
        
            
                
            
        

    Double Jeopardy
Synopsis
Katie James didn’t plan on being a runaway bride. Twice. But when the gorgeous, accomplished, former love of her life, Emma Reed, reappears in her life the week of her wedding, will Katie risk everything for another chance with the woman who might be her soul mate?
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CHAPTER ONE
Today was supposed to be all about filling out forms to solidify a business arrangement, carefully planned and completely sterile in its efficiency. Today wasn’t supposed to hold any surprises, but the one standing not six feet away was massive, monumental, mind-blowing.
I’d been here before. Well, not here actually, but at another courthouse, waiting in line at the clerk’s office, forms in hand, ready to file the papers to obtain a marriage license. Not with the woman who was holding my hand right now, but with the one who was standing six feet away—Emma Reed—who was seemingly unaware I still existed. Right now, I kind of wished I didn’t.
“Names, please.”
The clerk’s voice shook me out of my reverie, but when I finally focused, I realized she was calling the couple in front of us. I breathed easy again before I felt a hard squeeze to my hand.
“Are you okay?”
I tore my gaze from Emma and back to Ann Koen, the woman I was going to marry in less than a week. “I’m good. Yes. Why?”
“Because you seem a little distracted. Jitters?”
Ann gave me one of the condescending smiles I’m sure she thought was endearing, but which made me want to hurl. Not an ideal reaction to your future wife. I squelched my annoyance and smiled brightly back. “Nope. All good here.” I turned as I spoke, to keep from drawing attention, praying Emma would finish whatever she was doing and leave before she spotted me. A second later I heard a familiar voice and knew my plan had failed.
“Hi, Katie. It’s been a long time.”
Way to be direct. It had been a long time. Eight years to the month, but who’s counting? I cast a quick glance at Ann who was watching the two of us with the same penetrating stare she used in the boardroom, and I resolved to keep this reunion simple, quick, despite the fact Emma was even more good-looking than I remembered. I pushed past the guarded expression she wore and thrust out my hand like we were mere acquaintances instead of almost-marrieds.
“Hello, Emma. It’s good to see you.” I turned to Ann. “Emma is an old friend. Emma, meet Ann, my fiancée.” I was so busy injecting distance and formality into the introduction, I wasn’t quite sure if I’d seen Emma wince slightly at the word fiancée, but I was pretty sure she had. I’d considered trying to make it out of this situation without saying the F-word, but I knew Ann’s predilection for telling everyone we encountered about our engagement, and Emma deserved to hear the news directly from me, since I was to blame for any wedding PTSD she might have. Which begged the question of what she was doing here, ostensibly alone, but before I could ask, Ann took over.
She stuck out her hand. “Good to meet you. You must be a friend from Katie’s past because she hasn’t mentioned you before. Are you here to get a license too?” She glanced around as if she could spot a fiancée wandering about looking for a mate.
Emma’s eyebrows narrowed in confusion. “License?” She glanced at the sign above the clerk’s window. “Oh no. I’m here doing some research on a deed for a client.”
“Realtor?”
“Lawyer.”
“Ah.” Ann’s tone had gone from mildly curious to total approval, and I recognized the shift for the snobbery it was, but even I had trouble hiding my surprise at the revelation.
“You went to law school?” I asked.
Emma’s attention shifted back to me and the heat of it swept me back in time. “I did. I’m working at Dunley Thornton, downtown. Have been for a few months now.”
While Ann chatted Emma up more, now that she found a reason to find her interesting, I digested the information that Emma had moved on with her life with no apparent residual ill effects from our last encounter. I knew I should be grateful, but my feelings right now were a swirled up mix of relief and regret, neither one sitting well on my already roiling stomach. I tuned back in to hear Ann say, “We should all get together for dinner. In addition to impending nuptials, Kate and I have mutual business interests that could benefit from outside counsel.”
I hated when she used words like nuptials, but I refrained from shaking my head in frustration lest Emma witness my annoyance. I’d convinced myself that pretending to be happy would eventually lead to the real thing, and I wasn’t ready to let go of that particular belief. But the idea of sitting through dinner with the former love of my life, watching Ann ply Emma for free legal advice, was more than I could bear. “Honey, I’m sure Emma is very busy and so are we.”
“Too busy to catch up with an old friend?” Emma’s smile told me she sensed there was more to this story. “Nonsense.”
“Coffee then,” I said, thinking quickly. Apparently, this confrontation was going to happen, but I’d be damned if it was going to happen in front of Ann. “You and I can catch up on old times, and then we’ll schedule a real appointment with you, after the wedding.”
Did Emma wince again when I said the word wedding? Maybe I’d imagined it, but I didn’t dwell. That should be my mantra. Don’t dwell. Because if I did, then I’d never be able to make the decisions that had to be made no matter how distasteful they might be.
“Coffee would be perfect.” Emma gave me her card. “My cell’s on there. I look forward to hearing from you.” She shook Ann’s hand and walked away. I studiously avoided watching her go, conscious that Ann was watching me the way she always did. Instead, I pretended to be studying the sign listing the requirements for a marriage license.
“She seems nice.”
I kept pretend-reading the sign. “What? Oh, yes, I suppose she is.”
“How do you know her?”
I heard the slight edge beneath Ann’s friendly tone. She was digging, and I had to give her something or she would tunnel through my privacy to get answers. “We were in college together at Richards. She joined the Air Force after we graduated, but I haven’t seen her in years, so something must’ve changed.” I shrugged to signal it was of no consequence to me and hoped Ann bought my feigned indifference.
“Smart woman. Law is a much better field than the military. I mean, I think it’s great to serve our country and all, but it’s such a thankless occupation.”
For the second time in less than an hour, my annoyance bubbled to the surface. “It’s only thankless because we choose not to award it the same value as other careers.”
“You’re adorable when you’re passionate,” Ann said with her condescending smile just as the clerk called our names. “Let’s channel some of that passion into this.” She pointed to the window and stepped up to present the paperwork for our license. For a second, I stood frozen in place only able to watch her and wonder when my life had gotten so completely out of hand. When I was sure she wasn’t looking, I glanced back toward the exit, wishing Emma would reappear and that my failed past could be rewritten, but I knew as surely as I’d known that fateful day, some mistakes simply couldn’t be fixed.
I stepped up beside Ann and swore to the clerk that all the information on the forms was correct, and offered a silent prayer that this wasn’t another one of those mistakes.
 
* * *
 
“Are you going to call her? Huh? Are you?”
My best friend, Betty, wasn’t known for being subtle or patient, and as much as I knew this, I’d still chosen to tell her about running into Emma at the courthouse, which probably said something about me, but I wasn’t in the mood for introspection. Especially not with an impatient seamstress poking at me with a dozen pins. “No. Absolutely not. And put that card back in my purse.”
Betty sighed and shoved Emma’s business card into my bag. “But you said you would.”
I waved her off. “It was one of those polite things you say. No one means it or expects you to really call. Especially not when I haven’t talked to her since…” I let the statement hang in the air, certain there was universal agreement that it wasn’t a good idea to go calling on the ex you’d dumped, especially not a week before your wedding to another woman.
“Huh.” She frowned, and then took a long drink from the expensive champagne the owner of the dress shop had left for us.
I spent a few seconds resisting the urge to take the bait before I gave in. “What? And don’t say nothing because clearly you have something you want to say.”
“Is she still hot?”
Not the question I’d expected, and caught off guard, I blurted out, “Oh, so hot. Better than ever.” I shook my head as if I could shake away the hotness in favor of acting rational. “But Ann’s hot too.”
“Different kind of hot. Emma was always hot hot and Ann is…well, she’s more of an icy hot.”
“That doesn’t even make sense.”
“Think about it. You’ll come around.”
I didn’t confess that I’d thought of little else since Ann and I had run into her at the courthouse yesterday. But my thoughts weren’t limited to comparing Ann’s and Emma’s physical appeal. I’d started a running list of all their traits, stacked side by side, which wasn’t really fair to Ann since when it came to Emma, I was operating entirely from memory. It was possible she was no longer funny and charming and smart and honorable and…The possibilities were endless, but my little exercise in pros and cons was pointless. Ann and I were getting married in a week and nothing was going to change that. Too many people and plans hung in the balance.
“She’s a lawyer,” I blurted out.
“Well, that’s a twist. What happened to the Air Force?”
The memory of Emma in her dress blues nearly caused my knees to buckle. “Pour me a glass of that stuff before you drink it all.” While Betty poured, I let my mind wander back to the exact circumstances when I’d last seen Emma wearing that outfit—the last time I’d seen her before yesterday. “I don’t know. I don’t know what kind of law she’s practicing. I don’t know anything, including what I’m supposed to do with the information she’s back in Dallas. For all I know, she’s married with kids.”
“Was she wearing a ring? And don’t tell me you didn’t look.”
I hung my head. “No ring. But that doesn’t mean anything.”
“True. If you called her, you might find out.”
“Not happening.” I gestured at the yards of material enveloping my body. “I’ve got a pretty full schedule for the foreseeable future.”
“Chicken.”
“Am not.”
“Are too.”
In an act of stunning maturity, I stuck out my tongue.
“Looks like things are getting a little out of hand in here.”
Damn. Ignoring the pleas of the seamstress, I turned and saw my future mother-in-law filling the doorframe. “Hello, Mary.” She hated when I called her by her first name, and I took whatever pleasure I could in doing so as often as possible.
“Would you like a drink?” I resisted adding, You’re paying for it after all, since I’m sure she was acutely aware. Not my problem if she had to buy her daughter a bride. My only problem was being for sale in the first place.
It wasn’t that Ann wasn’t a catch. She was rich and good-looking, and her family was well-respected, but they didn’t have a few crucial things they needed for world domination and I held the key. Hence the merger we were calling marriage. After the vows and cake and dancing, everyone would go back to their normal lives, but I would be the new wife of Ann Koen, and together our families would dominate the oil industry in the entire Southwest. Ann could check the Acquire a Wife for Society Functions box, and I could rest easy knowing I’d given up personal happiness for a practical and very necessary purpose. Romantic, I know, but I didn’t have a choice.
Mary’s only response was to pour herself a whiskey from the crystal decanter on the bar cart. The decanter looked heavy, like murder-weapon heavy, and I filed that thought away under the heading If You Decide to Make a Break for It. I wouldn’t, though. Being a runaway bride once is bad enough, but twice? Not going to happen.
Mary circled the pedestal where I stood, hemmed in place by pins and measuring tape, micromanaging the tailoring. I knew it was her way of dominating the situation to ensure she had complete control. The sad part was that she did. Neither Ann nor I had decided virtually anything about these nuptials, from the diamond on my ring finger to the flavor of the cake. I doubted Ann cared about any of what she would call sentimental notions and I supposed the details didn’t matter. This wasn’t my first trip down the aisle, and nobody liked a picky bride on repeat. Besides, under Mary’s careful direction, we’d have the best that money could buy. Everything would be picture perfect, literally, since Texas Monthly was doing a full spread on the romantic and business merger of our two families.
“All done,” the seamstress said, brushing her hands and standing back to admire her work. “She’s beautiful.”
“Yes, yes, she is,” Mary said, holding a fold of fabric between her fingers to make it clear she was talking about the dress and not me.
I called out to Betty, “How do I look?”
“Amazing as always. The dress doesn’t look half bad either.”
I spent a second reveling in Mary’s frown of distaste, certain she’d prefer I’d chosen a more demure maid of honor for what she’d said numerous times would be a very dignified occasion. But Betty had been by my side when I’d run out of my first wedding, and I needed her to ground me or I’d never make it to the big day. “Sounds like everyone is happy. I better get out of this thing before I accidentally rip it or spill something on it.”
Mary didn’t take the cue to leave the room. “I’d like to speak to you alone for a moment.” She shot a pointed look at Betty. “Family business.”
I didn’t hesitate. “Betty is family to me. Whatever you have to say, you can say in front of her.” I didn’t point out that she hadn’t asked the seamstress to leave the room, likely because she considered her the help and therefore not important enough to consider at all. I stepped out of the dress and began putting on my regular clothes while Mary stewed, but I wasn’t going to be bullied into talking to her alone.
“Very well then. I spoke with our attorney and he hasn’t received the signed agreement.”
I knew exactly what she was talking about, but I played dumb. “Agreement?”
“The prenuptial agreement.” Her voice dropped on the word prenuptial like it was a dirty secret.
“Oh, that. I need to look at it again.”
“Your family’s attorney has already reviewed it and signed off.”
I didn’t bother asking how she knew that nugget of information, but I made a silent vow to throat-punch Randall Thatcher for his indiscretion. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to read through it again myself.”
“Please do. And I hope you aren’t simply stalling in hopes that I’ll give up on this issue. Because I assure you, I will not.”
“I’m certain you won’t,” I said. I softened my tone. “Look, I know you find this whole arrangement unsavory and your family has more at stake than mine, but I’m committed to making this work and I’m not interested in hijacking your family fortune beyond what we’ve worked out. I’ve been very busy with wedding prep, but I promise, I will read through it again and have it back to you by tomorrow.”
Mary’s expression softened into something slightly less than bitch face. “Very well. Please don’t forget. And don’t forget about dinner tonight. It will be the first time you meet the extended family and I’d like you to wear the Valentino I had sent over. It will look lovely with the suit Ann has picked out.”
I barely resisted rolling my eyes or laughing at Betty who was doing exactly that across the room. What was with Mary’s desire to dress her daughter and her wife-to-be in matching clothes? When she finally left the room, Betty burst out laughing.
“What in the name of all that is holy was that?” she asked.
“She’s used to being in control of anything remotely connected to her family.”
“Ya think?”
“Ann says she’ll settle down once the wedding’s over.”
“I wouldn’t count on it. A dragon lady like that doesn’t suddenly lose her love of setting things on fire.”
I waved her off. “It’s fine.” It wasn’t but pretending everything about this entire situation was normal was the only survival tactic I knew.
“I think you should have an attorney, not Thatcher, review that prenup.”
“There isn’t time. Besides, Ann assures me the language is boilerplate.”
“And she has no motive to lie.”
“Ann has plenty of faults, but dishonesty isn’t one of them. Do you really think I’d marry a liar?”
Betty looped her arm through mine. “I don’t. But I didn’t believe you’d marry someone you don’t love either.” Before I could respond to set her straight, she pulled out her phone. “As your maid of honor, I’m taking control of this piece.” She typed out a message and I heard the swoosh of it sending. “I just texted you the details for your appointment with a lawyer tomorrow. It’ll take an hour tops and I insist.”
I looked at my phone and read and reread the text that had just arrived, the name of the law firm nagging at the edges of my memory for a moment and then sinking in. “No, wait. This is Emma’s firm. How? When?”
“I texted her while you were going back and forth with Dragon Lady. Emma has an opening tomorrow and so do you.”
“Uh, no. Not a chance.”
“It’s the perfect opportunity for you to talk to her. Clear the air.”
“You don’t think the intervening eight years have been enough for that?”
“I’m pretty sure the silent treatment never cleared up anything.”
“Whatever.” I knew Betty well enough to know she wasn’t going to let this go. “She knows it’s me?”
“Nope. Which gives you the element of surprise. Make the most of it.” Betty’s smile was broad and I could tell she was quite pleased with herself. I should be mad, angry, furious she’d contacted Emma without my permission, but a small part of me was relieved. It was time I had a few minutes alone with Emma so I could properly apologize for leaving her the day before our wedding, even if I had to pay her hourly rate for the privilege of doing so.



CHAPTER TWO
When the receptionist called my name, I stood and smoothed my skirt. I’d spent way too much time selecting an outfit for my meeting with Emma, but since I was going all in, I might as well look nice for whatever was about to happen. I walked toward the receptionist’s desk and she pointed me to a nice-looking woman in her forties standing in the doorway to the inner sanctum.
“Hi, I’m Rita, Ms. Reed’s assistant. She asked me to apologize for keeping you waiting.” Rita motioned for me to follow her. “Right this way.”
“I wasn’t waiting long,” I said, nerves fueling the need to make conversation. “A few minutes at most.”
Rita tossed me a smile over her shoulder. “Good. Would you like something to drink? Coffee, a soda?”
I was actually dying of thirst until l envisioned coffee cascading down the front of my light tan suit. “I’m good, thanks.”
“Okay.” She stopped in front of a door and knocked. “Go on in. She’s expecting you.”
I watched her walk away, wishing I was following her still, because now that I was standing in front of Emma’s door, this meeting seemed like the worst idea ever. When Rita was out of sight, I considered making a break for it, but Emma popped her head out the door and nearly scared me to death.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
I took a minute to catch my breath. “I have an appointment with you.”
She narrowed her eyes in a move I recognized as thinking mode. “You’re K. Koen?”
“Well, not yet. Betty made the appointment. She thought it would be good for us to talk and decided, at the very least, I could purchase an hour of your time.”
Emma laughed. “I guess Betty hasn’t changed. Well, since you’re here, you may as well come on in.”
I wasn’t expecting to encounter easygoing Emma. I mean, I figured she’d been too caught off guard at the clerk’s office to be anything other than polite yesterday, but her pleasant demeanor now that we were alone took me by surprise. “Are you sure? I mean, I totally get it if you never want to see me again.”
She gestured toward her office. “I’m not the one who ran away.”
She had a point. A good one. My personal discomfort aside, it was time to make things right. Or as right as I could make them. I walked in and sat in the chair she pointed out, taking a moment to glance around. Her office was nice sized and the walls were covered with framed diplomas and accolades from her military service. Apparently, Emma had spent little time nursing her wounds after our abrupt breakup. Last I’d heard, she’d deployed with her Air Force squadron.
“When did you go to law school?”
She cocked her head. “That’s your first question?”
“I chose randomly. Do I only get a certain number?”
“You did say you were only buying an hour of my time.”
“Fair enough. If we go over, I promise I’ll pay.”
“Okay. I applied about six months before I finished active duty and I graduated two years ago. Columbia. I started working for the New York office of Dunley while I was still in school and transferred here last month.”
That explained why we hadn’t crossed paths. “Pretty nice office for a two year associate.”
“I do okay.”
I was fishing and I knew it. The last time we’d spoken, ambition had been at the forefront of our discussion. Me in my wedding dress and her in her dress blues with a church full of people waiting across town. Not my best day and I didn’t want to revisit it, but I owed her an apology at the very least. “I’m sorry.”
“That I do okay? That I have a nice office?”
“You know that’s not what I meant.”
She leaned back in her chair and studied me while I struggled not to squirm under her stare and prayed her anger would be swift. But she didn’t look angry. Contemplative, curious, but not angry. “Are you going to say something?”
“Once upon a time there were a lot of things I wanted to say, but it kind of feels like the window has closed.” She sighed. “We were about to get married and you left me. You sent your father to explain, but he picked up the entire tab, so there’s that.” She shifted in her chair, a move I recognized as emotional discomfort. “Yes, I was mad and I thought I’d never want to see you again, but a lot has happened since I last saw you and it kind of puts things in perspective.”
I don’t know what I’d expected, but the complete lack of emotion of any kind—anger, relief, disappointment—wasn’t it. I’d worked hard to suppress the memories of that day, but they always simmered close to the surface, a barrier to exploring anything deeper with anyone else. I’d tried, God knows, I’d tried. In my attempts to bury the memory of the greatest love I’d ever known, I’d actively sought out a replacement to fill the void, but no one measured up. No one.
“Now that we’re both in Dallas,” she said, “maybe there’s room for us to try and be friends.”
She said it like it was an afterthought. A casual tossing of a bone. Friends. What did that even mean for two people who’d shared a bed and their most intimate hopes, dreams, and secrets?
“She seems nice.”
Once again Emma’s words cut through my reflections. “What?”
“Your fiancée. Ann?”
I hid my surprise that she remembered Ann’s name behind a fake smile. Apparently we’d just transitioned into the let’s-be-friends part of our reunion where we discussed our significant others. “Yes, she is,” I lied.
“When’s the big day?”
“Next week. Saturday.” I delivered the details in a flat recitation. What I really wanted to do was scream, Why are you so blasé about this? Doesn’t this make you angry? But I detected no emotion from her, and I’d lost the right to ask for anything beyond the few minutes I’d reserved to make my apology.
“Your text said you wanted me to go over a prenup?”
I shook my head. “No. Betty made that up to get me in here. She thought we should talk. I mean, there is a prenup, but I’m good.” Why did I say that?
“I’d be happy to look at it for you. I won’t even charge unless you need me to rewrite it.”
Why was she being so accommodating? I wanted her to yell, scream, show some emotion, but all I was getting were congratulations and here let me help yous. Maybe if she saw the prenup in all its legal glory, she’d get really pissed and give me the outrage I’d expected. “I…”
“Do you have it with you?”
“Uh, no…but I can email it to you.”
“Perfect. If you still have my card, the address is on there.”
“I do.” I stood abruptly, ready to run, but determined to merely stride confidently from her office. I didn’t have to follow up on the promise to send the email. I didn’t have to see her again. I’d done my part by coming here and apologizing, and I could close this chapter of my life and move on.
I should feel relieved, but all I felt was sad.
 
* * *
 
Later that night I met Ann at her favorite restaurant. She was big on eating out. She didn’t like to cook and she wasn’t interested in having her future wife be domestic. She assured me that once we were married and living under the same roof, we’d have help that would allow us to enjoy nice, home-cooked meals, but in the meantime, she was all about the no muss, no fuss dining out.
The hostess took us to our table and Ann pulled out my chair in a gesture some might find endearing and chivalrous. Once I was seated, she asked, “Do you mind if I order for us?”
I did mind. A lot. It was such a condescending question, loaded with assumptions about my ability to choose anything, let alone my own meal, properly. But I was tired and emotionally whipped after seeing Emma, and I didn’t want to start a fight. If this marriage was about love and romance, I wouldn’t be here, but it was a business arrangement and business arrangements often came with baggage. “That sounds good, thanks.”
I barely listened while she rattled off questions to the server and placed our order. When she was done, she rambled about her day and all the important connections she’d made. She waited until after our meal was served before finally winding back around to the biggest business transaction looming between us. “Mother says you haven’t signed the prenup.”
“I need to read through it once more.”
“It’s fairly standard.”
“I’m sure it is, but since I’ve never been married before and never been asked to sign one, it’s not standard to me.” I delivered the white lie with ease.
She smiled indulgently. “Good point. It’s totally fine with me if you’d like to have an attorney go over it. Someone besides your family’s attorney. I realize our union is primarily business, but it’s personal too. I mean, you’re going to be with me for the rest of your life. It’s not a bad idea for you to be satisfied as well. What about your lawyer friend? The one we ran into at the clerk’s office?”
Tangled up in her biz speak were some strings of caring, which made me feel guilty for not mentioning I’d already been to see Emma and she’d offered to review the prenup. But now that I had Ann’s blessing, it would be all right to take Emma up on her offer, right?
If only I could turn back time a few short days so that we’d never run into Emma at the clerk’s office. We’d been in the building that day for less than an hour. What were the chances we’d run into the woman I’d left practically at the altar, not to mention that she’d be an attorney who had now volunteered to review the prenup for the marriage I was about to make? I could hear Betty’s voice echoing in my head, telling me nothing about these circumstances was random, but was I really supposed to believe Emma had reappeared in my life for some grand plan?
“You’ve barely touched your steak,” Ann said, pointing the end of her knife at my plate.
“I guess I’m not as hungry as I thought.” I touched my hand to my forehead. “I haven’t been feeling well today. I’ll get the rest of this wrapped up to go. I should call it a night.”
“If you’re coming down with something, that would definitely be a good idea. No sense both of us getting sick.”
She was so sentimental. “Thanks. I’ll call you tomorrow?”
“Perfect. If you’re still not feeling well then, I’ll meet with the wedding planner on my own. We’ll simply be reviewing the seating arrangements one more time and I get the sense that wasn’t really your thing.”
That was a huge overstatement. I thought all the hours we’d wasted on the seating arrangements so far was a colossal waste of time and going back for more? No way. It was a wedding. You showed up, you wished everyone well, you sat, you danced, ate your cake, and then it’s over. Why we should spend hours agonizing over who would sit where and why was beyond me. The back-and-forth made my head spin but saying so would only signal I was not completely invested in the festivities, and it was critical that I be completely invested or at least act like it until after this marriage was a lock. “Thank you.”
She paid the bill and walked me to the valet stand, dutifully waiting until I was in my car before leaving on her own. The first thing I did when I got home was change out of my work clothes and tug on my ratty college sweats in an act of I’m-still-single rebellion. One night I’d stopped by Ann’s house to deliver some papers and she’d answered the door wearing silk lounging pajamas—the kind you imagined old Hollywood starlets would wear. Who dressed like that?
I poured a glass of red, some random blend—Ann would’ve been horrified at the lack of vintage—and sank into the couch with my laptop. I had one of those email programs that merged all my email accounts into one giant inbox and right now it was an even mix of last-minute wedding details and semi-urgent business emails, both demanding my attention with equal weight. I fired off answers to the most urgent and flagged the ones that could wait until tomorrow. And then I came across one from emmareed@dunleythornton.com, and I froze.
Subject line: Thanks for stopping by
Open, noncommittal, and just vague enough to get me to open the message to see what lay within. I clicked twice and Emma’s words filled the screen. It was good to see you. It’s been a long time, but I promise it was long enough :) If you want to send the paperwork, I’d be happy to look it over, but no pressure. Mostly, it was just nice to reconnect and close the loop. Glad to see you’re living your best life.
I read the message about twenty times, and on each pass I came up with a different interpretation. She hated me. She liked me. What was this closing the loop reference? She’d seen me again and knew I was alive, meaning she could go on about her business? It was long enough? For her to have stopped wanting to hurt me back? And she was glad to see I’m living my best life? As if.
That last one made me a little mad, the kind that starts to burrow and then fester. I’d told her there was a prenup and she, of all people, knew how I felt about prenups. We’d discussed it at length, a long time ago when my parents insisted on one and I’d told them to shove it. Emma had been all, hey I’ll sign it because I trust you and I’m not in this for the money, but I’d insisted there would be no agreement about money contingent on anything.
But that wasn’t this. Ann and I were about to enter into the very definition of a marriage of convenience—all business, and that’s exactly what a prenup was. Why was I resisting signing one with her?
I didn’t know. I didn’t know a lot of things lately, but I did know I couldn’t resist replying to Emma and I knew I wanted to see her again if only to close the loop from my end because our little meeting at her office hadn’t resolved anything as far as I was concerned. I typed and deleted three different replies before I spotted her cell phone number in her signature line. It was nine o’clock. Not late to me, but I no longer had any idea what kind of hours she kept. Would she still be up? If she was, would she think it was weird that I was calling? Why was it so hard to figure out a mind I once knew better than my own?
I punched in the numbers on my phone before I could overthink anymore. Would she even answer an unknown number? I didn’t know anyone who would, but I supposed those people must exist or telemarketers wouldn’t constantly be calling. If she didn’t answer, I’d leave a vague message. I was composing it in my head when her voice came through the line.
“Hello?”
Her voice was clear and strong, not a sign of groggy fresh-from-sleep voice. “Emma, it’s Katie. I just realized how late it is. I hope I didn’t wake you.”
She laughed. “Not even. I’m working on a brief and will be for the rest of the night. Anything would be a welcome distraction. What’s up?”
“I got your email.” I resisted mentioning her reference to closing the loop, especially since I couldn’t think of a way to do it that didn’t put a super sarcastic spin on the words. But how else was I supposed to explain why I’d called? I cast about for something to say when the only obvious thing popped in my brain. “I wondered if I could take you up on your offer to review the prenup.”
“Okay.” She drew out the word. “I guess you’re in a bit of a rush since the wedding’s next week.”
“Uh, yes, I guess so.” I wasn’t sure how to take the fact she’d remembered.
“I can take a look at it tomorrow. Go ahead and send it tonight.”
And now I felt stupid. “I should’ve waited until tomorrow to call you.”
“Actually, it’s better you called tonight. My tomorrow is a little crazy and I might be hard to reach.”
“Work crazy or just plain crazy?” Why was I being so nosy? “Never mind, none of my business.”
“A little of both, actually. I’ll be in a mediation, but I anticipate lots of waiting around which will give me plenty of time to review the agreement. I should be free around seven—if you want to meet then, we can go over my notes.”
I hesitated while I ran through my schedule for tomorrow, mostly to determine what I could shove aside to make this meeting happen. In addition to things at the office that needed my attention, I was meeting my mother and Mary Koen for lunch at the caterer’s. I’d love to leave them both to attend to all the details, but it wouldn’t do for me to act completely disinterested. Part of what Ann was paying for was all the doting, and it wouldn’t do to kill this deal because I couldn’t be bothered to fulfill all of my obligations, even if doting wasn’t in my skill set.
In addition to the lunch, I was supposed to accompany my mother to her dress fitting later in the day. Something had to give if I was going to meet with Emma, and I made a snap decision to leave Mother on her own. It wasn’t like she hadn’t been to a tailor on her own before. Besides, Emma had never expected me to dote, which of course made me all the more willing to meet with her instead of the other vultures feeding on my free time. I shoved aside the idea there was any other reason to meet with Emma despite the flashes of how good she’d looked when I’d seen her in her office today. “Seven is perfect. How about dinner at the Tower Club?”
The few seconds of silence that followed had me on edge. I’d picked the Tower Club because it was close to her building, but it would give us a more relaxed setting than a sterile office. But maybe she wasn’t interested in sharing a meal for what was supposed to be a business meeting. “Or I could come to your office. Whatever works for you.”
“Dinner’s great. I’ll be working through lunch and likely starving by then. If you don’t mind legal advice punctuated by chewing, I’m in.”
“Perfect. I’ll see you there.”
I put my phone on Do Not Disturb and propped up in bed with the latest prospectus our accountant had prepared—or as I liked to call it, The Doomsday Report. Reading this was becoming harder and harder, especially after I learned the truth about how my father had kept the business afloat for as long as he had. When he died, he’d exhausted every available resource for funding and James Drilling was already taking on more water than we could bail out. I’d met with the company attorneys and reviewed every option from abrupt closure to restructuring in bankruptcy, but any choice would result in laying off employees and selling off key assets, and my father’s actions precluded my ability to take legal steps to stave off the creditors. I’d given up everything for this company, and there was no way I was going to let it fade into oblivion. Not without a fight.
Enter Ann. Her family’s business, Koen E & P, had been eyeing James Drilling for years as the perfect fit to complete their portfolio and monopolize the region, but Dad had steadfastly refused to cave in to their big-money offer, which involved gutting our company in exchange for taking over our book of business. Somehow, they’d come into possession of damaging information that gave them the leverage they needed to broker the deal they wanted. We’d spent weeks negotiating and finally settled on a good old-fashioned merger of our families, with me as the connecting link.
It wasn’t the worst thing. On paper, Ann was a catch by any standard. She was a classic beauty as devoted to her gym time as she was to building her family’s oil business empire. Since graduating from Wharton, she’d been in charge of operations for Koen E & P, and she knew the exploration and production side of the oil business like no one else. Since I knew drilling and service better than most, we were the perfect fit. On paper. We’d dated briefly about a year after I’d crashed and burned my relationship with Emma. There’d been no spark, and despite my father’s urging, I’d broken things off after only a few dates. She was arrogant and pushy and intolerant of anyone else’s way of doing things, and those traits stuck with her to this day. She wasn’t interested in getting married any more than I was, but the union would fulfill her family’s expectations that she project the appearance of having settled down. We were destined to clash and as soon as we got through this wedding, we’d start to do battle over the way the business was run, but until then, I was minding my tongue, ever-conscious that one wrong move and this deal would fall through.
Was meeting Emma for dinner a wrong move? Maybe, but Ann had been the one who suggested I talk to her, and for now I was satisfied with that justification. Now it was up to me to keep it from going wrong.



CHAPTER THREE
Lunch at the caterer’s was already off to a dismal start. Mom kept trying to assume her place as the mother-of-the-bride, but Mary wasn’t ceding any ground as woman in charge of all things. When the caterer started directing all his questions directly to Mary, I could feel Mom fuming and I overtalked to deflect a fight. What I’d managed to taste was incredible, but I barely got to try a dish before one of the half dozen waiters hovering over the three of us swooped in to whisk it away. I was going to need a cheeseburger after this.
“You didn’t like the lobster?” Mary asked me.
“It was lovely,” Mom replied before I could answer. “All of this food is divine.”
I mustered a smile. “Indeed, it is.” I patted my stomach. “But there’s so much of it—I’m trying not to get full before we get to the final course. And since I’ve had the final fitting, there’s that.”
My mother dabbed at her lips with a napkin. “I can’t believe I haven’t seen your dress.”
“A good wedding should always have some surprises.” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. I saw her frown form, but there was no sense apologizing since it would only draw attention to the fact I’d created a hell of a surprise at my last wedding by failing to show up for the ceremony. To be fair, my first attempt at a wedding had been a significantly smaller affair, and when I bowed out, I sent Betty down the aisle to make apologies. I heard later that everyone enjoyed the reception, aka we’re going to eat your food and drink your booze because you dragged us out here and no one’s tying the knot. “The dress is gorgeous. You’re going to love it.”
It was a beautiful dress, romantic even. Ann was going to love it and I wished I cared about the dress, about this food, about any single detail of the looming day, but I didn’t. I cast about for something to say to illustrate some modicum of interest. “I like everything we’ve picked out for the reception. Mary, are you happy?”
She looked surprised I’d addressed the question to her, but she recovered quickly. “I’ll be happy when we can formally announce the merger of Koen E & P and James Drilling, and so will you since you’ll get your first bonus.” She stood. “I’m glad you enjoyed the food. It’s the best that money can buy and so are you.” Her stare was pointed. “Make sure my daughter gets your very best.”
She dropped the last words and turned and walked away. I glanced over at my mother. “Well, that was fun.”
Mom placed a hand on mine. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I knew what I was getting into.”
“I wish I could tell you not to. That we’d figure out another way. If only your father hadn’t—”
“Died? Run up astronomical debt? Committed fraud and placed all of our futures in jeopardy?” I lowered my voice and took a breath. As much as I wanted to blame my mother for not noticing our lives were falling down around us, it wasn’t like I’d noticed either. Neither one of us had thought to question my father’s secretive accounting, and the result had been disastrous. Now I was about to marry a woman I didn’t love to save the company I did, and the only person I could really blame was me. “My turn to be sorry. I know this isn’t your fault.”
“I should never have relied on him to handle everything, and I should’ve shielded you from his control.”
Put that under reasons not to get married in the first place, or at least not for love. Maybe marriages like the one I was about to enter into with Ann were the only real solution. A business arrangement with the details set out clearly in advance. No room for second-guessing, no room for emotion to take over and blind us to the harsh reality of real life. Which brought me back to the prenup and tonight’s meeting with Emma, who’d apparently completely gotten past the fact that I’d dumped her the day before our wedding, and gone on with her life as if we’d never been a thing.
If only I could do the same.
 
* * *
 
Albert, the concierge at the Tower Club, greeted me the moment I walked out of the elevator and I have to admit I enjoyed the recognition as a regular enough not to want to sacrifice this creature comfort, despite the price. James Drilling’s offices were several floors below, and this club had been my escape over the years when I needed to get away from whatever might be going on in the office. Of course, it was also good for business to be able to have a place to take clients to convince them we were a thriving concern, even when the appearance was far removed from reality. We’d been faking it for so long, I’d started to forget.
“Your dinner companion is already here,” Albert said. “I took the liberty of seating her at your usual table.” He cocked his head. “She looks familiar.”
She would. Emma and I had dined here with my parents on a number of occasions when we were in college. Normally, I’d have no issue gossiping with Albert, but this hit a little too close to home. “She works for Dunley Thornton,” I said, referring to the building next door.
“That must be where I’ve seen her.”
“I’m consulting her on a legal matter, so if you could ask our server to be as unobtrusive as possible, I would appreciate it.”
He nodded and I knew he would ensure we were not disturbed. The real question was, why was I asking for uninterrupted time with Emma when it was likely that if our past did come up, I’d like as much distraction as possible to keep from having to face the fallout of my poor decision-making.
Emma looked up as I approached, but before I reached the table, I felt a hand on my arm and looked up to see another familiar face. “Lily?”
“Hi, Katie,” she said, pulling me into her arms. “I can’t believe how long it’s been. How are you?”
I shot a glance at Emma over Lily’s shoulder and mouthed I’m sorry before Lily released me from her embrace. I’d known Lily Gantry for years, her family was old money oil, but up until the last year, she’d been out of the country. “I heard you married Peyton Davis. Does that mean you’re staying in Dallas for good?”
“As long as Peyton is here, that’s where I’ll be.” She smiled and the faraway look in her eyes evoked feelings I recalled from the distant past, and I barely resisted the urge to glance at Emma. “And from what I hear, congratulations are in order. You’re marrying Ann Koen?”
We’d shared more than one conversation about Ann over the years, and there was no use pretending that Ann had suddenly developed traits that made her good relationship material, but I wasn’t about to confide my reluctance to a friend I hadn’t seen in years while standing in the middle of a crowded club, especially not with Emma, who Lily had met before, standing not twenty feet away. “That’s right.”
She ducked her head and lowered her voice. “Is everything okay?”
She knew. The question was how much. Was her knowledge confined to my family’s financial troubles, or did it extend to the entire arrangement we’d struck with Ann’s family? I didn’t know and I didn’t want to know, so I simply said, “Everything is great.”
“Okay.” She turned her head slightly to the side as if she was considering my answer and finding it lacking. And it was.
“Well, I’m meeting a friend for dinner, so I should probably go,” I said. I didn’t mean to look in Emma’s direction, but you know how it is when you’re trying not to focus on something.
“Is that Emma Reed?”
I could hardly deny it. I plastered on a too-big smile and spoke through my gritted teeth. “That’s her.”
“And that’s the friend you’re meeting.” It wasn’t a question, but it wasn’t an accusation either. Lily nodded slowly, and her kind eyes were full of compassion. “I should let you go then.”
There were so many things I wanted to say, starting with, Take me with you, but I didn’t owe her an explanation for why I was having dinner with the woman I’d almost married, the week before my wedding to someone we both knew was a bad match. I settled on a vague pleasantry. “It was good to see you. Have a great evening.” I started to walk away, but she called out.
“Wait.” Lily reached into her purse and pulled out a card. “I’m working a couple of deals right now and I could use your insights. Give me a call?” She asked the question as she handed over the card. “My cell’s on the back. I know you’re probably swamped, but I promise I can show you all the details quickly and get you back to wedding planning.”
I stared at her extended hand and flashed to the other day when Emma handed me her business card. Beware pretty women handing out business cards was the only thought I could muster. No doubt Lily was going to want to talk about how Gantry Oil could help bring James Drilling back from the brink, but I had no desire to explain the true nature of our plight to someone else, and certainly not a woman married to an Assistant US Attorney.
“I’m not going to bite you,” she said. “But I would like the opportunity to talk about ways we can work together.”
I didn’t have the heart to tell her that in a few short days, I would no longer be anyone who had any power with regard to the family business. I tucked the card away and made a vague promise to call. I watched as she walked away, and I couldn’t help but wish we could trade places. I’d heard the stories about her father almost ruining the Gantry family business with his questionable business practices, but apparently, they’d survived the storm and things were going well, unlike my own life which was spiraling out of control. Which brought me back to the reason I was here tonight: prenups and past loves.
Emma, ever the gentlewoman, rose as I approached the table, but her smile was guarded and I braced for whatever this evening might hold. I motioned for her to sit. “Don’t stand on my account. Thanks for meeting me here. It’s been a long day.”
She settled into her chair but didn’t relax her at-attention posture. “Was that Lily Gantry?”
“It was. I’m sorry I didn’t bring her over to say hello, but I didn’t…I mean, I…”
“You don’t want everyone in town knowing your personal business any more than they already do?”
“That about sums it up.”
“Makes sense. Besides, it’s not like I run in the same circles as the Gantrys.”
“She’s pretty down to earth.”
“I know, but I wouldn’t even know her if I didn’t know you.” She gestured to my suit. “Did you come right from the office?”
I nodded. “Crazy day. Between work and the…” I realized I’d been about to say wedding. Could I not go for five minutes without sticking my foot in it? Apparently not. “Anyway, this place is so convenient.”
“And you love it.” She looked around. “It’s changed a lot.”
Her words were loaded with meaning and I knew she meant more than the club. “It has.” I fiddled with my napkin, now wishing I’d never told Albert to keep us from being disturbed because I could use a big-time interruption right about now. And a drink. A stiff one. “Why are you being so friendly?”
Shit. The words had tumbled out before I could stop them, but now that I’d asked the question, I wanted an answer and I plowed on through.
“I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop, but you just sit there with your polite smile and offering to help and remembering things I like.” My voice rose and I didn’t try to temper my incredulity. “For crying out loud, I left you on the eve of our wedding. Why are you still speaking to me?”
I saw the storm build in her eyes, and I recognized the anger. It had never been directed at me, only at threats or injustices. Being illuminated in its dark shadows was disturbing and extremely uncomfortable and my first instinct was to run. Been there, done that. Had to stay put this time or the result would be the same—years of no contact—and I didn’t want that as much as I didn’t want to examine why. “Talk to me.”
“You broke my heart.”
Her words were quiet, and the only sign I’d penetrated her calm veneer was the slight crack in her voice. I wanted to pull her close and comfort her but seeing as how I’d caused the pain in the first place, I stayed put. “Go ahead. Get it out.”
“There is no getting it out. There’s only perspective. You did what you felt you had to do.”
This was it. This was the moment I should tell her the truth, admit my weakness, my lack of trust. I cleared my throat and started to speak before I lost my nerve. “Emma, I need to explain.”
She held up a hand. “Don’t. You may need to explain, but I’m in a good place right now and absolving you of guilt isn’t part of that.” She hung her head. “After you left, I thought I would never recover, but then I was deployed. People died and I watched them bleed. Kind of put things in the proper perspective. I’ve changed. No one will be able to affect me that way again. You learn to get a tough exterior when you get burned like that.”
I hated hearing what she had to say, but I was glad she’d said it. It certainly didn’t clear the air though, instead pointing out the massive wall bricked between us. “So why did you agree to do this for me?”
“Because I can. Because there was a time we were friends. I never stopped caring for you. Just because I’ll never let anyone get close doesn’t mean I never want to speak to you again. I spent a lot of my life with you and I can hang on to the good memories and let go of the rest.”
“You sound very zen.” Always honorable. In the past, I’d given her a hard time for it, and I immediately flashed back to the day I learned she’d joined the military. I’d been wrong to give her such a hard time, but I’d been selfish then. Not unlike now. “I shouldn’t have asked you to do this.”
“Why? I’m good at what I do, and I have to admit, I offered so I would get the chance to talk to you.” She shook her head. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s taken a while to get to this place. There might be a relapse.”
“Fair enough. In the meantime, I appreciate this. I don’t really want to go to a stranger with my personal business,” I said, appreciating the irony, considering after all these years Emma and I were practically strangers.
“Understood.” She folded her hands in what I recognized as a get-down-to-business gesture. “Are you ready?”
“Sure.”
“Overall, it’s a standard prenup, but there are a couple of lifestyle provisions that are pretty unusual. On the face of it, I’d advise you not to agree to them, and I think any other lawyer would agree.”
I’d barely glanced at the prenup since I planned to go through with the marriage no matter what it said, but I was mildly curious about the unusual provisions. “What are they?”
She ran a finger along her notes. “Well, for starters, there’s the one that requires you to attend a minimum of ten annual social functions together, along with a list of society balls, galas, and whatever.” She pursed her lips which told me she was no more into big society functions than she’d ever been. I was right there with her on that but had always attended out of obligation, telling myself it was good business to court the whims of the rich and famous. “What else?”
“Um, well, there’s language about being discreet in your personal affairs…”
She arched an eyebrow at me, but I didn’t bite. I knew that she knew exactly what the phrase meant, but I didn’t want to discuss how Ann and I had a built in an it’s okay to cheat as long as we’re careful about it provision to our union. “What else?”
A beat passed before she broke our shared gaze and resumed her back-to-business tone. “There’s this one, that states you cannot work for any competing oil and gas company, or supplier or distributor for an oil and gas company, or…” She rattled off the rest of the clause and finished off with, “I assume you know if these provisions are deal breakers?”
“Everything is a deal breaker.”
“Not following.”
I was on the verge of telling her everything. About my stubborn father and how he’d wrecked the business and my future with it. About how Ann treated me like arm candy and how it made me feel cheap. But confiding in Emma about how I didn’t want to get married—again—seemed the height of selfish and she didn’t deserve that, so I simply said, “Do you have a suggestion for presenting them with a different option?”
She reached down and pulled out a stapled document. “I took the liberty of drawing up an alternative agreement. One that’s a bit more fair to you.” She flipped to the page she’d flagged. “I deleted the requirement that you attend all those functions and added a clause giving you the right to have an independent accountant review her assets, personal and business, on an annual basis. You should know what you’re giving up if you choose to walk away.”
I resisted the urge to respond to the loaded remark. “Thanks. You didn’t have to do that and I’ll gladly pay you for your time,” I said, feeling a twinge of guilt that Ann’s money would be going to pay for my personal protest of this whole fiasco. Emma cocked her head, and I anticipated her question. “You want to know why I’d sign one of these in the first place.”
“I did think it was strange, considering…”
“I don’t know. Maybe it’s karma.” I took a sip of my drink. Again, I resisted the urge to confide in her and shrugged off the question. “I appreciate your suggestions. What do I owe you?”
She pulled in her lower lip like she used to do when she was thinking, and I watched, waiting for her to name her price, but when she finally spoke, she took me by surprise. “Do you still have horses at the ranch?”
I hesitated before responding, leery of answering without knowing the reason behind her question. “Not as many as we used to, but we have a few.”
“I need to brush up on my riding skills. We have a firm retreat in a few weeks at a working ranch. One of the senior partners makes a big deal about how if we’re going to ride, we better be able to do the stuff where you clean the saddle and all that.”
“Well, you might want to start by calling it the tack.” I smiled to soften the remark. “Jed still works the stables and he’d be happy to show you the ropes. I’ll send him a text in the morning.” I drummed my fingers on the table and made a snap decision. “Actually, I could use a ride to relieve all this pre-wedding stress. Why don’t I take you out? What about tomorrow?”
I watched her face, looking for any sign she was as excited about the idea as I was. I hadn’t been riding in weeks, and I’d missed it. At least that was my justification for this invite. It was her turn to hesitate now, and I waited anxiously for her to politely refuse.
“Tomorrow is perfect. Ten?”
I wanted to ask a bunch of questions about the retreat, her boss, and why she hadn’t ridden in a while, but my curiosity was quelled by the excitement that I would see her again. Tomorrow. A fact I was working hard to ignore. I pushed all the confusing thoughts to the back of my brain and mustered a polite, “See you then.”
I could not wait.



CHAPTER FOUR
I had purposely picked the easiest bridle path, but I needn’t have been worried since Emma was holding her own. After we’d ridden a short distance, I picked up the pace and smiled at the sound of her horse’s hoofbeats as Emma urged him to catch up to us.
We used to ride together all the time, but I’d always been more at ease than she sitting six feet in the air on top of a large beast. As I eased into the familiar pace, I let my mind wander to one of those occasions, a few weeks before our ill-fated wedding date.
 
“You’re beginning to look like a natural way up there,” I said when we arrived at the clearing. I dismounted and looked up at her, admiring her confident bearing in the saddle.
“Not sure that’s ever going to happen,” she said. “Key words: way up there. I always feel so off balance.”
The admission surprised me because Emma was consistently unflappable about every other aspect of our lives. She volunteered to sign the prenup, she’d agreed to let me stay in Dallas to deal with the family business instead of living on base with her while she was on tour, and she’d given in to the formal wedding in lieu of exchanging vows at the courthouse. At every turn, she’d compromised to accommodate my family, and not for the first time I wondered when the other shoe would drop and she’d say enough was enough.
Emma dismounted and we walked together toward the large pecan tree which we’d made our regular picnic spot. “Your father came to see me yesterday.”
Her tone hadn’t changed, but I braced for fallout. “Really?”
She nodded. “He doesn’t want you to marry me, that’s clear, but I think he’s coming around. The whole prenup thing is weighing on his mind.” She gathered my hands into hers. “You know I don’t care about getting my hands on your stuff, right?”
I didn’t need to see the earnest expression in her eyes to know the truth. Emma didn’t care about material things. Since the moment we’d met, I’d known she had a higher purpose and when she’d enlisted, it had been clear she valued duty and honor above all else, maybe even me. “I do know that, but if we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right. Equal partners in all things. What’s mine is yours and vice versa. Agreed?”
She reached for my hand and squeezed it tight. “Agreed.”
 
Two weeks later, I left her.
“You look pretty comfortable up there,” I said, and I meant it. Emma had mounted with ease and now she handled Donovan like a champ. “I’m not entirely sure you needed this practice ride.”
“I’ve kept up my riding, but I still don’t have a handle on all the prep and post work. It kind of spoils the fun. I usually ride up at Livingston stables where they do all of that for you.”
“Ah, you’ve become spoiled.”
“I wouldn’t say that. More like too busy to ride and handle the rest. If I had to do it all, I wouldn’t be able to do any of it.”
“Which leads me to ask how you have time to be helping me out for an as yet unspecified price?”
“Maybe I was just being nosy.”
Although I was pretty sure she was kidding, it made sense. If I’d seen her with another woman, filling out paperwork for a marriage license, I’d have a ton of questions. The difference between us was my prior actions meant I had no right to answers whereas she had every right to specifics when it came to my personal life. Better to get this part over with as quickly as possible. “Ask me anything. I don’t have any secrets.”
“I doubt that.”
She punctuated her words by smacking Donovan on the butt and galloping ahead, handling her mount like a perfect horsewoman. I stared for a moment, surprised and drawn to her athleticism and the words she’d spoken which implied she thought I still had something to hide. She wasn’t wrong, but I was ready to clear the air between us and if that meant coming clean about why I was really marrying Ann, then I was prepared to do just that. I dug in my heels and galloped after her. I hadn’t ridden like this, on a fun, free ride full of abandon, in a very long while. There just hadn’t been time to do anything that wasn’t related to saving the business, and even the wedding preparations—which should’ve been a fun and festive time—were only another chore, considering I didn’t want to be getting married in the first place, let alone to someone I didn’t love.
I pushed that thought away because it would only lead to dangerous territory. Once I started to think about why this marriage was a bad idea, I’d start picking away at the edges of it until it unraveled and fell apart, which would be a disastrous outcome for everyone in my life right now. Well, almost everyone—I doubted Emma cared either way about my marriage or my future with or without Ann, and that was entirely my fault and I was prepared to face the consequences of my own choices. As soon as I could catch my breath.
She was waiting under a tree in the clearing. Not just any tree, but the pecan we’d called our own. The one we’d carved our initials into in a silly adolescent gesture of love. She’d dismounted and was leaning against the trunk, looking relaxed and confident and way more beautiful than I’d ever remembered, which was saying a lot. I slowed my horse to a walk and used the last few yards of her gentle gait to let the past and present merge into a haze of what could’ve been.
Emma reached up to grasp my hand as I swung a leg over the saddle, and her hand stayed on my arm while I hopped to the ground. This déjà vu needed to stop before reality blurred into a mess of memories. I stepped back to put some distance between us. “You’re wrong, you know.”
“About?”
“I don’t have any secrets. You can ask me anything.” Why was I heading down this road when I knew where it would lead? The ride back to the stables wasn’t going to be fun. But the truth was, I wanted to get this over with, clear the air between us, so we could…I don’t know, but talking about it felt better than having some looming unspoken confession in the air.
“It’s none of my business.”
She started walking back to the tree, but I touched her arm to signal she should stay. “What’s none of your business?”
“I get why someone like Ann Koen would want a prenup, a tight one, one that guards her family’s fortune.”
I was disappointed we were back to that, but it was my own fault for even consulting her about the prenup. Damn you, Betty. I started to offer some vague remark about how I didn’t care about the money, but it wasn’t true. The money was the only reason I was marrying Ann at all and I was determined to make sure nothing activated the terms of the prenup. Before I could come up with some neutral statement, Emma spoke again.
“But what I don’t get is why you’d marry Ann in the first place. Do you love her?”
Two loaded questions, one easy to answer and the other much more complicated. I started with the easy one. “I don’t love her.”
Was that relief I saw flicker in Emma’s eyes? What did it matter if it was? It was the first time I’d spoken those words out loud and trying them on for size made me not like myself very much. “It’s complicated.”
“Most things are, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be boiled down to a few simple truths. Care to share?”
I pointed to the ground beneath the tree. “I’ve got a blanket in my pack. Let’s sit down.”
“Okay.”
Her tone was wary, but I was grateful for the cautious agreement. I had more than a blanket. I’d packed coffee and snacks. I don’t know why, but it was what we’d always done in the past—rode for a bit and then took a break to connect. Some part of me craved that last part and prayed she would too.
I spread the blanket and invited her to have a seat. I held out the thermos. “Coffee?”
“Still brewing your own blend?”
“Is there any other way?”
She smiled and took a sip from the steaming cup. “Exactly the way I remember it. Some things never change.”
“And some do.”
She leaned back against the tree and crossed her legs. Nice long legs. Strong enough to grip the horse, run many miles, stand by my side whenever and however long I’d needed her. I missed those legs. I missed everything about her.
I shook my head. I couldn’t, shouldn’t be feeling this way because there was nowhere to go with these feelings and there hadn’t been for years. I fished around in my brain and found the perfect mood killer. “Ann is not in love with me and I don’t love her. Our wedding is purely business. I’m marrying her to save James Drilling and the jobs of everyone who works there.” I braced for Emma’s reaction, unsure what I expected. Her eyes flashed and I took it for anger. When she spoke, her growl confirmed my conclusions.
“Seriously? You think marrying someone you don’t love is the only way you can solve your problems?”
Her stare was piercing, and I forced myself not to look away. “This problem, yes.”
She shook her head in disgust. “You could file bankruptcy.”
“We can’t.” I considered my next words carefully but decided to blurt them out before I could change my mind. “And please don’t make me explain why because unless you’re the company’s attorney, I’d be divulging information that could be used against us in a prosecution.” I looked away, ashamed of the admission even though I wasn’t the one who’d placed the company in legal jeopardy. We’d explored bankruptcy after Dad’s death, but the revelation that he’d raided the retirement accounts of our employees to keep the business afloat cut that search short. No judge was going to allow us to walk away from debt when it meant dodging legal responsibility for what essentially amounted to a fraud. “We can’t.” I repeated the words as much for my own benefit as Emma’s.
“I guess some things never change.”
Emma stood as she spoke the words, our little reunion oasis clearly over as far as she was concerned. She started to reach for my hand to help me up in what I was sure was an instinctive gesture of chivalry, but then she slapped it back to her side and I scrambled to stand and right things between us. “I’ve been holding out hope that one day you could forgive me.”
“Maybe I could if I felt like you were no longer letting your family rule every aspect of your life. When will you learn your happiness is not dependent on them?”
“It’s not that easy.”
“It’s not that hard.” Emma looked down at the ground for what seemed like a long time before meeting my eyes again, and when she did, the sadness was glaring. “When I saw you at the clerk’s office, there was a split second when…”
My entire body leaned in, ready for the next words, scrambling to prepare for whatever she was about to say. I couldn’t read her expression—a mix of puzzlement and frustration, probably a brew of all the feelings my abandonment had stirred—and I knew I shouldn’t be surprised at her reservation, her unwillingness to accept that I had changed, especially in light of my impending marriage to Ann. I deserved Emma’s anger, her disappointment, her sadness. In fact, I wanted those things because any emotion at all meant there was at least a small part of her that still cared about me and I needed that right now. “Say it. Please.”
“It doesn’t matter.” She pointed to her horse. “I need to get back. I can find my own way if you want to stay.”
The message was clear. She’d never really wanted help with the tack, and now that she’d believed nothing about me had changed, she had no interest in anything to do with me at all. The nicest thing I could do for her right now, the thing I’d tried to do all those years ago, was to let her go. Maybe this time she would see it was best for both of us.



CHAPTER FIVE
We’d just arrived at the restaurant for our meeting with the wedding planner when my phone buzzed and I tried to surreptitiously check the screen before Ann caught me, but she had an eagle eye when it came to noticing what other people were doing.
“Who keeps calling you?”
I held up the phone and pointed at the three missed calls from the unknown number. “Not a clue.”
“Block it. We’ve got too much to do for you to be constantly distracted.”
I shoved the phone back in my purse, deliberately ignoring her command. I was giving up enough by marrying her in the first place and wasn’t a big fan of being told what to do. Besides, part of me wondered if Emma was trying to call to hash through our encounter from the other day. Irrational, yes, since I had her number programmed into my phone so I’d know if it was her, but I held out hope maybe she was calling from somewhere else. Doubtful. More likely the call was from a telemarketer.
The wedding planner appeared at Ann’s side and locked arms with her in a way I would find annoying if I were smitten with Ann. “Are you two ready to see the setup for the rehearsal dinner?”
I resisted pointing out that I’d done this before. No point in being hurtful even though my simmering resentment made me want to lash out at everyone. Funny, up until a week ago, I’d been resigned to my fate, happy even that I’d managed to find a solution to save James Drilling from certain demise and willing to make any sacrifice to save our legacy from doom.
Emma was the variable. Seeing her, spending time with her, had thrown me off course, had made me consider chucking this charade to pursue finding a love like the one we’d had before I’d blown it all to pieces. After years of looking for, but not finding, another woman like Emma and faced with our family’s dire straits, it had seemed so easy to give up on happiness, but now the possibility had burrowed its way through my resolve, leaving me frustrated and wistful and sad.
Ann’s mother had hired the wedding planner, of course, and everything was being done to her exact specifications, which meant our appearance here to approve the arrangement was only for show. I nodded politely whenever the wedding planner pointed out any of the details, and I smiled at Ann whenever I thought it was warranted. She seemed genuinely excited, but I suspected that had more to do with closing the deal between our respective companies than anything else. I’d been telling the truth when I told Emma Ann didn’t love me, but I didn’t really know how she felt and I hadn’t cared enough to ask. It was likely she thought she loved me, but love to her meant possessing someone, controlling them.
“Are you bored?”
I zoned back into my current reality and Ann’s question. “No,” I said, glad to be able to answer honestly. Bored didn’t come close to summarizing the growing angst of my many conflicts. “Not at all. It’s just a lot to take in.” I stopped talking to keep from saying this wedding was five times the size of my first one. She wouldn’t want to hear I’d almost been married before and I had no desire to share this information with her, although I wasn’t sure why. Prior relationships were a perfectly natural thing for couples to discuss, a threshold even before deciding to go further, commit, and risk the same mistakes. But nothing about this weekend’s wedding was natural. Besides, it wasn’t like we shared much of anything before we’d entered into this agreement. Feeding her nuggets of my past now felt odd and artificial, like reading the warning label after you’d already taken the pill. We were well along this path. No sense in deviating from the course at this point.
She squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry. It was selfish of me not to think about the fact your father won’t be here to see you down the aisle.” She placed a hand over her heart. “I mean, of course, I thought about it, but as part of logistics, not how that would make you feel. Forgive me?”
My mind went instantly to the day I’d identified his dead body, a task left to me because Mom couldn’t summon the strength to see him as anything other than the larger-than-life presence he’d projected from the moment he’d met her. The room at the hospital morgue had been sterile, but I didn’t have to enter, only look through a glass window while they wheeled the gurney into place. Despite the wounds, I knew it was him and I immediately doubled over, wracked with sobs, but my sorrow in that moment was completely eclipsed by the complete devastation that came days later, when I learned the extent of the disaster he’d left behind, including the lies he’d told years ago to keep me in the fold. Now, months later, I was left sacrificing my own needs and wants once again because of his actions. Would it ever end?
Ann grabbed my hand, and after telling the wedding planner to take a break, she ushered me to an alcove. “I have a surprise for you.” She grinned like a giddy schoolgirl—not a look I was used to seeing on her. “I wasn’t going to tell you this until Saturday, but I think it will cheer you up.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a brochure. “I know we said we weren’t going to take a honeymoon, but I booked us a trip to Italy.”
I stared at the outstretched brochure and went numb. Apparently, I hid my shock well because she kept talking.
“I noticed the framed print in your room, and I talked to your mom. She said you’ve never been, but that you’ve always wanted to.” Her smile was wide. “Anyway, I get that this wedding isn’t what you would’ve planned, but it doesn’t have to be just a business arrangement.” She paused for a few beats. “No pressure, but whatever you decide, let’s start this arrangement off right with the best hotel, the best wine, the best food. I’ll make sure we make this the trip of a lifetime—better than you could’ve ever imagined.”
I grabbed a chair and gripped it with my fist to hide the fact I was about to pass out. It had been easier to resign to this fate with the understanding it was all business for both of us—a buyout for me and a conquest for her. The idea Ann might start to want to explore actual feelings was outside the scope of our agreement, but I feared any reluctance on my part would crash my carefully constructed plan to save my company. I forced a smile. “Everything about this is different than what I could’ve imagined.”
 
* * *
 
“What did you tell her?” Betty asked after she’d ordered two double extra-dirty martinis from the handsome butch bartender who’d been checking her out all night.
“Can I just get a beer?” I asked.
“No. This is your bachelorette party, not a kegger,” she said. “We’re going to get smashed and we’re going to do it quickly.” She took the drinks from the bartender, handed over her platinum card, and told her to keep the tab open. “But not before you tell me exactly how this went down.”
I followed her to the VIP table where a bucket of Cristal on ice sat waiting on the table behind the velvet rope. This entire production felt silly. I wasn’t a Cristal kind of girl on any day, let alone the celebration of a wedding that was increasingly feeling like a straitjacket. I pointed at the bottle. “Any reason we couldn’t just drink this?”
She took a sip of her martini and speared an olive. “That’s for later. Trust me, you’ll be glad we ended with the good stuff. It’ll make for a much faster recovery time.”
I rubbed my head, pondering whether I should make a break for it now while I could still walk. I wasn’t a club person and I’d only agreed to come out because the alternative was sitting at home counting down the minutes until I lost whatever freedom I had left. Oh, and Betty was a colossal nag and I’d promised she could be in charge of my bachelorette party in exchange for her role as my best woman, if you could call this a party since it was just us.
“I see you looking for the exits.”
“Sorry. I’m not in a party mood.”
“I get it. Let’s pretend we’re back in college and we just finished finals. We have the summer to look forward to and we don’t have to marry anyone we don’t want to.”
“Wow, you really are into fantasies, aren’t you?”
“Little bit, yes. Now, what did you tell her when she flashed those tickets to Italy?”
I sighed, realizing my stalling was over. “It was a brochure, not tickets. Nobody gets paper tickets anymore.”
She punched me in the arm. “Quit stalling.”
“I told her my passport expired.”
“And she believed you?”
I shrugged. “It’s not like I’ve been doing a lot of world travel lately. I’m not even sure I know where my passport is.”
“I’m surprised she didn’t name-drop someone at the State Department who would hand-stitch a passport book for you by tomorrow.”
“Said the woman who knows everyone.”
“There’s a big difference between knowing everyone and acting like you know everyone.” She pointed at her chest. “I bet I could get you a new passport in time.”
“I’ll keep that in mind if I ever need one.”
“You lied. Katie James, when did you start deceiving people? That’s not like you at all.”
She was right. Honesty was my trademark trait, except apparently when it came to women I was about to marry. “I went horseback riding with Emma yesterday.” I took a big gulp of my martini to keep from babbling any other random admissions and waited for Betty’s reaction. Several seconds passed without a word, and besides a tiny furrow to her brow, I got nothing. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”
“I’m not sure what you want me to say. Happy trails?”
I hunched over the table wishing I’d kept my mouth shut. “I don’t know.”
“Did you have fun?”
“Sure, right up until the moment she told me off for letting my family run my life and galloped back to the stable without me.”
“Ouch. Tell me everything.”
Between sips of the briny drink I spilled every detail of the ride from the easy way we got along to the argument over why I was a jerk who’d agreed to marry a woman to save my family’s business. “That’s it. She could not think less of me.”
“You have to tell her.”
I thought about feigning ignorance and asking, Tell her what? but Betty and I would both know I was lying. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”
“Maybe not, but do you really want her to go the rest of her life thinking you’re an asshole?”
“No, but I doubt she cares what I want, and I don’t blame her.”
“Tell her.”
“Let it go.” I pointed at our nearly empty drinks. “You’re killing my buzz.”
“A buzz is all you’ll ever have if you don’t take my advice.”
I wished I could see things her way, but the fantasy that I’d tell Emma the entire story around why I’d left her all those years ago and she’d come running back to me was just that—a fantasy. The cold hard reality was the truth would likely drive her farther away and I’d be left more lonely and without the assistance Ann’s family had promised as her end of the bargain. Wasn’t going to happen. I raised my glass. “I guess I’ll have to rely on this to keep me warm at night.”
Betty started to respond, but stopped when a voice from behind me said, “Katie James, twice in one week.”
I turned around at the sound of the familiar voice to find Lily Gantry standing with a striking woman at her side, who I guessed was her wife, Peyton Davis. “Hi, Lily, great to see you again.” I held out a hand. “You must be Peyton. I’m Katie and this is my best friend, Betty Abrams. Nice to meet you.”
After we all exchanged pleasantries, I invited them to join us.
“We wouldn’t want to interrupt your party,” Lily said.
Betty jumped in before I could respond. “She wouldn’t let me throw a real party, so you’d be doing me a favor by filling out this little gathering. If you stay, she’ll look back and have better memories than just the two of us raising a glass.”
“Please join us,” I said. “Betty’s right. A big party isn’t really my thing, but I’d love the company. It’ll keep Betty from harassing me into silly games.”
“You two must be good friends,” Peyton said.
“The best.” I squeezed Betty’s hand while she waved the other one for the waiter and asked for more glasses for the champagne.
This was the second such party she’d thrown for me. The first had been a big affair as befitted our role in Dallas society. A stretch limo packed with acquaintances from all the right families, ready to dine at the most expensive restaurant in town before heading to the most exclusive clubs, hoping their photos would wind up on the society pages of the Sunday papers. Lily would’ve been there, but she’d been away at school in Europe. The thing I remembered most about that night was missing Emma, wondering what she was doing while I was drinking expensive champagne and dancing with Betty and a bunch of women I barely knew but who had to be part of the party because of who their parents were. I was so distracted wishing Emma was with me, that once everyone was drunk, I ducked out of the party and took a cab to her apartment.
 
“Aren’t you supposed to be out enjoying your last bout of freedom?” Emma asked after opening the door.
“Freedom is overrated,” I said. “Besides, once we’re married, I’ll be free to bug you whenever I want.”
“Oh, really?” she said with a grin.
“Are you going to invite me in?”
She made a show of looking over my shoulder out. “Where’s Betty?”
“Back at the club with the rest of the entourage. I imagine they’ll be out until brunch.” I put my hands on her chest. “If I don’t get out of this dress soon, I’m going to come unhinged. Can I borrow a pair of sweats?”
She laughed and tugged me closer. “I love it when you want to slum with me.”
“Make me a snack while I change?”
“You got it.” As she walked toward the kitchen, she called out over her shoulder, “They’re clean. I just put them away.”
I grinned as I walked into her bedroom, loving how easily she read my mind. I rummaged through her dresser drawers until I found the pair of Air Force sweats I loved, the ones that had faded from wash and wear and were softer than their moniker implied they should be. She always complained she never got to wear them because I stole them, but I knew she liked the way they looked on me and would never deny me these or anything else. Her generosity was her only weakness. Aside from the sweats, I did my best not to exploit it.
 
“Where are you having the ceremony?” Lily asked, her voice shaking me out of my trip down memory lane.
“At The Mansion. Saturday night.” I almost tossed in a casual You should come, like it was a backyard BBQ instead of a fancy formal wedding. Anyway, I knew Ann had purposefully excluded anyone with the last name Gantry from attending as Gantry Oil was a mortal business enemy. “It’s a small intimate affair with only a few hundred of Ann’s closest friends.” I laughed to cover my sadness. Somehow, I’d managed to push all the details about the day itself to the back of my brain to keep them from scaring me out of going through with this disaster of a plan, but there was no backing out now, especially considering how much work had gone into the plans.
“I’m sure Ann’s excited,” Lily said, without a trace of duplicity.
“Someone has to be,” Betty said, downing the rest of her champagne. I punched her in the side. “What?” she said. “It’s true.”
I willed my face not to turn red and turned back to Lily. “Betty has no filter, but I’m sure you knew that already.”
Lily laughed. “That’s what best friends are for.” She winked at Peyton, leaving no doubt she considered Peyton her best friend. Ann and I would never be like that even if the circumstances for our wedding had been much different.
Peyton stood. “I think we could all use something a bit stronger to drink. Betty, join me at the bar?”
Betty looked my way and I nodded to show her I was okay to be left alone. I waited until they were out of earshot before blurting out, “It’s an arranged marriage.” I studied Lily’s face and could tell she was trying to hold in her reaction, which wasn’t good. I rushed to explain. “I mean, I did the arranging, but it was for a very good reason.” Now that I’d rushed to explain, I was all out of words unless I wanted to admit my father’s transgressions. Most everyone knew the obvious stuff, but the secrets I was sacrificing my freedom to hide left me to question how eager I was to tell them here, even if telling meant I could explain what seemed like such a crazy action on my part.
I met Lily’s kind eyes and knowing look. “You know.”
She placed a hand on mine and nodded. “I know your dad ran into trouble. I don’t know what kind and it doesn’t really matter. He was your father, and even though he’s gone, he left behind a family and a business that keeps that family afloat. It’s not important that I know the rest, but here’s what I’ve learned. Secrets can kill, but only if you keep them close. Exposing them can set you free. Trust me, I have firsthand experience.”
I didn’t know the specifics of her situation, but I did know her father had been all over the news when the local US Attorney had raided his offices and tried to connect him with the Cartel a few years ago. And, like everyone else who ran in our circle, I’d heard the stories about how her birth mother, who’d been thought dead, suddenly reappeared in her life and her dad had had to confess she was his blood relative despite the fact he’d always told people she was adopted. The stories were intriguing and strange, but I’d never judged. Was it possible she wasn’t judging me now? I could tell by the warmth in her eyes, she wasn’t.
“I don’t have a choice. Believe me, I’ve explored a bunch of options, but none of them work. I wish it was as simple as selling the company to a worthy buyer or finding an investor who would give us time to get things under control, but there’s more to it.” I let the implication hang in the air with all its foreboding, wishing I could say the words out loud if only to have someone to talk to. I hadn’t even told Betty about the crime because I didn’t want her to be burdened by the knowledge.
Lily gestured to Peyton and Betty who were a few feet away, carrying two whiskeys each. “Let’s table this tonight and have fun, but I’d like to talk more. Maybe there’s a way out you aren’t seeing since you’re in the middle of this. You have my number. Promise me you’ll keep an open mind. There’s always a solution, and sometimes the anticipation is worse than the reality.”
At that moment, Peyton and Betty set drinks in front of us, saving me from answering. I wrapped my fingers around the thick glass and lifted its weight to toast this night, these women. How I wished this was really a celebration instead of a mourning of the life I could’ve had. As I sipped the first bit of the amber warmth, my only thought was for the person I would want to be celebrating with and how quickly I could get to her.



CHAPTER SIX
I paced the sidewalk outside Emma’s apartment building, but no matter how many times I walked back and forth, I couldn’t seem to work up the nerve to go inside and knock on her door. What was I even doing here? Unfinished business was the best excuse I could muster, leaving open the question of hers or mine.
I didn’t like the way we’d left things back at the ranch, and I’d spent way too much time focused on the words she’d almost said but hadn’t. My mind buzzed with questions. Had she been poised to say seeing me again after all these years was a relief because now she could express her anger in person, or did she have different feelings to express? Lingering feelings that left her reminiscent of us in our best days—the same kind of feelings I’d been having since I’d seen her. I tried to shake away the thought, but the emotional hook was in deep. Whatever she’d been ready to say, I needed to hear, and I was convinced if we didn’t talk it through, I would never be able to move on, and moving on was essential if I was to make it through this wedding. Before I could talk myself out of my plan, I dialed her number and willed her to answer.
“Shouldn’t you be out doing wedding things?”
Her voice was soft as silk, and but for the touch of sarcasm, it was exactly what I needed right now. I was desperate to hear more of it. “Actually, I’ve been at my bachelorette party. I managed to escape before anything embarrassing happened.”
“And you decided to call me?”
I heard the question in her words, but I decided to go all in. “Actually, I’m standing outside your building.” I waved in case she could somehow see me from her window, lurking. “I totally get it if you’re busy or if you want me to go away.”
“Go to the lobby. I’ll let the front desk know to send you up.”
She clicked off the line before I could determine if she was annoyed that I’d shown up like this, but it was too late now. I pressed the buzzer to the outer door and explained to the disembodied voice I was there to see a resident. When the door clicked open, I pushed through and made my way to the desk where a bored-looking skinny guy asked if I was Katie. “Elevator’s that way.” He pointed. “She’s expecting you.”
I spent the five-floor ride contemplating how this was not at all the kind of place I expected Emma to live. It was sleek and modern and fancy. Emma was more of an old-fashioned cottage with a big front porch kind of person. Or at least she had been when I knew her. I supposed time and being jilted could change a person’s outlook in all kinds of ways.
When the elevator stopped, I checked the signs and strode toward her door, determined if I was going to do this thing, I might as well dive in. The door swung wide as I raised my hand to knock and for an instant time froze. Emma wore the Air Force sweats I used to steal from her dresser drawer. For a second I thought they might be a new pair, but then I recognized the hole on the sleeve from the time I snagged it on the nail by the door in her old apartment where we’d used to hang our keys. I sucked in a breath. She’d always looked better in those sweats than I had—fitter, finer. My thoughts wandered to other ways Emma outshined me. While I stayed at home and pledged my misplaced loyalty to my father’s mishandling of everything, Emma had gone to war, and then plunged right into law school. She was the epitome of a focused and disciplined soldier, and I was still muddling through, wondering where things had gone off track while life happened to me. The buzz of alcohol evaporated and was replaced with the realization I had no business here, on her doorstep, intruding into the order of her life with the chaos of my own.
“Are you coming in?” she asked.
“I should go.” I spoke the truth, but I couldn’t make my legs move. I willed them to work, but I was frozen to the spot. To our unfinished business.
She stood back, holding the door ajar with one arm and gesturing inside with the other. “You’re here. You may as well come in.” She left the door open and walked back inside. I watched her back and knew I should leave, but I couldn’t. No, that wasn’t right. I didn’t want to, but what I really wanted wasn’t ever going to happen. I wanted to turn back time and redo every moment of my life since the day I’d lost her. But I doubted she wanted that too. Still, I had to clear the air. If I was going to start a new life, however dreadful it might be, I needed to find some kind of closure on the old one and it needed to happen now.
“I’m sorry.”
She turned. “It’s okay. I wasn’t asleep. Actually, I was about to make a snack. Are you hungry?”
I ignored her question, determined to do what I’d come here for without the distraction of snacks or the way the sweats hugged the muscles in her legs. “I am sorry, but not about showing up on your doorstep tonight. I mean, I am sorry for showing up unannounced, but I owe you an apology for leaving you on the day of our wedding. I can’t believe it’s taken me all these years. I came to find you later, to try to explain, but you’d shipped out and I didn’t know where you were. I know I could’ve tried harder to find you, but I didn’t know if you’d want to hear from me. Then days and weeks and months passed, and the more time that passed, the more I started to question if you’d want to hear from me at all or if I should just leave you alone and let you be happy with someone else since I’d fucked up so badly, and I didn’t think you’d ever forgive me.” I paused to catch my breath and stared across the room at her. She was standing still, her jaws locked and her eyes narrowed. I braced for blowback, but the first thing she said was, “Sit down.”
I followed her instruction, showing her I had some discipline, and I waited for the fallout.
“Did you really come here on the night of your bachelorette party for your wedding to another woman to finally apologize for leaving me eight freaking years ago?”
Oops. My great idea didn’t sound so good when I heard it out loud, but it was too late to turn back now. “Can we agree I have a horrible sense of timing?”
“We can absolutely agree on that.”
I listened closely but couldn’t get a read on her tone. I’m not sure what I expected—anger or dismissal probably—but there was a firm acceptance underlying her words that hinted she’d already made peace with my betrayal and I was only picking at a closed wound. I stood. “Well, that’s what I wanted to say. I’ll let you get back to your evening.”
Three steps to the door, she barked out, “Katie James, sit your ass down. Right now.”
I barely recognized the commanding voice she’d rarely used and had never been directed at me. In all the years we’d known each other, Emma had never raised her voice to me, but maybe this evidence of her anger was what I needed to feel like I’d atoned for the hurt I’d caused. I returned to the chair, ready to take whatever punishment she wanted to dole out.
She paced the room and with each pass the energy in the room rose, and not in a good way. But I kept quiet, waiting, but not patiently. I’d about decided she was going to wear a hole in the floor when she finally stopped.
“I meant what I said when I told you that you broke my heart.”
This time, her voice cracked with the admission, confirming what I’d known all along. I’d hurt her. Badly. I’d figured the pain would pass in time, but the anguish in her voice told me the hurt lingered on. Or had it only resurfaced because we’d come back into each other’s lives? I reached out a hand, but she stepped back and started pacing again.
“All these years, I convinced myself I was over you. I had to be over you because you were over me. You were, right? If you weren’t, you wouldn’t have left.” She paced some more. “I’ve spent all this time wondering why, reviewing every moment of our relationship, looking for clues. I knew you were your father’s daughter, and I would always have to compete with the family and the business for your attention, but I was convinced you loved me more than you loved the lifestyle I might not ever be able to provide, no matter what your father said. I swore when I saw you again, I wouldn’t let you get away without giving me a real explanation. One that made sense. And then there you were, getting a new marriage license like it’s the most mundane task in the world. Like you do it every day. Like it doesn’t mean anything. And then I find out you’re marrying a woman you don’t love for a family whose approval you will never truly have? Were you so desperate for their love you were willing to give up on us? That’s not the woman I knew and definitely not the woman I love.” She shook her head. “Loved.”
Too late. I’d heard it. Could she really still have feelings for me, after what I’d put her through? After all this time? She wouldn’t if she knew the truth. This was it. The moment I should tell her everything, but when I opened my mouth, the words boiled down to one simple admission. “I will never love anyone the way I loved you.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
I wanted to shout my own truth, but it wasn’t true, and it wasn’t real, and it never had been. I shook my head at the realization my actions tonight were, once again, all about me. Coming here was designed to make me feel better without any regard to how dredging through our past might cause pain for Emma. “You’ve never been anything but loving and honorable, and you deserve only good things. That’s not me. It never was.” I stood again, determined to leave this time, before I could do any more harm. “I’m going to go now. I won’t bother you again.”
I walked to the door, slowly at first, kind of like I expected her to stop me again, and I was disappointed when she didn’t. I turned the knob and walked away, hating myself and my life, and wishing I could rewrite the past.
 
* * *
 
I slammed my hand against the nightstand, hoping to hit the phone and turn off the incessant beeping. Morning had come way too quickly, but it was right on track with how fast my life was spinning out of control. In two days, I’d be Mrs. Koen, and nothing could stop me from hurtling toward that dubious destiny.
Once I had the phone in my clutches, I stared at the screen, noting the multiple texts. Betty had sent several to ask if I’d made it home all right. Ann had sent several texts saying she wanted to go over some details, her tone growing more terse when I didn’t respond. I remembered the vague but pointed portion of the prenup that mentioned discretion in personal affairs and knew she’d flip out if she knew I’d decided to show up on my ex’s doorstep instead. Even if we weren’t in a real relationship, my job was to play the role, and spending the last half of my bachelorette party at Emma’s could be construed as a deal breaker for our agreement.
I texted Betty first to let her know all was well, but I purposefully avoided answering her follow-up about what I’d been up to. I composed three different texts to Ann, deleting each one because it was either too vague or contained too much detail. I finally settled on a simple, Turned in early and missed your text. See you at my mother’s this afternoon?
Mom had insisted on hosting a tea for us. It wasn’t really for us. It was for her to show her society friends that her daughter was marrying into a rich family, thereby granting her the cachet to reenter their exclusive circles following my father’s death. Of course, if her condescending crew knew about the destruction he’d left in his wake, they probably would’ve closed their doors to her no matter who I married. Oh, Emma, aren’t you glad you dodged all this drama?
I’ll be there, Ann replied and added a bride and a smirk emoji. Not her typical fare, but apparently the closer we got to the wedding, the more she was buying into the fake romance. Whatever.
I took my time in the shower, like I could wash away all my worries, but by the time the hot water ran out, I wasn’t feeling any better. Emma’s words kept ringing in my head. You broke my heart. The echo shadowed and slowed my attempts to move forward.
I trudged to the closet to find the appropriate clothes for a society tea and swept the hangers back and forth until I located a suitable dress. I reached to the top shelf for the shoes that would go with and wound up knocking another box down, spilling its contents onto the floor. When I bent down to clean up, I recognized the mess—I’d added to it not long ago, although I hadn’t taken the time to sort through the rest. I gathered all the scattered bits and settled on the bed to cull through my past.
Our wedding invitation. Mine and Emma’s. We hadn’t wanted anything super fancy, so we’d gone with a conservative jet-black design on white linen stationery. The invite promised a ceremony followed by a hosted dinner and reception at the Dallas Arboretum. Emma loved the arboretum and I’d been happy to oblige since it held plenty of sentimental value for me. It was where we’d gone on our first date and it was the scene of our first kiss, weeks later. Besides, I could deny Emma nothing. Then.
I sorted through the other papers. The copy of our marriage license. The one that had never been signed by an officiant, never been filed with the county clerk. I didn’t remember that I’d kept it or why, but now I studied it, contemplating the difference a couple of signatures could make.
Memories flooded back and I reached for another paper I knew was in the box. I pulled out the envelope, addressed simply to Emma Reed. I’d given the short, terse letter to my father the morning of my wedding day, and he’d promised to deliver it to Emma—his idea to spare me the ugly confrontation. I didn’t find out he hadn’t done his part until the week after his death, when I found the unopened envelope in his personal safe. I’d placed it in this box with the rest of my past life, never dreaming all of it would bubble to the surface once again. But it had, and it was time for me to stop denying how easily I’d let Emma go and how quick I’d been to misplace my trust.
 
Emma,
Today was supposed to be the best day of my life. I was convinced love would find a way to bridge our worlds, and no amount of physical distance could come between us.
I was wrong. It was foolish of me to believe the good could last, that you would stay true when you started your new life without me. I only wish you would’ve had the courage to spare me this disgrace. I hope she makes you happy.
 
I’d written more—line after line of angry accusations, spurred by the photos my father had shown me of Emma and the other woman. Soft gazes, a gentle embrace—nothing tawdry, but my father had assured me the investigator had provided him with a full report on Emma’s indiscretions to accompany the photos. The me of today would’ve insisted on reading every word of that report, never letting someone else’s interpretation substitute for my own, but back then I’d been so indoctrinated in the creed of family loyalty, it never occurred to me to distrust the patriarch of our little dynasty. Talk about being wrong.
It wasn’t until Dad was dead and buried that I learned the truth. I’d hired a locksmith to break into the personal safe, discovering a reverse treasure trove of distasteful secrets. Among other things, I found the second set of financial records that revealed the fraud Dad had perpetrated against our business, my unopened, undelivered letter to Emma, and the full report from the investigator he’d hired to investigate my future wife. That last revealed more of my father’s fraud.
 
Taken out of context, the photos appear to show an intimate relationship, but I found nothing to support the contention that the subject is engaged in any inappropriate behavior. Close surveillance and reliable sources inside the OTS at Maxwell AFB confirm that other than the occasion captured in the photos, which was a birthday party at a local bar, the subject and the other woman in the photos do not see each other outside of their regularly scheduled training activities, and any perceived intimacy is merely the type of close camaraderie that exists among peers who are submerged in an intense training program.
I hope this information allays your concerns.
 
I tossed the letter aside. I’d read it dozens of times when I first found it, unable to process how far my father had been willing to go to come between me and Emma. First, he’d tried being as unpleasant as possible to her, and then he presented the unreasonable prenup that she’d willingly agreed to sign. When his initial tactics failed, he resorted to faking a cheating allegation, but as much as I detested him for his efforts to break us up, I couldn’t deny my own role. Young and insecure, I’d been so quick to believe him when he said Emma had been cheating on me, and to compound it all, I’d been too cowardly to confront her myself.
I set aside the letter I’d written to Emma on our wedding day and the investigator’s report and picked up a pen.
 
Dear Emma,
This letter is way too late and it’s absolutely not enough to make up for the pain I’ve caused you, but you deserve to hear the truth.
 
I poured my heart out, telling her everything from the beginning seeds of my insecurities in her decision to join the Air Force, to the confession of how I’d failed to trust her when it mattered most. I laid bare every detail of what led me to leave her the day of our wedding and hoped it sounded more like a sincere apology than a list of excuses. I even told her the truth about my father’s fraud—a gesture of trust, I suppose. I ended with:
 
You were the best thing that ever happened to me and I don’t believe I’ll ever love anyone the way I loved you. My hope for you is that you find someone who will love you for who you are and have the same strength of character that you possess. You deserve to find true love. You deserve happiness. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to give you either of those things, but I believe that you will find them.
 
The lobby of Emma’s apartment building was open when I swung by on my way to the tea, and the same bored-looking skinny guy was working the front desk. I handed him the envelope and walked out the door, certain this chapter of my life was closed for good.



CHAPTER SEVEN
My pickup bounced its way up the dusty dirt drive to the headquarters of Gantry Renewable Resources, a sister company of Gantry Oil. The sign a few hundred feet back told me I was at the right place, but the only building in sight was a small trailer with a Jeep parked alongside. Figuring whoever was inside could direct me to the right place, I parked and started toward the trailer when Lily Gantry stepped out of the door.
“You came,” she said with a broad smile.
“I did. You seem surprised.”
“I might be. I know you’ve got a lot going on right now.”
Understatement of the year. Of course she was talking about the wedding. Ann had groused when I told her I had to duck out this morning and her mood got worse when I wouldn’t say where I was headed. I’d managed to smooth things over with a vague suggestion that I was on a surprise errand, the implication being it was related to her. I made a mental note to pick up some token gift on my way home as cover. Telling her the truth about where I was today would invite too many questions, and suspicions that I was up to something. I wasn’t really. I mean, I was curious about what Lily had to say, but mostly I was hiding out from the entire Koen clan that was descending on Dallas for what Ann hoped would be the social event of the season. I was already dreading seeing them all tonight at the rehearsal dinner, so I was counting these few hours of freedom as a bride’s luxury.
So here I was, curious about Lily’s several overtures to tell me more about my options, but not putting much stock in anything to save me from the fate I’d chosen. “At this point the wedding planner is doing all the work. I think all I have to do is show up, look pretty, and say all the right things.”
Lily smiled indulgently. She’d been to enough big society weddings to know what I meant. The bride was merely a centerpiece—it was all the flowers, the food, the festivities that would make the social page in the next day’s news. She locked arms with me. “I’m glad you’re here. Ready for the tour?”
“Sure.” I followed her to the Jeep and climbed in. She drove down a barely discernible road for a bit until the wooded area gave way to a large meadow lined with giant steel wind turbines. To our right was a large hangar and in front of it, on the ground, were rows of turbine blades. She pulled over and motioned for me to follow her to the hangar.
“Wow,” I said, pointing to the ranks of three-pronged rotors. “The turbines look big installed but seeing these blades on the ground really gives you perspective.”
“Go ahead, stand right up next to one.”
I did and was blown away to find it was almost twice my height. “How many of these do you have? How do you assemble them? Are you leasing this land?”
“Come on.” She led the way into the hangar, pointing out various stations, explaining the construction of the windmills along the way. I was captivated by her knowledge and enthusiasm. “This property is the back half of Circle Six, Peyton’s family’s ranch. We’ve installed a hundred twenty-three turbines here, and we have hundreds more in locations in other parts of Texas and various other states.”
“Wow.”
“This is only the first phase. I want to have ten times that amount in the next five years.”
Her ambition was intoxicating. “Is that doable?”
“With the right partnership, it is. Which brings me to why I wanted to talk to you.” She opened a door and led me into a small office furnished with an old metal desk and two mismatched chairs. “Have a seat. I realize these aren’t the finest digs, but this office isn’t used much except to receive materials, and to log inspections and repairs. We have a crew that monitors the turbines and tabulates their output, but we don’t get many visitors so there’s really no point in dressing up the place.”
I nodded, feigning patience, but inside I was dying to hurry her along to the point of my visit.
“I guess you want to know why you’re here.”
“Yes. I do.”
“We’re going to need a substantial increase in personnel and equipment to maintain our growth and I’d like to discuss how Gantry Renewables can merge with James Drilling to corner the market in Texas wind turbines.”
I let out a big breath. Well, shit. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting—some business from Gantry Oil thrown our way or some other friendly overture to help out a fellow businesswoman—but a partnership? Hadn’t been on my radar at all. Of course, Lily didn’t know all the details behind the financial straits we were in. “I appreciate the offer. What you’ve done, what you’re doing with renewable energy, is amazing. I admire you and under any other circumstances, I’d love to be in business with you, but I’ve already agreed to merge our company with Ann’s family business. I’m sure you understand.”
Lily leaned back in her chair and studied me until I grew uncomfortable under her gaze before she said, “I don’t understand.”
“Excuse me?”
She raised a hand. “Look, I get that your business is in trouble, and I want you to know I have no intention of taking advantage of your position to try to scoop up a good deal. I will admit I’m taking advantage of your situation to suggest this as a way for you to diversify and me to benefit, but I want us to go into business together because I know you and I respect you. Relationships are more important to me than balance sheets. Which brings me to ask—and I realize this is probably not an appropriate question for me to ask on the eve of your wedding—why on earth are you marrying Ann Koen?”
Maybe it was the kind, gentle expression in her eyes. Maybe it was the underlying anguish I detected in the tone of her blunt question, but whatever it was, I burst into tears. Big, messy sobs that wracked me through and through. Lily moved her chair next to mine and pulled me close, letting me literally cry on her shoulder until I was spent.
I pulled away and dabbed at my eyes which I was certain were red and puffy. “Damn. I’m sorry.”
“You have nothing to be sorry about,” she said. “I’m the one who should apologize. Clearly, you’re feeling a lot of things. Do you want to talk?”
“No. Yes.” I balled my hands into fists, conflicted and concerned I’d already said too much by virtue of my overly emotional reaction. The tears had been cathartic, but I needed more. “I don’t want to marry Ann. I’m only doing it to save the family business.” Lily started to speak, but I shook my head. “You’re going to say I have options, that if I go into business with you, I can save my company from being dismantled for parts, but I promise you there are reasons that won’t work.”
“And Ann knows those reasons?”
“Yes. If I break off our…arrangement, she’ll ruin James Drilling and all of this will have been for nothing.”
“It sounds like you’re carrying a heavy load. Is there anyone you can talk to?”
The only people who knew the full extent of my predicament were my mother, Ann, and her family. Betty knew I was marrying Ann as part of a business arrangement, but out of fear for her lack of a filter, I hadn’t told her anything about my father’s fraud and how his misdeeds precluded other options for saving the business. I met Lily’s eyes and saw empathy and kindness. Lily’s father had been investigated for money laundering, yet here she was, storming the energy business, unwilling to let it hold her back. Our lives were a study in contrasts. If only I’d married Emma all those years ago, left the family business to be an Air Force wife, had the strength to question my father’s motives in having Emma followed in the first place and the bravery to confront her personally. In the face of Lily’s fortitude, I felt small and weak, and in my weakness, I could no longer keep my secret.
“My father drained the company retirement fund.” I blurted out the words, and once I started talking, I couldn’t stop. “Some of it he spent trying to grow the business, but a lot of it he squandered trying to keep up appearances—new cars, expensive restaurants, diamonds for Mom.” I told her everything. How I’d had an internal audit done on the books after he died because I couldn’t find the funds. How the auditor had delivered the news and suggested we hire a lawyer to defend against possible lawsuits and criminal prosecution once the news got out. How the Koen family lawyer had approached me to say the Koens had obtained inside information about the fraud, but they were willing to keep it quiet in exchange for a business arrangement that included marriage to Ann in some sort of weird family dynasty maneuver. I told her about how I’d given up on love after my first attempt at marriage and figured entering a union for solely practical reasons would be easy, but the closer we got to the wedding, the more I realized exactly how much I was giving up.
“Emma.”
Lily had only to say Emma’s name and all the feelings came rushing back. Love, pain. Love, regret. Love…No matter what came after, there’d always been love between us, and even all these years later, I believed there was a part of Emma that still loved me, despite what I’d put her through. The hardest part of marrying Ann tomorrow was knowing how much I loved Emma and always had.
“When I saw you together at the Tower Club,” Lily said, “I thought maybe there was a chance you’d get back together.”
“No. Not a chance. That was just…” I cast about for a way to distill what we had been into what we’d become. “A lawyer consulting with a client. A meeting between two people who used to know each other. And I’d probably be fine with my decision to marry Ann if I hadn’t run into Emma again after all these years.”
“Okay. Sure.”
“What?”
“You’ve been very honest with me about everything related to your business, which I appreciate, by the way. I’m sure you know I’m familiar with the delicate balance of family and business, with a father who crosses lines he shouldn’t. But experience has taught me this—if you love this woman, together you can find a way out of any difficulty.”
I let her words sink in. She wasn’t talking about Ann, but what did she know about any feelings I might have for Emma or she for me? Besides, it was too late for me and Emma. I was getting married tomorrow and too much hung in the balance for me to run away a second time. I stood. “I need to go.”
We rode in silence back to where my car was parked, and while I appreciated her not pushing the points she’d made, I missed the comfort of our conversation, and the realization left me feeling very lonely. When Lily hugged me and wished me a happy wedding day, I blurted out, “You should come. You and Peyton. I realize it’s silly to invite you at the last minute, but I could use another friendly face in the crowd.” I left unsaid that she would be the one friend present who could truly appreciate the toll this whole ordeal was exacting from me, which suddenly seemed very selfish. “I’m sorry, you probably have plans already, or better things to do than dress up to attend a loveless wedding.”
“We’ll be there.”
Her firm response gave me comfort as I spent the next hour driving around the countryside, stretching my freedom to the last minute, before I finally turned my car back toward the city. I barely had time to change before I had to be at the rehearsal dinner, and as I walked through the doors of the restaurant, I realized I’d completely forgotten to pick up a gift for Ann, something to allay her frustration that I’d been MIA most of the day. A week ago I would’ve cared more about keeping her happy, but now all I felt was the sour taste of regret. Screw the gift. I was already giving enough.



CHAPTER EIGHT
I stood in front of the mirror in the bedroom of the luxurious hotel suite Ann had booked for me to use to get ready for the wedding ceremony, an hour from now. After the reception, a car would whisk us away to the airport for two weeks in Italy, a romantic trip I’d dreamed of taking someday, definitely with my wife, but never with her.
I stared at my reflection, desperate to reconcile the perfectly coiffed woman in the white dress with the tangled knot of nerves lurking underneath her polished veneer. No matter how hard I tried, I didn’t recognize this version of myself. Yes, I’d made some dumb decisions in my life, but what I was about to do was next level. If so many other people’s livelihoods wouldn’t be affected, would I walk away, or was the rope that tethered me to the fate of my family legacy so strong, I could never break free?
But my decision to stick it out and try to save James Drilling was about more than other people’s jobs and keeping up appearances. When I’d chosen to trust my father and leave Emma, I’d thrown all my energy into this business, thinking I was building a life for a future family of my own. Silly, really, since I’d given up my one true love, and any other woman, any other family, would never measure up. Which left me with the woman in the mirror who was about to give up her own hopes and dreams, and I didn’t much like what I saw.
The door burst open behind me and my mother glided into the room. “Katie, you look gorgeous. I’d hug you but I don’t want to crumple your dress. Are you excited?”
Ugh. She should’ve known I wasn’t, but she’d let herself get swept up into the festive atmosphere, conveniently forgetting this marriage was arranged and our family’s legacy was the dowry. “Have you seen Betty?”
Mom looked over her shoulder. “She was outside talking to the rest of the bridesmaids, but she said she’d be right here.”
I hoped so. I’d sent her off a short while ago, begging her to get Ann’s cousins as far away from me as possible before the ceremony began. Ann had been curious and disappointed when I told her I only wanted Betty to stand with me. She wanted a big wedding and had narrowed her list of bridesmaids down to five willing sycophants. When she’d come up with the solution of having some of her cousins join my bridal party for balance, I gave in as I had on every other detail of this farce of a ceremony because I simply didn’t care about anything other than getting through it.
“I brought you something old,” Mom said.
She reached into her bag and pulled out a plain gold signet ring. I recognized it as the one my father had always worn on his right ring finger. It had been handed down from three generations of James men. It wasn’t particularly valuable, but it stood for family and tradition, and I’d always expected it would be mine someday, but I recoiled when she thrust it toward me.
“What’s the matter?”
“I don’t want it.”
She frowned. “He would’ve wanted you to have it.”
“What he would’ve wanted is no longer important to me.” I questioned the truth of my words, but I wasn’t prepared to take them back. Some would argue I was selling out to preserve his reputation as much as my own legacy. My relationship with him had always been complicated, and death only made it more so because only one of us could fix what was broken now. But my role in making things right didn’t include a wearable reminder of why I was in this situation. Maybe I should wear the ring as a reminder I should keep my own counsel, because trusting him had cost me everything.
No, that wasn’t fair. Young and naïve as I’d been, I could’ve, should’ve questioned more—when he told me Emma was cheating, when he insisted he had a plan for the future of James Drilling. No one was to blame but me, and the sooner I owned my part in my unhappiness, the sooner I could start work on a way to correct the course. I pointed at the ring in my mother’s hand. “Keep it, don’t keep it. I don’t care, but I will not wear it. I am my own person, and whatever happens from here on out will be because of my hard work, my sacrifice, not some tradition or legacy that may or may not be real.”
Mom stuffed the ring back in her purse, a disappointed expression on her face—the kind that would usually have me scrambling to fix her mood—but I felt nothing.
“Wow.”
Mom and I both turned toward the door. Ann was wearing a striking custom-cut black tux, and no one could deny she made a picture-perfect partner. Mom stepped in front of me and shook a finger at her. “What are you doing here? It’s bad luck for you to see the bride.”
I managed a laugh. “Mom, she’s a bride too. I’m pretty sure the bad luck cancels out.” I could only hope. “But seriously, Ann, I didn’t expect to see you until the ceremony.”
“Can you blame me for wanting to have one last look before we make this official?”
I wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt, assume she wasn’t actually talking about me like I was a roast she wanted the butcher to display before he wrapped it up for her to take home, but my stomach soured and I knew my gut was right. “Give us a minute?” I asked my mother.
“Of course. Guess there’s no harm now.”
I waited until she left, and then invited Ann to join me at the dining table in the kitchen area of the suite. “I assume you have something you would like to discuss.”
“Thank you for finally signing the prenup. My lawyer told me you gave it to him yesterday. He’ll file it along with the signed marriage license.” She grinned. “I’ve deposited a bonus to your bank account as a gesture of goodwill. Use it for whatever you want.” She reached out and clasped my hand. “We’re going to get along just fine.”
I stared at her hand and dug deep for some emotional reaction to what I’m sure she envisioned was a thoughtful gesture, but all I felt was cold and alone. A few seconds later, I heard a throat clear behind us and looked up to see Betty standing in the doorway of what had become the busiest hotel suite in the city.
“Am I interrupting?” Betty asked in a tone I recognized as sorry, not sorry.
“No,” I said before Ann could speak. “Ann was on her way out because we’ve probably tested the bounds of luck already.” I ducked her kiss and shooed her out the door, which I then bolted behind her.
“What was that all about?” Betty asked.
“I think she just wanted to inspect the goods before she finalized her purchase.” I sighed. “Help me finish getting ready so we can get this over with?” I picked up a brush and started in on my hair, counting down my freedom with each stroke.
“About that…”
I heard the uncertainty in her voice, and I paused midstroke. “What?”
She pointed at the door. “There are some people here who want to see you. I invited them up to the suite.”
“Seriously, Betty? I’m not up for any more visitors.” But curiosity compelled me to ask, “Who are they?”
She reached for the bolt on the door and slid it back in her usual dramatic fashion. When she pulled the door open, I stared at the familiar face framed in the doorway and stood frozen in place, barely hearing the hairbrush clatter to the surface of the vanity.
 
* * *
 
Emma wasn’t wearing a custom-made tux, but her navy-blue suit with its tapered jacket took me back in time to the first and only Air Force dine-in we’d attended together, the night she graduated from officer training school. She was even more beautiful now than she had been that day, decked out in mess dress, a newly minted soldier, ready to take on the world.
And now she was standing here with me while I was dressed in a white gown, a scene we once planned, snatched away by my own immaturity. For a moment the rest of the world fell away and I longed to step into her arms, will away the past, and reclaim the years we’d wasted. Could she want that too?
“What are you doing here?” I whispered the words like I was afraid if I spoke too loudly, I would puncture the bubble of us.
“I read your letter.”
I searched her face for a clue, but I detected no signs of anger. Her eyes were gentle and kind, wistful even. “It’s not enough, but I had to tell you the truth. I never should’ve doubted you.”
She stepped closer. “I should’ve found you, made you talk to me, tell me what was wrong. Instead I ran as far away as I could.” She reached for my hands and held them tight. “We both made mistakes.”
I felt the first tear fall, but I didn’t let go of her hands to wipe it away. More tears followed and I gave in and allowed myself to indulge the loss I’d never fully processed. How stark it seemed now with Emma less than a foot away while a woman I did not love was headed to the altar to become my wife.
Like a dash of cold water on my face, the memory of Ann in her tux and my carefully crafted plan to save James Drilling rushed in to take the space between us. I stepped back, searching for something to say to close the door on our past. “Thank you for…this, but I have to go.”
She shook her head. “No, you don’t.”
Damn, this was hard. I broke our shared gaze and swiveled my head, looking for Betty. As maid of honor it was her job to keep things on track, and I was dangerously close to going off the rails. As if on cue, Betty walked through the door again, this time with more unexpected visitors in tow.
“Lily, Peyton, you came.”
Lily hugged me tightly and whispered in my ear, “I promised I would, but please don’t be mad when you hear what I have to say.”
She stepped back before I could fully process her words. I glanced between her and Peyton, and then at Emma. “Why do I feel like you all are up to something?” I looked at Betty, who hunched her shoulders, and then I reached for her hand in a show of solidarity since it appeared we were the only ones in the room who weren’t in on the secret.
Lily spoke first. “I went to find Emma after you left Circle Six yesterday. I know it’s none of my business if you marry a woman you don’t love, but before you do, I want you to hear I’ve been where you are, faced with secrets about who my family is and what they’ve done. The only way I was able to find happiness was to uncover the truth, shine a light on the darkness. Yes, it was painful and”—she turned to look at Peyton who gave her an encouraging smile—“it almost tore us apart, but in the end, what we endured only strengthened our bond.” She waved a hand at me and Emma. “If you love each other, nothing is impossible.”
I wanted to believe her, desperately, but nothing had changed. “You know why I’m doing this.”
This time it was Emma who spoke. “We do, but we’re here to say you don’t have to go through with it. After Lily came to see me yesterday, I did some research and I met with Peyton.” She gestured to Peyton who nodded. “Did you know she’s the criminal chief for the US Attorney’s office? Of course, we could only discuss hypotheticals, but we agreed if a now-deceased CEO had committed fraud, but no other company principals were complicit, then the US Attorney would be inclined to accept a plea on behalf of the corporation without indicting the other owners, provided the company was willing to pay back the illegal gains with interest.”
“There would be a sizeable fine,” Peyton said. “And there could still be civil lawsuits, but—”
Lily interrupted, “But as your friends, we will be there to help you raise the money whether you decide to go into business with me or not. I promise you, we’ll find a way, and once you’re free from this secret, you’ll feel so much better.”
And I wouldn’t have to marry Ann. I closed my eyes while my mind played the words Lily hadn’t said out loud, over and over as if repetition could make it true.
Could this work? Could I accept Lily’s generosity and trust there were no real strings attached? Even if there were, wasn’t this a better obligation than the faux marriage waiting downstairs?
When I opened my eyes, Emma was the only other person in the room, and she was standing several feet away. “They left to give you space.”
“And you stayed?”
“We’ve already had too much space between us.” She walked over and stood mere inches away. “What do you want to do?”
I couldn’t remember the last time what I wanted to do had taken precedence over obligation. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Is it as easy as doing what I want?”
“It can be. If you let it.” She reached out and placed a hand on the side of my face and gazed intently into my eyes. “I want you.”
“I want you too.” The words were effortless, natural, real, and in that moment I knew I was capable of so much more than settling for a life built on a stack of lies. I reached up and grasped her hand, still resting on my cheek, and tugged her closer until I could feel her breath on mine. The moment our lips touched, memories flashed before me—idealistic, youthful promises of a happy life I’d let others dim. Our kiss started softly, with slow, gentle touches as we reconnected, then grew into the intense, searing heat of a well-tended passion.
When we finally broke for air, Emma held me tightly and whispered, “You can have it all. You just have to believe.”
Every cell in my body told me she was right. Emma Reed was my one true love, and I had a choice to make. I could walk down the aisle toward a future I knew would make me unhappy, or I could be a runaway bride who was running toward happiness instead of away from it. The answer was simple and clear. I grabbed Emma’s hand and flashed the biggest smile I’d ever felt. “Let’s go!”
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