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 “Marry
me.”

Olivia
laughs.

“What?” she teases with a fond, slightly mocking smile. “Are
you ‘proposing’ because you think it’s what people are supposed to
do on New Year’s Eve?”

Ferrin
smirks his lopsided, endearing smirk as he lowers himself to one
knee and proffers the small, square velvet box he dug out of the
pocket of his tuxedo.

The
beautiful brunette laughs again. “Oh, Ferrin, get up—you’re being
ridiculous! And the joke really isn’t all that funny.”

Olivia
glances at the crowd of beaming friends and family surrounding them
and Ferrin watches as realization slowly dawns on her face. Her
gaze snaps back to his as realization morphs into horror, and
Ferrin feels a corresponding sick, sinking feeling grow in his
stomach as her expression changes. His own smile slips away and his
face freezes into an expressionless mask. Their spectators’ hissed
in-drawn breaths and sudden, uncomfortable silence barely register
given his complete and utter focus on Olivia.

He knows
what she’s going to say before she says it, but like with any
impending disaster, he can’t seem to look away.

“Oh, my God,” she whispers. “Oh, shit!” She bites her
lip, then says in a rush, “I love you, Ferrin, I really, truly
do...but I can’t marry you.” Her voice breaks; her eyes fill with
tears.

The
silence that follows seems to grow and envelop them in a stifling
cocoon built from his humiliation and suddenly terrified heart.
Ferrin hears, as if through cotton wool, subdued voices and the
shuffling of feet as their family and friends gather their things
and leave the apartment. In some distant corner of his mind, he’s
mildly surprised they're all leaving so quietly...or maybe he just
can’t hear them across the yawning divide that’s opened between him
and Olivia.

As the
door closes, she whispers, “Get up. Your knee must
hurt.”

Does it?
He can’t tell over the crushing pressure in his chest, his stomach,
his head, but he struggles to his feet anyway, like she asks,
because she asks, aching and sore and suddenly ancient. He
straightens and becomes, as always, self-consciously aware of how
big he is in comparison to her, and how his bulk looming
over her always makes her edgy. He automatically slouches his
shoulders, trying to minimize his size, trying to make her
comfortable.

“Say something,” she begs, and her voice breaks.

His
voice is cracked, hollow, distant, as he says, “Is this
it?”

‘It’, he thinks with despair. Such a tiny word with such a
huge meaning.

She
hesitates, then nods, not quite looking at him.

“This can’t come as that much of a surprise. Not if you’re
honest with yourself.”

Ferrin
can’t seem to make his brain work. He shakes his head, trying to
force something—anything—loose so his world—his life—will
start to make sense again.

“I—I—no. Yes. Why?” he asks, and winces at just how
lost he sounds.

Olivia
sighs and says, very gently, “I want other things in life than you
do, Ferrin. My career means everything to me and I want to make it
to the top of Macon-Jones Enterprises, or as high as I can get
without being a blood relative.”

Finally,
finally, anger flares inside him.

“And I’m holding you back? In my own family’s
company?”

Olivia
hesitates.

Ferrin’s
eyes widen. “You really believe it,” he breathes. “When have I ever
stood in your way, Olivia?”

This
time her sigh is long-suffering. “You’ve never stood in my way, no,
but you’ve never actively helped me, either.”

“I didn’t think you wanted me to! If I recall correctly, you
told me so in no uncertain terms when we moved in together. That’s
only a couple of years ago! What’s changed?”

“I didn’t want you using any undue influence with Abram to get
me promotions I didn’t deserve,” Olivia snaps, her own anger
flaring. “That didn’t mean I didn’t want you to help me at
all!”

Ferrin
snorts. “Nobody has undue influence with Abram. You should know
that by now!”

“Abram isn’t the point! The point is that I could have used
your support when some of my projects came up for a vote before the
Board. Instead, you, as always, stayed out of it and gave your vote
to the first cousin who asked for it, without any regard to how the
decision would impact my career or my projects! Half the time, you
didn’t even bother asking me how I wanted you to vote!”

“I never ask anyone about the projects or how they want to use
my vote! The cousins know how I play the game and it works well for
all of us. Why do you think I’m the only one any of them will talk
to without a witness present?”

Olivia
throws her hands up in the air as she whirls and paces away.
“There! That’s exactly the problem!”

He takes
a step back, blinking. “What? The fact that I’m friendly with all
my cousins? That’s a problem?”

“No!” She brushes a hand over her face in exasperation. She
turns to him, and now he recognizes that look on her face. It’s the
one she has when she’s getting ready to lecture him on what,
exactly, he’s done wrong, and what he needs to do to avoid making
the same mistake again.

She
says, “It’s not the fact the cousins all like you that’s the
problem; it’s the reason they all like you! You’re such a
goddamn fixer, itching to solve everyone’s problems that you’ve
become a complete pushover! I don’t want to hurt you, Ferrin, but,
let’s face it: you’re a sucker. You’re gullible. And I hate to say
this, but you’re also a bit of a wimp. You’ll do whatever anybody
tells you to do, and that’s proven in spades by your so-called
‘business investments’! All anybody needs in order to get money out
of you is a sob story and a half-assed idea!”

His
mouth sags open as he rocks beneath her barrage, every word
slamming into his heart and his gut and his mind.

“What the hell?” he chokes.

Olivia
deflates, pity in her eyes.

“Look,” she says, and now her voice is calm and firmly
matter-of-fact, the way Ferrin has so often heard her speak
whenever he’s forced to attend a board meeting with her, “I’m going
to be CEO someday of a multi-billion-dollar multinational company.
Your family’s multi-billion-dollar multinational
company. It’s ruthless and cutthroat, and a spouse’s
strengths and talents are just as important to an executive’s rise
as the executive’s own skills and talents, especially in
Macon-Jones Enterprises. You know how outright Machiavellian your
family can be, and that’s when they’re arranging Christmas! If you
think they’re ruthless in their personal lives, they’re ten times
worse in the boardroom, trust me!”

“Yes, I know. I have met my cousins and I’ve even been to a
board meeting a time or two. Abram seems to have done all right
without a spouse to support him.”

She
snorts. “He’s Chair and he was handed the job by your
great-grandfather! He’s never had to prove anything to
anybody!”

His
laugh is harsh and barking. “Now you’re the one who’s forgotten
what my cousins are like!” He waves his words away. “Doesn’t
matter. You knew when we met that I do everything I can to avoid
anything to do with the company.”

“You’re not supposed to avoid it by giving your vote to
whichever cousin gets to you first! Besides, you’re your father’s
only surviving child, the last of your particular branch of the
family! You out of all your cousins shouldn’t avoid the company at
all!”

Ferrin
flinches.

Olivia
grimaces. “I’m sorry; that was low...but you know I’m right. You
could wield enormous influence and power in the company, and not
only with the family when they want something, if you’d just take
an interest! If you would listen to me, let me guide you, advise
you so you don’t believe everything you’re told, and let me stop
Carson, Dyson and Jack from constantly distracting you, you could
be the next Chair of the Board instead of Jack!”

“So I’m not only gullible and a wimp, I’m also so stupid I can
only trust you to advise me?” he says, incredulous.

“Of course not! But you’re wasting your potential—and your
birthright! Your father was Abram’s second-in-command, for God’s
sake! All you have to do is step up and follow in his footsteps!”
She runs a hand through her hair and groans. “Face it, Ferrin, I’m
never going to be CEO if I remain allied with you, not unless you
change your approach to the business.”

Ferrin
rears back and stares.

“‘Allied’?” he says slowly. “Is that what the last five years
have been about, Olivia? An alliance?”

“No! Of course not! I love you. I do! You’re a wonderful man,
Ferrin. But you’re...” She spreads her hands and shrugs
helplessly.

“Weak,” he says flatly, “and obviously a little stupid. Have I
got it right?”

“Ferrin…” She takes a step towards him, but he quickly
retreats. She stops and stares at him, her large, brown eyes
brimming with tears. For once, he’s unmoved.

“I’m sorry I’ve been such a disappointment to your
professional ambitions,” he grates out, a bitter twist to his lips.
He turns and heads for the exit.

“Where are you going?”

“I have no idea,” he says, and slams the door behind
him.

♠♥♣♦

Lou
signs the last of the papers and sits back with a rueful
scowl.

“Considering I never leave the house,” she grumbles, “you’d
think there’d be less paperwork.”

Ike
chuckles as he straightens the papers and tucks them into his
briefcase.

“You have a lot of investments, Lou. You need to keep track of
them all.”

She
shrugs. “I suppose, although I thought that’s what I pay you to
do.”

“Lou,” Ike says, and leans back in Ike's Chair with an annoyed
sigh.

She
grimaces and waves a hand. “Whatever. You know I don’t read the
things when you put them in front of me, and I tune out as soon as
you start talking finances and investments and whatever the hell
else you’re saying when your lips are moving.”

“Yes, I do know. Why do you think I gave up a long time ago on
trying to convince you to pay more attention?”

She
shrugs, then tugs her over-sized, dirt-brown sweater more closely
around herself. Her stomach churns and tightens as she buries her
suddenly shaking hands in the knitted wool. She staunchly reminds
herself of her New Year’s Resolution to make changes in her life,
beginning with her relationship with Ike and ending with her
finally figuring out a way to leave the house.

“Would you like something to drink?” she asks, carefully
casual, but she can’t quite keep the hopeful lilt from her
voice.

It’s
been a long time since Ike stayed past the time it takes to get her
signature on a stack of papers, or to confirm she’s still
breathing. She misses the days when he’d linger and talk with her,
giving her news of the world outside the walls of her house. Even
more, she misses those all-too-few nights, when he’d whisper
against her heated skin, and leave her weak with need. But those
nights, like everything else, faded away and now he barely spends
any time with her at all.

She
doesn’t really miss people, but she misses Ike, and he’s the only
one right in front of her.

Now he
hesitates, and the thoughtful look on his face makes her stomach
drop.

This
won’t be good, she thinks.

“I don’t want anything to drink,” he says slowly, “but I do
want to talk to you.”

Her
stomach drops even further as she shifts her weight in her seat,
her fingers clutching at the strands of her sweater.

“All right,” she says, feeling as wary as a rabbit sensing
danger.

Ike
leans forward, his gorgeous golden-brown eyes never wavering from
hers. He says, very carefully and precisely, “On New Year’s Eve, I
asked Irish to marry me, and she said yes.”

The
ensuing silence lengthens, deepens, as the words drift around her
like leaves, like dust.

She
loves Ike, has always loved him. Even while they played cops and
robbers through the dusty streets of Ledoux, or hunted for ghosts
in and around the abandoned hospital on the outskirts of town, or
searched for buried treasure in the rare copses of trees that dot
the prairie landscape, she also secretly dreamed of playing house.
He’s her white knight, riding to her rescue whenever he noticed her
schoolmates teasing her or when her mother got sick or when she
realized she could no longer bring herself to face the world
lurking outside her windows. He starred in more dreams than she can
count when she was a teenager, and he’s in more fantasies than she
cares to admit as an adult.

Ten
years ago, he helped her cope with her mother’s illness by
gradually taking over all the mundane tasks she had no time or
energy to do: paying bills, buying groceries, talking to the
neighbours. Five years later, he stood by her side, strong and tall
and comforting, when she finally laid her mother—that poor,
long-suffering woman—to rest. Lou had been twenty-five then,
grief-stricken and suddenly unable to cope with the world outside,
but Ike remained her friend even after she crept into her house and
allowed its doors to seal shut behind her.

She
stayed inside, and there were those few brief months when he joined
her in her bed, but then his desire faded away, and when she wasn’t
looking, he fell in love with Irish.

She
shivers.

The cold
of a Saskatchewan winter doesn’t even come close to the ice growing
inside her.

“Lou?”

She
blinks and shifts, her fingers nervously flexing against the
knitted fabric of her sweater.

“Congratulations,” she croaks. Her heart clenches at the
genuine happiness on his face, in his eyes. She clears her throat,
then asks, her voice husky, “When’s the big day?”

“The beginning of March.”

“That’s only six weeks away!”

He
laughs. “Well, there’s no reason to wait, is there? Don’t worry,
Lou, I’m still going to manage your finances and take care of
you.”

“Oh. Well. That’s...good.” What does it matter, she
wants to scream, if there’s no longer any hope you’ll come back
to me?

Ike nods
as he smacks his hands against his knees and surges to his
feet.

“Maybe someday you’ll meet her,” he says, grinning as he picks
up his briefcase.

She
forces a smile, and hopes he doesn’t notice her trembling lips.
“Maybe. You’ve told me so much about her, I feel like I know her
already.” She winces inside at her dry tone.

Ike
either doesn’t notice or decides to ignore the sarcasm.

“You’d like her, you know,” he says as he walks to the door.
She drifts after him and watches, helpless, as he pulls on his
boots and parka. “She reminds me a lot of how you used to
be.”

Lou
opens her mouth to say she could be the way she used to be;
she just needs to figure out how to get there, that’s all. But he’s
already opening the door, and she closes her mouth, the words
unsaid.

He
pauses on the threshold, the icy air swirling round his feet and
into the large, cluttered foyer. He half-turns towards her,
standing in both shadow and light. Lou swallows, once again struck
by how perfect he is, from the compelling beauty of his amber eyes,
high cheekbones and perfectly symmetrical features, to his crown of
carefully groomed dark brown hair, now ruffled by the cold winter
wind. She sometimes finds it hard to believe he’s ever run barefoot
through mud, or hovered over her as he patiently tried to coax her
to orgasm. Maybe if she’d been able to enjoy the sex
more—

“I’ll be back before the wedding,” he says now, startling her
from her thoughts. “See you later, Lou.”

He
flashes his charming smile, and is gone before she even finishes
nodding.

She
stares at the door without seeing it before she carefully
straightens her sweater, vaguely aware her feet are numb even in
their wool socks. She turns and walks just as carefully back to the
living room. She eases down onto the couch, feeling as if even the
air touching her skin is enough to break her.

She
stares at nothing and takes comfort in the silence gently settling
over her.

♠♥♣♦

The bell
of his stepmother’s penthouse elevator chimes, waking Ferrin from
his fretful doze on the couch. He groans as he stumbles his way to
the foyer as the doors slide open. His jaw drops when he recognizes
the man standing inside.

“Abram.”

“Ferrin,” Abram replies with an austere nod, and strides past
him.

Ferrin
turns to watch his oldest cousin with a mixture of wariness and
curiosity. It isn’t often the reigning Macon-Jones patriarch makes
house calls.

At 71,
Abram is still a vital, handsome man, firmly at the helm of the
sprawling, family-owned conglomerate known as Macon-Jones
Enterprises. He’d been given the position of Chairman of the Board
by his grandfather because he was the eldest son of the eldest son,
but he’d held on to it because he was—and still is—a savvy
entrepreneur, fearlessly decisive, and ruthlessly brilliant when it
comes to maneuvering around his cousins and against his business
rivals. His cousins have never quite decided if they should love
him or fear him and therefore do both. Regardless, Abram built on
his grandfather’s success and in the last forty years he’s made
Macon-Jones Enterprises one of the best known companies in the
world, and the Macon-Jones family one of the wealthiest and
well-known in Canada.

The
physical resemblance between Ferrin and Abram is strong, as it is
for all members of the family, including Jack, the lone girl in
three generations. They all have a tendency towards medium-brown
hair—although Abram’s is now mostly grey—pleasantly ordinary,
albeit charming, good looks, quirkily skewed features, and,
according to Olivia, the exact same shit-eating grin.

Abram’s
shit-eating grin is nowhere in sight as he turns to glare at
Ferrin, and his eyes narrow as he takes in the younger man’s bleary
eyes, whiskery jaw, and unwashed appearance...and smell, if his
grimace of disgust is any indication.

“Drunk?” Abram snaps.

“No.”

Abram
lifts a skeptical eyebrow and casts a speaking glance around the
expansive living room, larger than some ballrooms, and his gaze
lingers on the empty beer and liquor bottles, dirty glasses, and
crumpled snack bags and pizza boxes littered around the otherwise
spotless apartment.

“Hungover, yes,” Ferrin clarifies.

Abram
sniffs, although his glare eases and his lips twitch.

“What’s up?” Ferrin asks tiredly. “Do you need my vote for
something? Just so you know, I owe Carson, Dyson and Jack all of my
votes for the next three years since they’re the ones to blame for
all,” he gestures vaguely at the debris, “this. I think
there’s a schedule on a pizza box somewhere...”

“I have no doubt there’ll be copies in our e-mails along with
photographic evidence once the three stooges sober up.”

“Musketeers.”

Abram
rolls his eyes and growls, “This may surprise you, but I’m here to
find out what happened with Olivia.”

Now it’s
Ferrin’s turn to raise a skeptical eyebrow.

“Yes, that does surprise me,” he says and gulps as Abram’s
hazel-eyed stare once again turns cold and hard. “She broke up with
me,” he adds hastily.

“So I heard. What did you do?”

“Absolutely nothing! Not that it’s any of your damn business
anyway.”

“Olivia is the best and brightest executive in the company.
She’s going to be CEO someday. I don’t want anything to impede her
ability to do her job, or worse: make her decide to join the
competition.”

“Of course it’s about the company,” says a new voice with a
refined British accent. “Like all your cousins, it’s always
about the company.”

They
turn and watch the sophisticated, striking woman sweep into the
room and settle gracefully onto an elegant armchair. In her late
sixties, she’s never been exactly beautiful, but she has an
undeniable presence, poise and charm that draws and holds
attention.

Abram
smiles a toothy, patently insincere smile. “Gillian. I wasn’t
expecting to see you here.”

“Why ever not? This is my home.”

“Have you been enabling your stepson in his
debauchery?”

“Debauchery? Really, Abram, I hadn’t realized you’d lived such
a sheltered life.”

Abram
quirks an eyebrow, his insincere smile now a genuinely amused
lopsided smirk. “I hadn’t realized you’d lived such an interesting
one. My cousin must have been a man of hidden depths.”

Gillian
laughs, a sound tinged with bitterness. “My husband had nothing to
do with it. It’s amazing the things you can do when you’re not born
a Macon-Jones.”

“Ew,” Ferrin mutters as he wanders to the couch and collapses
against its plush cushions with a pained sigh. He glances up and
realizes he’s only succeeded in focusing their attention back on
him. He glances from one to the other with growing
trepidation.

“What?” he finally demands.

“It’s been almost a week,” Abram says. “It’s time to crawl out
of the bottle, apologize to Olivia, and get both your lives back on
track.”

“Apologize? I haven’t done anything wrong, except be myself.”
He leans forward, his elbows resting on his knees as he scrubs his
hands over his face, the stubble on his cheeks rasping against his
palms. “Look, she doesn’t want to be with me, okay? Not the way I
am, anyway.”

Gillian
sniffs. “After five years, she simply decides to leave you?
Please.”

“You just want me out of the apartment!”

“Well, at least I wouldn’t have all these empty bottles about
the place,” she murmurs.

Ferrin
doesn’t even have the heart to growl.

“Why aren’t you out there wooing that woman to within an inch
of her life?” Abram demands.

“What do you know about wooing?” Gillian asks, brightly
curious, and Ferrin feels a ridiculous spurt of relief at their
familiar, long-standing bickering. He doesn’t think he—or any of
the cousins, really—could stand against both Gillian and Abram if
they ever decided to call a truce and work together for a
change.

He
abruptly realizes Abram is ignoring Gillian, his eyes never
wavering from Ferrin’s face.

“Well?” Abram demands. “Why aren’t you grovelling at Olivia’s
feet?”

“Because when a woman says no, she means no,” Ferrin
mutters.

Abram
grunts. “Well, I’m obviously not talking about doing anything
stupid, or obsessive.” He pauses then adds, “Or criminal. But
Olivia loves you, God knows why. She just needs some time to
forgive you for whatever you did. That’s all. There’s no need for
you to give up on her so easily.”

Ferrin
stares.

“Are...are you trying to be supportive?” he asks,
incredulous.

Gillian
turns an interested face towards Abram.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Abram snaps, but he glances away from
Ferrin’s stunned expression and Gillian’s raised eyebrow, and
clears his throat. “Olivia’s a valuable executive at Macon-Jones.
If she’s happy, she’ll do better work. If you’re happy, and I’m
responsible, you’ll vote my way all the time, rather than with
whichever cousin gets to you first.” He shrugs. “Well, once you’ve
paid your debt to the stooges, of course.”

“Musketeers,” Ferrin and Gillian say, and he irritably waves
away their correction with a sour grimace.

“Ah,” Ferrin says, “I see.” He smirks his own lopsided smirk,
feeling an unexpected wave of affection for the man in front of
him, who had once been like a brother to Ferrin’s
father.

Abram
shrugs. “It’s business.”

“Of course.”

“Like I said: it’s always about business,” Gillian murmurs
with an amused lilt.

Abram
turns his glare on her. “Whose side are you on?”

“My own, Abram,” she says. “It’s the only one I know I can
trust.”

Abram
scowls, then points a commanding finger at Ferrin. “Mend your
relationship with Olivia. If you won’t do it for the company, or
for the family, then do it because she makes you happy.”

He turns
and leaves the apartment without another word.

Ferrin
closes his mouth with a snap as the elevator door slides closed and
he turns towards Gillian, who’s staring thoughtfully after
Abram.

“I’m still drunk, aren’t I?” he says.

Gillian
gives him a slight smile. “If you are, then I must be drunk on the
fumes from all these empty bottles.”

She
stands.

“I'll never admit this while he’s within earshot, but I agree
with Abram. Olivia loves you; you love her. She makes you happy,
and despite this temporary glitch in your relationship, I think you
make her happy. Apologize, do whatever you need to do to get her to
forgive you. I think you’ll be very sorry if you don’t.” She shrugs
one elegantly clad shoulder and strolls towards the hallway.
“Besides, you’re the only Macon-Jones who doesn’t put the business
first. That should make you the best catch in the family. Or at
least the rarest.” She waves a hand at the general chaos in the
living room. “Clear up this mess sometime today, will
you?”

He tilts
his head back against the couch and closes his eyes with a grimace
as she disappears down the hall.

“Putting business first is the problem,” he
whispers.

♠♥♣♦

Once the
shock wears off, Lou’s days pass much the same as always. She
putters around the house, works out on the treadmill in the
basement, reads whatever books Ike brought with him from the
library or bought for her on his last trip to Regina, and leaves
shopping lists and instructions each day in the small cubbyhole at
the back of the house that had once been used for milk
deliveries.

Lou
sometimes wonders why she bothers with the daily notes, considering
Ike only drops by once a week or less, but she finds the peaceful
routine soothing, especially when the fact Ike is marrying another
woman overwhelms her at the oddest moments. The thought will
suddenly strike her, leaving her doubled over, fighting to catch
her breath, and desperately trying to figure out what to do to
convince Ike to change his mind, to give her—them—another
chance.

Of
course, she knows what she needs to do.

If she
could just get outside, become part of the world again, maybe Ike
would change how he thinks of her, and would make him realize he
loves her, not Irish, and they could go back to the way things used
to be.

The
thought of stepping outside makes her double over again, her vision
turning black with panic.

As the
days turn into weeks, and February inches towards March, that black
panic constantly hovers at the edges of her mind. She doesn’t know
the exact day Ike is getting married, and it’s been years since the
outside world held any real meaning for her, but now she pays
attention to the passage of days. She watches for Ike every
afternoon, nervous sparks dancing across her skin as his mysterious
wedding day edges closer. She kicks herself for not asking for the
exact date, but she’d been too stunned, too hurt, to think of it,
and he hasn’t stepped foot in the house since he told her the
news.

But he
promised to come back before the wedding...probably to make sure
she has food and her bills are paid before he and Irish leave on
their honeymoon.

Honeymoon.

Her
breath whooshes out and her knees go out from under her as she
practically collapses onto the couch, her arms wrapped tightly
around her waist as she bends over, pressing her forehead to her
knees.

Honeymoon.


Somewhere romantic, like...like...like Toledo.

No, not
Toledo, where the hell did that come from? Isn’t there a romantic
island that starts with a T in the Philippines or somewhere like
that? It doesn't matter. What matters is it isn’t Ledoux, and it
sure as fuck isn’t her house, where nothing has changed since long
before her father died because her mother wanted her to know her
father and his family, even though they were all gone before Lou
was even born. Her mother loved her father too much, even after she
started dating Willis-that-bastard.

Lou
half-groans, half-laughs at the shit that goes through her
head.

She
forces herself to breathe slowly and steadily, gradually calming as
she focuses on the business of drawing air into her lungs and
letting it out again. Finally she calms and lifts her head,
realizing her eyes are damp. She blinks rapidly.

No, she
thinks grimly, no tears. They’ve never solved anything and just
give her a headache.

She
shakes her head and gets to her feet.

She
still doesn’t know what she’s going to do, but she’s going to think
of something.

♠♥♣♦

Lou’s
not-so-patient waiting is rewarded a couple of days later when Ike
finally arrives.

She
forces a smile as she lets him into the house, suppressing a surge
of resentment and anger at the sight of his grin and sparkling eyes
and his air of nervous energy, excitement and happiness.

She
wraps her arms round her waist, her fingers seeking and finding the
gaps in the knitted wool of her ubiquitous sweater. The feel of the
strands against her fingers calms her and she feels her anger
dissipate.

“You’re looking good, Lou,” Ike says, patting her shoulder.
“Everything been okay in here?”

Just
like that, the anger’s back. She wonders what he’d say if she says
no, and how the hell would he know, anyway? The resentment turns to
a frisson of fear as she realizes she could have broken her leg
five minutes after he’d left, and been lying here in the weeks
since. Who would have noticed?

She
pushes the thought away as disloyal.

“Just fine,” is all she says. “How have you been?”

“Busier than hell,” he groans as he settles into Ike's Chair
and puts his briefcase on the coffee table. “Who knew getting
married was so damn complicated? We’re racing the clock now, but
hopefully we’ll have everything in place in time for
Saturday.”

Her
hidden fingers clutch at her sweater as she slowly lowers herself
onto ‘her’ spot on the couch.

“Saturday?” she asks, keeping her voice carefully
neutral.

He nods,
his attention on the papers in his briefcase, his grin widening.
“The Big Day, eleven o’clock at St. Vincent’s, then we’re off for a
two-week honeymoon in gorgeous, romantic Tahiti.”

Tahiti,
that’s the place, she thinks as Ike happily continues telling her
about his plans for the coming days.

“Lou? Lou!”

She
jumps, startled back to reality, and stares, her eyes
wide.

“Sorry,” she says, giving him an apologetic smile. “I was
trying to imagine what Tahiti looks like.”

He
places the stack of papers in front of her. “It’s beautiful, but I
doubt you’d like it.”

She
pulls the papers towards her with a slight frown. “Why do you say
that?”

He
laughs, and hands her a pen.

“I know you,” he says fondly, and his smile widens as she
begins to sign.

♠♥♣♦

On
Saturday morning, Lou wanders restlessly from room to room,
glancing constantly at the clocks.

She
wants to go.

She
wants to watch with her own eyes as Ike marries another woman. She
wants to stop him, before it’s too late. In just under three hours,
that’s exactly what it’s going to be: too late.

She
feels a surge of anger and residual pride.

Is she
truly willing to let him go without a fight?

She
pauses, then nods once, decisively, and hurries upstairs to her
closet. She rifles through it, searching for a dress that might
still fit and which is good enough to wear to a wedding. Good
enough to wear outside, past all those so-called ‘family friends’
she spends her life avoiding, especially Willis-that-bastard. More
importantly, she wants something good enough to go into a church
and knock Ike’s socks off, and Irish out of the picture.

As she
pulls out dress after dress, many of which she doesn’t even
remember wearing let alone buying, she imagines walking in, looking
stunning, because of course she will. Doesn’t every woman look
stunning when they finally dress up for the first time in years?
She imagines Ike taking one look at her and realizing he almost
made a horrible, horrifying mistake, and finally admitting Lou’s
the woman he’s meant to be with for the rest of his life, even if
she never leaves her house again.

She can
see the look in his eyes as he walks up to her, as he kisses her,
as he leaves with her.

What
Irish and the wedding guests are doing while this is going on is
vague. Perhaps they’re simply standing back, watching in awe as
true love prevails over all obstacles, the way it did in the movies
she used to watch.

She
shakes her thoughts away, still pawing through her clothes. The
guests and Irish don’t matter. All that really matters is giving
Ike the opportunity to realize his mistake. Once he does, he’ll
come back to the house with her and make love to her the way he
used to.

No,
better than that, because he’ll finally admit he loves her
and understand they’re meant to be together.

She
dreams of Ike’s amorous reaction to seeing her as she removes her
sweater and carefully folds it before draping it over the end of
her bed. She hastily sheds the rest of her clothes and pulls on an
old dress she dimly recalls from her university days, those days
before she returned to Ledoux to look after her mother; those days
before the outside world became something terrifying. The dress is
a slinky little black number that still fits, although she has to
suck in her stomach to get the zipper up.


Well.

Half-way
up.

She
tries another, but it isn’t eye-catching enough, and the zipper
doesn't even close half-way.

She
wishes she’d been able to go shopping.

She
turns to her mother’s dresses, and then, in growing desperation, to
her grandmother’s and finally her great-grandmother’s, because if
she can’t be beautiful she can at least be dramatic, but finds
nothing that would be impressive enough to convince Ike to leave
his bride-to-be at the altar.

She
turns away from the last closet with a frustrated sigh. She puts
her hands on her hips and stares off into space, nervously tapping
her foot.

Perhaps
just the fact she left the house to watch him get married will be
enough, she thinks, suddenly hopeful. It is, after all, a sign
she’s willing to make sacrifices, to conquer her fears for
him.

With
that encouraging thought, she carefully dresses in a clean skirt
and blouse and pulls on her sweater with relief. It wouldn’t have
worked with the slinky little number and she would have felt
horribly exposed without it. Since she won’t just see Ike but also
all the townspeople who deserted her and her mother in their time
of greatest need, she needs all the confidence she can
get.

She
loses a few precious minutes searching for the winter boots she
bought more than five years ago during her last shopping trip to
the Macon-Jones store in Regina, but she finally drags them from
the farthest corner of the front closet. She pulls on her parka,
bulky and uncomfortably binding over her sweater, before shoving
her feet into the boots. She stomps first one foot then the other,
swinging her arms as she tests the fit and comfort of it all. She
hasn’t worn these things since her mother’s funeral and it’s all so
uncomfortable, strange…alien.

It
doesn’t matter.

She
takes a deep breath and faces her front door.

She
stares, suddenly transfixed, as if she’s never seen it
before.

It’s a
beautiful thing: dark, rich in colour, thick and heavy. It cost a
small fortune a hundred and fifty-odd years ago when her
some-number-of-great-grandfather brought it here for the mansion he
built for his wife on the desolate wind-swept treeless prairie of
southern Saskatchewan. In an era when most immigrants to the area
were living in sod huts or crude one-room shacks, her family was
building a huge brick mansion with imported oak doors.

Her
stomach begins a sick, yawning churn and she grimaces as she
reaches for the latch then freezes in mid-movement as the reality
of what she’s doing finally sinks in.

Tremors
begin to ripple through her, and the familiar dark wave of panic
begins to rise. She stares helplessly at her outstretched, shaking
hand as the wave crashes over her, washing away her good
intentions, and all her dreams of Ike’s last-minute change of
heart.

♠♥♣♦

Ferrin
sprawls in a lush leather chair facing a very large, very expensive
desk that dominates a very large, very expensive office, and meets
the unblinking stare of the man sitting behind it.

Pierce
Killian’s relationship with the Macon-Jones family is, so he
claims, purely business, although he’s often devilishly amused by
their antics even as he’s just as often devilishly annoyed by them.
He began his career as a personal financial advisor for Ferrin’s
father, but now, almost thirty years later, all of the cousins,
including Abram, are his clients as well as Ferrin. Like Ferrin,
Pierce is one of the few people the entire family
trusts.

To a
certain Macon-Jones’ definition of ‘trust’, of course.

Pierce
is classically handsome, just turned sixty and somewhat wistfully
resigned to growing old. He’s been in Canada for decades but
retains traces of his Black Irish roots, including a lilting accent
the ladies still find irresistible, to his great delight. His thick
black hair is now liberally laced with silver, but his dark blue
eyes are as bright and sharply intelligent as ever.

Those
eyes are now shrewdly watching Ferrin as Pierce says with amused
disbelief, “You’re what?”

“Leaving town. For a while. A few weeks. Or so.”

Pierce
leans back and tosses his sleekly expensive pen onto the
desk.

“Are you honestly trying to tell me you’re running away from
home?”

“That sounds so cowardly,” Ferrin mutters.

“But true.”

“Maybe a little bit.”

“Look, I don’t blame you. With your family, I’m frankly amazed
you didn’t make a run for it decades ago.”

“God knows, I’ve thought about it.”

“No doubt. But running away from Olivia...” Pierce shakes his
head. “That’s a mistake.”

“We have all the same friends, Pierce. We go to the same
parties and the same places around town. She’s also a top executive
at Macon-Jones so I hear about her all the time from Carson, Dyson
and Jack. Worse: my family likes her more than me!”

“Don’t take it personally; your family prefers anyone who
isn’t blood related.”

“Well, you’re definitely living proof of that. The fact
remains, Olivia and I...we move in the same circles. We’ve been
running into each other everywhere. Awkward doesn’t even begin to
describe the situation.”

“So your solution is to run away?”

Ferrin
sits back in his chair with a defeated sigh, his shoulders
slumping.

“It’s breaking my heart,” he says, his face stark with
grief.

“Then stay and fight for her.”

“She doesn’t want me.”

Pierce
considers him for another long, silent moment before he
straightens, shakes his head, and says, “I know I’m going to regret
this, but...what do you want me to do?”

Ferrin’s
gratitude is palpable. “Help me fly under the radar.”

“You’re not that well-known!”

Ferrin
rolls his eyes. “Macon-Jones is a pretty famous name.”

“With four hundred stores nation-wide, and God knows how many
internationally, I should damn well hope so!”

Ferrin
quirks a half-smile and says, “You know damn well there are 598
stores internationally, because Abram’s throwing a big bash for the
one-thousandth store when it opens in Toronto in two years. Not
that that’s important right now. The point is, Macon-Jones is a
well-known name in Canada so I want to travel under my ‘Ferrin
Jones’ ID in a futile attempt to stay out of the public
eye.”

“Just what are you planning that requires anonymity?” Pierce
asks, his eyes narrowing.

Ferrin
waves the older man’s concerns away. “Carson, Dyson and Jack have
to stay here, so I won’t be calling you for bail money. This time.
Some friends have invited me to visit, that’s all. I may as well
take them up on their offers. I don’t need the media dogging my
every move.”

Pierce
laughs. “Really, Ferrin, you’re not that well-known! Your picture’s
been in the paper what? Three times since you were twenty? Maybe
four?”

“Only because I’ve always managed to duck behind Carson, Dyson
or Jack when I see a camera, and you forgot to count the mug
shots.”

“Deliberately.”

Ferrin
huffs something that might be a chuckle. “Okay, if not the media,
then how about my family? You know they won’t give me any peace, no
matter where I am or what name I use.”

Pierce
grimaces. “I can’t argue with that. You’re not planning on
completely disappearing, are you? As annoying and downright
dangerous as they can be, they’re still your family, and you’re the
only relative they all like at any one time. Well. To a certain
definition of ‘like’, of course. God knows you’re useful as a
go-between when the feuding gets out of hand, or when the three
stooges need bail money and they’re too afraid to call Abram or me
or their respective parents.”

“Musketeers, and I’m usually in the jail cell beside them so
I’m much easier to find. It might do them some good to have to find
somebody else to rescue them every once in a while.”

Pierce
gives him a speaking look.

“All right, yes, yes, I know,” Ferrin says with a lopsided
half-smile. “As tempting as it is to force my cousins to come up
with Carson, Dyson and Jack’s bail money—and seriously, they only
make me pay it because they like watching me squirm—I’m not going
to just disappear. I’ve already told Gillian and Abram I’ll be
leaving after the annual gala next week, and I’ll keep in touch
with everyone by phone and e-mail. You know, for a family that’s
always feuding, the grapevine is surprisingly alive and well,
considering half the cousins aren’t speaking to the other half at
any one time. Anyway, we both know everyone’s going to know where I
am no matter what I do. Just regularly remind them—gently or
otherwise—that they better not bother me if they ever want me to
vote their way again once my deal with Carson, Dyson and Jack
ends.”

Pierce’s
eyes narrow. “How long are you planning on being gone?”

“As long as it takes.”

“To...?”

“To be able to handle being in the same room with Olivia,
knowing she doesn’t want me.”

Pierce’s
scowl softens. “You’ve already spoken to Abram and
Gillian?”

Ferrin
nods.

“Well, that’s something, at least. If we have them on your
side, we can control the others.”

Ferrin
raises a skeptical eyebrow, and Pierce waves a dismissive
hand.

“Well, contain them, at any rate.”

Ferrin’s
eyebrow rises higher, and Pierce reluctantly grins.

“I’ll do my best,” he says.

Ferrin
nods again. “I understand. And if you’re unsuccessful, don’t worry;
I’m not like my cousins. I don’t hold a grudge.”

Pierce
snorts. “Oh, please! In that respect, at least, you are exactly
like your cousins!”

♠♥♣♦

Lou
mopes around the house for the next two weeks, bitterly aware that
Ike is on his honeymoon in sunny Tahiti while she wanders the rooms
of her mansion like a ghost. The thought scares and intrigues her,
and she spends more time than she should wondering if she actually
is a ghost. She’s almost relieved when, a couple days later,
she nicks her finger making lunch and decides that ghosts are
unlikely to bleed, or curse so long and loudly, or have a cut hurt
that fucking much for so fucking long.

The days
drag on and, to her surprise, she finds herself actually craving
the sound of another human voice. The craving drives her to dig out
her mother’s ancient radio from the clutter of one of the bedrooms
even as she admits it’s odd, because it isn’t like Ike is around
that often anymore anyway. The radio no longer works, but finding
and testing it, then debating with herself whether she should put
it in the cubbyhole for Ike to get it fixed or throw it in the
garbage—in the end, she puts it back in the bedroom where she found
it, tucked away with the rest of the ephemera of other people's
lives—takes another day, and that means another day closer to Ike’s
return. Just knowing he’s in town will make her feel
better.

But
until then, she’s restless, lonely, and sick of the sight of the
rooms of her mansion, packed full of the belongings of those who
have gone before her. She passes another day going through several
trunks in the attic, where she finds pictures of people she doesn’t
know and never will because there’s no one left to ask.

She
even, in a moment of extreme desperation, maneuvers around the
cluttered end table blocking the window beside the front door in
order to peek out from behind her heavy, dusty curtains at her
yard, only to see nothing but a swirling wall of white.

She
sighs.

It’s
mid-March, and winter is still holding on tight.

She
shivers.

Maybe
staying inside all the time isn't such a bad thing after
all.

She
doesn’t look out the window again, but over the next couple of
days, even she can tell the weather warms. She imagines the snow
slowly melting, turning ditches and fields into mini, semi-frozen
lakes, and wistfully wonders if her fear of the outside will ever
melt away, too.

Three
days after the weather turns, and two days after his return from
Tahiti, Ike bounds up her porch steps and knocks on the
door.

♠♥♣♦

Lou
follows Ike into the living room, where he stands, rubbing his
hands together, rather than settling into Ike's Chair as he regales
her with tales of the South Seas. She wraps her sweater more snugly
around herself and smiles a tentative, rather puzzled
smile.

They
stand in awkward silence until she finally says, “So. How was your
trip?”

He
glances at her with a distracted frown. “Hm? Oh. Great, although I
expect honeymoons always are.”

She
abruptly turns away. “I’m just making toast. Come into the
kitchen.”

“Forget the toast,” he says and her stomach lurches. “I need
to talk to you.”

She
turns back and meets his beautiful amber eyes that are now far too
serious for her peace of mind.

“Please,” he says and gestures towards the couch.

She
hesitates, clutching her sweater, fighting the urge to run. For a
wild moment, she wonders if he would try to catch her or just talk
to her through her bedroom door.

She
swallows then forces herself to walk to the couch and
sit.

Ike
lowers himself into Ike's Chair and leans forward, resting his
elbows on his knees. He clasps his hands and looks at her, his gaze
intent and unwavering.

“Lou,” he says, and her stomach gives another sharp twist at
his too-soft, too-gentle tone, “Irish and I...we’re
moving.”

She
frowns. “There's a house for sale? In Ledoux?”

“Out of town, Lou! Out of province, actually. We’re
going to B.C.”

Lou
stares.

Ike
shrugs almost helplessly but his expression is resolute. “Irish was
offered a great job in Vancouver and there was no way she could say
no. We’re leaving on Friday.”

She
blinks and slowly leans back against the couch cushions.

Ike’s
gaze never wavers.

She
opens her mouth, then closes it again, a frown wrinkling her
forehead.

Ike
says, “I’ll call regularly, and of course you know you can call me
anytime.”

Lou
doesn’t respond, just continues staring at him.

“You’ll be okay, Lou.”

She
slowly blinks, then clears her throat. “Friday?” she
croaks.

He
nods.

“You only got back from your honeymoon two days ago. How long
have you known you were moving?”

He
glances away.

“Was I the last one to know?”

“You and I are friends, Lou. Irish and I...we had to
tell our families first.”

“Oh. Sure. Yeah. I get it. But let’s not tell
‘the-person-I-do-everything-for-because-she-can’t-leave-her-fucking-house’
until we’re almost on the road!”

He
glances around the dusty, cluttered living room, then back at
her.

“I know I’m your only friend in town, Lou, and I know I’m the
only one you can count on in this shitty little town. We both know
I was the only one who helped you and your mom in her last years.
You have no idea how much I hate leaving you here all alone! I hate
leaving you so vulnerable, but I have to live my own life now, with
Irish. While I don’t like it, and I wish there was something we
could do about it, right now, I think the fact you have an
incurable condition that forces you to stay inside is the best
thing for you. Those assholes will just turn on you again if you
reach out to them. You're safe the way you are and I'll figure
something out.”

She
barely hears him. She bows her head and hopes he can’t see how
rapidly she’s blinking. She clutches at her sweater and takes deep,
calming breaths while Ike keeps talking.

“I’ll hire somebody to shovel the walk, do the yard work, and
everything else. Maybe somebody from Regina, or somebody new in
town...not that it matters, really, who they are or where they’re
from, since you’ll never want to speak to them. If they don’t do
their job, or they try to talk to you, let me know, and I’ll find
somebody else when I come back, if not before.”

She
abruptly straightens, her eyes boring into his. “You’ll come back?”
she asks, her voice choked with emotion.

“Of course! I’m still going to take care of you the way I’ve
always done; it’s just going to be mostly from a distance from now
on. I’ll be back every three months so we can go over your
financials...or you can pretend to go over them, anyway.” He leans
forward, his handsome face filled with concern. “Okay,
Lou?”

“Does it matter?” she asks bitterly, and is grateful her tears
are gone, burned away by a hot flash of anger. She tugs her sweater
more closely around herself and scowls.

Ike
shakes his head and stands. She’s on her feet, too, although she
doesn’t remember standing. Everything seems to be happening at a
very great distance, which gives her a moment of hope. Maybe it
won’t hurt so much if it stays that way.

“I’m sorry,” Ike says as he walks to the door and she trails
behind him. He turns, and now she avoids meeting his disappointed
eyes, “but I really think you should think about how I feel
about all this. This isn’t easy for me, you know. I’ve lived here
almost all my life and the last of my family is here, but it’s a
great opportunity for Irish, and I can’t stand in her way. If it
were up to me...” He spreads his hands in a helpless
shrug.

She
jerks a nod, her fingers flexing against the strands of her
sweater.

He
sighs. “I’ll let you know as soon as I’ve hired somebody,
okay?”

“Fine.”

He
smiles sadly, and holds out his arms. “It’s good to see you,
Lou.”

She
awkwardly, and rather reluctantly, moves into his embrace and hugs
him, her eyes squeezed shut. He hasn’t hugged her since he stopped
being her lover, and now, while she longs to hold him in her arms
forever, keep him here, with her, forever, she knows he
won’t—can’t—stay. She appreciates the hug but it just leaves
her feeling empty. She steps away as quickly as he allows and her
heart shatters with the sound of the closing door.

♠♥♣♦

Ferrin
jolts awake as the car he’s driving plows into the water and comes
to a sudden, bone-jarring halt, throwing him hard against his
seatbelt.

He
stares around, his eyes wild, momentarily failing to understand
where he is and what’s happening. The dented nose of the car is
tilted down at a sharp angle and submerged almost up to the
windshield, there’s a vast expanse of flat, endless water in front
of him that stretches to the equally flat horizon, and he wonders
how the hell he managed to drive into a lake.

His mind
finally sputters into motion: he’s on a secondary highway in
southern Saskatchewan; he’s been on the road for almost twenty-four
hours; it’s been even longer since he’s slept and, he finally
realizes with a sickening swoop in his stomach, he just fell asleep
at the wheel and drove off the road into
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