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Not Really Married

 

 

After Keith’s ex left him, leaving scorched earth where he had once had a happy life, he’s offered a chance to rebuild everything within three short years. The only problem—he must be married to accept the job. Keith needs a temporary wife in the worst way.

 

Andrea is reeling from her father's death. Alone in the world, she can't help but feel life's passed her by while she cared for her father. When Keith presents his outlandish idea that they marry—in name only—and move to a foreign country, she actually considers it. What does she have to lose?

 

Their arrangement works perfectly the first year. But when a tragedy sends them back home to settle family affairs, can their relationship continue in name only? And what happens when one of them wants to change the rules?


Chapter One

 

 

Keith Branson pulled into the driveway and stopped behind Drea’s car. Slowly he cut the engine and got out. It was twilight, that soft time between day and night when everything was still and the light faded slowly. There were no lights on in the house. He could hear the crickets as they began their nightly song. 

She had to be home since her car was here.

Slowly he mounted the shallow steps to the wide wooden porch. He wore faded, worn jeans, a blue cotton shirt opened at the throat, rolled up sleeves, and scuffed running shoes. 

His expression wavered between bitterness and anger and grim determination. The past year had been unbearable. 

He’d lost everything. Lost his wife, his business, his home. 

For a moment, painful memories stabbed and hot anger surged through him. He controlled it, clamped down tightly as he had since he’d first discovered his wife’s betrayal. 

Reaching the front door, he peered through the long oval glass in its center. No glimmer of light showed in the recesses of the house.

He rang the bell. 

A minute later he rang again.

Blast it all, she had to be home. Where would she go without her car? 

Yesterday at the funeral she’d looked so alone. 

That’s when he had his first flicker of the idea. He’d thought of nothing else since. When his sister Becky had insisted he come by to check on her, he’d taken it as a sign.

So he’d come. 

And now he’d propose the crazy scheme to Drea. He couldn't imagine her reaction, but he hoped she’d agree. If he could be persuasive enough.  With Drea Stephen's help, he’d be able to pull himself out of the financial morass he’d found himself in and get his life back on track.

He hated depending on anyone–especially a woman. But the opportunity was too good to let slip by. 

And it'd only be a temporary dependency. Just long enough to solve his money problems. 

If she’d agree to the terms, that is.

Walking around to the backyard, he spotted her. She sat alone on the wooden swing that hung from the overhang of the big back porch. Alone in the dark. 

He skirted one of the many islands of flowers in the sea of green grass and waited for her to notice him. The dahlias and snapdragons and petunias were full of vibrant colors during the sunny part of the day. Now in the waning light they were an indistinguishable gray. Only their fragrances lingered in the air like a haunting melody. He smelled the honeysuckle that clung to her back fence. The sweet scent reminiscent of the flowers at yesterday’s funeral. 

She’d looked so alone at the grave site. So lost.

“Andrea?”

She looked up. “Keith? What are you doing here?”

Taking the brick stairs to the big back porch, he crossed over to the swing and sat beside her.

 She’d been crying. He could see it on her face and in the soggy tissues she clutched in her hands. 

The sundress was rumpled, her feet bare. For a second something twisted deep within him.

“I came to see how you’re doing,” he said calmly.

Without thinking, he reached out and drew her up against him, his arm comforting around her shoulders, his chest something solid for her to lean on.

She relaxed against him and gazed out over the darkening yard.

He’d known her for years. She’d been his younger sister Becky’s best friend since high school. She was almost like a sister to him. 

Though he remembered suddenly what a crush she’d had on him when she first met him.

He smiled without humor. He hadn’t thought about that in years. She'd outgrown that crush ages ago.  He now hoped the tie between their families was strong enough to lend support to his crazy idea.

“How’re you doing?” His voice was low, soothing.

“I’m okay. Just sad,” she said. “I’ll miss him so much.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” 

Her father was the last of her family. Her mother had died long before they'd moved to Norfolk when she was sixteen.

“I saw you yesterday at the funeral. Thanks for coming,” she said.

He slowly rubbed his fingers against her upper arm, trying to think of something to say that’d comfort. 

Trying to think how to bring up the subject uppermost in his mind without sounding crass and insensitive.

“What are you going to do now?” he asked finally.

Drea shrugged. “Go on, I guess.”

“Did your dad leave you the house?”

“Yes. It’s paid for. And I have my job at the library.”

“Becky said you’d sold a book. I thought maybe you’d quit the library to write.”

“Only one book’s been published so far. I’m glad Daddy got to see it. But I don’t get any money until after the royalty period’s over. And then how much will depend on how well it sells. There won’t be anything left from his insurance after I pay for the final medical expenses and the funeral. I still need my job.”

“Plan to be a full-time author one day?” he asked, watching the sky segue from dusk to night. The crickets seemed to rev up, their buzz even louder. 

It was still hot and humid. It probably wouldn’t cool off before morning when the sunrise assured another hot day in the Tidewater. 

“I’d like to, but it’ll take a while. I need to support myself in the meantime. I’m almost finished with line edits on a second book and will get back to it soon. Just not right now.”

The last piece. This was the last piece to make the plan work. It had to. It'd benefit them both.

“Drea, I have an idea I want you to consider,” he began hesitantly. 

Suddenly he realized how much he wanted her to say yes. He needed to present it properly, to make sure he gave her no reason to refuse. He had to show her how it’d benefit them both.

“What?” There was a thread of interest.

“I guess you heard about Diane and me from Becky?” 

The bitterness was sharp. The anger surged fresh and hot again, though the discovery of his wife’s betrayal was over a year old.

“I was sorry to hear you were getting a divorce,” she said slowly.

“It’s final. Was a couple of weeks ago. Did you also hear I’m flat broke, haven’t anything to my name but my clothes?” 

He tried to keep the bitterness from his tone.

Drea sat up at that and tried to see him in the darkness. 

“No! Keith, what happened?”

“Diane went through everything we owned, the savings, the investments. Ran up huge charges on our credit cards before she took off with her lover. It cost me everything to pay the debts. I had to sell the house and liquidate the business.” 

For a second the rage threatened to flash out of control. He’d been so stupid, so blind not to see that his wife’s compulsive gambling was ruining her, them. By the time he recognized what was going on, it'd been too late.

“You had to sell your business?” Drea said, disbelieving.

“Had to liquidate everything to meet the final settlement. After all that, I still owe five thousand dollars. And without the heavy equipment, all the tools and no credit to speak of, I can’t operate. There're too many other construction firms out there to compete with. I lost it all.”

“Oh, Keith, I don’t know what to say.” 

She reached out and touched his hand. 

“How about your dad? He’d love for you to go back into his business with him.”

“No. At least not now. I need to prove to him and to myself that I can make it on my own. Besides, one reason I started my business to begin with was because his ideas are too old-fashioned for me. We were constantly clashing.” 

He pushed the swing slowly, hoping he could present his plan in a way so she’d accept.

“I may have a way to recoup. But I need some help. Your help if you’ll give it to me.”

“Of course, you know I'm happy to help however I can. But what can I do? I don’t have much money. All we had went for Daddy’s last medical expenses.”

“I don’t need your money. I need you. I’ve been offered a job with Markham International.”

“Working for someone else?  Oh, you’d hate that.  At least working for your father you know one day the business would be yours.” 

“I told you why I can’t work for my Dad–at least not now.  Markham's huge, worldwide in fact. Their bid for a job in Kuwait was just accepted. They’re paying top dollar, with bonuses, housing and a living allowance.”

“Even so-”

“It’s the perfect chance to earn fast money. I figure I can save every penny beyond bare-bone living expenses, most of which will be furnished by the company. If I go, it’ll be for three years. At the rate they’re paying, I’ll have enough to start over when the assignment's finished. More than enough.”

“Then it sounds as if you should go.”

“Yeah, I think so, too. There’s only one hitch. Because of some problems in Kuwait with rambunctious servicemen, Markham's taking no chances with an international incident. They’re only offering jobs to married men if their wives go with them.”

“Oh no.” She was silent for a long moment, then peeked at him again. “Is there any hope between you and Diane?”

“Not a hope in the world. If I never see her again it’ll be too soon for me! But I need a wife.”

He hesitated. He never thought he’d ask the question again. “Will you marry me, Drea? Listen, before you say anything.  We would not really be married except on paper. I’ll support you entirely. You wouldn’t have to do anything but live in the same house with me. It'd be purely platonic. I wouldn’t expect marital rights or anything like that. The way I feel about women now, I never want to get entangled again. But I need this job and the only way to get it is to go over with a wife.”

“Marry you?” Drea looked astonished. 

“In exchange, you could write full-time. Not have any financial worries while you build that writing career. You could rent this house, quit your job at the library. By the time we return, you’ll have had time to write several books. You’ll be well established as an author. We’ll get a quiet annulment and go our separate ways. I’d give you whatever help you’d need getting established again. What do you say, Drea? Will you help me out?  We’d be married, but not really married.” 

He knew from Becky that Drea didn’t have a special male friend. She'd rarely dated this last year with her father so ill. There was nothing to tie her to Norfolk. And he hoped he made the offer enticing enough that she'd accept.  She’d just said she’d like to write full time.  Here was her chance.

The silence was heavy. Even the crickets stopped their ceaseless symphony. The stars in the sky sparkled in the velvet night, the wafting scent of honeysuckle filled the stillness. Time seemed to stand still as he waited for her answer.

“Okay, Keith, I’ll marry you.”


Chapter Two

 

 

One year later.

 

The drone of the airplane should have been soothing, but instead it kept Drea awake. She gazed out into the inky night. Even if it’d been bright daylight, there was nothing to see but the clouds covering the Atlantic. It didn’t matter. She stared out into the endless night, wishing she could hold time still.

Everything happened so fast. She’d known all along it would end one day. But she hadn't expected the end to come so soon, so abruptly. 

She glanced at Keith, asleep beside her. He looked so infinitely dear. His lashes were dark and thick, curling against his cheeks, such a contrast to his sun-bleached blond hair. The lines beside his mouth were relaxed in sleep, not slashing deep as when he was awake and in tight control.

She turned back to the window, her thoughts chaotic. Over and over the droning of the plane hummed the refrain: it’s  over, it’s over.

She’d agreed to be his wife for the three-year tour in Kuwait. Yet their time had been cut short by two years. 

Was this how Cinderella felt when the clock chimed midnight? Disbelieving, denying, desperate? 

She longed to turn back time, to start over again. She wished she still had their future spread out before her. 

Instead, suddenly and unexpectedly, it was ending due to his father’s heart attack.

She gripped her hands together. It’d only been two days since they’d learned of Keith’s father’s attack and the fact that open-heart surgery was his only chance of long-term survival. When Keith asked for emergency leave from Markham, the company had granted it immediately. They were returning to the United States, the assignment in Kuwait behind them. Drea didn’t believe they'd return; there'd be too much for Keith to do at home.

And so the need for their marriage was over.

Tears slowly slid down her cheeks. She brushed them away furtively. She'd agreed to the terms. She'd known when she accepted that it came with an ending date. 

He wouldn’t understand tears. He wouldn’t understand how she ached with the thought of the annulment that they’d discussed casually at the beginning.

And she hadn’t fully realized how deeply she loved him. Or how much she had ached each day living with him and keeping that love hidden. 

She hadn’t expected to hurt this much.  A distant future had been easier to handle before knowing their lives together were over and she'd be alone for the rest of her life.

“Drea?” Keith drew her hands from her face and turned her slightly. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.” She quickly brushed away the last of the tears. “Just thinking about things.”

“Honey, you need to get some sleep. It’ll be a long time before we’re home. We have customs in New York to get through, and then a three-hour wait for the flight to Norfolk. Come here.”

He reclined her seat, pushed up the armrest that separated them and pulled her against his side, tucking her head beneath his chin. Lightly he brushed his fingertips across her cheek, drying the last trace of tears. He held her gently, as a brother might, settling back in his seat.

“Are you worried about my dad?” he asked quietly.

She nodded. 

Let him think the tears were for others. She leaned into his comfort. His hold on her reminded her of the night after her father’s funeral. Keith had held her then and it'd been wonderful. That’d been the night he’d asked her to marry him.

From the time she’d first met him at age sixteen, she’d loved Keith Branson. In the beginning she’d been open with her adoration, but the teasing she’d received taught her to hide that love and to let it go. 

He’d never thought of her as more than almost a sister. 

She hid her pain when he married Diane, hard as it'd been. His marriage hadn’t dimmed her longing to be with him. She always listened avidly whenever Becky spoke of her brother, wanting to learn all she could about every detail of his life, even though he’d long ago moved beyond her reach.

Slowly the steady beat of his heart soothed her. Slowly the strain of the past few days caught up and she began to relax into sleep. She'd hidden her love all these years.  Nothing had changed.

Feeling her soften against him, Keith shifted slightly to get more comfortable, wondering why she’d been crying. He hadn’t seen her cry since her father’s funeral. Since the night he'd proposed. What caused her tears tonight? 

Fear for his father? Maybe. She’d known him a long time. As a teenager she’d always been in and out of their house, almost as at home at his folks’ place as Becky. 

Was she remembering her father and his final illness?

She should be delighted they were heading Stateside. Happy as a clam that they'd left the desert and all those restrictions behind them. He knew he was glad to be going home. He’d saved every dime he could to repay the last of the debts. Once they were paid, he’d begun to build savings from which he could operate when he returned home. He could have used the additional income from two more years of work, but he knew his father needed him–at least until he was back on his feet.

It'd be good to be back at work in single-family-home construction. The heavy construction work in Kuwait was not his forte. The money was good, but the work almost mindless and definitely boring. 

And the restrictions in the country had been stifling. 

Yet he'd put up with it all to reach his goal–to get free of debt, to rebuild.

How had Drea viewed it he wondered for the first time?

She never complained. She kept their apartment spotless. Her cooking was even better than his mom’s. And she'd always seemed so cheerful, no matter how many hardships they’d experienced, like the time the water was off for three days. She’d never once complained. When the power went off with great regularity, she only commented on how hot it got without air-conditioning, but never uttered a word beyond that.

He couldn’t have chosen a better partner to live with this past year. Diane never would have survived, even in the early days when he’d thought everything was going well in his marriage. 

He’d been smart to ask Drea. He owed her.

When Keith opened his eyes, dawn was making its appearance through the plane’s windows. Drea was staring out across the gradually lightening sky. Had she slept for long?

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She turned back and regarded him with solemn brown eyes. Nodding, she remained silent.

“We should be landing soon,” he said, checking his watch.

“It’s been a very hectic couple of days,” she said, watching him, taking in every delectable inch of the man. From his light sun-streaked hair worn a trifle long, to the wide expanse of his muscular shoulders, to the long legs sprawled out as much as the seat in front permitted, he personified masculine perfection. 

She sighed softly, her heart swelling with love for her husband. Her husband in name only.

Sadly she turned to look back out the window. Living with him the past year had been a tightrope walk between delight and despair. 

She loved him so much she could scarcely contain it. 

Yet she knew he saw her as no more than a kind of foster sister. Someone to help him out of the financial bind his first wife caused. 

She'd been very careful to act consistent with the way he saw her, though every instinct urged her to throw herself into his arms and tell him how much she loved him.

“I didn’t get a chance to call the Realtor and ask him to give notice to the tenants. I’ll have to do that as soon as we arrive in Norfolk,” she murmured absently. 

Already the tasks ahead seemed to stack up.

“There’s no rush.”

“Where am I supposed to stay when I get back to Virginia?”

He stared at her for a long moment. “With me,” he said slowly. “Where else would you stay?”

“Our agreement was to stay married for the time in Kuwait. You don’t need a wife in the States. You made your position very clear before we married. Check that prenuptial agreement if you’ve forgotten,” she said tightly. 

That’d been a sore point with her. He’d had an attorney draft up a legal document that would have made a saint angry.  She understood it.  He was still raw from Diane's actions.  But it’d pierced like a sharp piece of iron.  

If she let herself think about it, she'd get angry all over again.

“Well, for heaven's sake, we don’t have to separate the day we arrive back home. Good grief, Drea, you can’t think I'd turn you out the minute we land. You’re like a sister to me. We get on fine. What’s the rush?” 

“No rush.  I’m just trying to live up to our agreement.  It was for Kuwait only, right?”

He frowned. “I know our marriage was for Kuwait, but another few weeks or months won’t change anything. We thought we’d be there for three years.  Let's not rush into separating.  I don't want my dad to worry about anything until we know he's going to get well.”

“You’re the one who doesn’t want to be married. After Diane, I thought you swore off women forever.”

“Yeah, well, that was a while ago. And I earned enough money to start up again on a limited basis. I couldn’t have done that without you, honey.” 

His fingers brushed against her cheek. 

“It was a mutually beneficial agreement, if you’ll recall. I couldn’t have written as much as I did if I’d still been at the library,” she replied fairly.

“Two books in less than a year’s pretty good. And just think, once we’re home, you can make some of those promotional tours your editor has been requesting,” he said.

“Maybe. What do you plan to do?”

“We’ll stay at Mom and Dad’s for a while. Until we see how Dad does. Then see about getting a place of our own.”

“I can give notice to the tenants, we could live in my house,” she offered, almost holding her breath. 

Was he serious about not ending their relationship as soon as possible? Would he consider several months together before he moved on. It’d help him with the financial end of things.  Maybe she should mention that.

“How much notice do you have to give?” Keith asked.

“A month.”

“That might work.”

She let her breath out slowly. At least he was agreeable to staying together for another month and maybe longer.

You’re like a sister to me. 

The words echoed again and again as Drea stared unseeingly out across the sparkling water far below them. She never wanted to be his sister. 

Maybe it was time she made sure he knew that.

She had at least a month while she stayed with him at his parents’ place. Could she use that time to make Keith aware of her as a woman, as a real wife? 

Make him as aware of her as she was of him? 

Make him want her the way a man wanted a woman? 

If he’d just give them a chance, they could make a real marriage, share a life together. Be happy.  

They were happy
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