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			Chapter 1

			Walking toward the hotel room he’d been staying in after work, Barton slowed his steps to pause and listen. No music. By the time he was halfway to his room over the last few weeks, he could not only hear music blasting, but it would be vibrating along the walls, too. He did wonder how the other people in the hotel could stand it, either. Putting his card into the door lock, he closed his eyes and entered the room, careful of where he stepped as usual. Leaning back against the door, he relished the quiet, even if it was only for a few minutes.

			Tessa Brown, niece to John Chase, had been living with him for the past several weeks while the two of them cleaned up the mess that had been at a recent factory that he’d been sent to check on. It just so happened that while Barton was there trying to figure out why the company that had been in business for several generations was losing money handing food, Tessa had been sent as well to check on things. She was a state inspector for food industries and was working for someone who had called off sick that morning.

			The little cake factory had been built on land that his family owned, and had asked for their help with an expansion that they were considering. Tessa had shown up as the state’s health inspector, and the two of them, with the help of the police, had had the place shut down when they’d found not just rats in the place but also dirty practices—barefooted workers, smoking and a plethora of other things going on while they were cooking that made him so ill that morning that he still couldn’t eat any sweets without getting slightly sick. 

			Barton might not have met Tessa previously if not for the fact that John, her uncle, had been trying to sell off the land that had been left to his sister when her husband had passed away—completely unrelated to the factory but just a coincidence really that the two of them had hooked up. Barton was happy for the time with her—at first. However, he was thrilled beyond words that he’d seen a part of her that—Christ, he thought. She was the biggest slob he’d ever encountered. It wasn’t just her being a slob that had pissed him off, but that she didn’t understand why it had upset him so much that she’d never picked up anything. Not even a toilet paper roll or used tissues that she tossed at the trash can and never hit. It, along with her eating in bed habits that had driven him to the brink of asking her to leave.

			Making his way to the bedroom of the suite that he was using, he nearly sat on the edge of the bed to call to the front desk. It was such a mess, not just the room but the entire suite, that he wanted to either leave it and take another room or have someone come and clean it. Again. When the man at the front desk answered, he had to take a deep breath before talking to him.

			“This is Barton Strong. I was wondering if you have someone on staff who could come and clean my room for me. I know that it’s been done already, but it could…I won’t lie to you. It’s a mess here, and I’ll pay whatever it takes to have it stripped down and recleaned. Sheets, towels, everything cleaned.” The man said he’d have a crew up there in a moment. “Thank you so much. Please let them know that I’m sorry for this mess and that…I’ll make it worth their while to do this for me.”

			“Very good, sir. I’m sending up three to…I believe this crew has cleaned your room before, sir.” It hurt him that he’d been, through no fault of his own, having extra help to clean his place without complaint. “Before I forget to tell you again, sir, when Ms. Brown left today, she turned in her pass key.” 

			Barton wanted to tell the man that she’d not be back with him ever again but he was sure that anyone on the floor he was on heard them arguing last night. It had been an ongoing event for the last two nights, the two of them coming to a head about not just the room—though that was bad enough but their lack of compatibility on a great many levels, as it turned out. Last night, it had all come to a head when all he’d wanted her to do was to clean up after herself. And to—a big one to him, stop fucking eating in the bed. 

			“Thank you so much for that information. I will make sure that I take care of the help when I’m ready to leave the day after tomorrow. You can count on it.” He would too. Leave the three of them a hefty tip even if he had to go to the bank to get cash for them. “I’ll wait for them to come up, then get out of their way by going to the dining room for dinner. I’ll be there if they have any questions. Or concerns, for that matter.”

			After the three women showed up, he got their names so that when he did leave, he would know who to leave the tips to. Giving them each two hundred dollars for them helping him now, he hoped that they’d be kind enough to make sure he didn’t come back to anything that resembled the room he had now. 

			The dining room in the hotel was top-notch. He loved their simple menu and the great chef who was behind the food. Tonight, he was going to have what he wanted and how he wanted it cooked. That had been another argument that he’d had with Tessa. She was forever changing his order on every little thing that he did. He should have seen her for what she was the first night they’d had dinner, but he had been getting laid regularly, and that had fogged up his head. He’d learned a valuable lesson in that.

			“You don’t need to have your steak rare, Bart,” she would say to him. Not only would she have him order a chicken breast, but she would call him that ridiculous shortened version of his first name. “I don’t like to see blood all over your plate. It makes me ill. You don’t want me to be ill, do you?” It wasn’t until the end of their stay together that he realized that her voice would go all whiney-like. Christ, that would have been the first thing his family would have noticed.

			So he relented. Several times over the course of the few weeks they’d been together, he’d not get what he wanted anywhere if she was with him. Tonight, he was going to have not just a steak, which he loved, rare Pittsburgh style, but he was going to have mushrooms on the side along with a baked potato with the works—French fries were not the only thing to go with steak according to Tessa—as well as French onion soup and bread sticks. He was going to eat every bite of it, even if he was going to be slightly uncomfortable when he was finished. Smiling to himself, he also ordered himself a beer, something that she told him she hated the smell of. This was his dinner, damn it.

			When his cell phone rang, he nearly didn’t answer it. But when he saw his brother’s goofy face as he pulled it the rest of the way out of his pocket, he was glad to hear from him. Maverick was a nerd about numbers, but he was a lot funnier than the rest of his family. He started out by telling him how he’d heard from Trevor, who was on another site like he was for a company issue.

			“You think things will be sorted out soon there? I know that you’re going to have the building torn down. Christ, I read the report about the factory, and it turned me off of sweets forever, I think.” Barton told him that he hadn’t had any since he’d been there the first day. “Did you read the report? It said that there was such an infestation of rats in that place that as soon as the heavy loaders hit the wall, they had to run from their dozers because the rats there had swarmed them. Christ, I can’t imagine what—”

			“Enough. Please.” He was glad that he’d finished eating before talking to his brother. “Something less nasty, please. Has Jade’s mom had the baby yet?”

			Jade, Jenson’s wife, was going to adopt her mother’s baby when he was born. Hilda felt that she was too old to raise a baby properly and had asked if Jade would do it. It was going to work out well for all parties as Jenson was excited to become a dad so soon after marrying Jade, and they were planning more kids. Jenson was also working to become the congressman to their state and on to being president when he had enough work under his belt to do that. He was extremely proud of his brother and sister-in-law.

			“Not yet. It’s driving her crazy to be on bed rest, though. Being in her forties and having such a large baby was really taking its toll on her. Jade said that she’s enjoying having her mom around to talk to, but she knew that she’d not be able to just lay around like her mother is.” Barton said he didn’t think he could do it either. He liked to be moving. “So, have you gotten Tessa squared away?”

			Trevor was the only one who knew how much trouble he was having with Tessa. He’d called him the first time she’d begged him to have unprotected sex with her. He didn’t do that. None of his unmarried brothers would have unprotected sex with any woman that they were seeing. But the morning he’d woke up with her on his naked cock had been the final straw. That had been two mornings ago and the last time he’d slept with her. Christ, he’d been terrified and was still a little that she might have gotten what she wanted. Even though she had said she just wanted natural sex and didn’t want a child either, he no more believed her than Trevor did when he told him about it. It had been one argument after another with her since that morning.

			“She moved out today. After making a mess—it’s really not that she made a bigger mess than she normally does, but I couldn’t take it anymore. Who tears all the blankets off the bed and tosses them to the floor to have a meal in the bed? No one but her. Then there are the towels. Why did it take her five towels to dry? Sure, she wrapped her hair in one of them, but what about the other four? She’s gone, and I couldn’t be happier. And if you ask me, this is the perfect reason for me not to have a wife. I’m too picky about how they leave things.” Trevor asked him if he tossed out his personal things. “You mean my toothbrush? Yes. I tossed out not only that but the paste, my hair brush, and anything that I used to clean up with. I picked myself up replacements on my way here tonight. Hoping and counting that she was gone. I’m so very glad that she is, Trevor. I don’t know how much longer—did I tell you that I didn’t invite her to stay here in the first place? She just showed up with her things on the first day.” Barton let himself into his room after being told that it was ready and smiled at the cleanliness of his room. The smell was wonderful as well.

			“You told me.” Barton leaned back in his chair as he looked around his room. “Are you in your room now? I have some things that I want you to look at on your computer.”

			“Yes, hang on.” The two of them went over contracts for the next hour. When he stepped into the bathroom to change into something more comfy, he touched all the clean towels there and even set out his toothbrush and hairbrush. It was his space, and he was never so happy to not have to share as he was right then. Barton didn’t want to share his things ever again. He was going to stay single from now on just so he’d not have to do that. Women were messy, and he wasn’t in the mood, he thought, to be made to be messy, too.

			After getting off the computer and phone with his brother, Barton undressed and got into bed. The sheets were soft and tight on the mattress. All the pillows were there for him to use, and when he turned off the light, he was equally thrilled that there wasn’t a glow from someone else’s phone or the television blaring some music well into the morning.

			He did feel slightly bad for the argument that they’d had. Barton had been careful not to say things that he would regret later. Also, he didn’t call her names, though she didn’t have any trouble with calling him all kinds of names. Now that he thought about it, being away from her, he could see that he had really wanted it to work, to have someone in his life as a stable person, but he’d rushed things, or they both had, and he was glad that he’d made his mistake on his own rather than getting her moved into his home where his family might well have been hurt when their relationship had gone to shit.

			~*~

			Toria didn’t say anything while the argument went on around her. There were a lot of different subjects that she could have commented on, but she kept her opinions to herself. Not that it would have done her any good to have spoken, but she was able to observe her family at their not-so-best. 

			When Jake, the house butler, entered the room, she smiled at him when he looked in her direction. Putting out her hand, she received not just a cup of tea, which she desperately needed, but a warm cinnamon bun, too. Thanking him, she watched as he maneuvered around the furniture and people to lay out the rest of the treats he’d brought in. Toria looked at her dad when he looked at her.

			“Well? Do you have anything to add to this? I’m not saying that it will do any good, but I’d like to have your—”

			“Of course, she has an opinion of what is going on. She forever has to put her two cents in where it’s none of her concern.” Toria said nothing to her sister, who had called them all here in the first place. “Well? What is it, Victoria? Tell me how you would have done things differently so that you weren’t left at the altar.”

			“Lorie, don’t be so dramatic. You weren’t left at the altar. You weren’t even picking out wedding invitations with him.” Her mother looked at her as she continued. “Do hand me one of those napkins, Toria. And if you can reach it, would you be so kind as to pour me some tea?”

			Jake poured tea for not just her mom but her father, too. Toria didn’t engage with her sister while she finished her bun. First of all, she knew that whatever she said wouldn’t be welcomed, and secondly, she wanted to eat her breakfast, no matter how small it was, so that she could get out of there faster. When she finished, licking her fingers for effect, Toria grinned at her grannie when she laughed. 

			“Why does everyone take her advice over mine?” Grannie pointed out to Lorie that Toria hadn’t said a word yet, but Lorie wasn’t having it. “It’s not as if she wasn’t left standing there too.”

			That statement might have hurt her years ago, but she had been widowed seven years ago, not left at the altar. Not to mention, she and Sherman had been married for a full year before he had died. Picking up another bun that she wasn’t sure that she wanted, Toria looked at her sister.

			“I don’t know why you’re surprised that Jimmy left you, Lorie. The two of you fought more than you were friendly together. Not to mention, you told us when you first started dating each other that he didn’t want to marry. Not ever. So why you’re suddenly surprised that he told you he wasn’t going to propose to you is beyond anyone sitting in this room.” Lorie claimed that she loved him. “No, you didn’t. You loved what he might represent to you in the way of a rich husband. The two of you bickered more like you and I do every time you were together more than you did as a loving couple.”

			“I suppose you never fought with Sherman. That he was the perfect man for you. Well, I don’t want a perfect man.” Toria snorted and told her that she was far from perfect herself. “You bitch.”

			“Mommy?” Before she could put her teacup aside, she was holding her son, Shermie. Perfect timing, she thought before she and Lorie got into another fight that would have her parents upset. “I was outside with Grannie’s dog, and he pooped in the yard. Wanna come and see it?”

			“Thanks, but I’ll pass.” He was six and liked six-year-old stuff. He could and would defuse an argument between her and Lorie faster than her dad could. Dad took her son to the kitchen, holding onto his humor as he told him that they’d wash up. Toria looked at Lorie. “When are you going to get it through your thick head that no one is going to marry you because you want them to. You can’t order someone to love you. You can’t even make someone like you. Just fucking grow up.” Mom told her to watch her language. Growling low in her throat, she told her mom that she was sorry, then added that it was true.

			“True or not, you don’t have to use that language around here, honey. What if your son started using that word?” She didn’t tell her that he had done that already, but Mom looked at Lorie. “Just as your sister said, he told you that he wasn’t going to marry you. He only wanted to hang out with you a little before he made his way back to college. You yourself told me that he wasn’t the type of person that you wanted in a husband. I don’t have any idea why you think that just because he left—as he said he was going to do—to go back to school, you took that to mean that he left you like he was going to marry you at any second. Lorie, you’re only eighteen years old. Far too young to be trying to make someone marry you. If this is finished here, and I’m telling you that it is, I have two meetings that I have to attend, not to mention that Shermie and I are having dinner together. It’s our date night.”

			“Why are you going out to dinner with a six-year-old when I’m right here?” Lorie went after Mom, telling her that she should be taking her out to dinner and not a kid. Toria looked at her grannie when she laughed.

			“I’d like to tell your mother to take Lorie out so that she can teach her some manners at the dinner dates, but I doubt that it would end well for either of them. Besides, I think that Hanna enjoys having Shermie as her date more than she does my son. How is he doing now that you have him in private school, Toria?” She told her grannie that he was adjusting better than he had been before. “I would never have thought that he could do well at public school with the way his upbringing has been. How many times have the two of you circled the globe? Seven? Eight? Why the boy knows more languages than I do and I’m older. He’s a smart little man, too, isn’t he?”

			“Yes. Right now, he’s taking high school classes along with a few college ones to keep him happy. And I love the fact that he can come here with mom and dad and be a kid. I believe that was the problem with his stressing out when he was in public school. There was never any time set aside for him to be a six-year-old.” Grannie told her that he was very good at being a six-year-old. “I agree. And I don’t want him to ever forget that.”

			“You won’t allow him to be anything but happy. He couldn’t have been born to a better mother than you, Toria.” She thanked her grannie. “What are you going to do about Lorie? She’s going to be driving everyone crazy until she finds herself some other man to cling to. I’ve never seen a child so hyped up to be married than she is. I think she’s been talking about it since she was ten years old.” 

			“I was eighteen when I got married.” Grannie told her that she and Sherman had been together for a very long time. “Yes, since I was in kindergarten and he was in first grade. Once I saved him from a dog on the playground, then we never separated. However, I don’t know that things would have lasted between us. Not if we were getting married today. Things are so much different nowadays.”

			“I’m glad that you see it that way, child. I want you to be happy again. I don’t think that you’ve been happy or dating, for that matter, for a long time, have you?” She shrugged; this was a conversation that she would only have with her grannie. They were closer than she and her mom were. “I know that there is someone out there for you. For Lorie, too, if she were to ever give herself time to grow up. But you’ll see. Someone will come along and sweep you off your feet, and you’ll be as happy as you ever had been.”

			“That would be nice, but I’m not a single person. They’d have to love my son, too. And we both know that he has his own difficulties when it comes to trusting people.” They both nodded. Shermie was terrified of men thanks to him being kidnapped when he’d been four. He only trusted people that were in his family and no one else. She glanced at the clock over the fireplace. “I
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