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      I slid my reading glasses off my nose to the top of my head and looked out the little oval window of the Lear jet taking me home.

      As I took the air pods out of my ears, one, then the other, the familiar roar of the jet replaced the soft background music I’d been listening to.

      My job took me all over the country. But each and every time I returned to Houston, I got butterflies in my stomach.

      They were good butterflies, usually.

      Born and bred in Houston, no matter where I traveled, Houston had my heart. It was home.

      It was a warm cloudless May morning and even though the plane wasn’t even on the ground yet, the air felt different than up north. Softer.

      It made no sense, but when I could see the tops of the trees, I felt like I was practically on the ground.

      I wasn’t a nervous flyer, but only because I couldn’t afford to be.

      I was the youngest of the four daughters of Noah and Savannah Worthington.

      THE Noah Worthington of Skye Travels.

      I had earlier memories of flying in airplanes than I did of riding in automobiles.

      But that was just the way the mind worked.

      Memories were a funny thing.

      Not always accurate, but quite powerful.

      It didn’t take much to send me down a rabbit hole when it came to thinking about thinking.

      I’d done my dissertation on metacognition. And it had paid off enormously. I was one of the most sought after consultants in my field—industrial/organizational psychology.

      I gathered up my wire-bound notebook and pencil and shoved them into my leather bookbag.

      I liked to use the quiet flying time to brainstorm or just to think.

      Momma would call it meditation. And it was. When I wanted to get technical, I called flying a positive addiction.

      All the pilots in my family agreed with me. And we certainly had enough of them. Pilots in the family. Five to be exact.

      That was a lot of pilots in one family.

      I had nothing against pilots, specifically. But I had a lot of insights into their way of life. And I’d argue with anyone who said their way of life wasn’t different.

      And, yes, I would admit that my daddy was an exception. And my sister, Ainsley. Probably. She was older than me, though, and I couldn’t say what she’d done before she met her husband, Wyatt.

      And, Momma was Daddy’s second wife. So for all I knew, Daddy had gone through a cad stage, too.

      As much as I loved Daddy, it didn’t change my opinion of the pilot lifestyle.

      “Prepare for landing,” Jackson said over the speaker.

      Jackson was my sister Brianna’s fiancé. A good pilot. More often than not, Daddy assigned him to my flight, either Jackson or Daddy flew me himself.

      Personally, I didn’t make any specific requests about pilots. I knew that as long as I was flying with Skye Travels, I was in good hands.

      Daddy only hired the best in the field.

      If something was going to happen on a flight, it was just going to happen.

      I checked my seatbelt. I hadn’t even bothered to unhook it on the flight from Chicago to Houston.

      The airplane rocked gently as we passed over the top of the suburban mall just before Jackson took it in for a smooth, as always, landing.

      It wasn’t that there was anything wrong with pilots.

      I liked them just fine.

      It was their lifestyle. The uniform. The glamour of travel. The mystique.

      As we taxied along the runway, I saw that my car was already there. Ready to take me to my parents’ house.

      Sure. It was uncommon for a twenty-five-year-old professional to live with her parents, but it saved me tons of money.

      I’d commuted to the University of Houston and now I spent probably seventy-five percent of my time on the road.

      It would make no sense to pay for a place of my own when I was never there.

      As I waited for Jackson to secure the plane, I stared out the window.

      The red Skye Travels logo was emblazoned across the building’s new glass door.

      The driver of my car came through that door and walked outside onto the tarmac.

      I hadn’t seen this driver before, but although I knew most of the drivers, I didn’t know all of them. I didn’t know all the pilots either for that matter.

      The driver was wearing black pants and a solid white button-down shirt with a solid black tie. No jacket and no cap.

      He had short dark hair and, even though he wore black sunshades, I could see that he wasn’t a day over thirty.

      His walk caught my attention. He actually walked with the familiar swagger of a pilot.

      Stopping at the car, the usual black SUV, he looked in my direction.

      My heart did a little flip and I noted a strong physical attraction to him. Stronger than usual.

      I looked away. Checked my phone messages.

      As a frequent traveler myself, I didn’t date in my own back yard.

      Perhaps being a frequent traveler myself was the very reason I knew so much about their lifestyle.

      I lived it myself.

      So that was how I came around to my first rule of dating.

      Never crush on a pilot.
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      It was one of those clear, cloudless Texas mornings that smelled hot. It may be just the end of May, but I’d lived in Houston long enough to know that it didn’t matter.

      It was full on summer.

      I’d left my jacket inside the office in the private terminal and as I stood with the sun beating down on the top of my head, I decided to hell with it and rolled up my shirt sleeves.

      It was my first day on the job and my task for the day was to pick up the boss’s daughter from someone else’s flight and drive her home.

      So much for thinking that I was going to start off this job doing what I loved most.

      Flying.

      I’d watched the pilot of the Lear jet make a smooth as silk landing then taxi over to the private terminal of Skye Travels.

      Breathing in the heady scent of jet fuel, I stood next to the shiny black sedan.

      The driver was in the restroom upstairs puking his guts out.

      I was only in this situation because I’d had compassion for the guy.

      The receptionist had been right in the middle of ordering my uniforms when we’d heard the guy in the bathroom. And, of course, I’d volunteered to check on him.

      The poor guy had been distraught that he wouldn’t be there to pick up someone named Wynter.

      I’d done my homework on Skye Travels and in the process I’d learned that about half of the Worthington family was involved in this particular aviation business, many of them pilots.

      It didn’t bother me. I knew it was a family run business. That’s how it worked.

      What did bother me was that somehow I’d missed knowing that there was a fourth daughter named Wynter.

      Apparently, she somehow managed to keep a low profile.

      I adjusted my tie as the pilot opened the door. I was a hair’s breath away from just loosening it. Since I wasn’t flying, there didn’t seem to be much point in wearing the tie while I stood out in the heat.

      But before I could loosen my tie, a young lady stepped out of the plane. She was a thousand times different from what I was expecting, though if someone had asked me what I was expecting, I wouldn’t have had an answer for them.

      I wasn’t sure if I’d been expecting a hot party girl or a younger version of Mrs. Worthington—pretty, but serious. Part of that expectation came from the driver’s obvious loyalty.

      This girl was neither of those.

      She was dressed all in black. A black pencil skirt and a matching short jacket over a black blouse.

      Before going down the steps in her black high heels, she pulled a pair of black sunshades out of her bag and put them over her eyes.

      Damn. I’d gotten no more than a glimpse, but from that simple glimpse, I saw that she was stunningly beautiful.

      I’d seen pictures of her sisters and had been impressed by how pretty they all were. Noah’s wife, too.

      But even that didn’t prepare me for this petite elfin girl with straight shoulder-length hair.

      I usually went for the girls with long hair, so it was especially surprising that I felt that immediate gut kick of attraction to someone who wasn’t my usual type.

      The warm Texas wind blew her hair into her face and she pushed it impatiently away before putting one hand on the rail and starting to make her way down the steps.

      She moved with a combination of caution and grace.

      It occurred to me that this might not even be Wynter.

      But when the pilot followed her down the steps, I knew it had to be her.

      “I’ll get your bags,” the pilot said.

      “Thank you, Jackson,” she said. Her voice carried a slight huskiness to it that made her even more attractive.

      As she came toward the Land Rover, I remembered that I was her driver.

      The key was in the car and it was already running, so I opened the back door and stepped aside for her to climb inside.

      “Thank you,” she said with a little smile.

      I wanted to see more of that smile, but without the sunshades hiding her eyes.

      After closing the door behind her, I opened the trunk and helped Jackson load two suitcases.

      “Take care of her,” Jackson said, with a clap on my shoulder.

      “Sure thing,” I said. “Nice landing.”

      “Thanks,” Jackson said. “See ‘ya around.” Then he turned and went inside.

      He didn’t know who I was. Didn’t know that I was the newest Skye Travels pilot.

      He didn’t know. And neither did Wynter.

      I climbed into the driver’s seat and looked into the rearview mirror.

      “Where can I take you, Miss Worthington?” I asked.
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      I settled into the back seat of the SUV and took off my sunglasses. The air conditioning was blowing at full force, keeping the oncoming outside heat at bay.

      “Home please,” I said, looking into the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror.

      I sensed an air of patience about him.

      He nodded once and tapped the GPS screen.

      “Can I get the address?” he asked, then looked at me in the mirror. “just to confirm.”

      I rattled off my address and he tapped a line on the screen.

      “You’re new,” I said, turning the vent off my face.

      He grinned, looking at me again in the mirror.

      “It’s actually my first day,” he said.

      “Oh,” I said. “Well. I hope it’s going well.”

      He drove the car around the plane and took off toward the gate. I pulled my phone out and checked it, mostly out of boredom.

      “It’s nothing like I expected,” he said.

      I set my phone down.

      “How is it different?” I asked, finding the conversation much more interesting than scrolling through my messages.

      He pulled out onto the freeway.

      “I didn’t expect to be driving, for one thing,” he said.

      “You thought you’d be shadowing,” I said.

      “Something like that,” he said as he switched lanes.

      The traffic was light right now. I estimated he’d have me home in about fifteen minutes.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” I said, scooting over toward the middle of the bench seat, but the seatbelt had me locked in place.

      “Cooper,” he said.

      And obviously Cooper was a man of few words.

      “It’s nice to meet you Cooper,” I said, determined to get him talking. “Where are you from?”

      “Originally Alabama,” he said.

      I smiled. “My mother is from Alabama.”

      “Small world,” he said, holding the steering wheel loosely.

      “How did you end up in Houston?”

      He didn’t answer at first. Seemed distracted by the GPS.

      I could see why he didn’t expect to drive today. He seemed unfamiliar with both the car and the roads.

      He took the correct exit and headed toward Memorial Drive.

      “Work,” he said, looking back at me with an odd expression.

      “What?” I asked, teasingly. “There’s no need for drivers in Alabama?”

      “I thought I’d like a change of scenery,” he said.

      I looked out the window as we drove though one of the most upscale residential areas of Houston.

      I’d visited my grandmother in Alabama. She still lived in a modest, but comfortable house in a quiet neighborhood. Too quiet for my taste.

      “Do you find it to be much different here?” I asked.

      Cooper, too, looked around. “I’ll let you know,” he said, turning right at the stop sign.

      A few minutes later we pulled up to my parents’ house. It was unassuming, modest looking from the outside.

      But on the other side of the front there was a house big enough to get lost in. There was a courtyard, for God’s sake. Momma had said the courtyard was the selling point for her. Said it reminded her of a castle.

      It had to be big to raise a family of five. And at least half the time, one of us had a friend over. Then there was the housekeeper and the nanny.

      It was much quieter now that I was the only one of their children living at home.

      I never heard either Momma or Daddy complain about me living there. To be honest, the way our busy schedules were, I rarely saw them.

      Cooper put the car in park.

      “Big place for a little girl,” he said.

      It took me a second to realize he didn’t know that this was my parents’ house. I wasn’t offended by his statement in the least. Something about the way he said it actually sounded like a compliment.

      “I like a lot of space,” I said, putting my phone back in my handbag and unhooking my seatbelt.

      “I’ll get the door,” he said, getting out of the car and stepping back to open my door.

      With one hand on the door, he held out his other hand for me.

      I put my hand in his to allow him to help me step out of the car. Anyone who said it was possible to get out of an SUV gracefully while wearing a straight skirt and heels was lying.

      I found not being able to see Cooper’s eyes behind his dark shades a little bit disconcerting, but mostly disappointing.

      I wanted to see his eyes. To see if he was handsome with his shades off as he was with them on.

      He closed the door behind me and tucked my hand in the crook of his arm.

      It was a surprisingly old-fashioned move that caught me off guard.

      I didn’t tell him, but I thought that Cooper was going to do just fine as a driver. Or whatever else he decided to do for that matter.

      He led me to the front door and released my hand.

      “I’ll wait for you to get inside,” he said.

      Instead of opening the door, I just looked at him. I appreciated him escorting me to the door and seeing me safely inside, but…

      “Is there something else I can do?” he asked.

      I lifted a brow.

      “I’m going to need my luggage,” I said.

      My sense was that Cooper rarely forgot anything and even more, was rarely flustered.

      But today was the exception.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            COOPER

          

        

      

    

    
      I trained the GPS back to the Skye Travels office and drove through the old neighborhood, canopied with large oak trees that muted some of the sun’s heat.

      I should have told Wynter who I was.

      That I wasn’t her driver, but instead was one of her father’s pilots.

      But I’d been enjoying getting to know her in another capacity.

      She didn’t know I worked for her father, so she’d had no reason to be anything other than herself.

      I wouldn’t have minded having more time to get to know her, but the trip went by quickly.

      I didn’t find it odd to have a conversation with her sitting behind me. I did that all the time.

      Actually, oddly enough, being a pilot was a lot like being a taxi driver.

      It was just so much more fun to travel over the top of everything than it was to have to navigate traffic.

      Like most pilots, I didn’t care for how long it took to get from one place to another on the ground.

      Today was the exception.

      I was sitting at a light when I got a message from my new boss.

      NOAH: Are you still at my house?

      My house?

      Why did my boss think I was at his house?

      ME: Just dropped Wynter off at her house

      The light turned green and just as I was starting to move again, another message came in.

      NOAH: I’m headed that way now. Meet me there and we can go over some things.

      Now I was totally confused.

      ME: At her house?

      The traffic was moving so I didn’t have time to ask anything further.

      I did, however, get a response back.

      Noah sent me Wynter’s address. The address I’d just left.

      Dammit.

      I made a U-turn at the next intersection.

      That could only mean one thing.

      Wynter still lived with her parents.

      Not that I cared. Or that it was any of my business.

      But I was about to show up back up at her house—their house—and she was going to find out that I wasn’t who she thought I was.

      Not that it mattered.

      Except that it did matter to me.

      I’d just dropped her off… as her driver… and forgot to get her luggage out of the back.

      I didn’t normally get flustered around women.

      Wynter was the exception.

      I also kept my attention off of women where I worked. I certainly never let myself have an attraction to the boss’s daughter.

      Wynter was the exception.
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      One of the things I liked best about my room was the view.

      I had set up a little home office area in what was essentially a glassed-in balcony. It had glass on three sides and on one side I could look out over my MacBook Pro at the street outside the front of the house. My other view was the lawn at the side of the house.

      There was an old mimosa tree outside my window that I’d watched grow over the years.

      Right now in May, delicate pink flowers were everywhere, their blossoms spilling out of the tree onto the ground. I honestly didn’t know if pink was my favorite color because of this tree or if this was my favorite tree because pink was my favorite color.

      There was a thick limb, curved just right into a seat, a few feet up where I used to spend reading on some of the few days when the weather was temperate.

      It was calm, peaceful. And I had a lot of fond memories growing up here.

      I opened up my computer and logged into my email.

      There was one email inquiring about my services.

      It was from a company based out of Los Angeles. They were a small start-up company.

      I copied and pasted my standard response to inquiries. Changed a few words to tailor the email to them and sent it right back.

      That was one thing people liked about me. I didn’t put things off.

      As the whoosh of the outgoing email faded, a black SUV turned into the circle driveway.

      I watched as it slowly came to a stop.

      It looked exactly like the car Cooper had driven me home in. But he would have no reason to come back here.

      Then Daddy, driving his black Dodge pickup truck, pulled up followed by familiar sound of the garage door opening. I hadn’t seen Daddy in four days.

      I closed my computer, but instead of standing up, I took another look at the black SUV sitting in the circle drive.

      The driver’s door opened and Cooper stepped out.

      Why was he here?

      I hadn’t left anything in the car. He’d forgotten my luggage, but I reminded him.

      It was his first day on the job so I didn’t fault him for it. Besides, he’d been really sweet helping me to the door.

      Whatever his reason for being back was, I was sure it had nothing to do with me.

      Maybe Daddy had called for a car.

      Sometimes he did that when he needed someone to drive while he sat in the back seat and made phone calls or did other business.

      And even though it certainly had nothing to do with me, seeing him again had my blood racing.

      He was a handsome man. Lean and tall, but not too tall. Perfect really.

      He took a minute to unroll his sleeves and button them at the cuff before he headed to the door.

      For the second time, I noticed that he walked with the confidence I usually saw in the pilots who worked for Daddy.

      As he rang the doorbell, his image appeared on my phone.

      I picked it up and watched him.

      After he slid his dark glasses off and tucked one stem into his shirt, he unknowingly looked right into the camera.

      I sucked in my breath. I’d thought he was handsome before, but now, seeing him without the dark shades, I saw that he was just as hot as I’d imagined. Maybe more.

      This was not good.

      I was crushing on the chauffeur. And not just any chauffeur. The one who worked for Daddy.
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      The housekeeper opened the door. She was a woman in her thirties. Pretty. Friendly.

      The only way I knew she was the housekeeper was her uniform.

      Apparently the Worthington family liked their employees to wear black.

      I stepped inside out of the heat into a wide foyer and the noisy road outside muted in a barely noticeable background roar. Besides being pleasantly cool, it smelled like cinnamon and vanilla. But definitely a strong scent of cinnamon. Like someone was baking a pie.

      The floors were light oak wood with not a speck of dust.

      To my right was a wide staircase leading upstairs. To my left was a tall grandfather clock, steadily ticking away the minutes.

      There were archways to the right and the left. And straight ahead were massive French doors leading out into a courtyard with a little fountain and a bench.

      A solid white cat with a black streak across its face and a black tail sat on that bench, diligently washing one of its paws.

      “Mr. Worthington just texted,” the housekeeper said. “He’ll be here in a second if you’d like to wait here.”

      “Sure,” I said, going to stand at the glass doors overlooking the courtyard.

      A butterfly swooped down, getting the cat’s attention.

      Although the butterfly was living dangerously, the cat gave it a cursory glance and went back to washing.

      Noah’s house reminded me of a castle.

      A castle in the middle of Houston.

      The courtyard was surrounded by two-story walls, about half having windows.

      Had Wynter grown up here with her four siblings? I couldn’t help but wonder what that must have been like.

      Wondered if she had had a fairytale childhood or if it just looked that way on the surface.

      I heard Noah walking toward me before I saw him. He was talking on the phone. He stopped when he saw me and motioned for me to follow him.

      Talking to someone about upgrading a computer program, Noah led me around a corner into a wide-open space that was obviously his home office.

      At first I thought his office took up one side of the whole house. But as I sat in one of two big comfortable chairs in front of the window, I realized that Noah had only half the area.

      The other area obviously belonged to someone else.

      Where Noah had little model airplanes around his part of the office, the other part did not. Instead there were photographs of the family scattered around and a potted tree.

      The colors were the same. All a mix of light and dark gray.

      The other office no doubt belonged to Dr. Savannah Worthington, a well-known psychologist in her field. I knew because I’d run across her name while I was researching the company.

      I wondered how a pilot and psychologist got along. What would they talk about? From what everyone said, Noah and Savannah had a strong marriage. And five children. So maybe talking wasn’t their strong suit. Whatever it was worked just fine for them.

      Noah ended his call and sat down in the chair next to mine.

      “Thanks for driving my daughter home,” he said.

      “No need to thank me,” I said. “I’m happy to be part of the team.”

      Noah smiled and shook his head a little at the cliché. I was going to have to do better than tossing out overused statements like that.

      And I would never tell Noah how disappointed I’d been to have my first assignment be driving a car instead of flying an airplane

      And I would never ever tell him that I would have happily done far more than just drive his daughter home.
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      I changed into a pair of blue jeans and a long-sleeve t-shirt. I always wore long sleeve t-shirts inside because Daddy kept the house cold in summer.

      I didn’t complain. I preferred cold weather myself over the scorching heat of south Texas.

      As I ran a brush through my shorter than normal hair, I realized my hands were trembling.

      That was from crushing on Cooper.

      I’d planned on taking a nap. Using the rest of the day to recoup after a long week of work. My pattern was to work long days, sometimes into the night. Then I’d come home. Take some time. Rest.

      It worked well for me. Momma had been a drug rep when she was my age. She cautioned me that rest was crucial. I don’t think she took time to rest, so she should know.

      But my curiosity wasn’t going to let me relax my mind. I knew it as certain as I knew I was going to take the next breath.

      I put on a pair of white canvas sneakers and headed into the hallway.

      I paused long enough to watch our little black and white cat bat at a butterfly while her brother, a big orange cat, stretched out on the stone wall of the fountain and closed his eyes.

      I sighed. I loved my work. But sometimes I missed just being at home.

      Fortunately, I had three days before I had to leave for my next job.

      And right now those three whole days stretched out in front of me like an oasis, even though I knew the time would fly by.

      As I reached the bottom of the stairs, I heard Daddy’s voice coming from his office. Not a surprise that he had Cooper in his office.

      Since it wouldn’t be appropriate for me to just barge in on them, I turned right instead and went into the kitchen for a bottle of cold water.

      The housekeeper, Elise, was pulling a pie out of the oven. I swear I think Elise sometimes cooked pies so the house would smell good. Momma would take a bite at most and Daddy wasn’t supposed to eat sweets, but we all knew he did.

      Elise probably secretly made the pies for Daddy.

      “How was your trip?” Elise asked.

      I opened the water.

      “It was uneventful,” I said.

      “The best kind,” Elise said with a nod.

      Elise had her own room here and as far as I knew she rarely left. She certainly always seemed to be here. I honestly didn’t know how the household would run without her.

      “How many days before you have to leave again?” she asked, pulling off her silver oven mitts.

      “Three days,” I said.

      Bella came in through her cat door and sat down at my feet.

      I picked her up and held her close.

      “The young man who brought you home is back there with your Daddy,” Elise said.

      “Okay.” Bella started squirming so I set her on her feet.

      “Maybe he’ll stay for dinner,” Elise said, looking at me sideways.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      I wasn’t sure why Elise was telling me this. Was I wearing some kind of sign that told her I was crushing on Cooper?

      I hadn’t brought a boyfriend home since my high school boyfriend and I had broken up. And that had been too many years to even think about.

      Maybe Elise was just being hopeful.

      “What time is Momma coming home?” I asked, mostly to distract Elise from talking about Cooper.

      Elise glanced at the phone lying on the kitchen counter.

      “I think she’s on her way home now,” she said.

      Good. Maybe Momma would be a good distraction to keep me from thinking too much about Cooper.
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      It was a little hard to concentrate on what Noah was saying. My gaze kept straying to the door behind him.

      I knew that Wynter was here somewhere. I’d driven her here myself.

      And I couldn’t keep myself from wanting to see her again.

      “You’ll need to go to trainings several times a year,” Noah said. “They’re all over. Florida. Oklahoma.”

      “Right.”

      Noah had mentioned this in the interview. It was standard for pilots to continue their training and I knew that working for Noah involved a lot of continuing education. Working for Skye Travels was not one of those job where people came to coast.

      “You’re good with that?” he asked, keeping his gaze on mine.

      “Yes, Sir,” I said. “Of course.”

      “Good,” Noah said, sitting back and opening a bottle of water.

      I sat up, adjusted my cuffs, and leaned back again. Was I supposed to just sit here and hang out with him?

      Going to the boss’s home on the first day of work was quite unconventional.

      Noah was more eccentric than I’d heard.

      “You’ll stay,” he said. “Have dinner with us.”

      Was he asking? Or telling?

      I ran a hand through my hair. I might as well play this out. See where it goes.

      It wasn’t like I had plans for tonight.

      I’d actually planned on a late night, but not having dinner at the boss’s house. I’d planned on being in the air.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Good. My wife should be home shortly.”

      As though on cue, his phone began to chime.

      “I need to take this,” he said, without looking at me. He pressed the phone to his ear and walked out of the office, his voice muffled beyond understanding.

      I sat forward, my elbows on my knees. Rubbed my hands together. Maybe I was supposed to take a cue and slip out.

      A couple of minutes later, Noah strode back into the office. Glanced at me, but walked to his desk and picked up his keys.

      “I have to go,” he said.

      I stood up.

      “I can drive you.”

      He stopped. Looked at me.

      “I can drive myself,” he said. “Besides, you’re a pilot.”

      I nodded. I was glad that he remembered.

      “Stay,” he said. “Get acquainted.”

      Then he turned and strode out the back door.

      A couple of minutes later, I heard a garage door opening and then saw his black pickup truck backing out.

      I should definitely go.

      I took three steps toward the office door and stopped.

      “Where did Daddy go?” Wynter stood in the doorway, her brows creased, looking at me as though I’d done something.

      She’d changed her clothes. Instead of the black suit, she was wearing blue jeans and long-sleeve t-shirt.

      “He didn’t tell me,” I said.

      “But…” She watched as his truck pulled out onto the street.

      She looked good in jeans. More approachable. I imagined she would fit perfectly in my arms.

      “He got a phone call from someone,” I said, helpfully.

      She shifted her gaze back to me.

      “Why didn’t you drive him?” she asked.
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      “He wanted to drive himself,” Cooper said.

      I paced to Daddy’s desk. Ran a fingertip along the smooth wood.

      “That makes no sense,” I said to myself.

      I turned, leaning against the desk, and looked at Cooper. I didn’t try to hide my suspiciousness.

      “Does he know you stayed?” I asked, trying to make sense of why Daddy had the driver here in the first place and, second of all, he left, but the driver stayed.

      “He told me to stay,” Cooper said, running a hand over his chin. “To get acquainted.”

      “Get acquainted with what?” I asked.

      He lifted his hands, palms up.

      “His words,” he said.

      I took a deep breath.

      “Come on then,” I said, pushing off the desk and leaving him to follow me. Or not.

      It made no difference to me.

      As I left the office and stepped into the foyer, I knew that he followed.

      I went back to the kitchen. Elise was nowhere to be seen. But the pie was on a tray on the counter, with plates and forks.

      I pulled a bottle of water from the refrigerator and handed it to Cooper.

      After pulling a knife from a drawer, I sat down on one of the bar stools and slid the pie to me.

      Daddy had been doing some odd things lately.

      He’d been through a lot, so it was to be expected.

      My three sisters and I had made a pact that we’d do what we
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