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	Shared By Her Dad's Two Best Friends

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 1

	 

	Valerie

	 

	The girl in the mirror was somber, her makeup slightly smudged from multiple reapplications, eyes red from bouts of crying. It didn’t seem like my own reflection, but I was getting used to feeling like things couldn’t possibly be real. There I was, all of twenty-two years old, getting ready for my father’s funeral.

	A few months ago, I’d picked his face out of the audience at my college graduation, seen him beaming with pride as I walked across the stage. When he hugged me afterward in the reception hall, he’d felt frail, but no frailer than usual. I had no idea the heart beating inside his chest was already counting down.

	But it was, and now he was gone. Even as I pinned the last few stray hairs into place and made sure my makeup was as firmly set as I could manage, new tears trailed down my cheeks. Every time I thought about my dad, an invisible hand squeezed into a fist around my insides.

	“How the hell am I going to do this alone?” I asked the Valerie in the mirror. She had nothing to say. I sighed, and for the first time since I was a teenager, I thought about calling Mom. Part of me thought she ought to be there, that it was the least she could do for both of us.

	Another, larger part knew I wouldn’t be able to deal with her. Not at this time, under these circumstances. Too much unresolved baggage remained sitting like boulders between me and her. And now that Dad was dead, there’d be no buffer.

	I shook my head, withdrawing the hand that had crept unconsciously toward my phone. “Nope. No, thanks.” The empty, tired sound of my voice was both awkward and strangely comforting. Anything was better than the silence of my apartment, even the funeral home where my dad was waiting. At least there would be other people, too.

	I grabbed my phone last and slipped it into the side of my purse without looking at the screen. It had been clogged with notifications for days, to the point where I’d left it permanently on silent. The flood of condolences from every side suffocated as much as it carried me forward. It would be difficult enough to deal with all of those people in person.

	Which, by the way, I was absolutely dreading. Not that I begrudged our friends and neighbors for supporting us—and now, supporting me. But the grief was still so new and raw. What if I just fell apart and couldn’t get it back together? The last thing I wanted was to look as helpless as I felt.

	The clock on my bedside table read 12:30. It was time to get going. I’d be early, and I hadn’t eaten lunch, but I needed time to psych myself up for the viewing, and hunger seemed to be a thing of the past. My stomach didn’t even growl as I stepped out the front door into a brisk fall day.

	Dad’s car sat in the driveway, unused and lonely, like everything else of his. I chose to leave it there and walk the ten or fifteen minutes out to the main drag of our little town. That car was too full of him, too full of memories. Everywhere I looked was another reminder that he was gone.

	I faced ahead, taking a deep breath of the cool autumn air. Dad loved days like this. I remembered walking hand in hand around our neighborhood as a little girl, the breeze in my hair as I jumped into piles of crunchy leaves. The sound of his laugh filled my head, and I found myself smiling too. For the first time since I had gotten that call from the hospital, the fog of grief started to roll back. I looked up at the blue sky and the sunshine and let my smile widen.

	“I hope you’re up there, Dad,” I said out loud. “And I hope you’ll look out for me today.” The more I thought about five hours of greeting, hugging, shaking hands, and accepting condolences, the worse it sounded to me. I wanted to turn around and run back to bed. Wake me up when it’s all over.

	But of course, I couldn’t do that, nor would I. No one deserved a peaceful, dignified sendoff more than my dad. The least I could do was represent him well, even if my heart hurt the whole time. Plus, I had to admit there were a few people I really did want to see—two, to be exact.

	My dad had been an only child, so after Mom left, our extended family all but disappeared. I had my grandparents, who cheerfully spoiled me rotten all their lives, but no aunts, uncles, or cousins. It would’ve been kind of a lonely childhood, if not for Dad’s best friends. They loved me like I was their own kid, and during the times when Dad’s health started to flag, they jumped in to pick up the slack.

	How many times had Bryan and Owen stayed with me for sleepovers and movie nights, popping popcorn on the stove or laying out sundae bars full of toppings to layer on mountains of ice cream? They accompanied Dad and me on more family vacations than I could count on both hands. Bryan liked to camp. Owen was always more of a resort type of person.

	I had boxes of pictures from those happy trips stored away in the attic. Before Dad got sick for the last time, I’d been meaning to go through them to make him a scrapbook of great memories. It was one of those projects that stayed in the back of my mind for weeks. I thought I had more time.

	“Sorry, Dad,” I muttered under my breath. The undone scrapbook was high on my list of regrets, and so was never getting around to calling Bryan and Owen. I knew their contact information had to be somewhere in Dad’s home office, probably buried beneath his papers. My father may have been the light of my life, but he wasn’t what you’d call an organized man.

	Still, he would’ve kept those addresses and phone numbers, even after the guys left to start a business venture together in New York. They were just too important, too much a part of our lives, to fall by the wayside. No matter how much time had passed.

	As I waited to cross at a red light, my mind drifted back to one lazy weekend afternoon a month or so before Bryan and Owen moved away. They’d invited Dad to move with them, and I think he seriously considered it for a while. But in the end, he didn’t want to uproot me, and early signs of the heart failure that would eventually kill him were starting to manifest.

	I, by then a gawky, awkward teenager, had sneaked downstairs to eavesdrop. The three of them sat around the coffee table in our little sunroom. Owen had his feet up on a wicker ottoman, his forearms tanned below the rolled-up cuffs of his sleeves. I could hear him laughing, and I remembered vividly how the sound made my stomach do a weird little flip.

	In the present day, I rolled my eyes. At some point during the hormonal onset of adolescence, I’d developed such a hopeless, embarrassing crush on my would-be uncles. Even then, I understood how weird it was, and I tried my best to squash it down. But whenever I saw them, I had to either fight back a blush or hide.

	Like I said, embarrassing. I cringed on my way across the street at the memory of making googly eyes at them behind their backs. And thinking back on it, I realized they must have known; I had all the subtlety of a rhinoceros in a sandcastle.

	Maybe that move to New York had been for the best, as far as my lovesick teenage self was concerned. At first, they had called us regularly, and there were a couple of visits back home. Then their business started gaining traction, and we heard from them less. The last time I’d seen them was right before I left for college, almost five years ago.

	Now I wondered if Bryan and Owen were going to be at the wake. Just the thought of it made my chest squeeze tight under the weight of a hundred different emotions. I never imagined that our next reunion might be missing my dad. To be honest, I’d never imagined a world where one of them was missing at all.

	The funeral home stood up ahead, a simple brick building with a plain white façade. It was familiar to me now, but not very comforting, and the cloying scent of flowers nearly choked me as I pulled open one of the doors. A magnet board stood in the front hall, bearing my father’s name. Mark W. Adamson.

	A lump swelled in my throat. How can this be real?

	“Valerie. Hello, dear.” The funeral director’s assistant came out of the office with a box of tissues for the viewing room. She gave me a hug, her perfume clashing with the flowers. “It’s so good to see you. You look lovely.”

	“Thank you.” I reached over and took one of the prayer cards out of the little holder beneath the magnet board. My dad smiled out from the photo on the back, taken in stronger, more optimistic times. “Sorry, I’m early.”

	“Don’t you apologize for a thing, honey.” She led me gently toward an open doorway down the hall while I attempted to summon her name from the whirling chaos of my thoughts. Temporarily, I forgot about Bryan and Owen, about everything other than the fact that I was at my father’s funeral.

	The doorway inched closer. There was a couch just outside, the long kind meant for fainting. I stopped beside it. “Um, do you think I could have a moment?” Another few steps and I’d be able to see the casket. I wasn’t ready for that.

	“Take as much time as you need,” she told me. Her face was full of maternal concern. I must have looked lost and waiflike in that moment, a dead man’s motherless girl too scared to go into the room where he lay. “Let me know if there’s anything we can get you, okay Valerie? Anything at all.”

	I nodded and sat down on the edge of the couch, focusing on the square of carpet between my feet. Nothing felt stranger than being here, in this smelly, sad, ceremonial place, getting ready to bury my dad. I put my head down, took a few long draughts of the floral air, and closed my eyes.

	Dad’s face beamed back at me from the darkness. I could practically hear him telling me to buck up, it was going to be alright. He needed me to be there for him one last time.

	“I can do this,” I whispered. A surprise tear streaked down my cheek. “Damn it. I can do this.”

	I had to do it. My time alone was almost up.

	The director’s assistant, whose name was still lost to me, brought over a teeny bottle of water. I sipped it, grateful to have something to do with my hands.

	“Feel free to do things however makes you the most comfortable,” she told me. She gestured back toward the office, where her boss was just emerging. He waved at me, smiled warmly, came over to shake my hand. “If something comes up, we’re here to support you all the way.”

	“I appreciate it,” I said. And I did. But no amount of stoic compassion could prepare me for the next thing I needed to do. I stood up from the sofa, straightened my dress, and stepped slowly into the visitation room. The director and his assistant backed away. I heard them close the sliding doors.

	I had never been anywhere quieter than that room. The casket was made of dark, warm mahogany, and it was open. The urge to shut my eyes was nearly overwhelming, but I fought it hard. My feet didn’t want to move over the wine-colored carpet. I made them walk anyway.

	I thought I’d cry when I got there, yet the tears never came. He looked incredibly peaceful lying there, a trace of a smile on his lips. He could have been sleeping, or even faking sleep, all ready to pop up and yell, “Surprise!”

	It was funny, in a morbid kind of way. I smirked and told him, “Don’t even think about it.” Then I glanced over my shoulder at the doors, still tactfully closed, the last barrier between me and the rest of the world. I lifted my chin.

	“Okay, Dad, here we go. You and me. One last time.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER 2

	 

	Bryan

	 

	If the two-hour ride from the airport to the only hotel in little Boxfield, Iowa had seemed quiet, it was nothing compared to the six-minute trip from that hotel to the funeral home the next day. Owen and I had been walking through the fog for a week. And why not? A piece of our world was just pulled out from under our feet.

	We didn’t have any idea what to do. At least once a day, usually at night after we’d gotten into bed, one of us looked at the other and said, “This can’t possibly be real. He’s going to call us, right? He’s going to call us tomorrow.”

	The string of tomorrows went on and on. I was booking our flight out of JFK when it hit me that no, it was never going to be Mark on the other end of the phone. The only thing we knew was that we had to be there to lay him to rest. That part was non-negotiable.

	Owen reached over and grabbed my hand as we sat in the back of the car. Not a word had passed between us or the driver, who must have guessed from the looks on our faces that conversation wasn’t in the cards. I squeezed his fingers tightly in mine. We shared a glance.

	Outside the window, the picturesque, quiet streets of Boxfield slipped by. Every time I tried to look, memories of Mark flooded my mind. The three of us had walked every inch of that tiny town together. We spent long nights talking about getting out, about what we’d do with our freedom from bucolic dullness.

	Owen and I had made it. It stung to know Mark had not.

	The driver let us out in the parking lot of the funeral home. I nodded my thanks. Owen accepted his murmured condolences. Then the car drove off, and we were left staring down the front doors.

	“Are you ready for this?” I asked Owen.

	He rubbed his eyes. “God, no. But he’s in there.” He paused. “And I’m sure Val is too.”

	The mention of Mark’s daughter by name made my chest constrict even tighter. We hadn’t really spoken much about her, though she was on my mind constantly, and I knew Owen thought of her too. It was only the smallest of comforts that Mark was able to see her grow up before he died.

	But she was still much too young to be standing in the shadow of a mountain of grief. Even as we walked across the parking lot, I wrestled with the heaviness of guilt. Where had we been while our best friend, our third Musketeer, was sick? Where were we while he was dying?

	New York was a flight and a two-hour drive away. In the grand scheme of things, it wasn’t that far.

	“We should have done more,” I said to Owen now. “A lot more.”

	“Oh, Bry.” His grip tightened on my hand. “I mean, you’re not wrong. I feel that too. But we just…we didn’t know. And I have no clue how to say that to his daughter.”

	I took a deep breath that caught in my throat. “Neither do I.”

	The only way to go from there was forward, so that’s what we did. Into the place where our friend was lying, threading through a crowd of mourners. My heart lifted just a little to see how very loved Mark was. Whenever I glanced toward the end of the room, my eyes started to sting.

	What was the last thing we said to each other? I didn’t know. There was no way to know, really. Knowing Mark, our last words had been something encouraging and kind. He’d always been our best and most loyal cheerleader, all the way from rural Iowa.

	He never really knew how the first business venture, the one he had to pass on, blew up way out of control, or how much money we made after the first few years. We were constantly just on the verge of telling him, but we’d worried about how it would make him feel to realize he had missed out on no small fortune.

	More than once, Owen had laughed and said, “We should just show up one day with a million-dollar check and see what he says. If he even takes it.”

	In my heart, I knew Mark wouldn’t have accepted so much money, no matter how hard we insisted. But there was no one more deserving of a life he could enjoy without worry. The fact that we could have provided that security and failed weighed heavy on my heart.

	Owen glanced over at me. The two of us stood hand in hand outside the open threshold of the visiting room. I’d barely registered walking through the halls, brushing shoulders with so many others we knew and hadn’t seen in years. The soft, solemn voices around us didn’t register to my ears.

	I nodded at him. We walked in. He didn’t let go of my hand.

	By the time we grew close to Mark in college, Owen and I had been together for years, since high school. Those days were rough; in rural Iowa, no one made an effort to try to understand us. The fact that I loved Owen and still took a girl to prom was too wild for most of our peers to grasp. I had to pick a side, and it was no secret which was the “right” choice.

	Apart from Owen, Mark was one of the first people I’d ever met who accepted me wholeheartedly for who I was. He didn’t think it was strange that I lived with Owen long after we could have chosen to part ways, or that we shared an undeniable intimacy. In fact, Mark told us we were a great couple, that we could do anything together.

	His encouragement fueled the spark for our first business venture. And then the next one. And the next one. Though Mark’s slowly failing heart kept him locked within the streets of our hometown, we carried his spirit everywhere we went. As far as we were concerned, our success was his, too.

	The fact that he was gone hit me once again in the chest like a ton of bricks. I rubbed my eyes to make sure I wasn’t crying. A passing compassionate hand fell on my arm. I didn’t see to whom it belonged.

	The casket loomed ahead. I joined the gradually shuffling line across to the prayer bench positioned in front. Mark lay in gentle repose, handsome as ever, his hair meticulously combed. The fullness of his beard almost hid how gaunt he’d become. A gasp, of sadness rather than shock, rose in my throat. I swallowed it down.

	Others around me said prayers. Unable to find the words, any words, I stayed silent. The room blurred before my eyes. I reached out and touched him, just once.

	Mark wasn’t there. Oddly, the confirmation that I was touching only his body left behind made me feel like I could breathe again. It wasn’t him in the box that was going to be buried. He no longer needed the heart that had quit much too early.

	For a time after that, I separated from Owen, moving freely among the murmuring crowd. Again, many of the faces I encountered were familiar, if not immediately recognized. I received several tight, emotional hugs from people who could have been strangers. But then they’d mention their job, or their brother, or their cousin, and I could say, “Of course! How have you been?”

	Names have never been my strong suit. I could crunch spreadsheets of endless numbers all day without complaint, but any large gathering without a cheat sheet quickly entered nightmare territory, let alone my best friend’s funeral. Still, I fell into the uncanny pattern of sociability always glossing over these occasions.

	Smile. Laugh. Pretend there isn’t a body at the other end of the room and we’re not all suppressing our soul-crushing grief. Twenty minutes in, I was exhausted.

	I stepped off to the side to take a seat in one of the plush upholstered chairs along the walls. It felt safer to remove myself from the equation. My gaze wandered over clusters of mourners, some of them wiping at their tears, some grinning with the fondness of memory. Mark’s name buzzed around the room as though we were waiting for him to arrive.

	But of course, he was already there.

	I closed my eyes for a moment, and when I opened them again, they focused on a sweetly pretty young woman in a well-fitted black dress, waylaid by a troupe of local church ladies. They fussed over her, hugging her tightly, touching her cheeks. She smiled graciously as she listened to their well-meaning prattle. Her long chestnut hair was pulled back into a braided bun.

	There was something so purely captivating about her that it made me forget where I was. She was exactly the type of woman I liked to share with Owen when the mood struck—the perfect sort of girl next door. I thought about convincing him to bring her home with us, and then about convincing her to agree.

	A small, reproachful voice popped up in the back of my head. Really? At Mark’s funeral? Startled back to reality, at first, the guilt was enormous. Then I imagined Mark shaking his head and laughing. Who was I kidding? He was probably laughing right then, somewhere in the great beyond.

	The girl excused herself from the clutches of the old ladies and moved on to a different group. They, too, embraced her. She held their hands and spoke with them for a long time, her face at once both tender and sad. If I had been thinking more clearly, I would have known who she was right then.

	But I wasn’t, and I didn’t. I just kept glancing back toward her, unable to pull myself away for more than a few minutes.

	“There you are.” Owen’s voice caught my attention. He sat down in the chair beside me and laid his hand on my knee. “How are you holding up?”

	“I’m okay.” I gave him a look. “Can I tell you something? Promise you won’t judge me.”

	“I have never judged you in my life.” He gazed back at me with total sincerity undercut by the sparkle of amusement in his ocean-blue eyes. “Lay it on me.”

	“That’s not true at all, but okay.” I gestured subtly in the direction of the girl. “I’ve had my eye on someone interesting.”

	Owen raised an eyebrow. “Checking people out at funerals is something I’d usually expect more from myself,” he said, chuckling. “Are you sure you’re all right? Really. We can take a walk.” But he saw I was serious, and his tone changed. “Fine, fine. You seem committed. I’ll bite. Tell me who.”

	“Behind you,” I told him. “Little black dress. Big brown eyes. Hair in a princess bun.”

	Very carefully, Owen turned to take stock of the surroundings. He picked her out in a matter of seconds. But instead of approval, his face registered something else. “Her?” he asked, just to be sure.

	“What do you think?” His facial expression, a mix of apprehension and unshared knowledge, worried me. “No good?”

	“It’s not that.” Owen winced. “I mean, it is that, but not for the reason you’re thinking.” He sucked in a deep breath. “Bryan, that’s Valerie. Mark’s Valerie. That’s her.”

	All the blood drained out of my face. “You’ve got to be kidding.” The Valerie I remembered from only five years ago would still be shaking off the awkwardness of her teen years. She was cute and shy, and still a kid in my mind. There was no way this woman could be the same person.

	Then she turned toward us, thankfully still deep in conversation, and I realized Owen was right. I’d just fantasized, however mildly, about Mark’s daughter. Maybe he wasn’t laughing after all.

	 


 

	CHAPTER 3

	 

	Owen

	 

	I didn’t want to laugh at the stricken expression on Bryan’s face. Honestly, the first time I’d seen Valerie and put two and two together as to who she was, I had fled to the opposite side of the room. I pretended it was because I had no idea what to say, which was kind of true. But also, I hadn’t expected her to be so gorgeous!

	Maybe it was odd to think a daughter shone at her father’s funeral, but Valerie Adamson did just that. Gone was her teenage gracelessness, and good riddance. She had truly blossomed into her beauty. It made me so, so sad to think her dad, who loved her so much, couldn’t witness it himself.

	“I don’t believe it.” Bryan might as well have been sucker-punched. He ran a hand across his eyes.

	“I know,” I said. “So stop thinking dirty thoughts about her right this minute.” He kicked me gently. “She’s beautiful though, isn’t she?” I couldn’t help it. Her transformation over the past five years was evident. When she smiled, the room glowed around her.

	“Who’s thinking dirty thoughts now?” Bryan shot back. He ran his fingers through his hair like a man shaking off a daze. “No. We can’t do this, right now or ever. She needs us to be who we’ve always been.”

	“Yeah. Her fun uncles.” A shiver of creepiness ran through me. How could I think of this poor girl as anything other than almost my own daughter? The shame was real and burning. “That’s who we are. That’s who we’ll stay.”

	“Right.” Bryan looked a little pained. I wondered if it was because he had expressed interest in his best friend’s daughter, or because he knew he had to stop? My guess was a little bit of both.

	“Sorry, Mark,” I muttered under my breath. “Don’t haunt me for this.”

	The wisest thing to do would have been to get out of there fast, but neither of us wanted to leave without at least acknowledging her. She flitted from person to person, and I admired the composure she managed to keep, even as she was pelted with the same heartfelt condolences. Her dark eyes were full to the brim with sorrow, but also with love.

	The urge to wrap her up in a huge, warm hug was almost unbearable. I wanted to run up and push those other people aside, just to let her know Bryan and I were there. But she was already gradually working her way toward us, and I had already broken funeral decorum once.

	“I’m nervous,” Bryan whispered. He laughed a little.

	“Me too.” We tried not to track her progress, but she stayed in the corner of my eye. Three small groups stood between us. Then two. Then, finally, just one. The seconds crawled by like hours. I think we were both holding our breath.

	Valerie spotted us mid-sentence, and her words seemed to cut off immediately. Obviously, she hadn’t had the same problem of recognition. Those big brown eyes lit up instantly. My heart melted.

	She finished up her last conversation as quickly as possible. By the time she came toward us, we were both on our feet, arms out. That first group bear hug after five long years was amazing and bittersweet.

	“Oh my God.” Her voice was muffled against our shirts. “I missed you guys so much.” She broke away to give us our own hugs, squeezing tightly. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She didn’t bother to wipe them away.

	“We missed you too, sweetheart.” Bryan met my eyes over her head. I saw a million emotions swimming through his eyes. “I’m so sorry we’ve been gone.”

	Valerie shook her head vigorously. “No, no, don’t be sorry. I’m just glad you’re here.”

	I took her hand. “We wouldn’t miss it. And we’re here for you. Whatever you need.”

	“Seriously,” Bryan chimed in. “Anything at all.” Once more he glanced at me. This time, concern ruled his expression. Like her father, Valerie had never been told how well we’d done since leaving Iowa, and I could tell he was worried about her reaction. Would she resent us for keeping it a secret, or for not sharing our luck with her dad? What if there was some kind of lifesaving treatment that might’ve helped Mark if he’d had the money to try it?

	That thought, in particular, made my stomach turn. But Valerie just grinned, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. Despite being washed in tears, she really was lovely now. Post-adolescence had been nothing but kind to her.

	“Thank you,” she was saying. “That means so much to me.” Her gaze kept moving between us as if she couldn’t quite believe we were real. “You know, it sounds corny, but having you two around is almost like having Dad back, in a weird way.”

	“Oh, aren’t you just the sweetest.” I put my arms around her and planted a kiss on the top of her head. She leaned into my chest for a moment. “How have things been today? If you need us to spell you, let us know.”

	“Absolutely.” Bryan glanced around the visiting room, which never seemed to empty. “Looks like the whole town turned out this afternoon.”

	“I’m okay.” Valerie rubbed her nose. “It’s been amazing, honestly. The level of support just blows my mind. I had no idea he knew so many people, or that they all loved him.” She shrugged. “It makes sense. I mean, I loved him so much.”

	“Me too.” Bryan and I spoke at the same time, looked at each other, and the three of us burst out laughing.

	“I wish we had more time to talk,” Valerie said apologetically. “But there have been like twenty people who came in over the last five minutes, and I’m trying really hard to at least greet everyone here.” She hugged us one last time, quickly. “You’ll be back tomorrow, right? For the burial?”

	“Of course we will.” Bryan turned her toward the doors. “Go on. You’re doing incredible. We’ll be able to fend for ourselves.” Then we stood there and watched as she darted over to a clutch of new guests, like she hadn’t been playing hostess for hours already. She glanced over her shoulder once. We waved. She smiled.

	“Love that girl,” I said, half to myself. “I’d say she hasn’t changed a bit, but…”

	Bryan shot me a look. “Don’t even think about it.” He pulled me back down into the same chairs we’d occupied before. “I’m not saying she doesn’t look great. She looks better than great. And if she were anyone else in the world, I’d say we ought to go for it.”

	I sighed. “But she’s off-limits. Believe me, I know. I wish I could go back and erase everything I first thought or said. Can we agree to pretend none of that happened?”

	Bryan answered, “We don’t have a choice.” And I knew he was right.

	 

	***

	 

	The next day was brilliantly autumnal, the cemetery trees on fire with foliage. If Mark had been able to pick a day to be buried, I was sure he’d have picked one just like it. That was the thought I held onto as I stood next to Bryan and watched our best friend’s casket be lowered into the ground underneath a blanket of flowers.

	At the head of the grave, Valerie leaned over and tossed in a final rose. “I love you, Dad,” she said softly.

	One by one, the onlookers began to dissipate, heading back to the line of cars snaking all along the cemetery paths. Bryan and I lingered for a little while longer, but eventually, we left too. The image of Valerie standing by that open grave stuck in my mind.

	There was supposed to be a luncheon in half an hour. I couldn’t imagine how she’d be able to turn up at the restaurant after braving her way through the burial. No doubt the place would be packed.

	Sure enough, we pulled up to an overflowing lot in front of the place, and the banquet room they’d set aside for us buzzed with conversation. I kept my eye on the door while we mingled, ready to jump to Valerie’s protection if she gave even the slightest hint of needing help.

	But she outshone my expectations, so much so that I felt bad for assuming she might not. She swept into the room like a ray of sunshine straight from the beautiful day outside. Her family and her father’s friends embraced her, showered her with love. I heard more than one person describe how they admired her strength and resilience.

	And I couldn’t agree more.

	It wasn’t very long at all before Valerie made a beeline for our table. She pulled out the empty chair on Bryan’s other side and asked, “Is this seat taken?”

	He smiled at her. “It is now.”

	She came around and hugged me before sitting down. “Oh, man. It is so nice to be off my feet for a minute.” A small frown creased her forehead. “Is it terrible to say I’m glad it’s all almost over? I think I could sleep for a week.”

	“Frankly, I think you should,” I said. She was cute as a button today too, but there were hints of dark circles under her eyes, redness concealed by the perfectly matched foundation. I imagined her reapplying her face in the car so no one would be able to tell she’d been crying. “You deserve some serious pampering.”

	“No kidding.” Bryan chuckled. “Come to New York, love. We’ll take great care of you.”

	Valerie laughed wryly. “Ugh, I wish. I don’t think I can afford to risk leaving Iowa right now.” She took a sip from her water glass and brushed back a stray strand of hair. I couldn’t help noticing her perfect complexion. The smallest sliver of an idea started to draw itself together in my mind.

	“Come on,” I teased encouragingly. “Don’t all young, impulsive, small-town college grads move to the big city? It’s like a rite of passage.”

	“You were not college grads when you did it,” she reminded me, smirking.

	“That’s fair. But we were young and impulsive.”

	“Well, young-ish,” Bryan added. “I feel compelled to be the voice of reason here, but really, what’s stopping you? New York would welcome you with open arms.”

	Val chewed her lip. “I don’t think so,” she replied. “I’ve been trying for months to find a job in my field, and it’s just not working out so far. And I know it takes time, it all takes time, but it’s hard not to feel totally demoralized, you know?” She shrugged, her shoulders slumping a bit. “But I spent all that time and money learning how to be a fashion merchandiser. I can’t just let it go to waste.”

	The words ‘fashion merchandiser’ made my ears perk up. I shot a brief look at Bryan to see if he was sharing my thoughts, but I couldn’t tell. The tiny seed of a thought that had planted itself minutes before shot up toward a fully-formed bloom. Maybe there was a way we could help her more than holding her up through the tragedy of Mark’s passing. Maybe we could help cement her future.

	Bryan and I were businessmen and developers first and foremost—at least, Bryan was. He knew how to take my crazy, idealistic visions and support them into stability. The first tiny plaza we’d built into a shopping center had started out as a few low-grade restaurants, a hobby store, and a franchised dollar store surrounded by empty space. He’d helped me gather the money to buy it up, and then he let me pick investors and construction partners. The chance had been big, but it paid dividends.

	Those early risks meant we could now afford to focus more on passion projects, which was why he’d recently given me the go-ahead to buy my biggest lifelong dream: a fashion retailer. The chain was called Paisley, and it might as well have been my new baby. Although the commercial presence was still strong enough in malls all over the country, its numbers had begun to flag under old leadership. I’d been dedicating most of my time to finding a way to revitalize the company.

	I wondered if I was looking at the answer to my prayers.

	“Sometimes it takes a little while,” Bryan was telling her. His words were sympathetic and fatherly. “You’ve got to find your groove.”

	Valerie nodded glumly. “If only I knew where it was. Or what it was. I thought fashion was my calling, as dumb as it sounds.”

	Bryan opened his mouth. I cut him off. “It doesn’t sound dumb at all, sweetheart. Bryan’s right that it can take time to figure out where you’re going. But then sometimes…” I paused to watch as he realized where I was going. I knew there’d be words when we were alone, but I was so caught up in the moment I didn’t care.

	“Sometimes what?” Val prompted. She looked quizzically from Bryan to me.

	He didn’t stop the words that came next. Not that he could have. As soon as I’d heard she was struggling, I knew the right thing to do. “Well, sometimes doors just open. What would you say to an internship at Paisley HQ in New York City? Paid, of course.”

	At first, she stared at me like I was speaking a foreign language. Shock and excitement broke across her face in one huge wave. She nearly leaped—or fell—out of her chair.

	“Wait. Owen, are you serious? Are you f—” She covered her mouth and glanced furtively around. “Are you freaking serious?”

	I grinned. “Very.” Her enthusiasm was catching. Bryan smiled widely too, in spite of himself. “We’re sort of looking to rebuild the brand. I think we could do with a merchandising intern. How soon can you start?”

	She laughed. “As soon as I can get the money together to move halfway across the country.” Still, the hope and eagerness in her eyes didn’t die. “Can we arrange a flexible start date?”

	I waved my hand. “Don’t worry about relocation costs. Or housing, for that matter. You’re more than welcome to stay with us if you’d like.”

	She gasped. “Oh, I couldn’t possibly. I wouldn’t want to put you out.”

	“You won’t,” Bryan chimed in. “Trust us.”

	“You guys!” Valerie gushed. “This is amazing!” A brief shadow of apprehension crossed her features. “But how can you promise me an internship? I haven’t even filled out an application or submitted a resume. Aren’t there interviews? I might need to show my design portfolio, depending on what they’re looking for.”

	“Let’s just say you’re coming in from the top,” I told her.

	It took a second to sink in. “Oh my God. You have got to be kidding me. That’s what you’ve been doing in New York this whole time?”

	“Not the whole time,” I said. “We’ve recently branched out. That’s part of why we could use help from someone in the know. Would you describe yourself as up-and-coming?”

	Her grin broadened. “Now I would. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you for this, honestly.” She jumped up and gave me a fierce hug. When she pulled away, she had to wipe her eyes. “Happy tears,” she assured us. “I swear.”

	“Just do your best. I have a feeling it’ll be exactly what we need.”

	“Thanks, Uncle Owen. Uncle Bryan. I won’t let you down. I promise.”

	 

	***

	 

	A few hours later in the hotel, Bryan kicked off his shoes and fell back on the bed. He let out a deep sigh. Then he said, “So can I ask what happened at lunch?”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lied.

	“Come on.” He reached out and punched me gently in the shoulder. “With Valerie coming to New York? What’s that about?”

	I turned to him, slinging my tie off in one smooth motion. “You don’t think this is a no-brainer, Bry? She went to school for fashion merchandising, we’re out here trying to pull a fashion retailer out of commercial quicksand. The absolute least we can do is give her some experience and help her make a living. If she doesn’t work out, she won’t turn full-time. Just like any other intern.”

	He shook his head. “It’s not that. I think the job is a great idea. You’re brilliant and compassionate and I love you for it.” His handsome face turned solemn. “But living with us? She doesn’t know how we work.”

	I furrowed my brow. “Bryan, we don’t have to tell her. She can have the whole penthouse floor to herself. There’s plenty of space. I don’t think it’ll be a big deal.”

	He glanced down at the bedspread. “I just don’t want to scare her off, that’s all. She’s all we have left of Mark.”

	I stepped close to the bed. He sat up, and I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I feel that as much as you do,” I said softly, resting my forehead against his. “But she’s Mark’s kid. If anyone else is going to understand, it’s her. Plus, I want to take care of her, because we didn’t take care of her dad. Maybe I hope this will atone for that somehow.”

	Bryan sighed again. He kissed me gently. “Okay. I’ve trusted you for more than half my life, Owen. I think I’d be a fool to stop now.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER 4

	 

	Valerie

	 

	I paused outside the towering glass front doors of Bryan and Owen’s building, taking a moment to look around and soak in the vibe of the city. It had only been a couple of weeks since I’d left the Iowa countryside behind, but I wasn’t tired of the city glamor just yet. The soaring concrete jungle made my heart thrill in a way nothing else could.

	“Afternoon, Miss Adamson.” The doorman inclined his head as he stepped aside to let me through. “Hope you’re keeping warm today.”

	“Thanks!” The urge to tip him was strong, though I’d been assured by everyone, including him, that it was completely unnecessary.

	“Don’t you worry about any of our people,” Owen had laughed. “They’re all sitting pretty. We take care of our own.”

	It still hadn’t quite registered that I was counted among those chosen few. Nor did I fully comprehend how well my dad’s two friends had done for themselves in New York. The moment I stepped into the penthouse apartment that was to become my new home, I understood why they’d been so scarce over the years.

	Bryan and Owen weren’t just running a business. They were building an empire. Their hands were in everything from real estate to stocks. Bryan did IT security and bookkeeping for a number of high-level clients, most of which he said he couldn’t name. Owen owned a few racehorses.

	Their combined net worth? Billions. It blew my mind completely. One week I was sitting in my dad’s empty house, wondering how to deal with the aftermath of a death, and the next saw me ensconced in a life I couldn’t even imagine.

	That wasn’t to say I forgot about my dad, or about my life in Iowa. I still had the house, only now Bryan and Owen were helping to fix it up and get it move-in ready so it could be rented out. “It’ll be a source of low-effort extra income for you,” Bryan explained. “If you have any problems as a landlord, just let us know. We have plenty of connections who’d be glad to help you out.”

	So I went from slightly aimless, frustrated, bereaved daughter to intern and landlord in the space of a month or so. The only thing that hadn’t changed completely was missing my dad. I wanted to be snapping pictures of the incredible view from my balcony, and the kitchen the size of our living room. I wanted to be sending him selfies from the Statue of Liberty and the Empire State Building. We should have been exploring Times Square and Broadway together.

	Instead, I did those things with Bryan and Owen when we weren’t at the office. Still an absolute blast, but not the same. We all knew it. Some evenings I’d go down a floor to their place and snuggle up next to their fireplace to listen to stories about my dad. Owen had boxes of photo albums from years past, and we’d pore over them together.

	“Handsome guy, your dad,” Bryan said once. “You look a lot like him.”

	“Thank God. I don’t know what I’d do if I looked like my mom.” It was dumb, but when I was feeling particularly lonely, I smiled in the mirror and pretended I could see him.

	But Bryan’s comment stuck in the back of my mind, resurfacing often as I lay in bed. It didn’t bother me so much as it made me curious about certain things I’d always noticed without pondering. The question of my uncles’ living arrangements had never come up when I was a kid, because why would it? Now that I lived in such close proximity to them, however, I wanted to know more.

	Did Dad have me call them uncles as a signifier of their deep friendship? Or were Bryan and Owen together in a more traditional sense? I knew it was a strange thing to be thinking so hard about, but I often stared at the dark ceiling and racked my memories, looking for any hints toward their relationship.

	To me, they’d never seemed anything more than extremely close friends. I recalled many, many hugs, but never a kiss between them, or random holding of hands. They hadn’t referred to each other by titles or pet names. But it struck me as unusual for two men of decent means to live together so long as friends, and their extreme wealth only made it more peculiar. They could easily be living in separate mansions if they wanted to.

	The answer seemed simple. They didn’t want to. And the more I thought about it, the more I could guess the reason. The nosy part of me wanted a real answer, but it was too rude to ask directly. They’d given me more than I’d be able to repay in a lifetime. It wasn’t my place to question any of their personal choices.

	Besides, I didn’t care. Nothing could make me love them less than I already did, than I always had. I just wanted to know if my theory was right.

	The embarrassing flipside that I sort of hated to admit was, if they really were together, then they probably had little interest in me and my female body. I chastised myself for feeling a little twinge of disappointment at that. How wrong was it to be secretly having thoughts about two men I’d seen practically as a family for so long?

	The rational voice in my head told me I ought to be ashamed. It seemed rather deviant to see Bryan and Owen as anything other than extensions of my dad. And yet, the dynamic intrigued me. I couldn’t shake the thought of having them as my actual sugar daddies, only much more healthy and loving. They were wealthy enough. I was young and dependent.

	Alone in my bed, I blushed, giggling softly. My fantasies were a warm little secret I kept tucked deep down inside, like gems to be held to the light in the privacy of my bedroom. They had a key to my floor, though they never used it, and we had a pretty open back-and-forth arrangement. Most days, we all ate at least one meal together. I found that I craved the family environment more than I ever had, now that mine was gone.

	If only they knew what I dreamed about when I was alone!

	One afternoon, I padded down the stairs in bare feet to Bryan and Owen’s place. The door, like usual, was unlocked, and I called out as I walked through the entryway. “Hello!”

	“In here, sweetie!” Owen called back. I followed the sound of his voice to the kitchen, where he stood over a pot on the stove. The air was full of the scent of something hearty stewing. My stomach growled.

	“Hi,” I said. “What are you making?”

	He shrugged. “There was a ton of beef leftover, so I decided we’re having stew tonight. You’re welcome to join us if you’re so inclined.” He glanced at a collection of empty prep and mixing bowls on the counter. “I was seriously considering homemade bread, too. What do you think?”

	“Yes!” I grinned. “Do you mind if I help? Dad and I used to make bread together sometimes.” The afternoons spent in the kitchen, kneading and rolling and pouring, were some of my favorite memories of him. He’d been an excellent teacher and an even better baker.

	“I’d love nothing more.” Owen pulled up a recipe on his tablet. “But I’m going to be honest with you—I’ve never done this before, so it might be a disaster.”

	“I think you mean an adventure,” I replied. “It’s okay. One time my dad tried to make a London roast, fell asleep on the couch without setting the timer, and woke up to smoke flooding out of the oven. When I saw the roast in the trash, I thought it was a brick from the fire pit outside.”

	Owen snorted. “Mark could bake anything under the sun, but he wasn’t much of a cook. Did he ever tell you about the time he almost flooded the dorms by cooking bacon in the lounge?”

	I told Owen I’d heard the beginning of that tale many times, but never its conclusion. “I think he was too embarrassed to finish the story.”

	“Our resident advisor said he came within seconds of setting the sprinklers off, in which case he might have had to pay for all the water damage. We unofficially banned him from cooking in the dorms after that. He was only allowed to go to the cafeteria, get takeout, or use the microwave with supervision.”

	I giggled madly. “Poor Dad! You guys were ruthless.”

	“Poor Dad?” Owen shot me a look. “We had to stand outside in the snow for four hours while they aired the smoke out. You could see it leaking out the windows. It was black.”

	I paused to catch my breath from laughing. “Is that why you always cooked on camping trips?”

	“You bet it was,” Owen confirmed. “No way were we risking a repeat of the Bacon Disaster of ’91. But if someone needed a birthday cake or a tray of brownies, Mark was the guy.”

	“He was the birthday party master,” I agreed. So many wonderful years of presents, balloons, cake, and laughter flashed through my head. As I mixed the dough together in the big glass bowl, a sudden wave of intense melancholy washed over me. The spoon stood still in my hand.

	“Val?” Owen touched my shoulder. “What’s wrong, hon?”

	I pressed my lips together, willing my eyes not to spill over. “Nothing. It’s just…” The tears came anyway. Owen handed me an extra thick paper towel in lieu of a tissue. “I don’t know. I guess it just hit me that he’s gone, and so are all those memories.” I sniffled. “It’s so hard to think there won’t be any more.”

	Owen took a deep breath. I heard him let it out through his nose. Then he came close and gathered me into his arms. “I know, baby. And the worst of it is, it’s going to hurt like hell for a long time. But you’ll never be alone because we’ll be right beside you all the way.” He squeezed me tenderly, his lips brushing my hair. I pressed my cheek into his shoulder.

	We stood like that for a long time. Neither of us said a word. The storm of sadness passed over me, but I didn’t want to let go of him just yet. His arms felt like they could hold me for the rest of my life, and in that moment, I wouldn’t have objected.

	Gradually, his grip loosened, but Owen didn’t move away. His hands dropped from the middle of my back to my waist, fingers meeting lightly in the small of my back. I knew that if I moved my head to look him in the eye, we’d be inches apart. He had to know it, too. Still, he stayed where he was. His fingers began to trace delicate patterns along my spine. The faint insinuation was of something more than platonic comfort in the depths of sorrow.

	I became acutely aware of his body against mine. He was somewhere in his forties, but the muscles beneath his expensively casual button-down were taut and finely honed. When I imagined looking up into his blue-grey eyes, a shiver coursed through my whole body.

	Again, Owen gave me the gentlest of squeezes. “Cold?” he asked quietly.

	“No.” Then I did turn toward him, and as I predicted, our faces were tantalizingly close. From this point-blank distance, his lips looked so soft and inviting. “I just, um…”

	“Tell me what you need.” Owen’s eyes were half-closed, watching me in a way that suggested he wasn’t talking about turning up the heat or putting on a sweater.

	I didn’t know how to answer. My heart and mind raced a million miles a minute. He seemed to lean in closer so that our lips were almost touching.

	But just as quickly and subtly, he moved away. An instant later, so did I. Keys jingled in the front door. Footsteps moved in the hall.

	“Anyone home?” Bryan called.

	“Well, it’s about time.” Owen’s answer didn’t skip a beat. “Get in here and help two amateurs make some dinner bread, will you?”

	A few moments later, Bryan popped his head into the kitchen. All he saw was Owen stirring the stew pot, and me with my hands in the newly mixed dough. He smiled. “You think between the three of us, we can sort of measure up to Mark?”

	“Not a chance,” Owen answered. “But we can give it our best shot.”

	Bryan started to flour the countertop. I hoped there wasn’t blush on my cheeks, and that he hadn’t somehow sensed the vibes in the room. “How’s your day, Val?” he asked, casting me another smile. “We’re not working you too hard, are we?”

	“Not at all,” I answered truthfully. “I love it. Best job I’ve ever had.”

	“Because of your amazing supervisors, right?” Owen added.

	I grinned. “That much goes without saying.” The dough rolled out of the bowl onto the marble counter. I showed Bryan how to knead it the same way my dad taught me, with the heels of my hands.

	“Look at you, already angling for a raise,” he teased as he followed my motions. “It’s been what, two weeks? I’m not sure we can contain such raw ambition.” His expression softened. “No, but really. We love having you around, Val. In the company and at home.” He paused. “I guess I’m just trying to say we love you, period. Feel free to stick around forever.”

	My attempt not to blush ended in utter failure. “I love you too.” I didn’t look at Owen, for fear something incriminating might creep onto my face. “And yeah, I think I’ll stay.”

	Owen didn’t say anything. But I could feel him smiling.

	 


 

	CHAPTER 5

	 

	Bryan

	 

	According to Owen, Valerie was thriving in her role as our lead merchandising intern. “She has a real eye for design and trends,” he said excitedly, “and no one can call her unenthusiastic. I’ve never seen an intern so ready to work her ass off every day.” But he wasn’t so sure about her prowess on the number-heavy business side of things. That part was up to me to evaluate.

	I’d started working with her on the bookkeeping after she had a few days to settle in at the company. Of course, as a widespread multi-outlet retailer, Paisley’s affairs were too complicated and sensitive for entry-level introductions, so I made up some mock copies for her to study and practice in the office. I could see that the math stressed her, and she admitted that she sometimes had trouble thinking in numbers.

	“I took some Business and Accounting classes as part of my major curriculum, but it’s probably not surprising those were my worst grades,” she told me sheepishly. “Maybe that’s why I wasn’t having much luck applying before.”

	I shrugged. “In any case, I’m here to fix that. Spreadsheets and invoices look intimidating until you understand how to fill them out and keep track of all your data. It’s really not so bad.’

	She looked unconvinced. The ledger I had given her lay open to a partially finished page. Valerie rested her head in her hand as she drummed the end of her pencil on the desk. “I just feel like this is all in a completely different language.”

	“Well, it is, kind of.” I pulled up a chair and sat down next to her, close enough that our knees touched under the desktop. She was wearing the lightest touch of some clean perfume that wafted toward me as she turned her head in my direction. “But it’s totally within your power to learn it.”

	Valerie chuckled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” She took a sip of her water. “I mean, I knew I’d have to deal with this stuff. They drill it into your head at school that merchandising isn’t all glitz and glamor or whatever. And I think if I understood it better, I’d like it more. Or at least I wouldn’t be fighting to stay awake.”

	I laughed. “In this office, you get extra credit for honesty.” Straightening the book in front of her, I picked up her pencil and put it back in her hand. “Listen, I’m fully aware this isn’t the most engaging aspect of your internship. You won’t hurt my feelings by telling the truth. But I’m still not letting you nap on the clock. Now, take a look at these rows here.”

	To Valerie’s credit, she bent back over her work, paying as much attention to me as she could muster. She was like her father that way, full of determination to do her job better than anyone else in the room. It was clear she felt she had a lot to prove. From my perspective, it wasn’t so true, but if that’s where she got her motivation, who was I to take it away?

	And the girl was a quick study in any case. For all she bemoaned her ability to work with numbers, Valerie was diligent about checking her work, and soon she made very few mistakes. When we had worked our way through one whole page in the book, I told her to take a well-deserved break.

	“Honestly, you’re crushing it,” I said. “You’re doing really well with this stuff. I’ve worked with huge clients who aren’t this competent at handling their books.”

	She rolled her eyes and gave me a little shove. “Oh, stop it. This is plain flattery, Bryan. I’m just a girl trying to live up to expectations.” The shadow of a blush clung to her cheeks. I thought she wore it well. Frankly, every little thing she did seemed to make Valerie lovelier. It was all I could do to pointedly remember that she was Mark’s daughter.

	“Consider my expectations surpassed,” I said, without pausing to think about how that might sound.

	She huffed good-naturedly. “Were they that low?”

	“That is not what I meant,” I fired back. “All I’m saying is, you don’t have to worry. You’ve been an exemplary employee thus far.”

	“Sounds like I’m on the fast track to full time, baby!” Her exuberant grin was infectious. “Just kidding. I don’t want you tom play favorites or give me special treatment. If I get hired on at the end of this internship, I want it to be because I deserve it.”

	That sort of resolve was just one of the many things I was growing to genuinely admire about Valerie Adamson. Unfortunately, such admiration meant my attraction to her kept moving in the wrong way. I had somewhat naively hoped that having her in such close proximity—essentially a tenant and a neighbor—might temper my initial feelings into something more appropriate to our relationship.

	It wasn’t working out that way, perhaps in part, because Owen and I had always been similarly attracted to her father. If he’d shown interest, we would have made room for him in our arrangement in a heartbeat. But he was a ladies’ man, through and through, much as he loved us.

	There was so much of his natural charm in his daughter. And Owen had told me about his little encounter with Valerie in the kitchen, the one I’d unwittingly thwarted. We were lying in bed together when he mentioned it. I put down my book immediately.

	“You’re positive that’s what she wanted?” I asked, not quite believing what he seemed to imply.

	“On my honor.” He held up his right hand. “If you hadn’t come home right then, we would have been kissing.” He pressed his lips together. “I should’ve let go of her sooner, but she didn’t want to pull away, and then neither did I. Looking back on it, I’m glad nothing happened, but…” He had trailed off, glancing up at me.

	I thought I got where he was going. “You feel like you might have blown your only chance?”

	Owen had winced as if the truth of it physically hurt him. “That’s gross, isn’t it?” he muttered. “Do you think these types of relationships can change? Should they change? That’s what I’m stuck on.”

	I was stumbling over that question too, especially now that it was me alone with pretty Valerie. Whenever we bantered back and forth, I wondered if she was flirting, or if she just enjoyed the witty conversation. Logic told me it could only be the latter, but Val was occasionally hard to read. She’d get a mischievous little twinkle in her tawny eyes. I wasn’t sure what it meant.

	The hours passed smoothly through the afternoon, and on into closing time. Every so often, I looked up from my desk to watch how the lengthening sun rays drenched her lustrous chestnut hair, making it gleam like polished wood. If Valerie was really concentrating hard, she drew a hank of it into her mouth or twirled it around her finger while she punched numbers into her calculator. In those

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
