a wife for hire?” But she didn’t let him answer that. It sounded too easy anyway. She tried again. “Wouldn't you want the second bedroom for your office?" Emma Kate was still trying to think of a way to get out of this proposition. But she knew herself, too: She was also actively trying to find a legit way to get into it.

      She didn't want to be seduced by the idea of a room of her own, of not having to fold up her bed in the morning, of having a place of her own and at least appearing more adult to her sisters, even if she really wasn't. But if she did it for the wrong reasons, she would just mess up her life even more than she already had. She might be a screw up, but she wasn’t stupid.

      Keith shook his head. "I don’t need a home office. All my work is at the clinic. And I fully intend to leave it behind for the few hours I do get to come home. The apartment came with the job. Well, at least the vet who offered me the job offered me the apartment."

      "Is he your boss and your landlord?" Emma Kate asked, thinking that could get sticky. What if the job didn’t work out? She knew that could happen from her own personal experience.

      "No, he’s not the landlord. The apartment is on a farm, and the farm is one of the ones where he works for the owners a lot. I'm going to be his assistant for just a little while, until I get the hang of the routine and the area and what needs his clients have. But I'm a full-fledged vet, and he intends to make me his partner, soon. I'm hoping he'll like me and he'll sell the business to me when he decides to retire."

      "Will that be soon?" Emma Kate asked, frowning, wondering if she was sitting next to some kind of wunderkind. He’d not only graduated with a doctorate but would likely even own his own business in a couple of years. She couldn’t even pick out her thesis topic.

      "I think so. I got the impression that he's ready to retire, but his clients aren't ready to let him go yet. So he's looking for someone he can get them to trust."

      "That sounds wonderful," Em said, a jealous knot forming in her little heart, even though she understood Keith had earned every bit of his good fortune and she’d caused all her bad.

      "Exactly. So take the room, help me out. Find a job when you can, or will you head back to UCLA?" he asked.

      She shrugged and shook her head. Honestly, going back had not occurred to her. She was one semester away from graduating. She had no more required classes—at least not if she did the thesis. But that thesis was like a Navy SEAL obstacle course and she didn’t see a way over it. She had no idea what topic to cover for the thesis, no idea who should be on her committee, and if she didn't do it, she wouldn't graduate with honors. To make matters worse, if she didn't graduate with honors, then she was subject to a different set of requirements and she would have two more classes to take.

      She was between an academic rock and a hard place, so she sucked in a breath and said, "If you're sure."

      He held out his hand, reaching across the middle, offering to shake on the deal. That was funny, she thought. He’d married her but would offer a handshake to give her a place to stay.

      Then he said it. "Of course, wife."

      Emma Kate grinned back, but she felt her heart turn over at the word “Wife.” What had she done?
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      Emma Kate woke to a smushed feeling along the side of her face and a hand shaking her shoulder.

      It took a moment to remember what was going on. When she’d gotten sleepy and suggested calling it a night in Tucson, Keith had asked to aim for the Texas border. He’d even volunteered to drive while she slept. So instead of getting a cheap room, she’d pulled out her pillow, wedged it against the car door and fallen asleep to the rumble of the old car on a long cold road.

      This was a drive she'd expected to make alone, so it was odd to wake up in a different state sitting in her own passenger seat.

      "We're in Amarillo," Keith told her in his relatively quiet voice.

      When she looked up blinking and focused out the front window, she saw yellow incandescent light that did nothing to improve the view. She saw that it didn't matter if they were in Amarillo or Omaha. Where they could afford to stay would look roughly the same. A glance up and to her right revealed they were in front of the Starlight Motel.

      She sighed and wondered if they were going to get asked if they wanted the room by the hour. Would that make Keith the hooker, or her? Flipping the visor down, she checked her reflection. She would definitely be considered the sex worker. At least neither of them looked like they’d been doing meth.

      "What time is it?" she asked, the words rolling like gummy candy in her mouth.

      "Almost one a.m.”

      It had been close to nine or ten when she'd been ready to stop back in Tucson. But he'd offered to drive if she'd let him. How could she say no? She'd married him, for Pete’s sake. At least he'd be covered on her car insurance-not that Bailey Ann would be happy to cover another driver.

      It suddenly occurred to her that the idea that she could keep this marriage secret only worked if she didn’t have any accidents. A car accident? Even a fender bender, and Bailey Ann would be notified, because she was still paying out the insurance. Her parents had covered it, but when they’d both died this past year, her older sister had taken over all the family paperwork and finances. It hadn’t made Em feel any better about any of it.

      She’d like to keep this whole “Married in Vegas” thing under wraps until it was annulled. If she had her way, she’d play this as a card in a rousing game of “Two truths and a lie” in about a decade. She’d win, that was certain.

      But right now, if anything happened, she'd have to tell her sisters what she'd done. Part of the beauty of having her own room in Keith’s apartment was not having to confess what a mess she was in.

      Right then, she pledged to herself that she was going to get a part time job, as soon as she could. And she was going to pay Keith back for the ring. She'd have to pawn it, probably, which would probably only also get her about half the value. She’d have to earn the other half.

      Carefully, Em twisted her hand around and tried to look at it without looking like an adoring bride gazing at her lovely new rock. She didn't want Keith to think she was getting attached to it. The ring had cost way too much money for either of them to be attached.

      "I'm going to go inside," he said into the silence she’d allowed in her slow waking, but there was a catch in his voice.

      Em understood. They'd mapped out everything earlier. It was part of the reason that they were so late getting here. They'd spent the morning figuring out that they couldn’t return anything or get an annulment. Once they’d decided to travel together—as there were no other real options—they’d laid out what money was left and decided who would pay for what.

      They’d planned how much they thought they could get away with paying for each part of the trip—lunch, dinner, motel rooms, gas, snacks, everything they would need to get home. Luckily, her car was old and it was from an era when gas mileage had been a priority.

      She pushed her eyes wide and hopefully her brain awake. "I've got this," she told him. Pulling the pillow down from where she’d wedged it and opening the side door, Em tumbled out into a night a good bit colder than she’d expected.

      This one was hers. Their plan was to spend credit card money on motel rooms, because there wouldn’t be enough cash to eat when they arrived if they didn’t do it this way. It would put them in more debt for later, and they were both already in way deeper than either of them planned, all because of a wedding neither of them remembered. At least they had beautiful photos of the fun time they must have had, she thought wryly.

      Heading inside, Em asked for a room for the night and was pleased when the clerk cited her a lower-than-budgeted cost. She fished her card out of her wallet, thinking that if anyone came looking for her, they'd easily be able to trace her movement across the country. Either of her sisters would probably shudder if they figured out where she'd been and what she'd been eating.

      She and Keith had left a trail of debit and credit card purchases. Taco Bell, McDonalds, and now, the Starlight Motel.

      "One room." she told the man, then quickly tacked on, "Does it have two beds?"

      Only, as she asked that—with a quiver forming in her voice at the thought the answer might be “no”—did she realize Keith had come in behind her. For a moment, she pushed her thoughts to the practical, and hoped he'd locked the car. But her concern about the mundane didn’t last long. He pushed the car keys into her palm, wrapping her fingers around them and smiling. Keith was clearly not offended by the two beds question.

      On the one hand, he shouldn't be. They really didn't know each other. Well, she thought, they knew each other pretty damn well after almost twelve hours in her small car together today. If he asked for one bed, she’d still say no, but it was a lot harder to justify saying “I don’t” after legally saying “I do.”

      "Two queens," the motel clerk told her and slid a key across the desk. No plastic card, this was an old, diamond shaped tab with a gold key dangling from it. Em didn't like the lack of security and figured there was probably a chain lock on the back of the door. At least she had Keith.

      Taking her credit card back, she asked for a receipt and then turned and headed out. She had to examine the key for a moment before she found the number. "Looks like we're in seven."

      "Lucky seven," he said, with a smile on his face, though Em was struggling to agree. She unlocked the car, grabbed her pillow, pulled out her little suitcase, and the cloth grocery bag that she'd pushed on top of it. "Do you have what you need?"

      Her voice still felt gummy. She'd already slept for several hours. Keith had not. "I'll take the first shift driving in the morning," she volunteered.

      He nodded. "That would be nice." But then he sidestepped in front of her on the sidewalk and for a moment, she frowned. Was he one of those guys who always had to go first? He held his hand out for the key, making her wonder a little more. As she handed the key over, she heard her brain go “Oh, hell, no.” But instead of saying it, she watched, wondering how he was going to handle this.

      But Keith Lee seemed to lack all asshole-y intentions. He simply unlocked the door, checked out the room, and motioned for her to enter first. Crap, here she'd been thinking poorly of him and he was a perfect gentleman.

      Her turn. She needed to make up for her bad assumptions, even if he hadn’t caught them. “Why don’t you use the bathroom first? Brush your teeth, whatever. Then you can go right to sleep. You’re probably tired.”

      He hadn’t napped all day and she figured it was the least she could do. So she stayed back as he headed into the restroom, a small travel bag clutched in his hand.

      She had her pajamas and her quilt laid out, and her phone turned to her newest book by the time he came back out. But he didn’t really look at her. Keith Lee almost fell across the bed.

      Taking that as her sign, she took over the restroom. Changing in the tiny space was another thing she’d not expected to do. She’d thought she would have her motel rooms to herself. But she brushed her teeth and thought again that she’d probably sleep better with him beside her than she would have alone.

      She trusted Keith Lee. It felt good to know that she might be an idiot who’d spent all her money on a drunken Vegas wedding, but she’d done it with a good guy.

      When she came out from the bathroom, she saw he’d managed to crawl under the polyester covers and was out cold. His eyelashes lay like soot on cheekbones that begged for a photograph. His head tipped, his lush mouth quieter than her thoughts.

      Emma Kate Mayfair wasn’t tired anymore. So she turned out the light, crawled under her quilt and tried to read her book. Instead, she found herself watching her husband.
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      "Wait," Keith said, trying to keep his hands on the wheel and working hard not to laugh. "You dated Chad Bass? Didn't your sister marry Chad Bass? Your sister who is seven years older than you? She married your ex?" He was frowning but laughing.

      As Em had told the story, he understood the most important thing: Chad was a Class A asshole, quarterback on the football team, who thought he was all that. Em did not agree with Chad’s self-assessment of total awesomeness.

      "No," she told him. "I dated Chad Bass, little brother of Thad Bass, whom my sister married."

      "And he died right?"

      "Right. And it turns out, he was also a lying asshole."

      Keith cringed. It was one thing for Emma Kate to have dated a loser in high school—funny even—but for her sister to end up married and left destitute for it was another. He was not a fan of the Bass brothers. Keith tried to remember if his new boss/partner Ed had mentioned any Basses on the rounds. He shook off the thought and said, "I thought all your parents’ friends had kids your older sister's age."

      "Yeah, the Basses didn't seem to do such a good job with having the kids. They had Thad, and then there was a big break between him and Chad and then the youngest brother."

      "Wait. There's another Bass? He's not named—wait—he’s not Brad! Right? Is he Brad Bass?"

      "Of course he is." Em was laughing as she said it, and it was all Keith could do to keep the car on the road.

      The landscape had changed in the past day, it had gone from brown, straight and flat and long to curvy, green, wet and almost icy in places. They were getting closer, he thought. It was starting to look more like what he remembered, though there was still another full day on the road.

      They'd stay over tonight in Little Rock and make it in tomorrow to Breathless, hopefully before two p.m. That would give them three hours of wiggle room. At least, that was his plan so that he could meet the owners of the farm with the apartment and get started getting settled in hopefully before five.

      Showing up any time later would be rude, he thought. He’d spent enough summers in Breathless to know Southerners judged harshly on “rude.” If everything went well, he would officially start work the next morning. On his original plan, he'd included almost a full day's wiggle room but that didn’t exist anymore. He’d wiggled most of it away on his quickie Vegas wedding.

      Luckily, with two drivers they'd been able to get a little further each day than he would have been able to alone. It helped make up for having left so late. He should thank her for the car. He’d not planned for the chill in the air, and he would have been freezing on his bike. He’d thought Tucson was warm, but all the elevations around it were not. They’d seen ice warnings galore.

      “Why would they do that?" he asked her. "Chad, Thad and Brad. I mean you and your sister have these elegant family names."

      "I don't know that Emerson is elegant" she almost snorted, making him wonder if she was commenting on the name or herself as a person.

      "Oh, come on. It's unique. And Emma Kate is pretty awesome."

      She grinned. "Emma Kate is pretty awesome," she offered, once again making him wonder exactly what she was referencing.

      God help him, he liked her. It didn't hurt that she was pretty. She was short but had some curves on her. If you'd asked him two weeks ago, he would have told you he didn't really have a type. But now, it seemed he did. He couldn't say he hadn't noticed the morning he'd woken up next to her, but it hadn't made him feel anything other than fear.

      He'd assumed for the first petrifying moments that she was the wrong woman. He didn’t care that she was pretty, only that she had a bad game, and he was going to have to shake her loose without letting her get any of the small amount of money he had. But it had become clear pretty quickly that she was not a gold digger, and they'd both screwed up. When he might have liked her, he'd been
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