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      If someone told Tatum six months ago that she’d be running down the road in a wedding dress, she’d have laughed. With each step of her white flats, she realizes it’s really no laughing matter. But with the help of strangers, she at least has a safe place to hide. Now all she has to do is solve the mystery of her parent’s death and get her life back.

      

      All Rush wants after a grueling ride through four states is to walk into his new home, fall face down on the first piece of soft furniture, and sleep for hours. When he arrives, however, he discovers an addition to his bedroom that wasn’t listed in any of the closing documents… a drop-dead-gorgeous woman, wrapped in a towel, singing off-key into a hairbrush.

      

      Can a serial relationshipist unveil the heart of the passionate but wounded woman posing as his housekeeper or will his emotional unavailability destroy their newly forged connection?
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        Dear Reader,

        

      

      
        Greetings from Loving, Virginia.

      

      
        Loving the Dream was originally published in 2021 as Unveiled, which was part of Corinne Michael’s Salvation Society world.

        Now, it’s a part of my Loving USA world of stand-alone novels. It’s still the same great story, just the names and the town have changed.

        

        Happy Reading

        Verlene

      

      

      

      
        
        Original dedication…

        To every woman who’s found the courage to leave a less than ideal situation.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the Loving people of Virginia USA.

        Dream on.
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      Running down the road in a mermaid-style wedding dress wasn’t easy. However, running was Tatum’s only course of action. Dad always said, “It takes patience sometimes, but wait for the opportunity to present itself, then grab it by the short and curlies and don’t let go. Remember that, Pumpkin.” With a twenty-four seven guard, patience was an understatement. She’d waited months for her opportunity.

      Tatum’s short and curly moment was a ten-minute slip of security. It came between everyone leaving for the chapel and the driver arriving to take her to the sham of a wedding.

      Scuttling down the shoulder in the opposite direction of the waiting groom, Tatum realized how inadequate her plan had been. Not that she’d neglected planning altogether, quite the opposite. It was just, she never dreamed Dale would leave her unattended so soon. In her mind, she expected it would be months before he slipped, especially after the revelations she made last night.

      However inconvenient, she would not let the opportunity pass. Who knew when her next one would come? God forbid it come after she was pregnant, or worse, after Dale tired of lying to her and made her go away. Not that they’d slept together for months. She was positive Dale had his girlfriends on the side and just thought her too ignorant to figure it out. She wasn’t complaining, the thought of ever having sex with him again made her wretch.

      She needed to lie low for a few days, a week tops, and formulate a plan. Dale wouldn’t dare report her missing, as that would jeopardize him getting everything he wanted, which she was still sorting out. No, she just needed somewhere to hide while she got a replacement ID and accessed the money she’d stashed in the bank account he knew nothing about.

      Once she had some money, she could worry about busting the asshole and taking her family’s business and life back. Tatum was just wholly unsure how to bide that time. Where would she sleep? What would she eat? If she contacted anyone, Dale or his father would surely find out.

      As she debated her sanity with herself, a car slowly rolled to a stop beside her. Thank God it wasn’t Dale or one of his henchmen. She hadn’t been paying attention. If she’d had it bad before, it would only get worse if he got her back under his thumb after she’d run.

      The passenger window lowered, revealing a stunning woman with straight black hair and blue eyes. “Hey, runaway bride, you need a ride somewhere?” Tatum’s nerves were frayed. A flood of adrenaline made her heart pound against her chest painfully. She couldn’t stop staring at the striking woman.

      Can I simply get into a car with strangers and ride away into the sunset? What if they turned out worse than Dale? She could end up⁠—

      The woman interrupted her thoughts. “I’m Carly. And the driver giving you the ten second assessment? That’s Daryl. I can promise we aren’t planning on breaking into the human trafficking business anytime soon. You’re safe with us. We’re the good guys.” The woman was chipper.

      “So, you’re a mind-reader, then?” Tatum wasn’t sure why she made a joke of it. Jokes were kind of her go-to when she was stressed. The man’s laughter boomed through the open window, startling Tatum back on her wedding shoes. Thank God Dale had insisted on flats so she wouldn’t tower over him at his wedding. She’d have never made it as far as she had if not for his vanity.

      “If you’re looking to make a clean getaway, Julia, you’d better get in. You don’t exactly blend. We just want to help. Like she said, we’re the good guys. From the looks of things, you could use a helping hand about now, and we have four right here.” Daryl reminded her of a California surfer dude, but he had a shrewdness about him.

      They each slid a hand to the other’s knee. Seeking something. Reaching for each other in those unsure moments. That was what Tatum had wanted her entire life. What her parents had. She’d tried to find that with Dale, but it was all just a beautiful illusion.

      “Um, okay.” What did she have to lose at this point? Tatum opened the back door and was greeted with a plethora of shopping bags. So many she could barely sit. Once settled, Daryl spoke again. “My woman has a slight shopping addiction.” Tatum watched longingly as Daryl raised their entwined hands and placed a kiss on Carly’s. “Good thing you’re not wearing a princess style gown or we would have to strap you to the hood like a deer.” He joked as he lowered their hands and drove off.

      Tatum breathed a sigh of relief as the distance between herself and Dale increased.

      “Stop it.” Carly feigned offense before flipping down her visor, opening the make-up mirror, and focusing those ice-blue eyes on Tatum.

      “Just so you know, Daryl works security and, well, I work for an acronym. We’re both pretty good at reading situations, and from the desperation on your face, I’d say yours is less than ideal.”

      Daryl chuckled. “The runaway bride cosplay didn’t give it away?” Tatum was too overwhelmed as the gravity of her situation sank in to laugh at him. “Sorry, just trying to lighten the mood a bit.” They exchanged a strained smiled. “You wanna share your name or should I just keep calling you Julia?”

      Tatum hadn’t thought about it, but it wasn’t like her name was very common, or that it hadn’t been all over the newspapers and internet four months ago when her parents were murdered. “Julia would probably be best.” Tears sprang unbidden in her eyes. Her mother had been obsessed with the name Tatum since she was young and dreamed of having a daughter. To not use it hurt.

      “Why Julia?” Carly asked Daryl.

      “You called her runaway bride. The movie?”

      “Oh.” Carly laughed, then turned back to the mirror. “Men and their rom-coms.” She winked. Their easygoing nature was relaxing. “So, Julia, any part of your story you’re willing to share?”

      The question was expected, but she wasn’t prepared to answer it. Tatum wasn’t ready to speak the truth. Hell, she was still processing some of it that had only come to light recently. But what if she didn’t share at all? Would Daryl and Carly still help her?

      “Well, um, obviously I’m not in favor of the marriage that I’m dressed for. I can’t really tell you why, but I can promise you I have a good reason and you saved my life by picking me up. You can let me out anywhere. You’ve done more than enough.”

      Tatum was panicking. Telling these kind strangers what a moron she was to have been about to marry the man who, as of last night, she was sure killed her parents, was too much to bear. Now the tears started in earnest.

      She’d been numb when she’d overheard him talking to his dad last night. Tatum had plenty of suspicions about Dale’s activity over the last few months. Even suspected his father had fudged her parent’s will, but never that Dale had a hand in their deaths. Never. That wasn’t a thought she’d ever entertained.

      To hell with the planning and waiting, she ran when the opportunity presented itself after that suspicion might have been confirmed.

      “Here, hon.” Carly handed her a pack of tissues. “You don’t trust us yet and that’s okay. I’m the same way. It takes some time. But can I ask you something and get an honest answer?”

      Tatum nodded.

      "Do you have a place to go, money, anything at all?"

      Tatum shook her head and cried harder. “I don’t even have clothes except for this God-awful wedding dress that I didn’t even pick out.”

      “Well.” She turned in her seat and looked Tatum in the eye instead of talking to her reflection. “As you can see, I have the clothes part covered in spades. We’re about the same size by the looks of things, except you’re taller, but they should do. The rest we can figure out.”

      “We got it all covered,” Daryl added. “At least we do for about two weeks. Will that be enough for you to sort out what needs to be sorted? We can help with that, too, if you just say the word.” As Daryl spoke from the driver’s seat, Tatum took in all her surroundings and noticed telltale signs that this couple was a family of more than just the two of them.

      “I couldn’t ask you to do that. I mean, it’s obvious you have kids, and you don’t know me. Thanks, but no thanks.”

      Carly and Daryl shared a look and beamed smiles at each other. “That’s exactly why I would invite you into our home. You care enough to say no. I’m pretty good at judging people and you’re good people, Julia. But no, it wasn’t our home I was offering up.”

      Carly had the same thought; it was like a light bulb going off above her head. “Rush.”

      “Yep, Rush’s place.” Apparently, Rush was a person. “I set up a place for my friend who’s moving here in a couple of weeks. Got him an insane deal on a great place, if I do say so myself.”

      “Brag much?” Carly asked.

      “Not bragging, just telling Julia how amazing I am at negotiating.” Carly mouthed bragging. “Anyway, I hired a housekeeper to come in and get the place all set, but I can call her off and pay you to do it. That’ll cover your cash flow, lodging, and food problems. I had groceries delivered last night. Cable’s on and Rush’s furniture and stuff has been delivered and set up. Plus, it has an actual landline so you can make any arrangements you need, since I’m assuming you don’t have a cell stashed in there somewhere. And lord knows, Carly has you covered for clothing.”

      This is too good to be true. A place to lie low, food, money. Nothing like this could come without a catch. There were not good people like that in the world, not that she’d known, anyway.

      “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful for the offer, but what’s the catch? Why would you do this for a stranger who has nothing to offer you in return?”

      Carly reached over the seat and squeezed her hand. “Once you get to know us, you’ll understand. We’ve seen too many good people suffer. Witnessing so much evil and hate, well … neither of us can stomach the thought of someone seeing your situation and taking advantage of that. Or worse, leave you to be found by whatever and whoever you’re running from. If it wasn’t bad, at least in your mind, you wouldn’t have been booking it down the road dressed like that. That’s all we need to know to take a chance and help you.”

      Carly turned back around in her seat, rooted around in her purse, and took out a card. “Here. This should tell you something. I hope if it’s the kind of situation that needs a different type of help, you’ll let us know. So, what do you say?”

      Tatum looked down at the card. RAGNARÖK PROTECTIVE SERVICES. Holy shit. When Carly said Daryl was in security, Tatum pictured a mall cop situation. Not a kick international ass and take names type situation. She knew exactly who and what Ragnarök Services was. They were big league.

      Tatum turned her face toward the sky. While she wasn’t in danger from them, but she didn’t know if Cyrus and Dale were connected to them as they seemed to be everyone else with power. She felt her mom and dad were looking out for her from heaven. How else could she explain the sheer luck of this being the first car to find her other than divine intervention?

      “I say, thank you for your help, and your extremely generous offer. I accept. But you have to promise to let me find a way to repay you both someday, when I can.”

      “Deal.” They answered in unison. They were almost too cute as a couple. Though she was skeptical of love and happily ever after, if she ever believed in them again, it would be because of the two people who just scooped her up off the street and saved her life. Now she just had to figure out how to fix that life in two weeks’ time.
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      Rush wasn’t slated to be in Virginia for another couple of weeks, but the great state of Texas just wasn’t big enough for him and Cheri any longer.

      You’d think after he walked in on her giving his boss a blowjob at their engagement party, they would’ve avoided him like the plaque, but no. They were relentless in apologizing. Rush finally changed his number just to get some peace. No one had it yet, and it was sublime not to be connected.

      That didn’t stop Cheri or Myles. They showed up at his house, gym—hell, they’d bumped into him in line for a latte. It all just got to be too much. Rush wasn’t sure how many times he had to break Myles’s nose before he’d back off. He could only tell Cheri to get fucked so many times. Rush just wanted peace, and they refused to leave him to it.

      He flexed the knuckles around the accelerator. They’d stiffened from the swelling.

      Instead of keeping a rolling count of confrontations for another minute, Rush had grabbed a change of clothes and mounted his bike. Everything else he owned was either already in Virginia or on its way. There was nothing keeping him rooted in the Lone Star state any longer.

      Rush had a job waiting for him with some old military buddies at Ragnarök Protective Services, a new house, and a whole new outlook on life. Or he would have as soon as he could get away and let go of everything that’d happened.

      As the asphalt blurred under him and the miles added up at his back, Rush had to admit, the blame wasn’t solely on Myles and Cheri.

      It wasn’t like Rush had ever had a single, semi-successful, romantic relationship. At some point, he had to start looking at the common denominator—him. All his exes said the same thing. You’re too distant. You don’t seem to care. I was blowing your boss for crying out loud and all you had to say was, I take it the engagement is off, before you turned around and ate another pig in a blanket and washed it down with a beer. You never show emotion, Russell. It’s like you’re just going through the motions.

      Okay, well, not exactly the same words, but the same sentiment. As he took in the scenery that was Tennessee, he realized how right they were. He didn’t hit Myles when he was coming down his fiancé’s throat. Didn’t even raise his voice. The only time he punched the fucker was to get him out of his face and make him leave him alone.

      When they weren’t chasing him down to apologize, he could pretend he was an emotionally available normal human being. However, when they were begging forgiveness, he proved he wasn’t like other people. There was nothing to forgive, because he didn’t care enough. Sure, it stung his pride as a man. It was a betrayal, and he hated betrayal. It was also sad he wouldn’t wake up next to someone he cared for, but that was the extent of it all. “Fuck, that’s some sad shit.”

      Yep, dead inside. So why go through the motions anymore? Because it was socially acceptable that a man his age settles down and starts raising rug rats? He wanted a loyal woman and children and all that jazz, but would he ever be emotionally available to them? Probably not.

      The only people he was emotionally invested in were his parents and his Navy buddies. To this day, he would take a bullet for any of them. And when he lost one, it sent him into a tailspin.

      Some shrinks, and many women, had accused him of having mommy issues, but that wasn’t the case. Perfectly loving family. Parents are still happily married. No childhood trauma or hardships. Made his own money, owned property, no mountains of debt, and a pretty decent set of skills in the sack. Russell Glen Sampson was a perfect catch … on paper.

      Before he knew it, the fifteen-and-a-half-hour ride was complete, and he was beyond exhausted. He’d left yesterday on a whim after an intense three-hour gym session. He’d planned to pull out in a few weeks, but as he was leaving the gym, there stood the sorrowful couple begging him to forgive them yet again. He couldn’t take another minute; there was nothing to forgive. Rush went home, showered, changed, and got on the road.

      Pulling into the driveway of his new life, he was pleased to see Daryl hadn’t let him down. The place looked just like the pictures, on the outside, at least. Doubtful Daryl had a chance to stock it yet since Rush was early. For tonight, his plan was to fall face down on the first piece of familiar soft furniture he encountered and sleep for the first time in over twenty-four hours.

      Rush could deal with groceries and shit later. His exhaustion was overpowering at the moment. Punching in the code he knew Daryl would’ve set opened up the garage and the door to the house. It also disarmed and rearmed the alarm. It was set to stay, which was odd. Daryl was usually Johnny on the spot with security. Maybe he’d found a housekeeper and she’d set it. That made more sense than an error on Daryl’s part.

      Shedding his boots along the way, Rush faceplanted on his oversized couch, his jeans hanging off one leg, and slept like the dead.

      He woke drooling on the throw pillow, and his neck was stiffer than his morning wood. When he turned and tried to stand, he fell back onto the sofa. He was trapped by his own pants. Shit, he was still so tired. Rush wondered, not for the first
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