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    Chapter 1 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte Wheaton had once fallen in love. Or so she thought. His name was Montgomery Douglas. After a year of courtship, she accepted his proposal and vowed her life to the man. She believed it was forever. They had a daughter. She’d done everything in the proper order, followed protocol, and checked off the boxes. She thought she had gotten it perfectly right. But then how had everything had gone so wrong? 
 
    As she arrived at Robertson Royal Gardens for her brother Will’s Wedding Eve party—a combined bachelor and bachelorette party slash rehearsal dinner—, she couldn’t help but think about how she had done everything by the book and failed. Meanwhile, her brother did everything out of order, backward, and unconventionally, but had somehow succeeded. She wasn’t jealous or bitter, just curious. How did he manage to have a modeling career, build a gym empire, and find everlasting happiness? Meanwhile, she juggled several jobs, was a single mum, and alone. 
 
    She couldn’t bring herself to step out of line or do anything he considered normal—things that were wild, reckless, and sometimes ridiculous. 
 
    Except for Emma. There was nothing absurd about her. Will had somehow found the love of his life. It was clear, by the way they stole little glances at each other while they greeted guests, that she felt the same way. 
 
    In fact, her brother’s odd ability to make lemonade out of lemons had trickled into how the two women had met—not that Emma was in any way a lemon; no, she was more of a peach. A perfect peach and they’d become good friends. 
 
    Charlotte had been walking the dogs (job number one) and ran into Emma at a park. They’d met a few times randomly after that, then for tea where Emma consulted her about her love life. Now, she was marrying Charlotte’s brother. Small world? Small city? Or was it fate? Destiny? Charlotte wasn’t sure, but she did know that she was fated, destined to be alone. 
 
    A long sigh escaped as her cousin, Juliette, approached with wide-open arms. They kissed on each cheek in the European style. Juliette started chattering, asking about the proposal, the wedding, and the honeymoon. She wanted all the details. 
 
    Then, in her thick French accent, she said, “Where are my manners? I am so thrilled for William I forgot to ask, how are you, cousin?” Except, since she was French, she used that pronunciation of the word even though it was spelled the same in both languages. 
 
    “I’m well, thank you.” Charlotte’s lips lifted into a smile, but her heart wasn’t behind it. The truth was, she hadn’t been feeling quite herself since Sydney, her guardian and best friend had passed away after a long period in a coma. The loss had sapped the reserves of her strength, resilience, and tenacity. Most days, she was running on fumes, like a car in desperate need of gas. 
 
    “How is your darling daughter, Birdie?” 
 
    At the sound of her daughter’s nickname, Charlotte perked up. She was the one thing that kept Charlotte going. “She’s wonderful. With her grandmother this evening, but she will be with us tomorrow. She’s very excited to be the flower girl for the wedding.” 
 
    “Grand-mere?” Juliette asked, using the French word for grandmother. 
 
    “She’s with her grandmother on her father’s side.” Charlotte’s voice tightened and she swallowed back a swell of emotion. 
 
    Growing up, Charlotte and Will’s mother spoke French to them and they were both fluent even though they grew up in London. However, speaking the language, heck, even hearing it, brought up mixed emotions for Charlotte. On the one hand, it felt familiar, like home, as close to her heart as breathing, but on the other, it brought to mind another loss she’d had to bear. 
 
    “Ah, l’idiot,” Juliette said at the reminder of Charlotte’s ex-husband. She thought most men were idiots, but that didn’t stop her from having many romantic trysts, which she saucily divulged every time the cousins were together. 
 
    Will had been like that, going from girlfriend to girlfriend, then had been with what Juliette referred to as a tarte, before finding true love with Emma. 
 
    Charlotte knew she’d never find love again because for her it would have to be forever—a lifelong commitment. With her ex out of the picture, it was up to her to provide a stable life for Birdie. Romance didn’t fit into that equation, which was sure to only end in a split. She couldn’t go through that again.  
 
    There were other male figures in the young girl’s life. In the past, Will hadn’t proved to be the best role material, but Will had turned his life around in a lot of ways. They’d lost Sydney, who was like a grandfather to Birdie and a father to her. 
 
    Charlotte sighed again and Juliette gripped her forearm. “Non, non, non. We are here to celebrate. Not commiserate about how we’re still single. Now, let’s go mingle.” She pulled Charlotte into the growing crowd. She leaned in close to Charlotte’s ear. “Now, that Emma is royalty, I insist you introduce me to the most eligible bachelors and we’ll inquire as to whether they have a brother for you.” Juliette laughed. 
 
    As they made the rounds, Juliette kept to Charlotte’s side as if she knew her cousin would’ve found a quiet place to sit, pull out her phone and read or do something else equally introverted. Charlotte wasn’t one for big crowds and flashy events. She preferred the quiet, simple life. 
 
    “Tell me how it turned out your brother fell in love with a princess who didn’t know she was royalty?” Juliette asked. 
 
    Charlotte smiled. It was a good story, a romantic one—Charlotte’s favorite kind despite not having much in the way of romance in her own life. She explained how the Jones sisters learned of their royal status. “Emma’s sister, Penny, soon-to-be queen of Concordia had stumbled into Burklingham Palace as a cook and came out with a prince on her arm. No, actually, a baker,” she corrected herself. 
 
    “Ooh. Speaking of baking. Those pastries look delicious,” Juliette said, helping herself to a chocolate caramel crème puff as a server passed with a tray piled with confections. “Okay, with that question answered, tell me why did your brother and his fiancé opt to have a combined hen party and bachelor party and the rehearsal dinner? Why all at once?” 
 
    Charlotte shrugged. “It had to do with timing. And they didn’t want to make a big fuss with multiple parties.” 
 
    “The Wedding Eve party sounds like a big deal,” Juliette said around a bite. 
 
    “When has Will done anything differently?” 
 
    They both laughed because it was true.  
 
    “If there is something big, he wants bigger. Something fancy? He wants fancier. If there’s a fast car, he wants one faster.” 
 
    “Charlotte, how is it you and your brother are so different?” 
 
    She shrugged. Will had it all.  
 
    Private jet? Check.  
 
    Multiple international residences? Check.  
 
    A billion dollars? Check. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. William couldn’t just marry an ordinary girl. He had to go and marry a princess. I suppose that leaves us with a lot to live up to.” Juliette winked.  
 
    Charlotte’s ideal man, though completely fictional because she never intended to marry again, was quiet, simple, stable. He preferred nights in, perhaps a museum visit or a stroll in the park on Sunday afternoons, and didn’t go for extravagant. Montgomery had been that way but then he found someone who was the opposite of Charlotte. 
 
    “So for William, skipping the bachelor party has nothing to do with avoiding temptation?” Juliette hinted. 
 
    “Will said he’s done with his wild days. He’s committed to Emma.” 
 
    “Do you like her?” 
 
    “I adore her. She’s become a good friend.” Charlotte smiled. 
 
    “In that case, I approve. But I would’ve liked to have been invited to a royal bachelorette party.” Juliette smirked. “There probably would’ve been a shopping spree, a spa day, all the best girlie things.” 
 
    Charlotte smiled. The truth was, Emma grew up in the US under fairly modest circumstances. “Since Emma is officially royalty, the wedding is sure to be opulent and formal. They wanted this party to be fun and very much them.” 
 
    The color scheme was blue and white and gold like the wedding, but there were subtle, inked dog paw prints on the edge of the napkins for hors d’oeuvres, and other little dog-related accents. 
 
    “It’s reminiscent of the New Year’s bash she organized,” Charlotte explained. “Wait until you see the party favors.” 
 
    “Like those?” Juliette pointed to an enormous jar, or more like a tank, filled with Hershey’s Kisses. The label read How many kisses for the soon to be Mr. and Mrs.? Guess the magic number. 
 
    “No, not those. Will and Emma have a thing, like an inside joke, with the candies.” According to a little Birdie, there were eight-hundred and forty-four. 
 
    “A bon chat, bon rat.” 
 
    Charlotte knew Juliette wasn’t calling her brother or new sister in law a cat or rat, but meant everyone had their match. Except her. 
 
    “You mean like peas and carrots. Yes, but Will's new motto is about living a real life, unscripted, not posed.” 
 
    “Maybe so but he could never live a simple life.”  
 
    But Charlotte could. She did. Sydney left her more than enough, but she was saving it for Birdie’s future. They got by just fine. Though, Charlotte had been tired from working so hard and would’ve liked more time with her daughter. But she wasn’t the kind of person who accepted handouts. Will knew that. Sydney knew that. It was hard enough moving into his house after he’d passed—for numerous reasons. 
 
    “Ooh, la la. Who’s that?” Juliette asked, pulling Charlotte from her thoughts and pointing at a tall man. She couldn’t see who Juliette meant as various dignitaries, nobility, and royalty glided past, blocking their view. 
 
    Just then, Emma rushed over, wearing a white, gold, and aqua dress that flattered her tan after returning from the Caribbean. “Hello. I’m so happy you’re here.” 
 
    They hugged in greeting. 
 
    Charlotte introduced the two women who started chatting immediately. Both Emma and Juliette were easy to get along with though Emma did have her feisty side and Juliette could be catty. Thankfully, that wasn’t an issue. After all, Emma had become family and since Charlotte and Will only had Juliette, her father who she had a choice word for, and a few distant relations they’d never met, it was important to Charlotte they get along for Birdie’s sake. They’d never met their father and really didn’t have much family left. 
 
    At the upsetting thought, Charlotte blinked her eyes a few times, swallowed, and tried to lift her lips into a smile. 
 
    Juliette’s voice floated back to her as she asked Emma about her relationship with Will. “So he proposed to you while on the island? Tres romantique. Will you tell us the story?” 
 
    Charlotte leaned in, interested because she hadn’t yet heard how her brother popped the question. They’d only returned from the Caribbean a few days previous and had been preoccupied with wedding plans. 
 
    “Yes, absolutely,” Emma said. “It’s all been so hush-hush with Will trying to keep things out of the media. We’re lucky to have the island to escape to. No one in their right mind would trek there and take photos.” She shook her head. “I’m lucky there’s running water. We’re building a brand-new house there though and it will have all the bells and whistles and by that, I mean electricity.” 
 
    Juliette laughed. 
 
    Charlotte knew, all too well, Will’s problem with the paparazzi. They meddled in his life and at times had posed a danger. But she was also certain the house would have more than just the basics—he’d include the top of the line everything. 
 
    They continued to chatter about the island and house and engagement along with everything to follow. 
 
    “I love being able to gush with you girls,” Emma said. 
 
    Juliette gripped her hand, studying the ring. It was a rock of a diamond, surrounded by other diamonds. “You will need sunglasses when you wear it outside because it’s so bright and sparkly.” 
 
    “So, back to how he got this on your finger.” 
 
    “Will told me there were rumors of a treasure hidden somewhere off Isla Encanta.” 
 
    Juliette made a swooning sound that matched the way Charlotte felt inside. Love Island. A little, or not so little, considering they were talking about Will, secret. It was a hidden, island paradise just for the couple. 
 
    “One morning he brought me breakfast in bed along with a map. He went on to tell me a long story about how one of the locals from a neighboring island brought him in on the rumors of treasure and shared the map with him.” Emma raised an eyebrow. “I was suspicious, but went along with it.” 
 
    “If you found treasure did you have to share it?” 
 
    Emma flashed the ring. “In this case no.” 
 
    The three women laughed. 
 
    Emma continued. “It started with the perfect day on the boat. The sun was shining, the water was calm. We followed the map and sailed past Crystal Cove, Hangman’s Harbor, and then Shipwreck Sandbar. Let’s just say Will got a little carried away with the pirate theme. Anyway, we arrived at the X—the one that marked the spot, which was a called Riptide Reef, a shallow reef for snorkeling… We got on our gear and then were watching the angelfish, the tangs, the lionfish…” 
 
    “Sounds amazing,” Charlotte breathed. 
 
    “Don’t tell me he buried the ring!” Juliette exclaimed. 
 
    “He gestured I follow him over to some rocks. There, he pointed to a wooden treasure chest. We hauled it up and the ring was inside.” Emma bounced a little. 
 
    Charlotte had to admit, her excitement and joy were contagious. If her brother, who’d had a reputation for being the least romantic person ever, could orchestrate something like that, perhaps there was some hope in the world. 
 
    “He proposed to me right there on the beach.” Tears glistened in Emma’s eyes. 
 
    Charlotte wrapped her in a hug. “I’m so glad you found each other.” 
 
    Juliette beamed. “It’s a love story good enough to write about.” She nudged her cousin. “But how did your brother manage to become the owner of an island in the Caribbean? Isla Encanta.” Juliette used a Spanish inflection, completely hiding her French accent when she said it. “The island of love.” 
 
    “Supposedly he won it during a card game.” 
 
    “When we were little, my brother and I played poker with Sydney for peanuts. Actual peanuts. The kind in the shell. It sounds like he’s graduated to bigger wagers.” 
 
    Emma and Juliette laughed. 
 
    The memory brought up more memories of Sydney. He’d taught Will and Charlotte so much about finances, even though Charlotte lived rather frugally. Will said he owed his success to their guardian. She owed her life.  
 
    She was in deep in mourning and didn’t know if the pain of loss would ever go away—at least not when she’d already lost so much: her mother, her marriage, then her best friend and father figure. It was especially hard at the wedding because he would have wanted to be there. 
 
    “The question is who does your brother play cards with?” Juliette asked. “Who is this person who wagers islands?” She laughed as though it was unreal, absurd. 
 
    Emma pointed to a man as tall as Will with his back to them. While her brother was muscular, it was from working out at the gym empire he owned while that man’s strength was of a more rugged variety. Like he lifted heavy things, but not weights. His skin was sun-kissed as though he spent a lot of time outside in the fresh air. 
 
    “That’s the American best friend, Wyatt. In fact, we have the same last name—Jones. Though there’s no relation.” 
 
    “And soon you’ll be Mrs. Wheaton.” Juliette smiled. 
 
    Charlotte had heard plenty about the American best friend Wyatt Jones. He and Will had worked as models together and had many wild times. “I’ve heard about him, but never met him.” 
 
    “He is one fine specimen of man muscle, American brawn. A proper cowboy.” Juliette batted her eyelashes in his direction though he still faced away from them. 
 
    “Are you single?” Emma asked. 
 
    Juliette tipped her head from side to side. “Nothing official.” 
 
    Juliette told them about the Frenchman who’d been wooing her. 
 
    Charlotte’s gaze drifted over to Wyatt who shifted, revealing his profile. He had a chiseled jawline and a crooked smile. “He’s probably broken a lot of hearts.” Too late, Charlotte realized she’d spoken aloud. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Emma asked. 
 
    Charlotte quickly recovered. “I mean, he’s Will’s best friend. They used to model together. I’m pretty sure they left a trail of women in their wake.” 
 
    “Well, as we know, people change.” Emma’s lips lifted in an assuring smile. 
 
    Charlotte realized what her comment suggested even though she didn’t mean for it to offend Emma. “They sure do. Will’s so lucky to have found the woman who won his heart. I’m really happy for you guys.” She was, but the constant presence of grief made her feel like she was treading water, but not wearing a snorkel or looking at exotic Caribbean fish. More like struggling to stay afloat. 
 
    The three women carried on with pleasant conversation, and it was clear Emma wasn’t upset about Charlotte’s comment. After a time, a duke or the member of some royal house or another snagged her attention. She extended both her hands to drag Juliette and Charlotte along. She whispered, “If I say the word Pomeranian that means rescue me from a dreadfully boring conversation.” 
 
    Juliette, all too happy to meet royalty said, “Oui.” 
 
    Will rushed over, giving his bride to be a smooch on the cheek then said, “I have to say hello to my sister,” he said, nabbing her away. 
 
    She was glad he rescued her from having to rub elbows with the nobility without having to use a code word. She preferred to be a quiet observer. 
 
     “There you are. I never thought I’d get away from Boylston. Banged my ear off about the Chapman-Shaw merger for ages.” Will rubbed his hand down the back of his neck. 
 
    “Looking forward to heading back to Isla Encanta?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Am I ever. You should come stay with us.” 
 
    “And miss summer in London? Ask me again in January, dreary, drizzly, January.” 
 
    “Will do. You certainly could use a vacation.” 
 
    She didn’t want to think about how that was true. “Emma told us about the proposal. Very romantic, brother.” 
 
    “No less than she deserved, you too. Maybe you’ll meet your mister here,” he said with a lift of his eyebrow. “Are you enjoying yourself?” 
 
    She nodded, but Will was gazing out at all the guests and he didn’t see the smile that slipped off Charlotte’s face. 
 
    “You do realize this is madness. Glorious, about to marry the love-of-my-life, madness.” He chuckled. “Could you help me with one thing though?” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Of course, but Emma’s taught me to ask for help when I need it.” He cast Charlotte a pointed look. Both siblings had a habit of trying to shoulder burdens alone. “Anyway, Emma’s mother keeps meddling and fussing then disappearing. She’s driving us both nuts. Anyway, we need more of those delicious apple-rose pastries. Have you tried one?” Will went on to describe it. 
 
    “I see Emma has also got you off your strict dietary regime,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “Just for today.” 
 
    “And tomorrow?” 
 
    Will nodded sheepishly. “Then it’s back to the protein shakes and bland dinners.” He laughed. “Emma’s mother said she went to tell the caterers we needed more, but she probably got lost and is trying to get one of these old money earls to marry her—like Archer Pearce for instance.” He thumbed over his shoulder. 
 
    “You invited him?” He’d been involved in a recent bank scandal. 
 
    “Now that Emma’s royalty, we practically had to invite half the country.” He gave his sister an imploring look. 
 
    She planted her hands on her brother’s arm. “Of course, I’ll go find out about the apple rose pastries.” She was relieved it was something so straightforward and he wasn’t asking her to do something awkward like dance with one of those old money earls he’d mentioned. 
 
    He gave her hand a squeeze and then called after her, “Now, you don’t go getting lost either, but do feel free to fall in love.” 
 
    His laughter faded as she reminded herself why that would never happen. 
 
    Charlotte passed through the gilded hall of the historic Garden House, part of the royal garden system. She intended to follow her ears and nose to the sound of pans clattering and the smell of deliciousness baking. However, there were countless doors and other hallways on the lower level. She wasn’t sure which led to the kitchen. The Garden House was old, had once been one of the royal palaces, but the main part of it had burned in a terrible fire around the turn of the twentieth century. It was part of the royal registry of historical buildings converted for the public and used for events like weddings. 
 
    However, that didn’t help Charlotte find her way through the maze-like corridors. A long row of catering carts stood like soldiers in one hall, waiting to deliver more confections to the guests. One was piled high with chocolate chip cookies—Sydney’s favorite. Her stomach dipped. Some days were easier than others to get through. She wished he was there to celebrate Will’s happiness, his future. But he was gone. Tears sprung to her eyes.  
 
    Charlotte rounded the corner, trying to find the kitchen. It was relatively quieter in that hall. She’d taken a wrong turn she paused and leaned against the wall—out of sight. She was lost and needed a moment to compose herself before finding the kitchen and interacting with a stranger.  
 
    She didn’t want anyone to think she was anything less than thrilled about the nuptials. She was happy for the couple, but felt sad and missed Sydney—missed having someone to talk to, listening to his stories, and playing cards with him. She was surprised Will had actually won an island from Wyatt, given that she always bested him when they played cards. But as Emma said, people change. Or maybe the cowboy wasn’t a skilled card player. 
 
    She sniffled. Neither Sydney nor Will would want her in the hallway sobbing so she squared her shoulders and drew a deep breath. She peered around the corner to be sure the coast was clear because she didn’t want anyone questioning why she was alone in the hall crying. When she straightened, ready to set foot into the hall and find the baker and pastries Will requested, she knocked into a large, solid figure. She stumbled, shuffled, and careened into a cart loaded full of mini confections.  
 
    A massive pair of hands wrapped around her waist to keep her from going head first into platters of mini meringues. Once she got her footing, she turned around to apologize. The American best friend started to do the same. Her breath caught as their eyes met. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
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    Wyatt 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” said a woman with the most striking blue eyes Wyatt had ever seen. Yet there was undeniable sadness in them. Either that or she’d been hurt after he’d knocked into her.  
 
    “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” he asked, tipping his cowboy hat by way of pardon. 
 
    Her nod was hardly convincing. “I’m sorry,” she repeated. 
 
    He felt stupid for needing a minute of quiet after the long flight and the hubbub of the party. “Don’t be. It was my fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” 
 
    “I was just, um, supposed to be getting something.” She seemed flustered or out of sorts, looking everywhere, but at him. “Um, oh, right, the apple rose pastries. Will asked me to request them from the caterer.” 
 
    Wyatt tucked his chin. “Really? He asked me to do the same thing.” 
 
    “There’s a lot going on. He probably forgot he’d asked you. Have you had one? They’re delicious.”  
 
    In addition to her eyes, she was all around striking. Wyatt wasn’t sure if that particular word came to mind because he’d bumped into her—in effect, struck her—or if she was so arrestingly, startlingly, noticeably beautiful it was like he’d been struck by lightning. He shook it off, but couldn’t help take in her shiny dark hair, her smooth nose, the apples of her cheekbones, or her apple rose lips. They looked as delicious as the mysterious pastries Will had asked them both to get. An odd request when he thought about it, considering there was serving staff at the party. 
 
    His gaze caught on her and his pulse took off at a gallop. He wasn’t there to meet a woman. He definitely didn’t have time for that in his life despite what Will had said about him bumping into his future bride at the wedding. He was there for his best friend and his fiancé, to celebrate their union, and maybe check out London for a few days. That was all. 
 
    The woman bit her lip, sending a wave of desire through Wyatt. But her eyes told a different story that brought up concern, calming his internal wave of longing. 
 
    “Hey, are you really okay?” 
 
    She nodded rapidly. Her eyes darted down the hall. 
 
    “You sure, because it seemed like you were hiding or something.” 
 
    Her cheeks tinted as pink as the flowers on her dress. “I guess I just needed a minute.” She stiffened and stepped back like a spooked horse. 
 
    “Right. Well, you sure those chocolate cake bites weren’t threatening you or anything?” He pointed at another tray of desserts, trying to joke. However, as the seconds passed, she bristled. 
 
    “Why were you backing up into a hallway?” she retorted as though offended that he pried. 
 
    “I, uh, just came down to get the pastries.” He hesitated because he needed a minute too. After running into her, he needed a few more. The mystery woman woke something in him that he couldn’t explain and quite frankly didn’t want to experience. 
 
    Wyatt prided himself on being a rugged rancher with no interest in women or relationships. Been there, failed that. He’d sowed his wild oats, then quite literally sowed the fields at the ranch, lacing them with heather, lavender, and other wildflowers, getting his hands dirty in the soil and washing himself clean of desire and women. 
 
    He’d separated himself from the modeling world, the international travel, and the extravagance. He lived a simple life, restoring the old ranch, and riding every chance he got. 
 
    “I suppose we should do that then,” she said. 
 
    “Do what?” he asked, drawn to the sound of her voice with a lovely yet somehow also adorable British accent. 
 
    She blinked a few times. Her eyes were almost a metallic blue, magnetizing him. She shuddered a breath, gazing in the vicinity of his chest. He’d parted with his typical plaid button-down shirt in exchange for a fitted button-down in light gray. Although he’d grown to prefer casual clothing, he was once a top model and it seemed the clothes remembered how to fit him perfectly. He blended in among the crowd, even though he was noticeably tanner—though so were Will and Emma thanks to the island he let his best friend win in a card game after he’d been down on his luck and needed a boost. It didn’t matter much, Wyatt owned two other islands in the Caribbean. He’d played his own cards right, never wanting to end up like his father, and had invested his money wisely. 
 
    He didn’t boast, but he rivaled Will in his net worth. However, unlike his best friend, he lived a decidedly simpler lifestyle. 
 
    “I suppose we should get the apple rose pastries,” she said as if coming to her senses. She carefully stepped past him. 
 
    A member of the catering staff approached and British Blue Eyes spoke to her about the pastries. 
 
    Wyatt waited so they could return to the party together. Despite his better judgment, he wanted to know more about her, how she knew the couple, and if she’d like to dance. He wasn’t the dancing type, but deep down, in the most hidden parts of his heart, he had a vision of his true love and him dancing on the front porch of the ranch house while music played softly in the background. It’d be a summer’s night and the crickets would be chirping and the fireflies blinking in the fields. He shook away the thought as she started down the hall. 
 
    “So, uh, how do you know Will and Emma?” he asked, catching up to her. 
 
    She stopped. “You don’t know who I am?” she asked. Her lips twisted in a cute, but confusing way. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “The American best friend.” 
 
    He pressed his hand to his chest. “Right. I’m Wyatt Jones. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He extended his hand for her to shake even though he wanted to take her hand in his and kiss her knuckles—though that seemed rather old fashioned. 
 
    Her hand slid into his. Another wave crested inside. Warm Caribbean water, crystal clear, flooded him. Her skin was soft, but her grip was strong, intentional. Perhaps she was royalty, trained in international affairs and diplomacy because the grip also lacked the warmth he’d hoped to feel charged between them. However, when she didn’t let go after the customary amount of time to shake someone’s hand, perhaps he was mistaken. Maybe she was the kind of person to wade into unfamiliar water while he was the type to dive in head first—at least, he used to be. Thankfully, he’d learned his lesson. 
 
    “And you are?” he asked, intrigued. 
 
    “I’m Charlotte. Charlotte Wheaton.”  
 
    He dropped her grip and stepped back. If he’d know she was Will’s sister he’d never had allowed himself to feel attracted to her. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    “For what?” she asked, seemingly confused. 
 
    For marveling at her beauty, for being captivated, for feeling lustful. 
 
    “Oh, for bumping into you back there,” he said apologetically. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I knocked into you. And you saved me from wearing meringue on my dress. I nearly fell over and landed face first in the pastries.” 
 
    He had reached for her to keep her from toppling over. The moment his hands were on her waist, he’d felt that surge. The one he’d never let himself feel again, at least not for Will’s sister. There was a code among men and being sweet on his best friend’s sister was one he wouldn’t break. 
 
    “Is this your first time in London?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” he answered simply, not trusting himself to say more. 
 
    She waved her hand. “Of course not. How silly of me. You probably came here often when you and Will were still working together. Hitting the clubs, running wild over town.” Her tone dropped, barely masking distaste. 
 
    He nodded, glad those days were behind him. 
 
    “It’s strange he never introduced us.” 
 
    “I’d call it lucky.” 
 
    She bristled again. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Will probably wouldn’t have wanted you to know a guy like me.” Because chances were, he’d have ruined a good friendship—back then he wouldn’t have been able to keep himself away from her. Not that he was like that in the present day. But it was best if he put some distance between them nonetheless. 
 
    Her smile was strained. “Anyway, I was probably already married so I wasn’t interested in getting to know guys like you—whatever that’s supposed to mean.” She’d started walking again.  
 
    He fought against his desire to catch up, letting her get a few steps ahead. Better to let her go. 
 
    It was safer. Easier. Smarter. 
 
    She paused in the doorway leading back to the party and glanced over her shoulder. She said, “Nice to meet you now.” 
 
    No, it wasn’t. 
 
    It was risky. Difficult. Dangerous.  
 
    Then she disappeared into the crowd of people wishing the bride-to-be and his best friend a long and happy marriage. 
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    Just before sitting for dinner, Amanda, a model turned fitness trainer who Will and Wyatt knew from back in the day, greeted him with a long hug. She melted against him, clearly happy to see him. Wyatt was glad for the distraction because he couldn’t help, but search the room for Charlotte when he should’ve been listening to what everyone—from the junior barrister for the queen to the owner of the biggest thoroughbred stable in Europe—were saying. 
 
    Amanda had gotten comfortable with him and had looped her arm through his then stroked his leg during the meal. He shifted away because he wasn’t interested beyond a friendly conversation aka something to keep him focused on anyone other than Charlotte. 
 
    But Amanda clung to him, talking to him about how wonderful weddings were and making it obvious that she didn’t wear a ring on her finger. 
 
    After dinner was cleared, Will and Emma stood and thanked everyone for attending the festivities. Will said, “We did things a bit unconventionally and I’ve had to course correct a few times, particularly when I learned my fiancé is royalty. Gone are the days of leaving my dirty socks on the floor. From now on it’s rom-com movies only. I can no longer work eighty-hour weeks. Just for example.” The crowd laughed. “But I’ll gladly trade all of that for this woman.” He wrapped her in a side hug and kissed her temple. 
 
    Emma beamed. 
 
    Wyatt was happy for the couple but would be lying if he didn’t admit to being surprised. He and Will had been a lot alike when they were younger, but while Wyatt had turned to the calm countryside and horses to tame his wild spirit, Will had kept up the jet setting lifestyle. 
 
    “I wish for everyone to be as in love as I am, willing to trade their habits for ones that are more suitable to a relationship, able to make sacrifices when necessary—sorry, Leo, I cannot go to Fiji next week—” Will pointed at one of his friends and again, everyone chuckled. “I never believed I could experience this—” He gestured around the room and then to Emma. “Those of you who knew me before would agree. But when someone special comes along, you do everything in your power to remain by their side. She’s brought out a better version of me; one I hope only gets better year after year.” 
 
    The bride and groom-to-be exchanged a long, intimate look. Then she threw her arms around his neck. They shared a quick kiss. 
 
    Amanda leaned into Wyatt and whispered, “I hope to have that someday. Someday soon.” Her breath tickled his skin in a way that made him feel like gnats swarmed his ear. 
 
    Part of him desired what they had, but the other part knew he’d missed his opportunity and he wasn’t that kind of guy anyway. It was better to guard his heart and not get tangled up in romance. 
 
    Will’s voice came through the mic. “I know, I know, I’m supposed to save the sappy toast for tomorrow. But aside from dessert, we do have something sweet in store for you. My soon-to-be bride, an American by upbringing, but royal by birth, brought with her a tradition that I hope you all enjoy.” 
 
    Emma took the microphone and once again, thanked everyone for gathering. “As royal weddings go, tomorrow will be intense.” She exhaled. “I’m afraid we won’t be able to spend time with each one of you so we wanted those of you who we’re closest to, to celebrate tonight. We also want to have fun. Not to say tomorrow won’t be fun,” she paused as though searching for the right word, “but it will be busy. Now that we’ve mingled and eaten, the real party can begin. We’re going to kick it off with what Will referred to as my American contribution to the festivities. See that jar of Hershey’s Kisses?” 
 
    Everyone clapped. “Well, it’s enormous because Will couldn’t settle for an ordinary sized jar like at most rehearsal dinners.” 
 
    He winked and kissed her on the check. 
 
    “I hope you all guessed how many kisses are inside.”   
 
    Wyatt sighed. Will had forced him to and even muttered over his shoulder, “Eight hundred forty-four.” Just because he didn’t want to have to figure out how to get that many candies back to Texas, never mind that he could afford to buy enough to fill the entire building if he’d had a hankering for chocolate. So he’d guessed eight-hundred and eighty-eight. 
 
    “We had entries for both the guys and the gals and my friend Clara went through them all and found the two with the closest guesses to the total. Ready? The winners are Wyatt Jones and…. Charlotte Wheaton.” 
 
    The room went wild clapping. A woman with the same dark hair as Charlotte shoved her toward her brother, who clapped, probably enjoying the slight embarrassment evident on her cheeks. 
 
    “Wyatt Jones, paging Wyatt Jones,” Will’s voice came through the mic again. “Come on up, mate. Don’t be shy.” 
 
    “Make sure you save all the other dances for me.” Amanda pouted. 
 
    Wyatt reluctantly rose to his feet and pressed through the crowd. That was the exact kind of situation he wanted to avoid, not that he knew what was coming other than having to face Will’s beautiful sister again. 
 
    “Now, you might wonder, what do they win? Kisses. I mean, the candies for one, but maybe they’ll share with you if you’re lucky. They also get the first dance tonight since tomorrow that will belong to Will and me.” Emma clapped, drawing the pair together. 
 
    “Let’s also give it up for L Ryder and his band who so generously offered to play tonight. Now, let the party begin.” Will raised his hands overhead and clapped. 
 
    Despite the refined and noble guests mixed in with friends and family, Wyatt got the sense the next day would be extremely formal and the party that night gave the couple the chance to do things their way. 
 
    Polite applause was exchanged for loud whooping as the band started playing a country song that Wyatt happened to love. He sighed and shot Will a combination glare and pleading look as if to ask do I have to?  
 
    Will smirked. 
 
    The song started slow, a tentative plucking of the strings and roll of the drums, like a coming storm that wasn’t sure if it was going to move east or west. The backbeat was steady though and Wyatt and Charlotte stepped onto the dance floor. 
 
    She looked everywhere but at him. 
 
    He lifted his hands to take hers in the traditional way since he doubted that she knew the two-step, not being from the US south and all.  
 
    When their fingers touched, warmth surged through him even though her skin was cold. He led her around the dance floor and was thankful she followed because he was distracted and relied on muscle memory so he didn’t stumble. 
 
    The pace of the song picked up as L Ryder shifted from love lost to love found. The lyrics reminded Wyatt of what Emma and Will obviously had—a relationship built on mutual love, joy, and trust. He snorted because that would never happen for him. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Charlotte asked, gazing at his collarbones. 
 
    He was tempted to lift her chin to meet her eyes, but it was too risky. It was difficult enough to be dancing so close to her. If Will witnessed even the slightest hint of attraction, he’d never forgive him. 
 
    “What’s so funny? Me, dancing to a love song.” 
 
    “Do you not like to dance?” she asked. 
 
    The way she said the word dance made something inside him want to do it all night long. 
 
    When he didn’t answer she said, “Oh. It’s the love part. Well, I neither enjoy dancing nor have I had a good history with love so lucky for you, this will be quick and painless.” 
 
    But it wasn’t quick or painless. L Ryder and the band performed the extended version of the country song with the slow ending. It was the part where the lyrics talked about love eternal and love forever. And it went on for what felt like forever, especially since they both had to move closer. The crowd clapped and hooted, urging them closer still when it was clear they kept several inches between them like during a junior high school dance. 
 
    As the song reached its crescendo, their hips were pressed together, their chests, their arms. It was like they were magnetized, glued, and somehow adhered. It’d take industrial strength solvent to wrench them apart—like the kind Wyatt had to use on the ranch to remove tar from the railroad ties he’d used as fence posts.  
 
    They were drawn together. Mercifully, she avoided resting her head on his chest. That would’ve undone him. He’d have probably dropped to one knee and asked her to be his wife right then and there—forget the decades-long friendship and dude code. 
 
    Then again, Wyatt had made that mistake before. It involved a trip to Las Vegas and he’d regretted it ever since. 
 
    Never again, he’d told himself. 
 
    But he couldn’t resist falling into the moment as the song concluded, enjoying the way she moved, the way she felt against him, and the warmth and spark fizzing between them. 
 
    Finally, the song ended, the crowd cheered, and everyone joined them on the dancefloor. 
 
    Amanda swooped in even though he wanted to go back to the catering corridor and cool off. 
 
    As one song turned into another and Amanda remained by his side, from across the room and for the first time that evening, Charlotte met his eyes. Their gazes locked. Held. Heat crept up his neck. Yes, her eyes were striking, but it was that and something else about her that had taken aim at the target in his chest and landed, hard. 
 
    Just then, Amanda lifted onto her toes and trailed a kiss down the side of his neck. He gently pulled away and excused himself, but Charlotte was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    Like Wyatt had said, Charlotte was lucky. Lucky she’d seen the model-tall, extremely fit, and gorgeous woman dancing with him and the intimate way she’d leaned in as though claiming his neck as her own. She was lucky because it reminded her not to trust guys like him.  
 
    Given that Will still worked with models as part of his campaigns for Apex Fitness, she probably was a model or trainer of some sort. She was glad the woman had intervened and taken the next dance with Wyatt because when the song had slowed further and they’d moved closer, she slowly melted, nearly giving in to the pillow of his chest. If she’d rested her head there while they were arm in arm, hand in hand, she would’ve been a goner. It was bad enough she’d imagined what it’d be like to kiss him. His commanding lips on hers. Pushing past her softness, opening her to a wild, untamed world. She drew a ragged breath at the mere thought. 
 
    While circulating among the guests like a good sister, Charlotte couldn’t help but let her attention drift, searching for Wyatt in the room, longing for that moment when his eyes locked on hers. She allowed herself to meet them and felt a connection—a solid line between them. She’d only allowed herself to meet his eyes at a safe distance because she was sure she’d spontaneously combust at close range.  
 
    It was difficult enough when they’d met in the caterer’s corridor. The moment his eyes roved over her, teased her, tempted her, she knew it was better to stare at his pecs, his biceps, the abs that were sure to be hidden under his button-down shirt. No, who was she trying to fool? Studying the ankle hem of his dress pants was the safest bet. 
 
    Meeting his eyes meant risking him igniting the kindling inside of her that she’d worked very hard to extinguish. It was easier left alone, cold, dark. 
 
    But when the model had kissed Wyatt’s neck, he’d cut that invisible tether, making it clear, despite the heat of his body when they’d danced, and the intensity in his gaze, that he was exactly the kind of guy she avoided even though everything else about him attracted her. His voice was rich, smoky. It reminded her of nights spent around a campfire telling stories and looking at the starry sky. While that unfamiliar country song played, it transported her to another place, a fairytale night with the two of them dancing outside and under the glow of the moon. 
 
    A smile crept onto her face at the thought. It was just that. A fantasy. Life consisted of her, Birdie, and the two dogs. Roofus was the elderly dog she’d adopted and Rupert, Sydney’s old dog. Will and Emma had adopted him, except he stayed with Charlotte when they were out of town, which was more often than not—plus, the two old dogs enjoyed each other’s company and had quite the snoring rivalry going on. 
 
    “I see you've met Wyatt.” 
 
    Charlotte startled at the sound of Will’s voice. 
 
    “Were you deep in thought?” he asked. “Dreaming about being the future Mrs. Jones?” There was laughter in his voice—probably at the ridiculous notion. 
 
    Charlotte had been staring at Wyatt who still danced with the tall model. “No, thinking about dogs.” Her tone came out flat. 
 
    “You may think poorly of Wyatt because we spent so much time together, but trust me, he’s changed.” 
 
    “No, I meant Rupert and Roofus.” 
 
    Will planted his hand on Charlotte’s shoulder and he pulled her close. “Sis, despite the saying, you can teach an old dog new tricks. Just look at me for instance.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Rupert doesn’t sit when told and Roofus still demands to sleep on the couch.” 
 
    “All the same. You could give it a chance.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Did you purposefully send both of us to get the apple rose pastries?” 
 
    Will braced his hand on his chest. “Me? Do something like that? No. It was probably a coincidence.” 
 
    “You told me not to get lost and fall in love with my mister.” 
 
    “Mrs. Jones does have a nice ring to it.” 
 
    Charlotte playfully whacked her brother. 
 
    “Careful, I’ll soon have royal protection.” 
 
    The comment sobered Charlotte. “Are things going to change that much?” 
 
    Will shook his head. “Nah. We will be spending as much time at Isla Encanta as possible though. Getting electricity and internet installed while we’re here so I can work remotely. But it would make me rest better at night if you were taken care of in my absence.” 
 
    Charlotte bristled. “I can take care of myself, William.” 
 
    “I know you can, but I recently learned it’s okay to let other people pick up the slack, chip in, help out.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “And it wouldn’t be awful for Birdie to have a father figure.” 
 
    “She had Sydney.” 
 
    Will turned to Charlotte then, but she couldn’t meet his eyes. Not for any reason other than that he spoke the truth and reflected her sadness—but only to a degree. Will had somehow moved on, let go, and did whatever people did when they were no longer consumed by grief. 
 
    “Letting other people into your life and finding a new best friend doesn’t diminish your love for Sydney. He would’ve wanted to see you happy in a relationship. He wanted that for me.” Will paused and then told her about a message he’d received from their guardian. “Those were his last wishes. If he’d been able to leave you a message, I guarantee he’d have said the same thing.” 
 
    Tears pierced the corners of Charlotte’s eyes. Sydney had left her a message during some lucid moment before he’d passed. She listened to it every single night before bed to prove to herself she’d managed to get through the day. But she wasn’t able to face Sydney’s final request. At least not yet. 
 
    Will pulled her close again. Then waved his other hand in the air. 
 
    Wyatt sauntered over. 
 
    Charlotte growled, “No, Will.” 
 
    As the cowboy got closer, she hissed, “Will, why?” 
 
    Her brother leaned in so only she could hear and he said, “I have a good feeling about this. I think he’s the one.” 
 
    Charlotte tried to pry herself free from Will’s grip at the same time Wyatt clapped Will on the other shoulder. 
 
    “I, uh, didn’t mean to end up with all that chocolate.” 
 
    Charlotte didn’t have to meet his eyes to understand he meant to apologize for having to dance with Charlotte when clearly, he preferred tall blonds. Charlotte wasn’t short, but she wasn’t blond and she wasn’t wearing a skimpy dress that revealed her various assets. Something he obviously enjoyed given that he’d danced so long with the other woman. 
 
    “I see Amanda got her talons into you. Unfortunately, I know the feeling.” Will must’ve been referring to the blond model. 
 
    Wyatt grunted. 
 
     “I’m sorry I didn’t intervene.” 
 
    “You’re plenty busy tonight. I shook myself loose.” Wyatt shrugged. 
 
    Charlotte’s ears pricked up. Perhaps he wasn’t interested in Amanda. Then she realized the comment was probably because Will had been with her years ago and Wyatt didn’t want to seem rude. 
 
    “I’m just glad to be off the dance floor.” 
 
    She grimaced, unable to suppress feeling insulted. 
 
    “Well, I’m just glad I got to see the two of you step lively to L Ryder’s rendition of Forever a Love Story. Is that still your favorite song, Wyatt?” 
 
    The cowboy scrubbed the back of his neck. “Funny that you remembered.” 
 
    “Even though it’s been a while since we’ve hung out, I remember these things.” 
 
    “When’d you get all sentimental?” Wyatt asked. 
 
    Will still gripped her to his side and she’d have had to bite his hand in order to get him to release the vice-like grip. He knew all too well she wanted to dart off, find a quiet corner, and keep to herself. Why was he stopping her from doing so? 
 
    “Life is short, mate. Too short not to let the people we care about know how we feel.” 
 
    “Very wise, very mature.”  
 
    Wyatt’s slow drawl kept her rooted there as surely as Will’s grip. 
 
    “It’s been a tough lesson.” Will glanced at Charlotte and she knew he referred to Sydney. 
 
    Wyatt clapped her brother on the upper arm. “I’m sorry about your loss. That had to be tough.” 
 
    “Good thing I had Emma and Charlotte here. The toughest girl around and the best tour guide in the city. I bet she'd show you some of the best sites,” Will said. 
 
    She gritted her teeth, not at all pleased by how her brother was trying to set them up or whatever it was he was doing. She’d never known him to be a matchmaker. Then again, he’d never been sentimental and that night alone, she’d seen an entirely different version of Will. 
 
    Perhaps an old dog could be taught new tricks. 
 
    “So, will you do it?” he said in a tone that meant the answer ought to be yes. 
 
    “Do what?” she asked not willing to commit to anything; she was already busy enough. 
 
    “Will you please show Wyatt around London?” 
 
    “He’s been here before. Loads of times.” 
 
    Wyatt nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “You’ve been on photo shoots, to clubs, and a few restaurants, but at the time were watching every calorie that passed your lips to keep the modeling gig. So no, you haven’t truly experienced the city.” 
 
    “I have Birdie,” Charlotte protested only so her brother could hear. 
 
    He leaned in close. “I happen to know that my niece loves horses. She’ll love Wyatt.” 
 
    “William,” Charlotte ground out. 
 
    Will turned back to his friend. “I’m going to be busy with work. With our stay at the island then all the wedding preparations I’ve fallen behind. We have a new product launch the week of the honeymoon and I have to get everything sorted before we leave next weekend.” 
 
    “I came all this way and you're leaving?” Wyatt joked. 
 
    “The honeymoon directly after the wedding is customary and as it is, we’re delayed a few days.” 
 
    Wyatt’s eyes hovered over her as if in question, but she refused to meet his gaze. Perhaps he was trying to encourage her to talk her brother out of the plan. 
 
    “Charlotte’s lived here her entire life; she could practically get a job for the tourist board.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Actually, when I marry the princess, I could put in a good word, Sis.” 
 
    “I already have enough jobs, thank you, William. In fact, I have things to do this week.” 
 
    “I happen to know you took the week off from the bank because of the wedding and Birdie’s summer camp.” Will smiled. “And you promised to clean out the townhouse.” 
 
    He was right, but Charlotte had done it reluctantly because the bank (job number two) was cutting employees and she feared she’d be next. 
 
    “Come on guys, do it for me, in lieu of a wedding gift.” 
 
    “I got you—”  
 
    Will cut Wyatt off. “I did not need another Aston Martin.” 
 
    “It’s your favorite vintage year. And I figured you could use it to get around on the island.” 
 
    “We ride bikes or take the Vespa.” 
 
    “How boring.” Wyatt folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    “You ride a horse,” Will retorted. 
 
    “They go fast.” 
 
    “Wyatt,” Will said measuredly. 
 
    “Fine, fine. She can show me around.” 
 
    “You don’t have to make it sound like a trip to the dentist for a root canal,” Charlotte muttered. 
 
    Juliette slinked over and in rapid French asked, “Is the cowboy officially available or taken? I saw him with a tarte.” 
 
    Will and Charlotte gave opposite answers at the same time. Charlotte was inclined to allow Juliette to show Wyatt a good time in London. But she was right about that Amanda woman, especially given the tight-fitting dress. Then again, Juliette did mention she had a French amor. 
 
    Also, in French, Charlotte reminded her as much. 
 
    In Juliette’s native language, she replied, “Will said the cowboy is taken?” 
 
    Charlotte cut her brother a glare and then, keeping the conversation between the cousins, and assuming Wyatt didn’t speak French, which was a safe bet, she went on to explain that William was up to something sneaky. 
 
    He denied it and then apologized to Wyatt for how rude the women were being.  
 
    Wyatt confirmed he didn’t understand them. 
 
    “Why don’t you dance with him again? I saw the chemistry between you two. It was magnetic.” Juliette arched an eyebrow in Charlotte’s direction. 
 
    Charlotte tried to deny it but Juliette carried on.  
 
    Will grinned, glad their cousin was on his side. 
 
    Wyatt watched with rapt curiosity, probably interested in Juliette—she was very day-time Parisian in appearance, though far more evening-hours in character, always up for a fete. 
 
    The thought gave Charlotte an idea to get out of the ridiculous conversation. She switched to English. “Did you see the guest favors yet?” she asked. 
 
    “Non.” 
 
    “Will and Emma were very generous to everyone.” 
 
    In actuality, they made a donation in each guest’s name to their favorite animal rescue in the city. The gift bag for guests included a certificate stating as much and a bundle of assorted handmade candies from the finest chocolatier in London, all in the shape of paw prints. Charlotte knew that Emma would’ve gladly done the baking but she was too busy to create chocolate paw prints for three-hundred guests who attended the dinner that night. The gifts include other swag as well—mostly themed around the pampered pooch, which Juliette would appreciate with her bichon frise at home. 
 
    “I’m not sure you’ll be all that impressed considering some of the best chocolate in the world is in Paris,” Will said, ruining Charlotte’s attempts to stave off her cousin. 
 
    “Where is Emma anyway? I want to hear about the dog-friendly bakery and café she keeps talking about,” Charlotte said when her original plan failed. 
 
    “She’s speaking with Claudius Belanger, the current regent at arms.” Will pointed. “We’ll have our own coat of arms made.” 
 
    “Really?” Wyatt asked, impressed. 
 
    Will nodded then asked for Wyatt’s phone. He entered Charlotte’s information. “Now, I probably won’t see you guys too much tomorrow, although you are seated together at the reception.” Will took a deep breath as though bracing himself for the event. 
 
    Wyatt clapped him on the shoulder again. Her brother was strong and worked at his physique daily, but at the contact of Wyatt’s hand and because Will still gripped her, they both jostled. 
 
    “You been ropin’ cattle or whatever it is you cowboys do out there on the ranch?” Will glanced at Wyatt’s large hand. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “In any case, the two of you have a date the day after next to be tourists for a few days. Okay?” 
 
    “Do you mean an appointment?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    Will shrugged. “Call it whatever you want, but show Wyatt a good time.” 
 
    Juliette raised and lowered her eyebrows a couple of times. 
 
    “That’s not what he means,” Charlotte hissed in French. 
 
    “I know what he means. You having a good time instead of sulking is an improvement.” 
 
    “I have not been sulking,” Charlotte fired back. 
 
    “You have,” Will said, nodding. 
 
    “I forgot you spoke French, man,” Wyatt said. “What are they talking about?” 
 
    Charlotte waved him off. 
 
    “The happiest I saw you was when you and the cowboy were dancing. Though you were reluctant as though you were afraid to allow yourself to be, well, happy,” Juliette said. 
 
    “I heard her say cowboy,” Wyatt said, as though pleased he understood something in the foreign language. 
 
    Will nodded. “Yep, same in English and French.” 
 
    “Then they’re talking about me?” he asked. “What are they saying?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” Will snickered, apparently amused by what he’d started.  
 
    Old dog. Well, not that old, but same tricks—always causing mischief. 
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    Later that night, Charlotte parted the pages of the book she always read to Birdie before bed. It had been a long day and she was glad to be home and barefoot. Her feet ached from the heels and another part of her ached from dancing with Wyatt. 
 
     “Twas the night before Uncle Will's wedding and all through the house…” 
 
    Birdie giggled. “Mummy, that's not how it goes. This one is about Duke and his day at the park.” 
 
    Dogs and horses were Birdie’s favorite two animals and she just thought of the latter as really big versions of the former. 
 
    “Oh, that's right. I'm so excited for the wedding I can hardly concentrate,” Charlotte said, giving her daughter a tickle. 
 
    But it wasn't that exactly. It was the rough-around-the-edges rancher who she'd heard plenty of stories about from her brother. It was the warmth from his hand when he’d placed it on her back while they were dancing. The pleasant rushing zing that shot through her. The eye contact she refused to have because it was too intense, too revealing, and left her wanting something she couldn’t bear to even contemplate. 
 
    Birdie’s sweet little voice talking about the prince and princess brought her back to her senses. “I'll finally get to meet them.” 
 
    “Your Auntie Emma is a princess too you know.” 
 
    Birdie nodded. “But she’s also Auntie Emma. Princess Ava and Prince Oliver are magical.” 
 
    Charlotte laughed. “Well, we better get some sleep so we don’t turn into pumpkins tomorrow. It’s going to be a long day.” 
 
    After she tucked her daughter in, Charlotte listened to Sydney’s message as she did every night. He’d wanted her to open her heart to true love but didn’t understand how much that scared her. Given she was going to spend the following day at the wedding and the ones after it with Wyatt, showing him around London, she was absolutely terrified. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
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    Wyatt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Because Will was the last person Wyatt ever expected to get married, to a princess no less, it was no surprise the evening before the wedding was unconventional: with the combined everything party and of course, the dance with Will’s sister. 
 
    She wasn’t Charlotte or Miss Jones. No, she was Will’s sister and that’s all she’d ever be. He couldn’t stop thinking about holding her while they danced, the deep, magnetic blue of her eyes and the shine of her hair. Because he was a red-blooded cowboy, he also couldn’t keep his mind drifting to curiosity about the curves he imagined hidden under the dress she wore. 
 
    However, when Wyatt arrived at Burklingham Palace early the morning of the wedding to have his invitation scanned as evidence that he was officially invited to the royal nuptials, he pushed her as far out of his mind as possible. Which wasn’t very far because every time a woman with dark hair passed, he’d crane his head, hopeful it was Charlotte. 
 
    Everyone had to enter through the same gateway, but many of the guests would watch the vows from the reception site because the church had a limited capacity and it would take forever to scan that many guests if they arrived from the ceremony all at once. Wyatt was also screened by guards for anything dangerous, liquid, or perishable. He didn’t mention the danger he felt in Charlotte’s presence. 
 
    Wyatt was the best man, which meant he had the pair of wedding bands. It was then that he realized it was really happening. Wild Will, king of late-night parties, billionaire bad boy, model, and fitness guru was to be the consort of a real-life princess. 
 
    He’d practically begged Will to leave the rings in a safe or under lock and key, but one of his oldest and best friends assured him he trusted Wyatt with the valuables. 
 
    Then he went and insisted his sister show him around London. Wyatt tried to think of ways to beg off what Will had called a date and she’d called an appointment. He grunted in frustration. He wanted neither and especially not with her. It was too dicey because he wasn’t entirely sure he trusted himself. He didn’t want to risk ruining his friendship. Will would never forgive him. 
 
    He reminded himself Charlotte was Will’s sister. That’s all she was to him. Plain and simple. 
 
    Wyatt checked his pocket for the millionth time. The rings were still there. Safe and sound. 
 
    Wearing a gray suit custom-tailored to his large frame and coordinating with the rest of the wedding party, he started to sweat a bit, feeling pressure on Will’s behalf. The color theme was white and gold, naturally, and with a blue accent that threaded through the tie, which he wanted to loosen. 
 
    When Amanda waved at him and charged over, fanning her invitation and wearing heels he feared she’d trip and turn her ankle in, he realized an additional source of the anxiety. His own error in judgment when he was just twenty-one. It had lasted seven days. Nina was a lot like Amanda, tall, blond, a model, and teetering in heels. 
 
    At one point he’d liked women like that, but something in him had changed. He was more sensible or perhaps he couldn’t envision a woman like her enjoying life on the ranch. 
 
    He let out a long breath as Amanda kissed him on both cheeks. She went on to retell him a story she’d woven the night before at the party. “I’m so glad my date canceled last minute and you turned up.” 
 
    “Well, I am the best man.” 
 
    “But you traveled so far.” 
 
    “It’s just a six-hour flight.” 
 
    She stroked his arm. “That’s not bad. What’s it like where you live?” 
 
    “Lots of mud, horses, and rough country living.” He downplayed it. For him, it was second to heaven. He had the ranch, the stables, hundreds of acres, and of course, there were the wildflowers. He’d never thought much about why he’d planted them other than he was restless and it seemed like a good idea. Every spring they’d paint the hills and meadows in color. 
 
    “Don’t you miss city life?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s nice to visit.” 
 
    “You’d never considering moving from the ranch?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “No,” he answered. During what were seemingly less like glory days of his youth and more like a time he was glad was behind him, Wyatt had encountered plenty of women who weren’t interested in forming a relationship organically and more about feeling out how they might benefit from the situation: wealth, fame, connections. He’d had all of the above but genuinely enjoyed the simple life and preferred to keep his financial status to himself, particularly to keep women like Amanda at a distance. 
 
    As the line of guests crept slowly forward, Wyatt checked his pockets again. Amanda wrapped her arm around his as though they were actually together. He tried to shuffle aside to loosen her grip, but as Will had suggested, the woman had talons. Luckily for him, he’d be out of the country in less than a week. 
 
    Just then, Charlotte passed the long line and went directly to the guard at the next checkpoint. Wyatt’s eyes trailed her, enjoying the way she moved and the little sway in her hips. Juliette, her cousin, waved and said, “Bonjour,” as she passed.  
 
    Charlotte hardly spared him a glance. She wore leggings and a sweater since the early morning was still crisp and she’d likely be getting ready with the rest of the bridal party. Charlotte called for someone to wait for her, but the chatter from the crowd was so loud, she may as well have been speaking French again. The way her voice sounded, her tongue rolling and curling over those foreign words, tripped something inside of him the night before. 
 
    Juliette glanced back, her eyes straying to Amanda, who lifted the corner of her lip in a smug grin. 
 
    Wyatt exhaled, not wanting to be in the middle of a cat fight if Amanda and the French woman were at odds. He didn’t ask for Amanda’s company and she certainly wasn’t his date. Although he got the sense she’d prefer otherwise. 
 
    When he reached the checkpoint, he told the guard he was the best man and showed his ID and invitation. With a nod from the guard, he was permitted to pass through, but the guard barred Amanda’s way as she tried to follow him. 
 
    She said, “But I’m his date.” 
 
    Wyatt didn’t want to be rude, but that wasn’t true. Plus he had his best man duties to perform. He didn’t imagine Will would appreciate a woman he’d once dated hanging around either. He reckoned she’d only been invited because she was one of Will’s business associates at the gyms he owned. 
 
    The guard consulted his list and shook his head. “Apologies, Madam, Mr. Jones does not have a plus one on his registry.” 
 
    Wyatt held up his hands feigning helplessness. He’d convinced men bigger than the guard to allow girls into clubs, but that one he passed on. 
 
    Amanda stomped her foot. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I should get going.” Wyatt rushed forward and into the midst of the guests who’d already been permitted in. The party the night before was large, but he realized the wedding itself was something else altogether. When he’d wed in Las Vegas, there were just two witnesses, neither of whom remembered the event the next morning. 
 
    He was glad those days were behind him. 
 
    Never giving much thought to a proper wedding for himself, he decided right then and there—not that he’d ever get married again—but that somewhere in the middle was better: celebrate the marriage with loved ones and friends, but not with thousands present. He understood then why Will and Emma opted to have the smaller party the night before, not that it was all that small. Given Emma’s sudden royal status, he supposed the guest list wasn’t entirely up to them anyway. 
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    In the men’s chamber, Will and the other groomsmen prepared—in typical guy fashion by standing around telling stories, mostly about football, but others were curious about island life. 
 
    “I was glad to skip out on most of the winter months,” Will joked. He spotted Wyatt and said, “When are you going to get down there, mate?” 
 
    Wyatt patted his pocket, once more checking for the rings and involved himself in the conversation, but shifting it back to sports talk. As special as the ranch was, the islands were a haven of sorts. A place where he could escape to if life on the mainland got too intense or he needed a change—much in the same way as when he’d retired from modeling and retreated to the ranch. He took comfort in having a backup plan. 
 
    However, he pushed the heavy thoughts away and returned to the jovial celebration of the momentous day. Will seemed at ease and ready for his vows. Meanwhile, he felt jumpy. He reminded himself he was out of his ordinary routine and couldn’t deny that thinking about his failed wedding got under his skin. 
 
    Shortly after, the tinkling of a bell indicated it was time for the men to leave for the church. It was quite the procession in horse-drawn carriages. Wyatt made a mental note to ask Will if he could visit the stables while he was still there. He wondered about where the horses went when they retired and about their lives as royal equines in general. 
 
    When they arrived at the church, the many distractions of the day fell away as Wyatt stood at the end of the long, red-carpeted aisle atop the altar and beside his best friend. Hundreds of guests lined both sides.  
 
    Charlotte and the other members of the bridal party walked slowly down the aisle to a version of the wedding march. They were all lovely, but Charlotte stood out. Her dark hair was partially up and the length revealed the delicate curve of the nape her neck. The blue gowns they wore highlighted her eyes. The softness of her features and lips tugged at him. She was radiant. 
 
    An adorable little girl followed, dropping flower petals along the aisle. Then the music changed and the bride approached, also looking beautiful. However, he couldn’t help sneaking a gaze at Charlotte every few moments. 
 
    As the minister read a passage and then said a few words, it was undeniable that Will looked happy. Wyatt reflected that although marriage wasn’t for him that was okay. He could still celebrate the union of his best friend and the woman he loved. 
 
    When his eyes traveled over to Charlotte, looking serene, if not a little emotional, he had to remind himself that she was his best friend’s sister. Her gaze didn’t drift over to him. She remained focused at the back of the church. She swallowed hard. Wyatt knew she and Will had recently lost Sydney, their beloved guardian, a dad really, where they’d never known their biological father. 
 
    Nonetheless, Sydney was there, looking down, and watching over them. Perhaps it caused her to feel especially emotional. 
 
    The minister called for the rings. Wyatt plucked them from his pocket, grateful he hadn’t lost them. A wave of relief at no longer having the responsibility to keep them safe washed over him as they rested atop a pillow between the bride and groom. 
 
    As the ceremony continued, Wyatt glanced at Charlotte, who almost seemed to tremble. She rapidly blinked several times. Even though it was clear she tried to remain composed, it was clear she was upset. Her gaze remained locked on the end of the aisle. What he thought was sadness streaking her features, shifted into a hard expression. She glared. 
 
    Wyatt considered the possibility that weddings were difficult for her as well, but her sudden change in demeanor prompted him to squint into the distance, trying to see if she was looking at someone. 
 
    His eyes landed on a tall man at the back. He wore a suit and still had a head full of hair, but it was shaded salt and pepper. His tanned skin suggested he enjoyed a good life, but the pinched lips and the pitch of his eyebrows told Wyatt that something was amiss. 
 
    In the background, the bride and groom said their vows but it faded away as Wyatt pieced together the identity of the man Charlotte fixated on. A guard gave him a long, side eye and Wyatt made a vow of his own. If that man so much as raised a finger or his voice and disrupted the event, he’d pay. 
 
    Then the minister told Will he could kiss the bride. Wyatt had practically missed the moment as concerned as he was about Charlotte and then making sure the uninvited guest didn’t spoil Emma and Will’s union. 
 
    The bride and groom paraded down the aisle. There was confusion with the pairing of bridesmaids and groomsmen when the flower girl rushed up and gave Will and Emma, along with everyone else, a hug before being swept up by a nanny or grandmother.  
 
    Charlotte stood alone at the altar. Her lips were turned down, but her eyes were steely. However, the sunlight shining through the stained-glass windows illuminated her in gold. Wyatt swallowed hard and dutifully lifted his elbow for her to take, reminding himself she was his best friend’s sister. 
 
    The pair slowly followed the processional amidst cheering, clapping, and congratulations for the bride and groom. As they neared the end of the aisle, Charlotte stared at the man with the salt and pepper hair and then stiffened. 
 
    Wyatt didn’t need to ask for confirmation. He broke away, leaving her because he wouldn’t have that man interfere with Will’s day. Wyatt strode over and backed the man toward an alcove. 
 
    His voice was a low growl when he asked, “Were you invited?” 
 
    “Of course, it’s my son’s wedding.” 
 
    “Did you receive an invitation? Show it to me,” Wyatt demanded. 
 
    “I don’t have it with me.” 
 
    “All guests had to bring it as evidence because it was imprinted with the royal seal. Did you sneak in or bribe someone?” 
 
    Wyatt was certain that Fabian Baxter, Will and Charlotte’s father, was not welcome. The two men had spoken about it when Will gave him the rings. Before that, Will had told Wyatt that his father had abandoned his mother when he learned she was pregnant and only came around a few times when Will had been in the newspaper for being one of the wealthiest men alive or some other outstanding accomplishment. Considering he was marrying Emma, a princess, perhaps Fabian thought there was money to be had. Will had several choice words for the man who only wanted in on his son’s wealth and none of them were kind or welcoming. 
 
    “If some small part of you wanted to witness Will’s wedding, fine, you saw it. You can leave now.” 
 
    The man, though older and smaller than Wyatt, surged forward, aggressively shoving his face in Wyatt’s. “What if I don’t want to?” 
 
    “Sir, I am William’s best man and I think it’s best you leave before I introduce you to my best men.” Wyatt clenched each of his fists and stretched to his full height. 
 
    The man shrunk back and said, “You can’t get rid of me that easy.” 
 
    Wyatt fumed and leaned in, imposingly. “If I see you again, I’ll—” He stopped himself from saying more and gestured to a passing guard. 
 
    Blocking Fabian from exiting, Wyatt informed the guard the man did not have an invitation and was not welcome. Then he left the guard to deal with Will’s father and did his best to shake off his anger at the nerve Fabian had. 
 
    Outside, the last carriage hadn’t left yet and Wyatt hopped in. When he looked up, Charlotte sat opposite him and wiped away a tear. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the carriage moved forward and passed the swarms of bystanders wishing the royal couple well, one of Emma’s friends and bridesmaids rested her hand on Charlotte’s arm. “I got emotional too. It was such a beautiful ceremony.” 
 
    Charlotte smoothed the icy-royal blue fabric of her gown and forced herself to smile. The movement cast disco-ball like sparkles onto the walls of the carriage. 
 
    Charlotte was distinctly aware of Wyatt, seated across from her. His strongly-built figure took up most of the space and somehow sucked much of the air from her lungs. Freshly shaven, he looked dashing dressed in the tuxedo with a tie that matched the blue of her gown.  
 
    He was a perfect gentleman as he accompanied her down the aisle and she couldn’t deny how good he smelled as the spicy scent of his cologne mixed with something that was purely him, but one she couldn’t quite identify. 
 
    However, before she’d spotted her father during the ceremony, he too had looked upset. Perhaps he was lamenting the loss of his wingman, as Will had said the friends once called each other. 
 
    Charlotte still avoided Wyatt’s eyes, fearing she’d lose herself in their deep blue depths. His hands rested on his knees and she looked away from those too because they were masculine and capable. She wanted no part in the way they’d made her feel during the dance at the Wedding Eve party the night before or when he’d rescued her from landing in the meringues. 
 
    Yet, his eyes roved over her, making her feel self-conscious. Did she have something on her face? She’d hardly been able to eat anything, she was so riddled with nerves earlier that morning. Perhaps her makeup had smudged. She caught her reflection in the shiny metal of the carriage structure and everything looked as perfect as when the makeup artist had first applied all the products. Her earrings glinted. Once more, simmering on the carriage walls. Charlotte’s chest rose and fell with an exhale. 
 
     Emma had gifted each of the members of her bridal party with a piece of jewelry. Charlotte wore a pair of pearl earrings studded with a ring of diamonds. Will must have made the suggestion because their mother had a beloved pair of pearl earrings but had lost one of them during a trip to France. Who was that sentimental guy and what had he done with her brother? 
 
    The morning had been filled with pampering. Each of the girls had a massage before they had their hair and makeup done. Birdie was thrilled by how fancy it all was and how much attention everyone gave her, but the real highlight was when she’d get to meet Prince Oliver and Princess Ava—mother and daughter shared a love of all things royal. Thoughts of her daughter brought a small smile to her face. She hoped Birdie, in a separate car and with a nanny, was minding her manners. Will and Emma’s wedding was royal and followed a strict set of procedures, including the trip to the reception—never mind how it got bungled when she’d tried to avoid Fabian. 
 
    Although Charlotte knew it was her duty, she felt on display all dressed up and parading down the aisle in front of everyone. Her wedding to Montgomery had been a small affair. The memory of it and the misery that followed caused her chest to tighten. She’d cried enough over the man who’d broken her heart and left her, much as her father had done to her mother. Nonetheless, Charlotte was happy for the couple and their big day.  
 
    However, when she’d spotted her father at the back of the church, it felt like the walls were closing in, cutting off her breath as sadness swept through her followed by anger. Will hadn’t invited him. Not after the trouble he’d caused over the years, not to mention abandoning their mother.  
 
    Beside her, the woman’s phone beeped, drawing Charlotte from her thoughts. She spoke in a low voice to keep the conversation private. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whisper-mouthed to Wyatt when the eyes still lingered on her. 
 
    “Didn’t want a fuss,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “How’d you know it was him?” She didn’t think there had ever been an occasion when Will had introduced Wyatt and Fabian. Both brother and sister kept their father completely out of their lives, except the few times Fabian had harassed Will for money. 
 
    “I noticed you suddenly looked upset then panicked. I followed your gaze. He was too old to be an ex…” 
 
    Charlotte snorted. 
 
    “There was a hunger in his eyes that I didn’t like. I wouldn’t let him interfere with my best friend's big day or upset his little sister.” 
 
    Part of her was thankful Wyatt was a loyal friend, but the comment about being Will’s little sister stung for reasons she knew she ought to dismiss. Nonetheless, she said, “I’m grateful you took care of it. I’m sure William will as well.” 
 
    Wyatt shook his head. “Probably better we don’t mention it today.” 
 
    “I hope that’s the last we see of him.” A chill worked over Charlotte because it was an empty hope. 
 
    Wyatt nodded. His grim expression lightened. “Also, now I know exactly what Will is going to look like in thirty years.” 
 
    She smirked. 
 
    “He’s a spitting image, especially with that tan from Isla Encanta.” 
 
    The mention of the island washed over Charlotte like a warm wave and left silence between them as it receded. It had been ages since she’d taken a vacation and wouldn’t mind visiting someday. Perhaps when Birdie was older. 
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    After much pomp and formality, the wedding party entered the grand dining room. The couple, Princess Penny, Prince Oliver, and several other royals sat at the main table opposite a large window. 
 
    Although Charlotte had a simpler approach to life, she’d toured much of London and had a secret fascination with the crowned family and their lifestyle. 
 
    She stood to the side of the entry, gazing around in awe, before making her way over to the assigned table near the bride and groom. The ceilings were coffered and inset with painted sky-blue panels alternating with others depicting scenes of cherubs and angels. They were also inlaid with gold filigree giving the illusion of a sunny sky. Crystal chandeliers dripped from the ceilings and sparkled in the light from the big set of windows opposite the newlywed’s banquet table. 
 
    The rest of the room was dotted with round tables for many of the guests. Others were in a second dining room, and a third group would dine from a buffet in yet another room. Afterward, everyone would gather in the grand ballroom. Charlotte sat up a little taller and her smile spanned a little wider at the grandeur. 
 
    A trumpet sounded and Charlotte hurried over to her table, adorned with bouquets of white roses. The silverware was gold and the blue napkins folded elegantly atop the place settings. It was all so lovely. She gave Birdie a little wave as Will kissed her forehead and then the nanny brought her to the children’s dining hall.  
 
    Charlotte knew her daughter took the wedding and reception very seriously and understood why they weren’t seated together. They were obligated to follow formality and the seating hierarchy. However, had it been up to her, she’d have preferred Birdie sit by her side. If it had been up to Birdie, she’d have sat on Princess Ava’s lap, who was seated several spots down from Emma. 
 
    The trumpet sounded again and Queen Beatriz paraded in, looking as regal as ever. Standing near an exit, Charlotte watched as Birdie’s mouth fell open. The little girl had said she’d trade her entire snow globe collection to try on the queen’s crown. Charlotte suppressed a smile. 
 
    Once the queen sat, the rest of the room took their seats. Wyatt pulled out the chair for Charlotte even though the groomsmen she’d been paired with was supposed to tend to her per custom. However, he’d been MIA—rumor was he had a bout of food poisoning. 
 
    In his absence, Wyatt had remained close to her side though perhaps that was to look out for her after they’d sighted Fabian. Wyatt settled to Charlotte’s side, keeping his back angled to her. She noted the thick metal wristband of his luxury Tissot watch. Only seven hours until she could go home. 
 
    As the meal convened, one of the other groomsmen inquired about his life on the ranch. Charlotte listened politely didn’t feel quite herself. It wasn’t that she felt particularly alone or out of place. She was among friends and knew several of the people at the nearby tables. It was true she wasn’t used to getting so dressed up, but she was enjoying being something of a princess for the day and was especially happy because Birdie savored every moment. Sure, Charlotte’s father’s presence had disturbed her, but that wasn’t why she felt off either.  
 
    Butterflies in her belly dipped and swooped at the sound of Wyatt’s low drawl as he engaged with the other groomsmen. In her case, the feeling in her stomach had nothing to do with food poisoning. Thankfully, Wyatt’s back was to her because she couldn’t face him right then. 
 
    In a booming voice, Leo Simpson, a groomsman, said to Wyatt, “You live the perfect life: open range, horses, sunshine, no one to tie you down.” 
 
    “Just the way I like it,” Wyatt replied. 
 
    “Unless you’re getting ready to settle like our man Will.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m the settling down, family man type.” 
 
    Leo leaned closer. His words were muffled until Charlotte heard her name and single then a comment about how he saw them dancing together the night before. Leo lifted and lowered his eyebrows. 
 
    She pretended not to hear or notice any of it. 
 
    Leo went on, “She’s a lovely woman. Too bad she’s alone now. You probably saw her daughter, the flower girl. Shame about what happened.” 
 
    Charlotte’s fork clattered to the plate. Wyatt turned sharply to her at the sound. 
 
    “Sorry. Clumsy,” she mumbled, focusing on her salad. 
 
    She didn’t want anyone’s pity. Not over her failed marriage, her lousy ex-husband, or the fact that she was single, alone. She didn’t hear Wyatt’s response, but he probably wasn't the man for her. A full body flush worked over her skin. She edged away from Wyatt.  
 
    Not the man for her? That was not how she thought about him. He lived in another country. He was wild, like Will once was. How had she even entertained such a ridiculous notion? But the butterflies dipping and swooping in her belly confirmed the truth. She was attracted to her brother’s best friend. 
 
    Leo continued to talk to Wyatt’s ear off and she was grateful because it meant she could try to ignore the way his presence so close to her made her feel: like the air between them was charged with electricity, like a static pull surged between them, pebbling her skin, sending little whooshes through her chest. 
 
    But she couldn’t ignore the low rumble of his voice when he got a word in to answer Leo. “Will won the island from me in a card game. He got the smaller one.” Wyatt chuckled. 
 
    “Do you own a lot of property?” 
 
    Wyatt nodded. “Texas of course and some on the eastern seaboard, the Caribbean, and a chalet in Concordia.” 
 
    “Then you must know Prince Oliver,” Leo said. 
 
    The footman took away the empty plates and as he did so, Wyatt tried to shift out of the way but accidentally elbowed Charlotte. 
 
    He turned and started apologizing at the same time as she moved to rub her skin. His hand landed on her arm and she jolted like she’d been shocked. “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m fine. Just fine.” 
 
    “Charlotte,” Leo called. “Is that you over there? This bear of a man was blocking my view of you. You’ve met Wyatt. He was just telling me about his many properties.” He laughed genially. 
 
    Charlotte preferred hiding in Wyatt’s shadow instead of engaging with him—at least until she quelled the way his eyes on her made her insides swell and radiate heat to the surface, pinking her cheeks. 
 
    Leo returned to his conversation with Charlotte, but in the shuffle, Wyatt had politely pushed his chair out slightly so Charlotte was no longer excluded, hidden. It was as if he’d ceded to her presence, no longer able to ignore her. 
 
    “Do you like to travel?” Leo asked Wyatt. 
 
    “I like it well enough but there’s no place like the ranch. How about you Charlotte?” 
 
    She didn’t want to be involved. Not in the conversation or the experience of Wyatt’s attention. 
 
    “Sure. Although, I don’t have the opportunity these days.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be visiting Isla Encanta before long. That’s all Will has been talking about.” Leo folded his napkin and set it on the table. 
 
    “He’s eager to get back.” 
 
    “Now that Emma’s a princess, will she have duties to fulfill, keeping them here?” Leo asked, ever curious about, well, everyone. 
 
    “Emma is royal by title only and although she’ll receive a small inheritance and the comforts of palace life if she so chooses, she’s not bound by too many obligations unless requested by the queen.” 
 
    “I think she’ll like whatever little palace Will is going to build her on that island,” Wyatt hinted. 
 
    “Will you retire to your island?” Leo asked. “You know, I’ve never been to the Caribbean.” 
 
    “Not sure yet.” Wyatt’s voice was measured and he hid a smirk. He was likely as sure as Charlotte that Leo fished for an invitation to one of Wyatt’s exotic residences. 
 
    Once the dinner was over, Leo spotted a real estate mogul also possessing an impressive roster of properties. He waved for the man’s attention as he crossed the room. 
 
    As Charlotte excused herself, it appeared as if Wyatt opened his mouth to say something more, but she fled, eager to diffuse the tension she experienced from sitting next to him and anchor herself to her responsibilities: namely, her daughter. 
 
    She found Birdie in the children’s dining hall and the two, along with the nanny, made their way to the grand ballroom. 
 
    “Mummy, I had asparagus and fish and potatoes.” 
 
    “Were they yummy?” she asked. 
 
    She nodded. “So does that mean I can have cake later? Auntie Emma said I could have an extra big slice.” 
 
    “Of course, darling,” Charlotte cooed, grateful for the feel of Birdie’s little hand in hers. It provided her with purpose, meaning, and kept her focused on motherhood and not handsome cowboys. 
 
    When they set foot in the ballroom, Birdie squealed with delight. “It’s fancier than I imagined.”  
 
    Much like in the dining room, the ceilings were painted and along with the walls, gilt in gold leaf woodwork. From above, the chandeliers sparkled much like the gowns worn by many of the guests dressed in their finest. The polished wood floor shone as they shuffled inside, practically shoulder to shoulder with the crowd. However, the mass of people didn’t stop Birdie from spotting Prince Oliver. 
 
    “Mummy, there he is.” Birdie bounced on her toes. “And he’s with Princess Penny. She’s as pretty as Princess Emma.” 
 
    Charlotte smiled. “I suppose we’ll have to let them know Miss Birdie requests their audience,” she said in her most regal tone. 
 
    Birdie giggled. 
 
    Charlotte had met Penny several times and had asked if it would be okay to introduce her and the prince to her daughter at the reception. She warned them about the starstruck excitement that was likely to ensue. 
 
    After Charlotte made introductions, Birdie launched in the many questions she’d been saving for just such an occasion.  
 
    Among them were: “What is it like to live in the castle in Concordia?” (Grand and sometimes drafty.) 
 
    “When were they getting married?” (Later in the summer.) 
 
    “Do you like dogs?” 
 
    “Yes, we have a puppy named Duke.” Oliver seemed charmed by the little girl. 
 
    “Duke? Like in my story,” Birdie chirped and then told them all about Rupert and Roofus. Then she asked, “Is Princess Ava here?” 
 
    Oliver looked around. “She’s a slippery one. Isn’t a big fan of large crowds and getting all dressed up,” he confessed. 
 
    “But she’s a princess.” 
 
    Oliver considered that. “More of a tomboy princess.” 
 
    Birdie giggled. 
 
    Oliver nodded at Penny and said, “Miss Birdie, would you take this first dance with me?” He extended his hand and Charlotte was almost certain her six-year-old daughter swooned a little. She was thankful Oliver played along and indulged her fairytale fantasy even though it would be the only thing she’d hear about for ages. 
 
    Charlotte chatted with Penny for a few minutes and then Will and Emma strode over, followed by Wyatt. 
 
    Emma introduced him to Penny, but his eyes remained fixed on Charlotte before he cleared his throat and made a point of turning away. 
 
    Will clapped him on the back. “Why don’t you and Charlotte dance again. Get to know each other since you’ll be touring around London together.” 
 
    Emma clapped. “That’s a great idea. Wait, Charlotte, didn’t you mention Birdie is going to summer camp? You should trade. Since you’re showing Wyatt around the city and then Birdie will be gone, the two of you could go back to the States to the ranch. You’d love it there.” 
 
    Will agreed. 
 
    Charlotte balked. 
 
    Wyatt groaned. His expression was stormy like he’d rather stand in the rain on a cold and blustery day or wade into the North Sea in the dead of winter. 
 
    The last thing Charlotte needed was to be near him any longer than necessary or endure his moodiness. She said the simplest thing she could. “No.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
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    Wyatt 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was loud in the ballroom with all of the guests talking along with the music playing and the swishing of gowns and clicking of heels as they danced in the background. Will mentioned something about how Charlotte would enjoy the quiet at the ranch, in stark contrast to the ballroom. Emma started to ask Wyatt about the horses, but all he heard was how Charlotte had said no. Not that Wyatt had officially asked her to join him for a visit to the ranch. Not that he even wanted her to go there. Even so, her answer still would’ve been no. 
 
    It was better that way, apart. The greater the distance, an ocean for instance, between him and Charlotte the safer he was from losing control and overstepping the invisible boundary between his friendship with Will and Wyatt’s attraction to Charlotte. 
 
    As the afternoon ceremony passed into the evening reception, there was no denying the charge between them.  
 
    He’d felt it when she’d linked arms with him and the pair walked down the aisle—thankfully, away from the altar because unlike Will, Wyatt was not interested in marriage. 
 
    He’d felt the chemistry, mixed with concern, when her emotions shaded in so fully during the carriage ride. He fought the urge to ask her if she wanted to talk about her father—he certainly could relate to having a deadbeat dad. But it wasn’t his place to pry. 
 
    Then, seated next to her at the dining table, it was all he could do to turn away from her and lead Leo into thinking he might win Wyatt over and score an invitation to one of his properties. He didn’t want her to witness the intensity in his eyes when he gazed at her, the desire on his lips when she spoke, or the heat that radiated off him in waves at their proximity. She was Will’s little sister and he’d deny his attraction to her until the end. 
 
    There was no other option. Case closed. 
 
    Amanda made her way across the room. For once he was thankful for her presence because it meant an escape. The two of them could dance and it would distract him from Charlotte. She planted her hand, capped with long, manicured nails, on his shoulder. 
 
    “Care to introduce me?” Her gaze landed on the groom. “But of course, I know Will,” she purred. 
 
    Wyatt knew it was best to get her and the implication in her words away from Will and his bride as quickly as possible. “Actually, care to dance?” he asked, leading her away. 
 
    At the same time, a little girl rushed over to the group and threw her arms around Charlotte’s legs. “That was like a dream, Mummy.” 
 
    Wyatt caught the edge of Charlotte’s smile. 
 
    Then Birdie spotted him and in a small voice said, “Who is that? He’s handsome. Is he a prince too?” 
 
    Charlotte’s lips dipped as Wyatt passed with Amanda clinging to his arm. 
 
    “That’s no one,” Charlotte said. 
 
    Seemingly satisfied or distracted, the little girl said, “Uncle Will, are you a prince now?” 
 
    Then he was out of earshot, but Charlotte’s comment stung. No one. 
 
    Perhaps he misunderstood. Maybe she meant he wasn’t a prince, which was true. Even though Emma had a surprise in her lineage, he was certain his father was a backwoods loser who inherited a ranch from Wyatt’s granddaddy then practically drove the thing into the ground. His mother wasn’t much better and took off on them when he was young. 
 
    The sting settled into his bones and filled him with questions, uncertainty. Not even Amanda, whose dancing turned the eyes of several of the nearby men, could distract him. Eventually, he excused himself and stepped to a refreshments table and got a glass of water. He took care not to peruse the room lest he draw Charlotte’s attention. It didn’t matter though because Will appeared. “The Princess and I are about to make our not-so-secret escape, but everyone here will insist on saying goodbye. I wanted a moment with you before the chaos begins and to thank you for everything, especially handling Fabian.” 
 
    “You saw him?” Wyatt asked, surprise. 
 
    “He practically had gold coins gleaming in his eyes. I figured he’d turn up once the announcements were made about our marriage then Emma’s noble status. Although I didn’t expect he’d crash the wedding.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “Nah, don’t worry about me.” Will brightened. “Don’t forget, you’re meeting up with Charlotte tomorrow for a tour of London. She has an itinerary planned for the remainder of your stay.” 
 
    After the pair said goodbye, Wyatt wondered why Will was so insistent he connect with Charlotte. Without intending to, his eyes landed on her standing alone across the room. Her features were delicate, feminine, and her skin so smooth and fair. Then he realized Will meant for him to look after her—like an older brother. That was the only conceivable reason he could come up with. 
 
    After the guests bid the bride and groom farewell, the festivities continued in the palace. However, Wyatt returned to his hotel, alone. As he drifted to sleep, he couldn’t get the image of Charlotte, dressed in that particular shade of blue that drew out the silver in her eyes, also alone in the ballroom. 
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    Wyatt woke to bright sunshine slicing through a gap in the hotel room curtains. At Will’s suggestion, and because he’d stayed there in the past, The Four Seasons was home for the next few nights. Which left him with the chore of figuring out what to do for the next few days. He should’ve done a better job communicating with Will about his stay. If Wyatt had known Will wouldn’t be around, he would’ve scheduled his return the day after the wedding. He didn’t go on a honeymoon when he’d spontaneously married so many years ago. But he should’ve expected Will and Emma to be taking one—even if it was delayed while Will tended to his business affairs. 
 
    What he did understand though was that Will wanted him to look after his little sister. He gave in and pulled out his phone, found her number, and tapped call. A smile formed on his lips at the sound of her outgoing message. 
 
    His voice was rough with sleep, but he said he was free if she had indeed made an itinerary as Will had claimed. 
 
    After a shower, Wyatt’s phone lit up with a text. It was from Charlotte and only included an address on Cromwell Road and the time to meet: ten a.m., which left him with only an hour. 
 
    Shortly after, he navigated the streets. He was glad to stretch his legs and breathe the relatively fresh air after the day of travel and then the wedding. 
 
    The address led him to the Victoria and Albert Museum Café, which was an exquisite example of architecture. He was practically blinded by the gold and shining marble. But there was nothing as exquisite as the woman seated alone at the table in the center of the room. He sighed, shaking off the feeling and preparing himself to provide her with companionship. It had to be tough for her to have her brother gone so often with little in the way of family. He knew the feeling. 
 
    He crossed the dining area and greeted her with all of the swarthiness of a rhino in a museum. He bumped into the table and all of the glass and ceramic chimed in alarm. He spread his hands out to be sure nothing was going to fall or break—they were in a museum, well, the café after all. He suddenly felt uncharacteristically awkward, like he was still a gangly high schooler—all elbows and knees before he’d filled out. 
 
    “Late night?” she asked. 
 
    “No, actually. I left just after Will and Emma.” 
 
    “Oh, me too. Lovely wedding though.” 
 
    Wyatt nodded and then looked around, feeling as though they were back in the palace. He gestured to the gilded opulence. “Already missing the venue?”  
 
    She almost laughed. “I wasn’t sure what your interests were: museums, art, history, literature, music, film…There’s a little bit of everything here and it’s free so if you don’t like it—” 
 
    Considering her brother was a billionaire, he was surprised to hear her consideration for money. Maybe she thought he was a poor farmer. His watch glinted in the sunlight streaming through the high windows. It alone could probably pay for their breakfast at the café for the next year, not that he got caught up in things like that. But he didn’t want her worrying about the costs of things on his account, especially not when Will wanted him to look after her. 
 
    After they ordered their meals, they engaged in superficial small talk, leading Wyatt to the glaring realization that she was a refined lady and he was a rough cowboy. She was used to finery and city life. He was most content in the saddle and in the country. He’d probably been around horses and ranch hands too long. 
 
    When she’d finished her tea, they strolled through the museum and conversation continued to stall when they passed a sneaker exhibit and noted a peculiar odor. His commentary on sneaker freshener almost made her giggle. 
 
    “I think I could use some fresh air,” she said. 
 
    Although the museum was extraordinary, he was glad to be outside. As they strolled along quaint little lanes, blooming with flowers, he spotted a man wearing a New York Yankees baseball hat and sunglasses that he’d seen in the sneaker exhibit. Wyatt was a Rangers fan, thanks to his granddad, though he preferred football—the American kind. He had the notion that it was a small world and he fought against wanting it to be bigger in order to create distance between himself and Charlotte—or wishing it be even smaller to draw them nearer. 
 
    When they reached Saint James Park, the lush greenery made him breathe easier and he noticed Charlotte settled as well. 
 
    A group of children played on the lawn and Charlotte’s lips lifted into a smile then quickly fell.  
 
    “You have a daughter.” He wasn’t sure if it was a statement or question or what he meant by it, but he figured it could break the ice or wall or whatever fortification formed between them. 
 
    Under no circumstances could he permit his attraction to Charlotte, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be friendly instead of enduring the awkward, stilted chatter that had sparingly passed between them. 
 
    “Birdie. She’s six. The flower girl yesterday.” Her words were short. Clipped. 
 
    He had no idea what to say. Then an idea struck. “What was Will like when he was six?” Wyatt prepared for some juicy stories to tease his friend with. 
 
    “Oh, he was mischievous,” she went on to roast her brother with tales of pranks, embarrassments, and one time when he’d stapled his shirt to his desk in case it tore and was afraid to move all day, remaining in the class until after the final bell rang. 
 
    “He was too proud to admit his mistake. Our teacher was terrifying. That was back when they still used rulers against our hands when we were out of line.” 
 
    “He didn’t even get up to go to the bathroom?” Wyatt was practically rolling on the ground with laughter. 
 
    “Not even for lunch and believe it or not William was a chubby fellow until he hit his teens and stretched out. He grew six inches one summer.” 
 
    “Wait, you said our teacher. Were you in the same grade?” He thought maybe grade levels worked differently in England. 
 
    The space between her eyebrows pinched together. “No, we’re twins.” 
 
    Wyatt’s head sunk back. “Really? He never mentioned that.” So she wasn’t really his little sister, unless by a few seconds or minutes. 
 
    They’d exited the park and were nearing Westminster Bridge and the Queen’s Walk. 
 
    “It’s no secret really, except from our father.” 
 
    “You mean, Fabian doesn’t know—?” His question hung in the air because he didn’t understand. 
 
    “He didn't know about me until recently. Our parents had a volatile relationship. My mother was wonderful and I miss her every day, but she desired certain things Fabian didn’t give her: commitment, kindness, love. When our mother discovered she was pregnant she only told him he was having a son—something he always wanted, but I guess that wasn't enough. She never saw him again.” 
 
    As they crossed the bridge with the sun shining above and the water sparkling below, something passed between them that went beyond the wild sparks of his attraction.  
 
    Wyatt understood how deeply the past could inform the present. How the decisions others made for their son’s or daughter’s lives had long term implications. The devasting hurt, creating fissures in Charlotte’s expression, revealing the brokenness she felt inside—all a result of mistakes her parents had made. It was something he recognized because he experienced it too. 
 
    They paused on the bridge. Wyatt rested his forearms on the thick stone rail. 
 
    “Our mother felt bad about not telling him the truth. In a way, it’s good because I’ve never had to deal with his nonsense like Will has, but in another way, it’s like I’m invisible.” 
 
    It was then he understood something else about her, she was lonely, often alone. But she was anything but invisible. 
 
    She pointed toward the vista along the edge of the river. “That’s the Tate Modern and over there is St. Paul’s Cathedral.” She gestured to a few other points of interest, but she was the prize among them all. Her striking eyes. The slope of her neck. Her delicate collarbones. The curves that followed. 
 
    He wanted to kiss her eyelids so she’d see that she wasn’t at all invisible; to plant his lips on her neck so she’d feel her beauty… 
 
    “Wyatt?” she asked when his gaze lingered on her longer than was customary. 
 
    “Yeah.” He shook off the moment of deep distraction, longing, desire. Then his attention landed on the guy in the New York Yankees hat again. Perhaps he was on the same spontaneous walking tour as them. However, the salt and pepper hair peeking out from the sides suggested otherwise. 
 
    For Charlotte’s sake, he fought against the urge to introduce the man to his fists. “Let’s go.” He instinctively reached for her hand, gripping it tightly. If Will had wanted Wyatt to look after his sister because he’d known Fabian would be tailing them, a heads up would’ve been nice. He didn’t dare say anything in case it alarmed Charlotte. 
 
    When they reached the other side of the bridge, Southbank was a circus, literally. There were performers and stalls, music and a makeshift theater. 
 
    “Welcome to summer in London,” Charlotte said. “I prefer the weather, but the crowds can be a little crazy.” 
 
    They’d walked several miles and it was nearly lunch. It seemed the crowds provided cover for them to lose Fabian as he followed them around the city. 
 
    “How about lunch?” Wyatt asked. “Someplace quiet, private.” He didn’t mean for it to sound like a come on, but he wanted to get her as far away from Fabian as possible. 
 
    She led them through the park, past a carnival, complete with bumper cars. “Not a word to Birdie about the bumper cars or spinning teacups. Definitely, don’t say anything about the pony rides. Though, chances are she already knows they’re in town.” 
 
    Wyatt made a my lips are sealed gesture, trying to play it cool even though he was fuming inside. It was his opinion that Fabian gave up rights to a relationship with his daughter the moment he turned his back on her mother. Not to mention she clearly wanted nothing to do with him. 
 
    They crossed another bridge and then passed Broad Court, lined with the iconic red telephone booths. Thankfully, there still was no sign of Fabian.  
 
    The end of a narrow alleyway opened to a beautiful and private courtyard café, blooming with flowers. They took a table and Wyatt considered how to broach the topic of her father to get more information without seeming nosy or upsetting her. He needed to know what he was dealing with. 
 
    Instead, the conversation flowed naturally to the ranch, a topic he was all too happy to discuss, especially since it seemed they’d lost Fabian. He told her how he’d saved it from ruin and hosted twenty-nine horses—rescues mostly. 
 
    They’d only just finished their sandwiches when Wyatt spotted the telltale baseball hat as Fabian approached down the alley. Wyatt punched a text into his phone along with his location, threw a hundred-dollar bill on the table, and took Charlotte’s hand in his.  
 
    She blinked and made eye contact with her father. She shook her head slowly and anxiety clouded her face. “I have to go,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know,” Wyatt answered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the third time Wyatt had placed his hand in Charlotte’s.  
 
    The first was when he’d introduced himself. The tough warmth of his skin left an imprint on hers and she felt his presence there, like a brand or a tattoo, long after she’d dropped his hand. It was then the connection had been made. 
 
    The second was when they’d danced. She allowed him to lead her, ceding control, at least at that moment, at least as they swept across the dance floor. Charlotte was careful, measured, and lived in such a way that there were never risks. But letting him take her hand and lead the way was liberating. She moved to his rhythm long after they’d left the dancefloor. She told herself it was just a great song that had gotten stuck in her head. It was then that she couldn’t get him out of her mind. 
 
    The third time, Wyatt’s hand fit firmly and protectively around hers as he led her along the lane and away from the man who’d been trying to take what wasn’t his. Only, she’d never seen her father, only received demanding letters that bordered on threats until the day of the wedding. Wyatt knew Will’s situation and so he was looking out for her because she was his sister. However, it was then that she trusted him blindly, implicitly. 
 
    His hand in hers. The third time was no less explosive than the first or the second. Part of her secretly longed for a fourth. Aside from the firmness of his grip, there was a softness too; one that traveled through her fingers, up her limbs, and into her belly, sending the butterflies fluttering all the way to her chest. 
 
    But she’d never admit the way his hand cupping hers made her feel deep in her chest or low in her belly because there wasn’t room for a man in her life—especially not a man like him whose wild ways weren’t conducive to settling down. 
 
    Nonetheless, with Wyatt she felt safe as he gripped her hand, leading her along the streets in something of a dance as they dodged down lanes and hurried through alleys. He glanced at his phone every few minutes to be sure they were going the right way.  
 
    At last, Wyatt stopped by a sleek black sports car parked on a quiet side street. He covertly glanced around to be sure they’d lost Fabian. “I think the coast is clear.” 
 
    Charlotte let out a long breath of relief. “Thank you, again.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet,” he said, dropping her hand and circling around to the driver’s side of the vehicle.  
 
    She eyed the rear of the car and the word McLaren. Thanks to her brother and a period of time when he’d fixated on luxury cars and later acquired an impressive collection, she knew that the one in front of her wasn’t a Sunday drive rambler. 
 
    “Wyatt?” she asked, but he already sat behind the wheel. 
 
    She stood frozen on the sidewalk, concerned for a moment that he was committing, what she believed they called in the States, grand theft auto. Either way, it was also illegal in the UK. 
 
    The window rolled down. He had one hand lazily on the wheel. He tilted his head to the side. “You coming?” 
 
    At a whisper, she said, “Is it stolen?” 
 
    “Not if the keys are in it.” 
 
    She stepped back, aghast. 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m joking. A friend did me a favor.” 
 
    “On such short notice?” 
 
    He nodded. “I sent him a text when we were still at the café.” 
 
    “Must be a good friend.” 
 
    “More accurately, he owed me a favor.” 
 
     “What kinds of friends do you have? 
 
    “Are you getting in?” he asked. 
 
    Charlotte glanced around, feeling guilty but also worried since her father had moved beyond simply reaching out and was trying to make in-person contact. 
 
    He started the engine, sending a roar, an unfamiliar thrill through her. 
 
    She lowered into the passenger seat.  “It’s like the inside of a spaceship.” 
 
    “It’s snug,” he said on account of his large build. 
 
    The leather seats were soft yet had a sturdiness to them that suggested she put on her seat belt. The moment she did, Wyatt pulled onto the street and then zipped around the corner. He wove through traffic with practiced agility, not content to be stuck behind slow drivers. 
 
    “This sure isn’t bumper cars,” she muttered, sitting on her hands. Not because he was driving erratically but because of the vehicle’s power, his power. 
 
    “This is more my speed,” he said when they reached the motorway heading southeast. He pressed on the gas. 
 
    “Do you like fast things?” Charlotte’s voice trembled slightly. 
 
    “Horses mostly but cars too. By the way, have you ever been in a spaceship?” he asked, chuckling. 
 
    “No. It’s just what I imagine one to be like.” She ran her hand along the smooth dash, forgetting her better judgment. 
 
    “Do you use your imagination a lot?” he asked. 
 
    Her shrug abruptly fell when she recalled the fantasy of kissing him during the dance. She cleared her throat to shake off the thought, wanting to change the subject. “It makes sense that you’d like to go fast,” she said. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “You’re my brother’s best friend. He used to be an adrenalin junkie, parachuting, rafting in rapids, mountain biking.” 
 
    “I remember those days.” Wyatt slowed to a stop at the end of the exit ramp. 
 
    “So they’re behind you?” 
 
    “The most excitement I drum up is a long Saturday ride on the trails at the ranch. Maybe, if it’s a hot summer’s day, I’ll take a dip in the creek.” 
 
    “But what about—?” She gestured to the car. 
 
    “It’s our getaway car.” Wyatt winked and then turned his attention back to the road. 
 
    “I wonder how Fabian found me.” 
 
    “I noticed him at the museum—the Yankees cap. Great team, though I’m a Rangers fan.” 
 
    “Some disguise.” She grunted. 
 
    “Then he was on the bridge,” he said. 
 
    “So he was following us?” 
 
    “Apparently so. Any idea why?” 
 
    “Money. That’s all he’s ever been interested in.” Charlotte sighed, unsure whether to say more. “Since he didn’t get what he wanted out of Will, now he’s trying to tie up my money.” 
 
    Charlotte was careful not to meet Wyatt’s eyes, mostly because he was driving but also because she couldn’t let herself be pulled in by them. His eyebrow ticked upward with curiosity. 
 
    “I inherited a sizable sum from Sydney after his passing. Did Will ever mention him?”  
 
    “Of course. He was Will’s guardian and mentor.” 
 
    “He was my guardian and my best friend.” Her voice was small because she wasn’t sure she could keep from crying if she talked about him. “Anyway, somehow Fabian caught wind of it. I received a letter from some unknown lawyer laying claim to Sydney’s fortune, including the place my daughter and I call home.” She didn’t regret leaving her flat and moving into Sydney’s spacious home, but she had always been so careful, making sure that everything was stable for Birdie. If they were kicked out, she’d be devastated. Charlotte had learned it was easier not to take risks. 
 
    “I’m working on having a barrister, we call them here—a lawyer—” 
 
    “I know the terms,” he said with a wry chuckle. 
 
    “They will be reviewing ownership and property rights but it’s time-consuming. With the wedding, I’ve fallen behind providing documentation.” But that wasn’t the only reason, she also had her former husband chasing after the wealth she’d inherited, making for another nasty period of meetings with attorneys—the first one was their divorce. Her ex had caused a heap of trouble. 
 
    “Was Fabian ever married to your mother?” Wyatt asked. 
 
    Charlotte dipped her head and then shook it. “No. He refused.” 
 
    “In that case, I don’t reckon he has much claim.” 
 
    “You’re probably right, but more than anything, I need to provide stability for Birdie and don’t need the stress and upheaval. I’d rather him have the money if he’d just leave us alone. But the house has become our home. Being there keeps both Birdie and me close to Sydney.” 
 
    “I understand your concern.” Wyatt gripped the gear shift and revved the engine as he switched lanes. “I don’t like men who ditch their family or their children. Who’re selfish, self-serving, scum.” He maneuvered again and his jaw twitched. “I especially do not like men who’d even consider hurting you.” 
 
    The words caught up to Charlotte as the car sped along the road. Was he speaking as Will’s best friend, who’d look after her because he was loyal like that or was there something else in his tone? Something possessive and protective in a way that didn’t have anything to do with her brother but rather Wyatt in an entirely different role? 
 
    Even if he was interested in being more than her brother’s best friend, she couldn’t let feelings develop because she wasn’t interested in a fast driving cowboy who was going back to his ranch in a few days anyway. 
 
    They fell into reflective silence, but for once, Charlotte wasn’t thinking about her troubles. Rather, her mind was stuck on the man filling the seat next to her. 
 
    Wyatt slowed the car as they reached the parking lot to Brand’s Hatch Circuit, a raceway. 
 
    “It seems you can find plenty to do in London and beyond without my help.” She’d hardly paid attention to where they were going, thankful to be away from Fabian as they’d fled the city. She knew Birdie was safe with her grandmother but felt an urgent need to go home. 
 
    A man in a kiosk took some information, including a scan of Wyatt’s license, told him he was clear, and then said, “Enjoy your visit.” 
 
    “What are we doing? Is this a museum or are you returning the car?” 
 
    Wyatt shook his head and breathed a chuckle. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. Panic inside her grew. 
 
    “Do you trust that I’m not the kind of person who’d hurt you? Do you trust that I’m the kind of person who’d help you outrun your troubles and leave them behind?” 
 
    “By driving fast?” 
 
    “It works. It’s safe.” 
 
    “How fast does this thing go? It hardly seems safe.” 
 
    He smirked. “I’m not going to go that fast. Just a little fast.” 
 
    “A little fast is still, well, fast.” 
 
    “It’ll just be us on the track. No other cars. Come on. I think you’ll like it.” He turned to face her.  
 
    She yanked her gaze away, not daring to make eye contact.  
 
    “I think you need it.” 
 
    Her arms crossed in front of her chest. “No, what I need is to go home where it’s—” But her father’s letters, if not the man himself were there, waiting for her to reply, decline, protest. And she would, but she was also tired of fighting so hard to keep equilibrium, to maintain a quiet and stress-free life.  
 
    “I don’t want to pressure you. You can get out and watch if you want.” 
 
    When she didn’t answer, Wyatt must’ve taken it for agreement because he cruised to the entrance to the race track. 
 
    His smile was as big as Birdie’s on Christmas morning.  
 
    “Is the track usually empty?” she asked, mostly wanting confirmation that they weren’t entering an actual race.  
 
    But no fans cheered from the stands. Aside from the McLaren, no other engines revved. It was just Wyatt and Charlotte and the car. 
 
    “How’d you get them to clear the schedule?” she asked. 
 
    “Another favor.” 
 
    “You must have some great friends.” 
 
    “Only the best.” He nodded. “Ready? Three, two, one.” 
 
    As the car accelerated, Charlotte checked her seatbelt, bracing herself for what could only be a wild experience. 
 
    As Wyatt moved through the gears, his eyes remained focused, but the hint of a crooked smile teased the corners of his lips. Charlotte had grown to love that smile. She slapped her hand over her mouth the moment after the thought landed. Her own lips were grinning madly, crazily. Was it because he was right, going fast was fun? Or was it something else? 
 
    By the time they’d made the second lap and were on the straightway, Wyatt nearly doubled the speed.  
 
    Her thoughts raced along with the vehicle: the wedding and her own divorce, the money from Sydney and her father. Wyatt had said she’d be able to outrun her troubles. Apparently, he was wrong. 
 
    She sighed and tilted her head to take in his profile without being obvious. He was stone-faced. Focused. But underneath that, his eyes were blue and beautiful. His masculine features were burnished by the sun that spilled over his ranch year-round instead of the dreary months she faced. His jawline was pronounced and lined with a shadow of scruff. It was clear he had the looks of a model like her brother but had outgrown that period of his life and had grown into a rugged, capable man. 
 
    She tore her gaze from his eyes. They were too tempting. She was scared by what would happen if she let herself linger. But she could focus on his lips and she felt herself slipping back into the fantasy of his mouth on hers: the one that spoke in that rumbling, rambling voice with a slight southern accent, like thunder rolling over hills. It made her shiver.  
 
    He slanted his gaze and caught her eyes for a fraction of a second. That one look ignited the embers in her chest, warming her through. 
 
    They lapped the track again and then Wyatt slowed to a stop. He turned to face her. 
 
    “Your smile is a kilometer wide,” she said, desperate to take her thoughts off his eyes. Though thinking about or even looking at his lips seemed dangerous too. 
 
    “Do you mean my smile is a mile wide?” he asked. 
 
    “Same thing.” 
 
    “Actually, a kilometer is six-tenths of a mile.” His lips quirked with amusement. 
 
    She brushed him off with a laugh. 
 
    “But I would like to see you smile. A mile wide, at least. No six-tenths nonsense.” As he spoke, he got out of the car but left the keys. Come on.” 
 
    She was glad to get out of the car and not because of the experience. Wyatt had proved he was a safe driver. It was the static between them threatened to electrify her. “Where are we going?”  
 
    They were surrounded by empty stands, the booth for judges, and the stretch of tarmac. 
 
    Wyatt got in the passenger seat of the sports car. 
 
    She blinked a few times, realizing what he intended. “No, Wyatt. I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Do you know how to drive a stick?” 
 
    “Will taught me, but—” 
 
    “Hop in.” 
 
    “I can’t. What if I break the thing or crash or—” 
 
    “Get in,” Wyatt repeated and slammed his door. 
 
    Charlotte peered across the driver’s seat and shook her head. 
 
    “Well, you also can’t move me from this seat, at least not until you do a lap or two. You’re bound to get hungry at some point or they’ll want to lock up for the night.” 
 
    She growled in frustration. He wasn’t leaving her with many options. They were an hour outside London and she didn’t imagine many cabs passed the racetrack. 
 
    “Let’s go. It’ll be fun.” 
 
    She slouched into the seat, but the way it molded to her body made her sit at attention. She rubbed her hands along the steering wheel and gazed through the windshield. Maybe if she waited long enough, he’d get bored. 
 
    He reached across, brushing her knee in the process and pressed the ignition button. The engine woke up, purring under the hood. “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “We can go as slow as you like.” 
 
    She held the wheel at ten and two o’clock. Her knuckles paled. 
 
    “Relax,” he said, peeling her hand away and dropping it to the gear shift. She melted under the weight of his palm. His fingers wove around hers and lingered there longer than was necessary or perhaps he worried she wouldn’t actually shift into first.  
 
    She only pulled her focus together because driving a luxury sports car required every bit of her attention. Not that Wyatt’s touch was easy to shake. He’d reignited the embers in her, sparking them to life. She swallowed thickly. “I think I’ve got it,” she said. There was no way to get out of the situation other than moving forward, literally.  
 
    The car handled smoothly as she moved from first to second gear. The control was amazingly powerful as she brought it up to third. The tires were glued to the road as she drove at a comfortable speed as though they were touring a sparse neighborhood.  
 
    “You can go faster.” 
 
    “This is fine,” she squeaked, feeling the demand from the engine. 
 
    “The car was built for speed.” 
 
    “But I’m not,” she blurted. 
 
    “Trust the car. The power. The capability.” 
 
    She smiled thinly. 
 
    “Trust yourself.” 
 
    At that, her foot lowered further on the accelerator, she changed gears, and they whizzed along the track, not quite as fast as Wyatt had gone but faster than she’d ever driven on the motorway. 
 
    Wyatt whooped. “That’s more like it.” 
 
    The speed was exhilarating, intoxicating as the car rocketed along the track. She slowed on the turns but then shot back up. The smile on her lips peeled back into a mad grin at the power, the control and the rush of it all. Her mind emptied of worry. She felt free. But it was fleeting. 
 
    By the time she’d gone around the track three times, she slowed, feeling a bit winded as though trying to keep pace with the automobile. 
 
    “Now, that’s more like it.” Wyatt’s smile was as big as it had been when he’d driven. She wondered why, how. He hadn’t been behind the wheel. He was clearly a practiced rally driver. She was not. 
 
    “You trusted me,” she said, realizing what his expression meant. 
 
    “I do. You’re very, how do I put it? Contained.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “You don’t seem like someone who takes risks, who steps out of her comfort zone or who goes bungee jumping for instance.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with my comfort zone?” 
 
    “Nothing. But usually, when we step over the edge, we’re forced to grow.” 
 
    “I’m an adult, I’m done growing.” Birdie came to mind. Her responsibilities rushed back. “We should go.” 
 
    “Want to drive home?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head and they switched seats. 
 
    The adrenalin dissipated and took with it any further conversation. The ride back to London was quiet except for the purr of the engine. 
 
    Charlotte directed him to her house in Mayfair. 
 
    He idled outside the door to the white stone townhome. 
 
    “Want me to come up?” he asked. 
 
    She flinched.  
 
    “Because of Fabian,” he clarified. 
 
    “Oh, right. Em, no. It’s fine. Birdie’s grandmother is with her and the house is very secure. Will saw to that when Sydney started to get older.” 
 
    Wyatt nodded. “Well, I’m here if you need anything.” 
 
    Charlotte raced up the stairs and locked herself inside, leaning against the door. She had to catch her breath. Not because she was still winded from driving the McLaren on the racetrack or hustling up the stairs. No, Wyatt had taken her breath away. 
 
    She set her purse down and greeted her former mother-in-law. Then she went to check on Birdie. The little girl was fast asleep in her princess bed and breathing softly. Charlotte parted the curtains slightly and peeked out the window. 
 
    Wyatt was still there. He was wild, that was for sure, but she was also in caring and protective hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
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    Wyatt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Saying the McLaren was a fast sports car was an understatement, but no matter how rapidly he drove along the motorway as he sped away from Charlotte’s house in Mayfair, he couldn’t get away from the sense that he’d overstepped.  
 
    He’d gone too far, bringing her to the racetrack.  
 
    Holding her hand.  
 
    Breathing her scent.  
 
    Gazing into her eyes. 
 
    It was fine for him to get her away from Fabian, but he hadn’t wanted the day to end. That was a dangerous desire.  
 
    Instead of spending more time with her, touring London like Will had requested, he escaped for three days, leaving behind the city—and Charlotte. 
 
    He took the McLaren, turned off his phone, and drove to the Scottish Highlands and then kept on until he reached John O’Groats, the northmost location, and ran out of road.  
 
    Much like being at the ranch, the rural environment settled his mind but not enough. Although the scenery was outstanding, it didn’t distract his fantasies of kissing Charlotte’s delicate neck, taking her in his arms, and exploring her lips. He couldn’t help look over at the empty passenger seat with longing. 
 
    But he knew it was a foolish desire. He’d made an agreement with himself not to get involved. He enjoyed his freedom—likely she wouldn’t have whisked off through the countryside for three days. Worse, she was Will’s sister. 
 
    When he finally returned to London, he steeled himself. He’d make sure she was okay, make her promise that she’d go to the police if Fabian gave her any trouble, and then say goodbye. 
 
    He checked back into the Four Seasons for the two remaining days before his return flight to the United States. He’d busy himself for that period of time because even though he could handle some of the fastest and most high performing vehicles in the world, he couldn’t handle being with her. 
 
    Not without losing control. 
 
    Not without ruining a friendship. 
 
    He had been in her presence for three days and needed that many to regroup and regain his composure. 
 
    After a shower and shave, he powered on his phone. She’d texted once, the day after their meeting at the Victoria and Albert Museum and drive in the McLaren. Then she’d called earlier that morning. He tapped to listen to the message.  
 
    “Hi, Wyatt. I’m not sure if you’re still in the city. Will said he tried to check in with you but the call went to voicemail. He wanted to be sure I was showing you a proper good time, I guess.” She let out a breath. “Can’t let my brother down. Anyway, we’ll be taking the dogs for a walk in Hyde Park today if you’d like to join us. I’ll text the location.” 
 
    Listening to her speak French was an exercise in restraint as he imagined her tongue curling over the words, but even her regular speaking voice caused a thrill to rush through him. She was so properly English it drove him wild and even more so because he saw a bit of the Wheaton wildness beneath, waiting to be unleashed. It flared in her striking eyes when she was driving on the racetrack. He saw her daring to look at him even though it clearly made her uncomfortable. 
 
    He knew he hadn’t lost his looks in their entirety. He’d put on a bit more muscle since his time modeling and most days couldn’t be bothered to shave, but underneath it he was handsome. And she was beautiful. Yet, they were opposites: gritty cowboy and refined British woman yet somehow, he saw that they could fit together. If only circumstances were different, her last name wasn’t Wheaton, and Wyatt hadn’t made a promise to himself not to get involved with women. 
 
    Because he wasn’t above punishing himself for his desires and reminding himself what he was missing out on in the safest way possible, he listened to the message again. That time, he noticed she’d said we. Us. 
 
    Did she have a significant other? A boyfriend? He was sure she hadn’t remarried unless she didn’t wear a ring, but her husband would’ve been at the wedding. As best he could, he shoved away how the thought made him feel, stuffing it down with the other things he knew he shouldn’t think about: namely, her. 
 
    After throwing on a pair of what Will always called trousers and a comfortable white T-shirt, Wyatt’s phone beeped with a text from Charlotte giving her location in Hyde Park. He checked the distance in his map app. She was less than a quarter mile away. He sighed and figured then was as good a time as any to say goodbye. 
 
    Outside, the sky was slightly overcast, but London put on a good show in the summer with the blooming flowers and greenery.  
 
    He’d left several of his caretakers in charge of the ranch and checked in with them as he strolled through the park, keeping an eye out for Charlotte’s dark, shiny hair. 
 
    Assured that all was well with the horses, he checked the map on his phone. When he looked up, Charlotte, along with five dogs, were by a pond. Wyatt waved, but she must not have seen him. She looked slightly frantic as she attached four leashes to the slat of a bench and then bent over to scoop up a feisty Yorkie. The dog scooted away, glancing over its shoulder as though to be sure Charlotte made chase. 
 
    Wyatt chuckled and in a few long strides, intercepted the critter, scooping it into his arms. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” she said. 
 
    With a tip of his cowboy hat, he said, “No problem, ma’am.” 
 
    “Wyatt?” she asked, surprised. “I didn’t expect you—I didn’t think you got my messages—I figured you went home early.” She took the Yorkie in her arms and walked back to the other dogs. A little girl sat on the bench watching over them. 
 
    “Rascal is such a rascal,” the little girl said. 
 
    “We need to tell Mrs. Butterworth that Rascal needs a new collar.” 
 
    Wyatt lifted the broken collar from the bench. “May I?” he asked. He fiddled with it a moment, tightening a strap and adjusting the clip. “That should hold, at least until you get her home.” 
 
    “Thank you. I feel like I say that to you a lot.” The sun peeked out from behind the clouds, bathing her in gold. She wore a simple sundress and the beams of light shone on her shoulders. A few freckles popped. He figured by the end of the summer, there’d be an entire constellation. And he’d be back under the stars at home, far away from her. 
 
    “You haven’t met Birdie,” Charlotte said, pulling him from his thoughts. 
 
    The little girl waved shyly from her spot on the bench. 
 
    “Darling, this is Mr. Jones.” 
 
    “Like Auntie Emma was a Jones?” 
 
    “We’re not related. But it’s nice to meet you, Birdie. You were the flower girl at the wedding, right?” 
 
    She nodded and wore a shy smile that hid a beam of pride underneath. “Likewise, sir.” Then she turned away and busied herself with the dogs. 
 
    “I see why you have your hands full. Four dogs and a Rascal.” 
 
    Birdie giggled. “These aren’t ours. We have Roofus and Rupert at home. They’re old and don’t walk too far.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “I walk these guys twice a day during the week and once on the weekends.” 
 
    “I thought Will said you work at a bank.” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “Mummy has three jobs,” Birdie said. 
 
    Wyatt counted on his hands. “Dogwalker, banker, and what’s the third?” 
 
    Charlotte hesitated then shook her head. “It’s nothing. It’s silly.” 
 
    Birdie smiled wide. “Mummy writes stories about ladies finding their true loves. Like princes and princesses. Like Uncle Will and Auntie Emma.” 
 
    “As I said, it’s silly.” 
 
    “You write romance?” Wyatt asked, somewhat surprised. Most women liked romance in real life and quite a few read it, but he didn’t peg Charlotte as that type. She seemed more practical—like she’d prefer reading autobiographies or watching documentaries. 
 
    “As soon as Mummy starts selling enough books, she said she’ll quit her job at the bank because Mr. Culcross is a bloody numpty who doesn’t know how to count.” Birdie grinned. 
 
    “Darling, we do not talk like that,” Charlotte said, aghast. 
 
    “You said it, not me.” 
 
    “I said it to Uncle Will when I thought you were sleeping.” 
 
    Birdie’s smile fell, but she busied herself petting and talking to the dogs. 
 
    Wyatt couldn’t help smirk. The kid was adorable. 
 
    “You’re waiting to sell enough books to break from the bank?” 
 
    “Yeah. But we’d better get moving before Rascal has any crazy ideas. In addition to running, she likes to chew.” 
 
    The dog licked Wyatt’s boot as though deciding whether or not it would taste good. 
 
    As they walked through the park, with Wyatt holding three of the leashes, Birdie carrying Rascal, and Charlotte holding onto a spaniel’s lead, he said, “So you like books, dogs, but banking…not so much.” 
 
    “For the record, Culross, my boss, is a numpty.” 
 
    “What’s a numpty?” he asked. 
 
    “What does it sound like?” 
 
    Wyatt smirked. “An egg head.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yup, like Humpty Dumpty, I think he’s cracked.” She went on to cite a few examples of the strain she felt at the workplace when her boss blamed various employees, including her, for his mistakes. 
 
    “Describe your ideal situation.” 
 
    “I’d write full time—they’re sweet Regency romances, by the way. Not bodice rippers.” 
 
    “I like the sound of both,” he muttered. 
 
    “Well, I’d write and have a dog rescue. A place where elderly dogs and ones with injuries, handicaps, and other disadvantages could live in peace.” 
 
    He smiled. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    “Really? You think so? I thought you were more a horse person than a dog person.” 
 
    “Four legs. Same same.” 
 
    “Not exactly. Neighing? Barking?” 
 
    “You should visit my ranch. I think you’d like it.” He instantly regretted the suggestion, wishing he could pause time and go back. The afternoon had been off to a great start. The tension from the other days had dissolved and the conversation had been flowing so easily. He was the numpty. “You know, when Will and Emma come out for a visit,” he added. 
 
    Birdie stopped by a fountain and Charlotte passed her a coin.  
 
    “Hang on. It’s tradition,” she called to Wyatt who’d walked a little ahead under the guise of the dogs leading him away. Like his trip north, he needed to distance from the implication of his words. He needed to get away from her. 
 
    Charlotte and Birdie clutched their coins in front of their hearts and closed their eyes. 
 
    Then Birdie said, “Wait, Mummy. Mr. Jones should get to make a wish too.” 
 
    He held out his hand. “Do you have a spare coin?” 
 
    Charlotte dug through her purse. He had a few in his pocket, but somehow it seemed like it’d be luckier if the coin had been hers. 
 
    She was careful not to let their fingers touch as she dropped it in his hand. 
 
    “What are we wishing for?” he asked. 
 
    “Whatever your heart desires most,” Birdie answered. 
 
    “I could use my wish for your wish,” he offered because he was afraid of what his heart most desired. How close it was. How radiant in the increasingly sunny afternoon. How his pulse rushed a little faster when he was around her. 
 
    “That’s very nice of you, but it won’t work. It has to be your wish and I couldn’t tell you mine anyway because then it won’t come true,” Birdie explained. 
 
    “It’s true,” Charlotte confirmed. 
 
    Birdie went on to demonstrate exactly how to make the wish, holding the coin near her heart. 
 
    Wyatt felt silly, but he followed instructions.  
 
    Birdie closed her eyes.  
 
    He peeked at Charlotte, longing for a secret moment to take in her smooth skin, her pink lips, and rosy cheeks.  
 
    Birdie also peeked, probably to make sure he was doing it right then shot him a reproachful look. Then she mouthed like this. Holding the coin to her heart, she squeezed her eyes shut, and then tossed the coin into the fountain. 
 
    Wyatt heard two plops then made his wish and threw in his coin. The dogs had gotten restless and one moved to drink from the fountain. 
 
    “We’d better carry on and get them back,” Charlotte said, leading the way. 
 
    Wyatt trailed behind, disbelief slowing his pace. He’d looked into his heart and sure enough, his deepest desire was beautifully dangerous. But he was assured that his wish wouldn’t come true. That just didn’t happen. 
 
    When the dogs caught up to them, he overheard Birdie say, “...that’s the man who asked you to dance. If Prince Oliver asked me again, I would’ve said yes.” 
 
    “Well, he's a prince. Wyatt is a…” Charlotte’s head jerked to the side, apparently not realizing he was walking alongside her. He feared she’d repeat what she’d said at the wedding, that he was no one. 
 
    “I’m a cowboy,” he clarified. 
 
    Birdie lit up. “Like in the movies? Sydney loved cowboy movies. He'd always say if he wasn't a Sydney, he'd have been a cowboy,” she said. 
 
    “He never rode a horse, darling.” Charlotte’s forehead creased.               
 
    “He could learn,” Birdie added smartly. 
 
    “I suppose you're right. He could’ve learned.” 
 
    Wyatt caught Charlotte's eye, but she looked away the moment they met his and filled with liquid. 
 
    “Birdie, what exactly is a Sydney,” he asked, following up. “You said if he wasn’t a Sydney…” He knew it was a risk, but after he’d lost his brother, he was most thankful when people asked him about Nash—when he was able to talk about how much he’d looked up to his brother and all the things that had made him great. 
 
    “A Sydney is a man that can do anything.” 
 
    “Except ride a horse,” Charlotte said. “Also, it’s the past tense, darling. Sydney was a man who could do anything.” 
 
    Birdie continued, undeterred. “He can mend a guitar. He can write poems. He can make the best toast.” 
 
    Charlotte’s expression shaded even though they walked in full sun.  
 
    “He’s very good at tea parties and doesn’t mind if I invite all of my dolls. But his specialty was making me laugh. He had the best jokes.” 
 
    “Will you tell me one?” Wyatt asked. 
 
    Birdie screwed up her face in thought. “Okay. Here goes. Where do polar bears keep their money?” 
 
    “Hopefully not with that bloody numpty,” Wyatt answered, echoing the comment about Charlotte’s boss. 
 
    Birdie giggled. Charlotte laughed then abruptly stopped herself. 
 
    “The answer is snow bank, but I like what you said too. Here’s another one. Why did the horse chew with its mouth open?” 
 
    “Wyatt, I mean, Mr. Jones, should know this. He has a horse,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “I have quite a bit more than one horse. But you’re right. I should know this. Let’s see…” He tapped his chin with his free hand as the dogs walked ahead. “They have bad stable manners.” 
 
    “You got it.” Birdie cheered. “Who’s taking care of your horses?” 
 
    “I have helpers.” 
 
    “Like elves? Horse elves?” 
 
    That time Wyatt laughed and he explained about the ranch hands. 
 
    “I love horses. Mummy, it’s very lucky you know a real cowboy.” 
 
    “As real as they come.” Wyatt smiled. 
 
    They arrived at a fenced area to let the dogs run free before returning to their homes. 
 
    “Mummy, we could get a horse. They’re like really big dogs.” Birdie made puppy dog eyes. 
 
    Charlotte bit her lip. She was—he wouldn’t let himself think about what she was. The sun overhead had gotten hot enough. 
 
    “Horses eat quite a bit more than dogs,” Wyatt said, coming to Charlotte’s aid as Birdie pled her case about having a pet horse. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to summer camp day after next and I’ll be able to ride a real horse every day.” 
 
    “I hope to hear all about it.” 
 
    “She knows how to email. I’m sure you will. Along with a weekly request to visit your ranch.” 
 
    “Is that so bad?” There he went again. Being a bloody numpty. 
 
    “Mummy, there are pony rides at the carnival,” Birdie said. 
 
    “I’m not sure they’re treated the best,” Charlotte answered in a low voice. 
 
    Wyatt’s ears pricked. He’d have to investigate. 
 
    “How about bumper cars instead?” she asked as though trying to ease Birdie’s disappointment.  
 
    Birdie clapped her hands together. “That would be grand.” 
 
    Spending more time with Charlotte was painful enough, but he didn’t like the idea of horses being mistreated and aimed to do something about it. After dropping off the dogs, he continued on with them as they walked to the South Bank carnival.  
 
    While waiting for them to return from the bathroom, he sauntered over to the pony ride stall. It only took a moment for him to see the animal was dehydrated and exhausted. She wasn’t being mistreated strictly speaking, but she was old, worn out, and ailing. 
 
    A man wearing a gaudy cowboy outfit held the lead rope of the dappled mare as he took money from a stressed-out parent whose child tossed corn kernels intended for the petting zoo at the pony’s head. 
 
    “Excuse me, Sir,” Wyatt called. He exchanged a few words with the faux-cowboy, mainly inquiring about the ownership of the animal. He took a few notes and said he’d be in touch but didn’t spare him a dark scowl. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wyatt insisted on treating them to the bumper cars, and when Birdie asked to go again, he bought enough tickets for three more rides.  
 
    Charlotte rubbed her neck, jostled and concerned she had whiplash; Birdie was merciless about bumping the other cars. 
 
    “Not like the ride around the track, huh?” Wyatt asked. 
 
    She looked away from the flames in his eyes. “Not at all.” 
 
    “Hey, what’s the best thing to eat around here?” Wyatt had a hankering for fry dough, a caramel apple, or some other kind of carnival food. 
 
    “Mummy loves snogs.” 
 
    Wyatt tilted his head with curiosity. He hadn’t known what numpty meant, but he’d spent enough time with Will to learn the meaning of the term snog. His eyes blazed to Charlotte’s. As ever, she kept her gaze fixed on the chest pocket of his shirt, or his shoulder, or his chin. Anywhere but his eyes. 
 
    “Is this true, you enjoy a good snog?” he asked. 
 
    Charlotte put her hands on her hips, knowing what he was getting at. “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “I know what a snog is, Miss Wheaton.” 
 
    “Ms. Wheaton,” she corrected. “And I’m sure you do but not this kind of snog.” 
 
    “Mummy says there’s nothing like it.” 
 
    “I bet not,” Wyatt replied as though gauging Charlotte’s reaction. 
 
    She huffed. “It’s a frozen yogurt bus that comes around Southbank on Sundays and carnival days.” 
 
    “Oh, right. So, can I get a snog?” 
 
    “You wish.” She did wish, for that and more, on the coin from the fountain. But it was just that. A wish. She knew better than to hope for it to come true. 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably at her comment. “Well, a snog will have to do.” 
 
    Gazing longingly at the pony as they passed again, Birdie led them to the pink double-decker bus emblazoned with the sign for Snog’s Frozen Yogurt. 
 
    “Not today, darling,” Charlotte said. “We don’t want to tire that poor mare any more than she already is.” 
 
    Undeterred, Birdie slipped her hand in her mother’s and then took Wyatt’s in her other hand. “Mummy really fancies a snog because we get to ride the bus along the river if we time it right.” 
 
    She wanted to order Birdie to stop embarrassing her, but the little girl didn’t know the implication in her words. Wyatt sure thought it was humorous though. 
 
    She and Montgomery split only months after Birdie had been born. Taking care of a newborn then a toddler kept her busy. Then Sydney. In that time, she’d gone on as many dates as she had dogs, which was to say two. One was a guy from work who turned out to have a girlfriend. The other whose idea of a date was takeaway pizza and video games. 
 
    “Mummy, you’ll get a snog today too, right?” 
 
    Wyatt stifled a laugh at Birdie’s word choice. Charlotte was sure he fancied snogs too. 
 
    A sign said the bus was leaving in ten minutes.  
 
    “Order me something delicious. I’ll save us some seats.” Wyatt went to the second level. 
 
    Several minutes later, they met him on the upper deck of the bus. He offered Charlotte the outside seat, but she’d seen the sites so many times, she let him keep it.  
 
    Birdie passed him a cup of what looked like miniature versions of the chocolate candies in the jar that prompted Wyatt and Charlotte’s dance at the Wedding Eve party. “Mummy likes kisses so I figured you would too,” she said around a mouthful. 
 
    “Mummy likes snogs and kisses?” Wyatt asked, once again stifling laughter. 
 
    “Oh, she likes them very much. She won a big jarful from the party the night before Uncle Will and Auntie Emma’s wedding. Since the day after the wedding, she hasn’t stopped eating them.” Birdie leaned in. “She eats chocolate when she’s feeling blue.” 
 
    “Was Mummy feeling blue?” Wyatt asked, no doubt drawing a connection between the timing of their day out in London and at the racetrack, and his three-day disappearance. 
 
    “As blue as the sky,” Birdie said, gazing up wistfully. 
 
    “Good to know.” He gave Charlotte a sidelong glance before taking a bite of his frozen yogurt. “It’s official, I love snogs too.” Then he threw Charlotte a wink that could’ve melted her frozen yogurt. 
 
    Her cheeks heated and it wasn’t from the sunshine. 
 
    Birdie kept up a running commentary of sites the bus passed, which seemed to entertain Wyatt. He was great with her—a man like Sydney, willing to listen to her stories, play along with her games, and laugh in all the right places.  
 
    Seated beside him, their thighs nearly touched and she shifted away in the seat, thinking of their dance, his hand around hers, leading her through London and away from her father, then when he’d wrapped his fingers with hers in the McLaren. 
 
    After their ride around London on the bus, the sun lowered over the tall buildings to the west. Wyatt walked Charlotte and Birdie back to Mayfair.  
 
    At the stone steps of their townhouse, Charlotte said, “Darling, please thank Mr. Jones for the bumper cars and the frozen yogurt.” She was careful not to use the word snog. “He’s leaving for the United States soon.” 
 
    “Tomorrow evening,” Wyatt added. 
 
    “And I’m going to camp tomorrow morning.” Birdie threw her arms around Wyatt’s legs. “I’m going to miss Mummy and the cowboy.” 
 
    “I know, darling.” Because the truth was, she did miss him, during his three-day disappearance and she imagined she’d eat quite a few more of the chocolate Kisses from the jar in the coming days. 
 
    “I have an idea. It’s nearly dinner time. We can have dinner together.” Birdie used her puppy dog eyes again. 
 
    “We’re having leftovers.” She gently cupped her daughter’s chin. 
 
    “Mummy, you’re so silly. Cowboys don’t mind eating leftovers. Anyway, you always say spaghetti with tomato sauce is better on the second day.” 
 
    “I happen to agree,” Wyatt said. 
 
    “You do?” Charlotte thought that was one of her peculiarities, something unique she shared with Sydney. Ordinarily, she wasn’t a big fan of leftovers, except spaghetti with tomato sauce. 
 
    “She even sometimes eats it for breakfast,” Birdie added. 
 
    “Darling, Wyatt doesn’t need to know all my secrets.” 
 
    “Snogs, kisses, and leftover spaghetti. Those are your secrets?” 
 
    “What can I say? I’m a simple woman.” She sighed and unlocked the door. “Come on in.” 
 
    Birdie tugged on her mother’s hem. “Mummy, can Mr. Jones help me with Roofus and Rupert?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’ll warm up dinner.” 
 
    Moments later, Charlotte heard her daughter shout, “Release the hounds.” It was their tradition to shout the command as robustly as possible when they let the dogs out to the garden after they’d been gone for a period of time. 
 
    During dinner, Birdie revealed several more of Charlotte’s secrets: that she had a pair of holey sweat pants she couldn’t part with, liked ketchup on her macaroni and cheese, and had a terrible singing voice. After Wyatt managed to stave off his laughter, he offered to clean up. 
 
    “Don’t bother. I can do it later.” Although she would’ve welcomed the opportunity to give her face the chance to return to its natural shade. However, seated together, she had the glimpse of what family life was like and wanted to give it to Birdie for as long as possible. 
 
    “Mummy, he should do it now if he wants dessert.” 
 
    “We already had frozen yogurt.” 
 
    “It’s sugar-free and mine was covered with fruit.” 
 
    “She has a point,” Wyatt said, giving Rupert’s head a scratch. 
 
    “You’re no help.” 
 
    “I want to bake cookies.” Birdie said, placing her bowl in the sink. 
 
    “We don’t have any chocolate.” 
 
    “We have Kisses.” 
 
    “I don’t think Mr. Jones bakes.” 
 
    “He’s a cowboy. They do everything,” Birdie countered. 
 
    “I thought Sydneys did everything,” Charlotte said in a low voice, feeling the pang in her heart every time she heard or said his name. It took her everything not to burst into sobbing tears when Birdie had been telling Wyatt about him earlier. 
 
    “You just follow the recipe. Like in your stories, Mummy. You told me you take two people who tell themselves they can’t fall in love but are in love and then something magical happens and they have their happily ever after.” 
 
    “It’s not always that simple,” Charlotte answered. 
 
    “It isn’t?” Wyatt asked. 
 
    “No, you know that,” she said, faltering because wasn’t it? What stood in the way? Obstacles? Setbacks? Challenges? She knew all of that well enough. 
 
    “Before I became a cowboy, I took a class at school called home-economics. My teacher was Mrs. Banaszewski. Everyone called her Mrs. Banana. Anyway, one time, we were making pizza—” 
 
    “Did you get the dough on the ceiling?” Birdie asked. 
 
    Wyatt shook his head. “No, I actually was able to toss it up without it hitting the ceiling or having it land on my face. But I missed a crucial, shall we say, ingredient.” 
 
    “Cheese? Sauce?” Birdie said. 
 
    “Anchovies?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “No, the pan. I was stuck after school, cleaning the bottom of the oven because I put the dough directly on the wire rack. Another time, we were making chocolate cupcakes, I remembered the pan that time, but my recipe turned out to be more like a cake with muffin bottoms when the tops spread.” 
 
    “Sounds delicious but I bet it looked awful,” Birdie said. 
 
    “Then another time—” 
 
    “We get the idea, you’re hazardous in the kitchen,” Charlotte said. And hazardous with hearts because that side of Wyatt, the sweet, thoughtful down to earth one, was as welcome as the protective, masculine one. 
 
    “Hang on. This one is good. To make it up to my teacher and pass the class, I enlisted my grandfather’s help. He was like Sydney,” Wyatt added. “He could do anything. Including, make apple hand pies.” Wyatt went on to describe the personal sized apple pies that didn’t require a pie tin but just a sheet pan, crust, and the filling. 
 
    “Then you passed?” Birdie asked, clapping her hands together. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And you haven’t stepped foot in a kitchen again,” Charlotte said. 
 
    Wyatt gestured around. “A man has to eat, and remember, we officially met in a kitchen.” 
 
    “It was more like a hallway.” 
 
    Birdie insisted they tell the story. They took turns, sharing details and correcting each other. 
 
    “The apple rose pastries sound delicious, Mummy.” 
 
    Wyatt shrugged. “I’m mostly a cookie and pie kind of guy. Nothing too fancy.” 
 
    “Can we make the apple hand pies, please?” Birdie folded her hands together, pleading. 
 
    “We have to get you ready for camp.” 
 
    “I can bring them with me so I’ll always have a snack to remind me of home.” 
 
    “How about this, I’ll send you the recipe,” Wyatt offered. 
 
    “Only if you come back tomorrow to say goodbye before I go to camp.” 
 
    “It’s a d—” Wyatt started. “Wait a minute. In that scenario, you get a recipe and a goodbye. What do I get?” 
 
    “Maybe if you’re lucky, Mummy will share some of her Kisses with you.” 
 
    Charlotte and Wyatt froze, glanced at each other, and then away. 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief when she realized Birdie meant the massive quantity of candies left over from the party. “Okay, it’s fine with me.” 
 
    Wyatt nodded. “It’s a deal.” 
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    That night, Charlotte hardly slept. She reviewed the checklist three times to be sure Birdie had everything for camp. She checked the luggage twice as many times to make sure everything was accessible for her daughter while they were apart. 
 
    Birdie’s best friend, Clementine, was going to the sleepaway camp and although Charlotte was nervous about it, all four of Clementine’s older siblings had attended the camp and had the most memorable experiences. Not only that but Clementine’s mother, who Charlotte was friendly with, encouraged Charlotte to allow Birdie to go not only so the two girls would have each other, also so Birdie could become a bit more independent. Plus, she knew Charlotte hadn’t had a break since Birdie was born, nor had she had time to grieve the loss of Sydney. 
 
    When she got in bed, she listened to Sydney’s message before sleep took her. 
 
    The next morning, Birdie was up at dawn, hardly able to contain her excitement. While Charlotte reviewed where she’d put the first aid kit, extra towels, and sunscreen, the dogs started barking. 
 
    “It’s my cowboy,” Birdie shouted as she raced for the door. 
 
    “Good morning, camper,” Wyatt said, returning her hug after she launched herself into his arms. He sauntered into the foyer.  
 
    An icy hot thrill shot through Charlotte every time she laid eyes on him anew. Thankfully, he was leaving that day as well because she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to handle it much longer. 
 
    Wyatt leaned against the counter. “I have a question. What’s Mummy going to do while you’re gone at camp, Birdie?” 
 
    “Oh, she’ll keep busy with all her work.” 
 
    “You don’t think she’ll be blue without you?”  
 
    Birdie’s eyes widened. “That means she’d eat all the chocolates.” 
 
    “What if she came to the ranch with me? We could keep each other company.” 
 
    “Then you’d get to ride a pony too, Mummy.” Birdie was very enthusiastic. “Yes. That’s a grand plan. Then I won’t have to worry about you being blue.” 
 
    Charlotte cupped her daughter’s cheek. “You don’t have to worry about me, darling.” 
 
    “Mummy, you cry every night. Of course, I worry.” 
 
    That was a secret she didn’t want Wyatt to know. 
 
    A honk came from outside.  
 
    “That’s Clementine.” 
 
    Birdie rushed out the door, as excited as ever. She chirped, introducing Clementine and the other few kids to the cowboy. “And Mummy is going to his ranch where he has ponies.” 
 
    Not even answering the ridiculous notion, Charlotte settled Birdie in, kissed her forehead, and said goodbye. 
 
    “I’ll write you a letter every day,” she called as she waved. 
 
    The van pulled away. 
 
    Charlotte’s posture sagged and she fought the tremble in her chin, already missing her little girl. Two large hands gripped her shoulders, gently massaging away the tension. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
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    Wyatt 
 
      
 
      
 
    The nape of Charlotte’s neck was irresistible with its delicate curve, but that wasn’t why he rubbed her shoulders. He saw that Birdie brought her a kind of joy that cast away the shadows that otherwise haunted her. He’d learned in the few short days they’d spent together that she did a good job hiding her sadness, but it was there all the same. She’d allowed loss to carve hollows into her expression whenever she thought no one was watching. He could almost feel the ache in her chest and the loneliness masked under her well-contained life. 
 
    Wyatt had thought Will wanted him to look after his sister because their father had suddenly turned up, but perhaps it was because he saw the sadness slowly consuming her and wasn’t sure how to help.  
 
    Of course, Will had dealt with some of the same challenges Charlotte faced, but she had a daughter and an ex-husband. It also could’ve been that brother and sister were too close to each other’s pain to do much more than limply hold the other up to keep from falling. 
 
    But Will knew Wyatt had faced his own trials and might be able to help. That’s what he wanted to do. That was why he invited her to the ranch—the open country had once saved him from himself and all the ghosts of his past, which was ironic since many of them originated at that very same place. 
 
    The feel of her smooth skin under his rough hands made him hyper-aware of his hammering pulse. He released his grip even though part of him wanted to linger a little longer. He slowly turned her to face him. He hated the idea of her crying. As much as he knew she loved her daughter, Birdie did a good job distracting Charlotte from her pain. He knew it was important she finds other sources of joy to help her move through it. He led her back into the house. 
 
    “Did you ever go to summer camp?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, but we’d spend most summers in France when I was growing up.” 
 
    “Tell me more, but say it in French, s’il vous plaît.” He knew it was dangerous to ask her to speak the language that loved her mouth so well, but he was strong. He could resist the way it made him feel. He was doing it for her, to bring her closer to good memories and help her move toward making more. 
 
    “Do you speak French?” she asked, suddenly pink-cheeked with mortification. 
 
    “No. If you’re wondering whether I understood a word of what you and your cousin were saying at the wedding. Only one word cowboy.” 
 
    She smiled with relief and obliged but then switched to English, offering the translation, telling stories about visiting her mother’s favorite museums and bakeries in the city and then touring the countryside where life was slower, more peaceful. 
 
    “The lavender fields in Provence were amazing.” She drew a deep breath. 
 
    He knew she’d love the wildflowers at the ranch, which were blooming. “When was the last time you were there?” he asked as they settled at the kitchen table. 
 
    “I brought Sydney and Birdie a few months before he had the stroke. Looking back, his health had started to fail. I think he knew what was coming but not how bad. He’d been there many times, and of course, had heard my stories. But not Birdie, though I’m not sure she even remembers it. I think he wanted to make sure her first visit was with the two us. Or maybe he wanted to say goodbye.” Her voice cracked. “I don’t know.” 
 
    He wanted to reach across the table and hold her hand but a small mountain of paper, newspapers, letters, and circulars formed a wall on the table between them. 
 
    After a beat, he asked, “How about Paris? Did you visit the city with them too?” 
 
    She nodded and filled him in with a few stories. He got the sense that talking through the pain was helpful. 
 
    “Do you want to go there?” he asked, feeling daring. If talking about it brought her some solace, perhaps visiting would as well. 
 
    “To France?” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “You have the week off from work. I’ve been but not for years and like London, I only saw it while I was working. Never toured with a French woman.” He raised and lowered his eyebrows. 
 
    But she didn’t seem to notice. She rarely met his eyes. Was she afraid? Of what? The same thing that made him keep his distance reversed—did she fear what it meant that he was her brother’s best friend? Was it shyness? Or something else? 
 
    Charlotte put the kettle on. “Would you like some tea?” she asked.  
 
    Relieved she wasn’t kicking him out, he nodded. Perhaps she didn’t want to be alone, confirming his assumption about Will’s request to look after her. He imagined the moment he walked out the door, she’d slouch into bed and cry. 
 
    There were reminders of Sydney everywhere: unless of course, she shared the interests of a man in his seventies who’d collected antiques. It was possible but unlikely. It was as if she hadn’t unpacked her boxes from the move, keeping all of Sydney’s belongings in place like relics. 
 
    Maybe she really did need to get out of there. Will suggested she visit the ranch and now he fully understood why. 
 
    “So how about France? You can show me the Louvre, where to get the best croissants—chocolate preferred.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re not as strict with your diet as my brother.” Her eyes flashed to him, wandering up and down his body in a split second and then quickly away. 
 
    He was fit and muscular, having filled out since modeling. “Long days at the ranch, wranglin’—” Although it was true that he worked hard on the ranch, he stopped talking because she didn’t seem in a joking mood. But he suddenly had the overwhelming desire—no, need—to make her smile and to hear her laughter. 
 
    He plucked a Hershey’s kiss from the jar. “So how about it? My treat.” The chocolate melted in his mouth. “You owe me for taking all the Kisses.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d want to take them with you on the plane.” She didn’t wear a smile on her lips, but he saw the mirth in her eyes.  
 
    “How about it? You. Me. France?” 
 
    “Non,” she said as the kettle boiled and she poured tea then set it on the table amidst the overflowing papers, mail, and books. 
 
    As he lifted the cup to his lips, he smiled at how comically small it was in his large hand. He wasn’t the kind of guy to sip with his pinky out. He knew exactly where he fit in. “How about the ranch then? I think you’d like it there.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    He gazed at the tea remaining in his cup and took comically small sips to ensure he had enough time to convince her to leave the townhouse, to get away from her worries and memories. 
 
    As he described the rolling hills, the endless sky, and the horses, his eyes landed on a letter from a lawyer. The name Fabian Baxter jumped from the page. 
 
    “What about your father?” 
 
    “What about him?” Her fingers tightened around her teacup. 
 
    “He’s been harassing you. Don’t you want some time away to sort things out?” 
 
    “I can sort them out just fine here, thank you very much.” 
 
    He looked around doubtfully. “You sure about that?” 
 
    “This is all Sydney’s.” She gestured. 
 
    “Exactly. Maybe it’s burying you.” He spoke the words carefully, not wanting to upset her, but intent on having her recognize the danger. 
 
    She shook her head then looked toward the window. Her hand flitted to her eye and she wiped a tear. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to upset you but perhaps it’s time.” He held up his hands as she started to protest. “Believe it or not, I understand. When my grandfather passed, the ranch stood as a relic. My father lived there as though entombed in all the old—well, just like this.” Wyatt bit the inside of his cheek. He didn’t want to say what happened next. “He had a drinking problem. Less than a decade later, I inherited the ranch. It was hard, but I let go of the past. That’s what my grandfather would’ve wanted.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “He always told me how important it was to laugh. After he passed and in the years that followed, if I laughed at all, it was hollow.” 
 
    “How about now?” 
 
    A grin hitched on his cheeks. “Plenty of laughter at the ranch. You should just see me try to cook.” 
 
    A smile hinted on her lips. 
 
    “When was the last time you took a vacation?” he asked. 
 
    “In my adult life? We didn’t go on a honeymoon. At the last minute, Montgomery had to work and wanted a reimbursement. He’s the biggest numpty of all.” The skin on her nose wrinkled. “Shortly after that, I learned I was pregnant. Then the trip with Sydney and Birdie. But that was more of an escape. My divorce had been finalized, it took a few years because—” She shook her head. “I took care of my mother during her illness, then Birdie, and Sydney of course.” 
 
    “So never. You’ve never just taken a vacation: no kids, no caretaking, no family visits or obligations?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I guess not.” 
 
    “Your ex never whisked you off for a romantic weekend?” 
 
    “He was more practical and early on in our relationship, we didn’t have a lot of money.” 
 
    Wyatt paused. His attention caught on another piece of paper. “What was his name again?” 
 
    “Monty—Montgomery Douglas.” 
 
    Wyatt grunted. 
 
    “What? Do you know him? Will despised him. Thought he was out for money—my would-be inheritance. So many people tried to take advantage of my brother over the years because of his wealth, I think he started to get paranoid. Then again, I wasn’t a fan of Veronica.” 
 
    Wyatt dismissed the notion of Will’s ex-girlfriend and inadvertently spotted a letter from Montgomery’s lawyer—barrister—on the table. He tore his eyes away. It wasn’t any of his business. “I’m sorry your previous marriage didn’t work out. Then again, there’s no such thing as forever.” 
 
    Her eyes clouded. After a minute she said, “Tell that to my characters.” 
 
    “It’s fiction, of course, they get a happily ever after.” 
 
    “I suppose sometimes fiction is better than real life—trying to keep things calm around here and food on the table.” 
 
    “What about your inheritance? Doesn’t that help? Or Will? I happen to know that he’d do anything for you.” 
 
    “I don’t want help. I want forever.” Her voice was small and she eyed the stairs. Wyatt understood that the sadness was threatening to take her up to bed.  
 
    Maybe she didn’t want help, but she sure needed it. However, he wasn’t sure he could give it with her talk of commitment. 
 
    “Forever is a long time,” he said around a sigh, also feeling the urge to flee. The conversation was getting too intense. But he owed Will and after the last few days, he couldn’t live with himself if he just left her too. 
 
    “You really don’t believe two people can love each other forever?” she asked. 
 
    His shoulders lifted and lowered. He’d never seen it or experienced it. In fact, he’d given up on it a long time ago. 
 
    “Have you ever been in love?” she asked. 
 
    “Once. It didn’t work out.” He didn’t want to talk about it. Wyatt could only count one major failure in his life and his marriage was it. 
 
    “Then it wasn’t true love.” Charlotte was a hopeless romantic. 
 
    “True love? That’s different than…?” He held up his hands in question. 
 
    “There are all different kinds of love. I love Will as a brother, Sydney as a best friend and father figure, and Birdie, as a daughter.” 
 
    “How’d you love Montgomery?” It was a bold question, but he was genuinely curious. 
 
    “I loved the idea of him, as a husband and a father. I created a character, much like I do now in fiction. Only, he was none of what I’d constructed in my head. I was looking for love, met him, then applied all of the qualities of a person I’d like to love to him. In the end, none of them fit.” 
 
    He nodded, understanding in a roundabout way. “Do you think you can fall in love before you truly know a person? Like all those qualities you thought you were looking for don’t apply to your true love?” 
 
    She looked at his chin for a long moment, not meeting his eyes. His burned into her. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Her voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll know when you find him.” 
 
    “I’m not looking.” 
 
    “Then how will you find your forever?” He was flummoxed.  
 
    Even though the teacup was empty, he was full of emotions and had enough talking about them. He abruptly got to his feet. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte expected Wyatt to storm out the door. The conversation over tea at the table had gotten intense. It wasn’t what she wanted or intended. Thinking about losing her mother and Sydney scored her old wounds and her new ones. It made the ache in her chest throb and she knew it would never heal. 
 
    It was clear Wyatt had his own burdens. He’d stiffened when they’d discussed marriage. He claimed to have been in love once, but it didn’t work out. Had he given up on her or himself? Were they not compatible or did they rush into it? Had they changed or did they not have enough in common? 
 
    Yet, there was something on his lips when he spoke of love and marriage and forever that defied his words and lack of belief. Still, she couldn’t bear to look into his eyes for confirmation of that hunch because she feared what she’d see there. Or worse, that she’d be hooked. Until he said or showed her otherwise, according to him, there was no such thing as forever. 
 
    Her attention held on the mass of paperwork on the table. Unanswered mail, old newspapers, notices for events and sales that had long expired. There were solicitations from not one, but two lawyers. She couldn’t deal with any of it. Easier to keep it buried under her grief along with everything else. 
 
    Wyatt’s voice boomed from upstairs, startling her. What was he doing up there? The kitchen and dining room were enough of a mess. She didn’t want him seeing the rest.  
 
    When she and Birdie had moved in, she returned to her old room, which Sydney had preserved along with Will’s. Birdie took the guest bedroom. It was the only space she allowed herself to modify, hanging Birdie’s favorite pictures and arranging her toys and dolls.  
 
    The rest of the house was like a museum as she held onto anything and everything that connected her to Sydney. She couldn’t bear going through the horrible process of sorting through his things, igniting old memories, and saying goodbye again. 
 
    “Birdie has a lot of toys,” Wyatt’s voice echoed from down the hall. He leaned on the doorframe to her daughter’s room, poking his head in. 
 
    “What are you doing up here?” Her voice was harsher than she’d meant. She hadn’t noticed him leave the kitchen. 
 
    “Looking around.” His lips quirked. 
 
    “I’d have given you a tour if you’d asked.” 
 
    “This is a massive home. Mayfair is a desirable part of the city, right?” He hinted at something, but she wasn’t sure what. 
 
    “Well, of course. It’s historical and the homes here are valuable. Sydney grew up here and he left it to us. He wanted Birdie to grow up here too.” Instead of her one-room flat in Shoreditch.  
 
    Sydney didn’t mind visiting the artistic, club-filled area but hadn’t seen a reason for her to live there. It was the best she could afford, given her single income. Her pride and belief in herself made her refuse Will’s offer to buy her a flat or Sydney’s constant attempts to transfer money into her bank account. He’d say, “Charlotte, when I die, I can’t take it with me. I’d rather see you taken care of now.” In the end, he’d left it all for her anyway. Will got the dog, but she’d ended up with him too. She believed the two had conspired when he’d drafted his last will and testament—with Will insisting Sydney bequeath all his wealth to her, along with the townhouse—because her brother was already a billionaire and they both wanted to see her looked after. 
 
    She sighed. Wyatt’s large frame, still filling the doorway, brought her mind back to the moment. 
 
    He pointed at the heaps of toys, filling Birdie’s room. 
 
    “She hardly plays with them. Prefers reading, drawing, and walks in the park.” Charlotte hadn’t let Birdie put the toys elsewhere in the house because then they’d mix with Sydney’s belongings. However, there were a lot. Maybe it wasn’t fair to force her daughter to be surrounded by so many reminders of her father who’d left them. 
 
    “Instead of paying child support or visiting on weekends, Montgomery sends her toys.” 
 
    “Sounds like a loving father.” Wyatt’s voice dripped with contempt. 
 
    “She visits with her grandmother and they have a good relationship, but we both agree that at least for now Birdie is better off just getting the toys. Monty is rather selfish. The original numpty,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    He shook his head and then pounded the doorframe once, twice then turned to her. “Sounds a bit like your father.” 
 
    “I suppose.” She didn’t want to think about that and how much she stood to lose if either of them upset her carefully balanced life. 
 
    “Charlotte, we can do this one of two ways. I can stay here and help you get out from under this slowly filling grave or you can show me to your bedroom.” 
 
    She didn’t lift her gaze, but his burned into her. She practically choked then sputtered, not sure which comment she wanted to respond to first. “What are you talking about?” It was the best she could do. Her cheeks flamed with anger and embarrassment. 
 
    “It’s up to you.” 
 
    “This is not a grave. How dare you, Wyatt.” 
 
    He looked up and down the hall, piled with stuff: boxes, bags, books... Sydney was a wonderful man, but never threw a thing away. Even Will said it bordered on hoarding, but she was glad because she didn’t want to part with any of it. If she did, it would mean saying goodbye to him. 
 
    “Takes one to know one. I’ve been in your position. I know what it’s like to have a tough time parting with—” 
 
    Her hands landed on her hips and she accidentally upended a box of files, sending them spilling onto the floor. Neither moved to pick them up. 
 
    “You are not a single mother who never knew her father, lost her mother, her best friend, and has to go it alone,” she spat. 
 
    “Fair enough but I am someone who—” He cut himself off. “But you don’t have to go it alone, Charlotte.” A surprising tenderness filled his voice. 
 
    But that riled her up even more. “And you want me to show you to my room? Is that what this is about? I thought I made it clear. No marriage. No man.” 
 
    The hallway was packed full of seventy-some years of a man’s life. The space was close, forcing them together. Charlotte’s chest heaved and her pulse thundered in her ears. 
 
    His eyes surveyed her, but she just watched the rise and fall of his chest, awaiting his apology. She was not that kind of woman and shame on him to think so. 
 
    He shifted as though looking up and down the hall, but she wouldn’t know because she couldn’t bear to look at him. “I’m guessing it’s that one.” He took a few paces. “The one with your name on the door. Cute.” 
 
    He was too cocky for his own good. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Sydney was a hobbyist wood carver. Will has a sign on his door too.” 
 
    Never mind that they were far too old to have name labels on their doors when Sydney took on their guardianship. He’d been a friend of her mother’s and in fact, she’d worked for him when they were small. When Maman learned she was sick, she signed over custody so the siblings wouldn’t end up in foster homes until they came of age. Sydney, never having had children of his own, took the role very seriously even though he’d been part of their lives since they could remember. In a lot of ways, he was like a grandfather and a father. 
 
    Wyatt poked his head out of her bedroom door. “Coming?” 
 
    “I’d never.” She glued herself to the spot. 
 
    After a moment, he leaned back and let out a loud belly laugh. “Wait. You thought. Oh, Charlotte, no. No. No. No. You’re Will’s sister. I’m sorry. I should’ve been more specific. Where’s your closet?” 
 
    Whatever kind of intimacy happened in closets, she had no idea, but she wasn’t that kind of woman either. Still, the idea of kissing him had occurred to her on more than one occasion. It stung that he only thought of her as Will’s sister and would openly laugh at the idea of the two of them being together in that way. But it was no surprise since he didn’t believe in true love or, apparently, marriage. 
 
    Wyatt disappeared into her room. She heard the closet door roll open then the dresser drawers slamming. 
 
    Unable to quell her curiosity, she peered into her room. “What are you doing?” 
 
    A suitcase lay open on the bed and he threw in clothing willy-nilly. “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m packing.” 
 
    “For what?” she demanded. 
 
    “For your vacation.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” She strode into the room. 
 
    “I insist,” he said without breaking from filling her suitcase. 
 
    Charlotte stepped closer. His mass overshadowed her as he blocked her from taking a pair of flannel pajamas out of the suitcase. 
 
    “Can you resist me?” His voice was hard, firm, commanding.  
 
    At last, she gave in and tilted her chin up. She looked into his blue eyes. They were soft. Warm. Inviting. Trustworthy. Alluring. They were as magnetizing as when she’d made eye contact with him across the dance floor.  
 
    She was hooked. 
 
    A beat later, her hand flew to her forehead. “This is exactly what I feared would happen.” 
 
    “What? That I’d sneak up to your room and pack your things, planning on taking you to a peaceful ranch in the US south for a week of relaxation?” He shrugged. “Doesn’t sound half bad to me.” 
 
    From downstairs one of the dogs let out a sharp bark. 
 
    “What about the dogs?” She paced. 
 
    “Housesitter? Kennel?” 
 
    “What about work?” She wrung her hands. 
 
    “You have time off and an inheritance.” 
 
    “What about—?” She gazed at the ceiling as though searching for another objection. 
 
    “What’s that French saying? Carpe diem.” 
 
    “That’s Latin. Seize that day.” 
 
    “Say something in French.” His eyes swept her, sending heat traveling across her body. 
 
    “C’est ridicule.” But it had less force than she’d wanted. 
 
    His flirty grin made it obvious he enjoyed listening to her speak French. “I don’t think it’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Then you do understand me.” 
 
    “That was an easy translation. I happen to think it’s sensible. You, me, countryside, sunshine.” 
 
    He tossed a few more articles of clothing into the suitcase. 
 
    “I can’t take a jumper. It’s summer.” She held up a wool sweater and started folding it. 
 
    “A jumper? You mean a sweater.” 
 
    “My English is just fine, thank you,” she sniped. 
 
    “But you’re coming?” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” 
 
    “Then you are. Your brother will be pleased. At least there aren’t snogs there. But plenty of Kisses.” He winked. “I’m taking my half with me.” 
 
    She whacked him with a pair of jean shorts. “This is rash. Crazy.” 
 
    “Maybe you need a little crazy in your life. Spontaneity. Be a little less contained.” 
 
    “No. I need stability, reliability.” 
 
    “Is that what you're looking for in a man?” 
 
    “Yes, but remember what you said? There’s no such thing as long term, no such thing as forever.” 
 
    His eyes hooked hers. Questions threaded in the air between them, but she didn’t know him well enough to understand what they were without the accompanying words. Nonetheless, her heart stuttered. Her lips parted to gently protest, to argue, to say something to change his mind. 
 
    Then he lifted a shoulder. “I said that.”  
 
    But she wasn’t sure he actually believed it. Or at least, she didn’t want him to because if a person didn’t believe in love that meant they’d always be alone. She didn’t want to think that was forever. She wanted to prove to him that love was real, enduring, true. And if that meant she had to fly across an ocean to do so, she would. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” Charlotte said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
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    Wyatt 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the hard sell of having to convince Charlotte to take the trip with him, Wyatt arranged their travel and she dealt with finding the dogs a place to stay. Fortunately, she was good friends with the owner of an animal rescue center who didn’t mind the extra mouths to feed for the next days until she got back. Charlotte refused to let him pay the woman for her effort, but she couldn’t stop him from finding the Wags and Purrs website and making a generous donation in her name. 
 
    She reluctantly left the townhouse to the waiting SUV with dark windows that idled at the curb waiting for them. On the ride to the airport, she texted her brother and a few other people, letting them know she’d be out of town. He watched her with curiosity, feeling a mixture of loyalty to Will and fierce protection over his sister as well as an awareness of her that he couldn’t ignore. Her eyes for one thing. Her neck for another. The way she bit the inside of her lip when she was thinking. How her hair was so silky straight and the way it swooshed when she moved her head. 
 
    He let out a long sigh that got her attention. 
 
    “Glad to be going home?” she asked. 
 
    “Now that you’re coming with me.” 
 
    It was her turn to sigh. “It’s not like you gave me much of a choice.” 
 
    “You always have a choice.” If she’d absolutely refused, of course, he wouldn’t have forced her. He wasn’t a barbarian. Although he didn’t believe in forever, he believed in the now and she needed to do something about her situation in the present, otherwise, he feared for her future. Leaving always worked to get him unstuck; he figured it may as well for her too. 
 
    “I always have a choice? You make it sound easy,” she said blithely, gazing out the window. 
 
    “I didn’t say that it was easy. Well, choosing between snogs and kisses definitely is easy, but—” He felt the need to lighten the mood. 
 
    That got her attention.  
 
    “They’re the same. Kisses are kisses.” 
 
    “I thought we were talking about frozen yogurt and chocolate candies?” He stopped himself from letting out a cheer of triumph. Of what, he wasn’t sure.  
 
    But for one thing, back at the townhouse, she’d finally met his eyes. In them, he saw that she witnessed what he felt—not that he’d ever give words to it. He saw what she felt beyond the pain—what she didn’t want to admit. They were the same in that way.  
 
    Their attraction to each other was magnetic, undeniable, and it was mutual. But it was also dangerous, forbidden. That saying, what happened in Vegas stayed in Vegas, well, for him that was true. But it didn’t apply to the ranch and he couldn’t blur the lines—tease them a little maybe, but he wouldn’t step over them. He couldn’t do that to Will. 
 
    The private plane that Wyatt chartered waited on the tarmac.  
 
    “Is this Will’s doing?” Charlotte asked, drawing him from his thoughts. 
 
    Wyatt started to shake his head. 
 
    “Oh, wait. You guys like fast things. Is this a turbojet or something?” 
 
    “Not as far as I know.” He shrugged. Because he no longer traveled that often, he’d sold his plane, but had a retainer with a company anytime he wanted to travel. 
 
    “Did you get used to living the high life during your modeling days?” 
 
    “High life you say? Thirty thousand feet is rather high,” he said, feigning deep consideration. He imagined she’d have been accustomed to—and not object to—a life of luxury. Then again, she did mention she used to live in Shoreditch. He’d been to plenty of clubs there. Did she have a hang up surrounding money? 
 
    “Are you too good to fly commercial?” she asked. “Don’t want to hear crying babies?” 
 
    Wyatt shrugged. Was she going to punish him for insisting she travel with him? “If you haven’t noticed I’m a large person and I’m more comfortable being able to stretch my legs. Trust me, I’m no fun after being cooped up and unable to move.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand why Will has to be so flashy, flaunt his wealth, and spend so much all the time. Figures that he sent his plane to bring you to and from the wedding.” 
 
    Wyatt’s brow wrinkled. It was her brother’s money to spend how he wanted to. However, in that instance, she was mistaken. Perhaps she didn’t know about Wyatt’s vast holdings. 
 
    Nonetheless, she boarded without further complaint aside from a cute little huff.  
 
    The aircraft was well appointed with comfortable leather chairs and entertainment consoles. But Charlotte seemed content to watch their departure through the window as they left London. Then she settled into her chair, closed her eyes, and fell asleep. 
 
    Wyatt took the opportunity to do his daily routine catching up on news, evaluating his investments, and touching base with several of his financial advisors. He’d slacked off a bit the last days in London because officially he was on vacation, but it was back to business at the ranch. Well, as much as possible with a house guest. 
 
    Charlotte roused when the plane started its descent. 
 
    “Did you have a nice nap sans crying babies and cramped seating?” he teased. 
 
    She smoothed her hair and sat up. “I just don’t understand why my brother has to be so—” As she looked around, she must’ve read the smirk on his face. “Wait. This isn’t my brother’s plane unless he got a new one. He gave Birdie and me a tour once.” Her mouth fell open. “Do you have a private jet too?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I hired it. Wanted you to travel comfortably.” 
 
    Her nostrils flared. 
 
    Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say.  
 
    She folded her arms across her chest, sat back in her seat, and was quiet until they landed. 
 
    Once outside, Wyatt stretched, glad to be back on his home soil.  
 
    Charlotte looked around and took a deep breath. “It’s a bit humid.” 
 
    “It’ll cool off at night,” he said. 
 
    Waiting on the airstrip was his trusty 1970 Chevrolet Cheyenne truck. A smile rose to his lips. 
 
    Charlotte faltered, perhaps she was still tired. Flying sometimes did that despite taking a nap. Or maybe she expected the typical black SUV with dark windows.  
 
    Wyatt placed his hand on her lower back and guided her forward. The placement reminded him of the dance Will all but forced them into. The tarmac was a decidedly larger dancefloor, but his thoughts carried him to the front porch of the ranch and then he yanked them away. She was his best friend’s sister. He wouldn’t overstep bounds but that didn’t stop the ripple of desire to move through him. He smoothed out his breath as they reached the vehicle. Wyatt clapped his hand on the top of the bed. “Ole trusty.” 
 
    “More like rusty,” she said. “Are you sure this is going to get us wherever we’re going?” 
 
    “You trusted me in the McLaren.” 
 
    “I’d say this truck is a touch different.” 
 
    “Older, yes. Rustier, I’ll give you that. But she’s a beauty. Purrs like a kitten.” He opened the passenger side door and helped her in. “And despite my flight preferences, I’m not that different from you. I live a fairly humble life.” 
 
    “Yeah. Right. If you haven’t noticed, you don’t have three jobs and a kid.” 
 
    “You’re right for the most part, but I do have two jobs—taking care of the ranch and tending to my investments—and twenty-nine horses.” 
 
    “It’s not the same,” she said. 
 
    “I know but there’s nothing worse in the world than thinking we’re alone in our experiences.” He was just trying to reach out. To connect. She resisted and he wasn’t sure why.  
 
    An uncomfortable silence passed between them, only broken by him cranking the truck’s engine.  
 
    After maneuvering toward the exit, he explained, “This was my grandfather’s truck and got him where he wanted to go without fail. It sat in the barn for the last decade and a half, but I restored under the hood. The interior and exterior still need a little work. How are you with a wrench?” 
 
    She laughed it off, but he wasn’t joking. He figured some rest and relaxation at the ranch was in order, but he’d also share his work life running the place and some of his hobbies with her. 
 
    As they cruised along the country roads she said, “I thought you liked fast things.” 
 
    He glanced at the speedometer. “What? A smooth fifty-five miles per hour isn’t fast enough for you?” he smirked. “You’re right, I do like fast things. Also interesting things and things with history. Places too. Adventures. I like a story.” 
 
    “Tell me one.” 
 
    “I thought you were the writer.” 
 
    “Trying to be. Tell me about your adventures. Maybe it’ll give me inspiration.” 
 
    A funny thought flitted past like a firefly; she was his inspiration. Then like those little lightning bugs, it went dark and disappeared.  
 
    “Okay, how about this one,” he started. “I went wild camping, trekking through the Himalayas, and white water rafting in Nepal. On that trip, I learned that I have an inexplicable fear of putting my bare feet in murky water. But I did it anyway. Then another time I explored the rugged peaks of Patagonia.” 
 
    “Did you learn something about yourself there?” 
 
    “I don’t enjoy being cold, but sometimes you have to go through things that aren’t entirely comfortable to get to the good stuff. To show yourself how strong you are and how far you can go…and sometimes when you arrive, the views are spectacular. Unless it’s cloudy.” 
 
    “Was it cloudy?” 
 
    “Yep. But I opted to stay an extra two days with dwindling supplies to see the views.” 
 
    “Was it worth it?” 
 
    “Always.” Wyatt’s excursions consistently taught him something about himself. During the drive, as he continued to tell Charlotte about his adventures, he hoped to impart upon her those lessons that had been so hard won for him. 
 
    “Have you been to any warmer climates? I don’t like being cold either.” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s necessary to step outside our comfort zones, but there is the island. No electricity or anything there. Totally off the grid. I’m neighbors with Will. Haven’t been there in ages though.” 
 
    “No electricity? You’re daring.” 
 
    “I suppose you could say that,” he said as he slowed at the turnoff to the ranch. He took a deep breath, anticipating returning home. 
 
    “Besides some parts of Europe. I haven’t traveled much—you know, with Birdie and all. That was more Will’s thing.” 
 
    “If you could go anywhere in the world where would you go?” 
 
    “Easy. Provence. It was Sydney’s favorite.” 
 
    “What about yours? Your favorite I mean.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Your island sounds nice. Then I could be close to Will. I think he really likes it there. How about you?” she asked as the truck braked. 
 
    “The ranch. Though from what I remember—as I said, I haven’t been in a while—the island is a close second.” 
 
    “What’s it called? 
 
    “Rolling Hills Ranch.” He took in the view of home. There were rolling hills for sure with pockets of wildflower fields and plenty of space to roam. 
 
    “I meant what’s the name of the island?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s just a bunch of coordinates right now.” 
 
    “Does that mean Will named the island he won from you?” 
 
    Wyatt chuckled as he got out of the truck. “Nope. I thought he’d appreciate Isla Encanta.” 
 
    “Love Island. I thought you didn’t believe in love.” 
 
    He planted his hand on her shoulder after opening the door for her. The touch rushed him with a thrill. “No, darlin’. I just don’t believe in forever.” But as the words left his lips and his eyes sank into hers, he knew it was a lie. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte was annoyed that Wyatt went through the trouble and expense to fly them on the private jet. She didn’t like people spending money on her. In fact, she’d forbade Will spoil her after he’d gifted her with designer clothing, new furniture, a car, and more after he’d become successful. But she couldn’t stop him from doting on Birdie—not that her daughter minded. 
 
    From an early age, Charlotte learned that money didn’t grow on trees. She worked hard for everything she had. It didn’t sit well with her for other people to spend their cash on things she probably didn’t need. Her mother had been careless with money and they’d struggled. Being around wealth made her uncomfortable because it could all disappear in a blink. Enough could easily turn into none. 
 
    She tried to squish the thoughts deep down and enjoy the moment of arrival at the ranch. 
 
    “Welcome,” Wyatt said, opening his arms as they approached the ranch house. A large tree was in the front yard with a tire swing that Birdie would love. 
 
    It was an enormous single-level sprawling home with a wide front porch had an overhang. There was a pair of rocking chairs a few paces away. 
 
    Wyatt grabbed their luggage and she followed him along a stone path to the door. He elbowed it open and let her step inside first. 
 
    Was it modest? No. 
 
    Was it simple? Nope. 
 
    Was it humble? Definitely not. 
 
    The ranch house was rustic elegance with vaulted timber beam ceilings, a custom kitchen with high-end appliances—she knew that only because of her brother’s remodeling projects—and a magnificent stone hearth on the far wall of the great room. It was magnificent expect there was hardly any furniture. 
 
    “Do you really live here or is this a preview model?” She was only half joking. 
 
    He chuckled. “Yes. I had to reschedule the interior designer who’s going to finish furnishing the space, but it’s starting to feel like home again. It took me nearly a year to have it restored. I lived in the barn during the bulk of the work. I think the horses miss me.” He passed her a bottle of sparkling water. 
 
    “Did you grow up here?” 
 
    Wyatt shook his head. “Grew up in a trailer about ten miles away. This was my granddaddy’s place. He was the heart and soul of the ranch when I was growing up. He died when I was out traveling the world, modeling.” Wyatt shook his head with disgust or some equally sharp-edged emotion. He took a long sip of water. “Sometimes things change and not always for the better.” 
 
    “What about your parents?” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    There was a single chair in the living room atop a large area rug. She guessed the chair belonged to his grandfather. Floor to ceiling windows lined another wall overlooking the pastures and hills. 
 
    “We get the sunrise through these windows here and the sunset off the deck. My grandfather designed it that way on purpose. Early morning breakfast and sunshine to wake him up, cold drink and sunset at the end of the day.” Wyatt winked as though the simple delight found in that was their little secret. 
 
    She wandered away from what seemed like painful emotions and Wyatt’s irresistible wink and toward a custom oak bookshelf that lined one wall. It was inset with thick texts, a few photos, and items Wyatt must’ve collected from his travels. 
 
    She read a few of the titles. In her hasty departure, she forgot to bring a book to read. Though the nap on the airplane had been refreshing and kept her mind from dwelling on how much money Wyatt must’ve been spending with every kilometer they traveled. She felt slightly out of sorts. Or maybe it was jet lag. 
 
    Most of the titles had to do with finances and law. She stopped at a couple of framed documents propped up against the back of the shelf and stifled a gasp after reading the content of the college diploma with Wyatt’s name followed by a certificate from the state of Texas authorizing him to practice law.  
 
    “You went to law school? You’re a lawyer?” 
 
    “Don’t sound so surprised.” He said around a mild shrug. 
 
    “I just didn’t know that about you.” 
 
    “Do I not seem like a lawyer?” With the jeans that fit him like a glove and the short-sleeved white T-shirt, no, he didn’t. 
 
    She bit her lip. “Will never mentioned it, not that it would’ve come up.” Though, he had told other, less savory stories. 
 
    He flashed a cocky grin. “I’m not a defense attorney, but I thought it best to fully understand, um, my affairs.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Not with women, Charlotte.” He shook his head. “Get your head out of the gutter.” His smirk grew. 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking that. You’re the one who said it.” A blush rose to her cheeks. 
 
    “You’re the one whose eyes bugged out of her head.” 
 
    “I’m just surprised, that’s all.” 
 
    “I wanted to learn the ins and outs of finance, tax laws, that kind of thing. In college, I minored in finance but then decided it was in my best interest to take it a step further. I keep up with all of my requirements. Although if you want to hire me because a horse escapes its pasture and had a field day with Mrs. Arnold’s laundry line, you’re out of luck.” 
 
    “Did Mrs. Arnold try to sue the owner of the horse?” 
 
    Wyatt brought his finger to his lips and he nodded. “Shh. It was one of my horses, but she doesn’t know that.” 
 
    “You’re a cowboy, lawyer who likes fast cars.” 
 
    “I’m Wyatt Jones. Yes, a cowboy and a lawyer and my do I love fast cars. But I’m many other things as well and not all of them have to do with what I do. I’m a man of faith, honesty, and loyalty.”  
 
    His eyes flicked to hers, tightening the tension that burned between them: it was present in the hallway at her house, on the plane, and growing larger, stronger every minute they’d spent together. She tried hard to ignore it. 
 
    “I’d like to visit the horses.” 
 
    Wyatt led her through the house, pointing out a few things along the way: the stairs to the indoor pool on the lower level complete with sauna and hot tub. “Riding is good exercise but can be tough on the body,” he commented. 
 
    He also pointed down the hall toward several doors. “The guest bedrooms. Have your pick. You can get settled in now and freshen up or join me in the stables.” 
 
    “I don’t think Birdie would forgive me if I didn’t say hello to the horses first.” 
 
    “My kind of girl.” 
 
    The comment sent a shiver through Charlotte and she wasn’t quick enough to hide it.  
 
    Wyatt’s lips twitched with amusement.  
 
    They continued on down the hall, down a few steps, and out the back door of the walkout basement. A covered walkway wound toward an enormous barn. It was down a slight hill so it hadn’t been visible from where they’d parked and was at least double the size of the house. 
 
    “Wow. You love horses.” 
 
    “I sure do.” 
 
    “Birdie is going to be so jealous.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m sending that jet back to get you guys at the end of the summer before she goes to school.” 
 
    Charlotte stopped short and Wyatt bumped into her. He reached out, catching her wrist so she didn’t fall. His mighty fingers wrapping around her soft skin caused tingles to rush through her and not because she’d lost her footing. 
 
    His eyes skimmed her. “You alright?” 
 
    Her arms crossed in front of her chest. “No. I am not. You will not send for us on a private plane, Wyatt. That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    His lips dipped as though she’d stolen his favorite toy. Then what appeared to be confusion about her refusal was quickly hidden under a stony expression. He tore his eyes from her. “Okay. If that’s what you’d prefer.” 
 
    She huffed, unable to accept such outrageous gifts from him, from her brother, and Sydney. She could take care of herself. 
 
    A different kind of tension wedged itself between them as they continued toward the barn.  
 
    The scent of hay and manure and something Charlotte never smelled in the city filled her nose. It was Wyatt’s scent: fresh and outdoorsy, like the wind. It was the smell of freedom, open air, endless prairie. She breathed deep. 
 
    Wyatt must’ve done the same because the pressure between them dissipated as quickly as it had sprung up. With far more enthusiasm than the brief house tour, Wyatt told her a bit about the horses as he doted on each one. They’d only gotten to about nine of them when one of the caretakers approached.  
 
    “Howdy, Wyatt. How was your trip?” A stout man who must’ve been older than Sydney asked as he shook Wyatt’s hand. 
 
    “It was terrific, Norm. I have a photo of a McLaren to show you later.” 
 
    “A new one to add to your collection?” Norm asked. 
 
    Wyatt shook his head then eyed Charlotte. “Let me introduce you to Charlotte Wheaton.” 
 
    Norm lifted a tufty white eyebrow. “Pleasure is mine, Miss.” 
 
    “She’s Will’s sister.” 
 
    “Were you a model as well?” he asked. 
 
    Charlotte’s forehead crinkled. 
 
    “He’s going to follow up by saying you’re beautiful enough to be one. Norm’s a flirt,” Wyatt explained. 
 
    “What? I can’t help it. I’m an old man. Doris passed three years ago and I hang around with horses all day.” He had a twinkle in his eye that reminded her of the Santa Claus she and Birdie visited every Christmas. 
 
    The three of them laughed good-naturedly, but the way Wyatt had said that she was beautiful echoed in her ears, in her mind, and then crash-landed in her chest. No one had ever said that to her before, well, except Will, but that didn’t count. 
 
    “We’d better get back to doing our rounds,” Wyatt said. 
 
    “Kingston is saddled for light duty if you’d like to take the little lady out the back forty.” 
 
    “More like four hundred acres, but that’s not a bad idea.” Wyatt lifted his eyebrows a fraction. 
 
    Norm winked and led them on to a handsome and massive palomino. He was a former workhorse and waiting patiently outside his stable. 
 
    Wyatt kicked up and over then held his hand out to Charlotte. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    “Last time you said that I flew across the country with you and if I recall the time before we ended up doing well over a hundred on a speedway—in a model car that apparently you have a collection of.” She eyed Norm to confirm his earlier comment. 
 
    Wyatt answered, “My McLaren is an older model and it’s just the one. I also have a Ferrari and a Lamborghini though.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me an Aston Martin too.” Charlotte clicked her tongue. Those were her brother’s favorite. 
 
    “Actually,” Wyatt pointed, “Her name is Aston.” A beautiful and older roan mare let out a soft whiny. “And that is Martin.” Wyatt gestured to a deep brown horse with a bit of a limp in its gate and led by another caretaker. 
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “You’re unbelievable.” 
 
    “I prefer to think of myself as incredible, but I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
    Norm chuckled. 
 
    Wyatt held his hand out again. “And this time I’d like to take you on a ride and I promise, no speeding.” 
 
    “Wyatt is very skilled. Been riding his whole life.” Norm nudged his chin as though to encourage her. 
 
    She shifted from foot to foot then sighed. “Fine. But I’m only doing it because Birdie would have kittens if I declined a ride on one of your horses.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Wyatt said. “And we’re not going far.” 
 
    The two men helped her up. Charlotte hadn’t been on a horse since she was a girl and had taken lessons. As she hung onto Wyatt’s back and Kingston slowly loped toward the field, the movement returned to Charlotte’s muscle memory. However, the feel of Wyatt’s firm back as she held on from behind was brand new. Warmth radiated from him and she fought the urge to squeeze tighter. 
 
    “This works out well,” he said as they moved on a well-worn path through a field. “There’s a patch of grass back here Kingston loves to nibble and we’ll get to see the sunset.” 
 
    The horse brought them to a rise and sure enough, the sun started to dip between two perfectly placed hills in the distance. They dismounted as Kingston fed on the grass, all too happy to be munching away. 
 
    As the sun melted, little more than a puddle atop the hills, the golden light spilled over them, softening the tension between them. Beside her, Wyatt’s shoulders settled and he let out a long exhale that bordered on a yawn. 
 
    “It’s beautiful here,” Charlotte said then yawned. Apparently, the deep feeling of relaxation was contagious. 
 
    “All the more since you’re here. I hope you weren’t offended by Norm. He means well.” 
 
    Charlotte tossed her hand. “I’ll take the compliments when I can. They don’t come often. And if the best I can do is a seventy-year-old man with white hair then I count the day successful.” 
 
    “Actually, I was the one who said you were beautiful and Norm is eighty-one.” Wyatt made a clicking sound and Kingston ambled over. He showed the horse some love and then led him along the path as twilight descended. 
 
    Charlotte trailed after them, hearing the word beautiful, not in her mind that time but all over. Like Wyatt had kissed the word onto her skin.  
 
    Her cheeks as they flushed with warmth.  
 
    Her chest as her heart throbbed. 
 
    Her belly as it dipped and lifted with excited little flutters.  
 
    He thought she was beautiful?  
 
    She joined Wyatt in the barn as he helped close up for the night, but she was in a daze. Her thoughts only went into focus when Wyatt pointed to the door and then walked back to the ranch house. 
 
    “I called ahead and had the kitchen stocked. I didn’t want to come home to an empty fridge. What can I make you for dinner? Your choices are—” 
 
    “I thought you were a hazard in the kitchen.” 
 
    When they entered, Wyatt gestured at the granite counter tops, the Viking appliances, and solid wood cabinetry. “I’m not a hazard in this kitchen.” 
 
    “You’re a cowboy, lawyer who likes fast cars and can cook.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re making a list.” 
 
    “I just mean that it’s impressive.” 
 
    “You think I’m incredible and impressive.” His lips quirked. 
 
    “I didn’t say you were incredible, you did.” But she was starting to see that he was that and so much more. 
 
    “Hey, I’ll take what I can get,” he said, echoing her words. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
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    Wyatt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although Wyatt had enjoyed his time in the UK, he was glad to be home. In fact, he had no words to describe the peace that had settled over him upon arriving home at Rolling Hills Ranch. Since watching the sunset, Charlotte seemed more comfortable too. She sat across from him at the center island while he whipped up a cold pasta dish perfect for the warm summer night. He used fresh herbs and vegetables from the ranch garden, olive oil from Italy, and topped it with a piece of burrata cheese. 
 
    “Can I help with something? Make a salad or—” she asked. 
 
    “You can make me promise you’ll have dessert.” 
 
    “By the smell of it, dinner is going to be delicious so if I don’t have room—” 
 
    “It’ll be small and sweet. So do you promise?” 
 
    She lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “Sure.” 
 
    Wyatt barely concealed his private smile. He’d noted the ways she’d slowly relaxed. For one thing, a few strands of her hair were out of place thanks to their ride on Kingston. There were some sticky burrs attached to the hem of her pants from their walk back along the trail, and the fatigue in her eyes had more to do with jetlag and fresh country air than her trying to shore up the leaks in her life, namely Fabian and that good for nothing ex-husband. The man made Wyatt burn with anger every time he thought of him leaving that little girl and her beautiful mother. 
 
    He’d said she was beautiful and he’d meant it. Although Will might frown upon his comment, it was the truth. Seeing as Wyatt was a grown man, he didn’t think there was anything wrong with telling the truth to a woman who deserved, possibly even needed, to hear it.  
 
    The more he got to know Charlotte, the closer to her and more protective he felt—not only from her father and ex but from further damage to her fragile heart.  
 
    She was confident, but he had a sudden and undeniable desire to make her feel magnificent, exceptional, special, and at the center of the world. His world. He jolted at the thought. As Wyatt tossed the pasta with the vegetables, a red pepper flew through the air and landed on the place setting.  
 
    “Do I look that hungry or are you trying to start a food fight?” 
 
    He laughed but didn’t dare confess his train of thought. 
 
    Charlotte arranged the silverware and got them each another bottle of sparkling water. 
 
    “Do you have any lemon or lime?” 
 
    Wyatt pointed to a basket and she cut up a few slices of each, adding them to the water. 
 
    “This looks perfect. Thank you,” she said as they sat down. 
 
    “Thank you for coming here and for trusting me.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. 
 
    Wyatt lifted his glass. “I say we toast to the next few days being a break from responsibilities and a time for relaxation.” They clinked glasses. 
 
    Although he’d intended the words to uplift, if not set her up for an easeful visit, her posture stiffened. She was quiet as they dug into the meal. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    She set down her fork and leaned back in the chair. “I just can’t stop thinking about all the court fees and being dragged through the mud again.” As she spoke, she glanced down at the bowl of pasta for a beat. “Oh. You meant what do I think about the meal. Not what I’m thinking about.” Her cheeks went red like the tomatoes from the garden. 
 
    “That is what I meant, but unless the meal is awful, I’d rather hear you tell me more about what’s actually on your mind.” 
 
    “It’s absolutely delicious. Rivals Sydney’s—” She swallowed thickly. 
 
    Wyatt set down his fork. “Charlotte, forgive me for being forward or overstepping, but it seems to me you have three things going on in your life that have gotten more tangled than Norm’s reins.” 
 
    Her eyebrows bunched together. 
 
    “It’s an old expression. First, you have a father who never knew about you, who abandoned your family, and through doing so probably caused you a great deal of heartache. He shows up and for all intents and purposes seems like he’s stalking you and attempting to go after your inheritance.” Wyatt shook his head. “Then Sydney, who was like a father to you and then became a best friend. The pain tugs on your heart in ways that only those of us who’ve lost loved ones can possibly understand.” 
 
    She gave a small nod. 
 
    “Then there’s your ex, who, pardon my saying is a first-class numpty. He gives his daughter toys instead of his attention and affection. He’s—” 
 
    “He’s never gotten on the floor and played with her. In fact, he hasn’t properly seen her since she was two. He came to a dance recital but left before she came off the stage. He’s—” 
 
    “He’s not getting anything else from you or her as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “But he’s trying. He has lawyers and—” She paused, probably at the dark shadow Wyatt knew crossed his features. It was one of stony determination. 
 
    “I’m well versed in international law as far as finances go. Although I cannot represent you, I know people who can. And what I am one hundred percent certain of is neither your ex nor your father can have a dime of yours.” Wyatt had not read the details of the letter from her ex’s lawyer, but had ascertained the guy was a good for nothing, money grubbing loser. 
 
    “That’s sweet of you, Wyatt. But Will has already offered. It’s not about the money. For all I care, they can have it. I just don’t want the stress of being in and out of the courtroom again. The divorce was bad enough.” 
 
    Wyatt had the urge to reach across the table and draw her into his arms. To hug her. He wasn’t sure why she didn’t like money and was willing to give it all away, but he did understand why she didn’t want to go through the legal process. He’d been there and it was no ride on a trail to watch the sunset. 
 
    “My offer stands. If you’d at least like me to look things over for you, review the terms, and point you in a direction—or, I’d be happy to show either of those two men lefty and righty,” he mumbled, tightening his fists. 
 
    Charlotte’s eyes widened. 
 
    He was only half joking and showed her that half with a soft smile. “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t hurt anyone, but I hate the thought of either of them hurting you.” 
 
    Her striking eyes flickered with warmth and then she flicked them back to her plate of food. “I have copies in my phone, so I’ll take you up on that. Thanks, Wyatt.” 
 
    He clapped his hands together to loosen the tension. “Now, how about that dessert.” From his bag, which was still on the floor in the entry, he produced two silver foiled candies and tucked them in his palm. 
 
    Charlotte set the dishes in the sink. 
 
    Then he led Charlotte over to the large windows overlooking the ranch. “Before we have dessert, I have a promise to make you. Well, two. One: I will do whatever I can to make sure neither your father nor your ex-husband causes you more trouble. Do you accept that?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “Always but this seems pretty straight forward.” 
 
    “Okay. Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    “And my other promise is to get some furniture in here soon. I have to get in touch with the designer. Her business card is around here somewhere. I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “Busy visiting London. Now, where’s that dessert I promised to eat?” It didn’t seem like she wanted to talk further about her troubles.  
 
    In addition to being beautiful and independent, she was a private person. He knew all too well it was to protect herself. 
 
    “How about a Kiss to end the evening?” 
 
    She staggered back.  
 
    Wyatt opened his hand and produced the two Hershey’s Kisses. 
 
    Her hand clapped against her chest with relief. “I thought you meant—” 
 
    “I know what you thought I meant.” He smirked.  
 
    Would it be so bad kissing him? It had been a while, months since he’d even held hands with a woman. No, that wasn’t true, he’d held hands with Charlotte, several times. Even earlier that day he’d gripped her palm as he helped her onto the horse. And it was in that contact, tracking all the way back to London, that he felt their connection.  
 
    It was strong but secret.  
 
    Forbidden but desired.  
 
    A lot but not enough. 
 
    She took the candy and popped it into her mouth. “Wait. Did you take this from the jar at my house?” 
 
    “By rights, half were mine.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, Mr. Lawyer.” 
 
    They laughed and chatted a few minutes as the fireflies danced in the fields before retiring for the night. 
 
    Wyatt laid in bed, thinking about Charlotte in the other room fast asleep.  
 
    Charlotte in his great room, seated at the kitchen island.  
 
    Charlotte in the waning sunlight, making her skin glow.  
 
    On the back of Kingston, with her arms wrapped around him.  
 
    Charlotte. 
 
    “She’s Will’s sister,” he reminded himself.  
 
    “She has a lot going on,” he warned.  
 
    “I do not need to get involved with women.” 
 
    But even with the cautions, the blaze in his chest wouldn’t extinguish. The image of her in his mind wouldn’t go dark. The sound of her voice, in both English and French, wouldn’t silence. 
 
    But he heard something else, filtering through the otherwise silent house. A man’s voice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte listened to Sydney’s final message to her on her voicemail, as she did every night before she fell asleep. When he’d left it, she’d been in the park with Birdie, a rare occasion that she forgot her phone. His voice was ragged, but it still soothed her. She missed his company, his jokes, and how he had an answer for everything. Even though he was wealthy, he was sensible if not creative. 
 
    Broken spatula? Duct tape. 
 
    Broken car? Duct tape. 
 
    Broken heart? That he could only heal if he hadn’t passed. 
 
    She reflected on the many kinds of love there were, including the true love Sydney wanted her to find when the door to the guest bedroom burst open. Her finger hit the pause button on her phone, stopping the replay of the message. 
 
    Wyatt stood there, eyes darting around the room, alarmed and agitated. He wore flannel pajama bottoms and nothing on top, highlighting the strong curve of his muscular shoulders, his chiseled biceps, and the broad plane of his chest. In his hands, he held a balled up white T-shirt. His expression was thunderous, as though he was ready to fight. 
 
    “You’re okay?” he asked, nearly panting. 
 
    She nodded, confused. “I’m fine.” But she wiped away a tear. 
 
    He tugged his shirt over his shoulders, but the image of his defined abs burned in her mind, sending tingles through her. Some may have called it a washboard stomach. All she knew was the sight of his brawny maleness made her insides feel anything but neat and tidy. 
 
    She had a sheet over her and snugged it over her shoulder, sliding the phone underneath. 
 
    His eyes flicked to it. “I thought someone was in here with you. Were you talking to a man?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Were you crying?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Filling the doorway, he shifted from foot to foot. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    She moved and inadvertently pressed play on the message.  
 
    “My darling Charlotte. It’s time for us to say goodbye, not forever because I’ll always be with you. But to the past. Move on from brokenness, mistakes, regrets. Remember that little pumpkin seed we tried to so hard to make grow?” Sydney forced back a laugh. “Birdie wanted it to turn into a carriage so she could go to the palace for the ball. Well, that little seed had to push its way out of the shell, sprout in the darkness of the soil, seek nutrients, light, and warmth all before it pressed its way into the fresh air. You, my darling, for all your strength and intelligence and caretaking of others must do the same thing. But for yourself. You’ve suffered enough. I fear that if that suffering becomes familiar you might get stuck and not move on. As my last wish, I ask you to open your heart. Let the light shine in. Feel the warmth. Let your love grow. No one ever regrets loving. It’s the other stuff that makes life messy and painful. But you’re strong. You can do it. We never leave the ones we love. Love is forever. I hope you let yourself find your forever.” 
 
    She let the message play in its entirety because she didn’t want to cut Sydney off again and because she wanted Wyatt to hear that she wasn’t the only one who believed in forever. 
 
    As quickly as Wyatt had entered the room, he was by her side, kneeling on the floor beside the bed.  
 
    Tears streamed down Charlotte’s face. She could never hold them back. Wyatt didn’t wipe them away, but he smoothed her hair. The expression on his face was of deep concern, also care as if it physically pained him to see her upset. 
 
    “What can I do?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head and sniffled. “So you weren’t alarmed, I should’ve told you that I listen to this every night before I go to bed.” 
 
    He rocked back on his heels. “When would that have come up in conversation?” 
 
    Her shoulder lifted and lowered. “It helps me sleep.” 
 
    “From where I sit, or rather kneel, it seems like it upsets you. You miss him and trust me, I know what that’s like. But it sounded like he wanted you to be happy. Not sad.” Wyatt’s voice was as gentle as the night. 
 
    “I just don’t know what to do. I’m still like that pumpkin seed, struggling to see the light in all of this loss.” 
 
    Wyatt inclined his head. “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    Again, she shrugged. “No, but thanks for coming to my rescue if there had been an intruder.” 
 
    “Of course.” He got to his feet and walked to the door. Before exiting, he said, “Good thing tomorrow is Sunday. I may not be able to help, but I know who can.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Thanks, Wyatt,” she said. Her mind and heart clashed with the familiar pang of missing Sydney along with Wyatt’s unfamiliar thoughtfulness, carrying over into her dreams, along with visions of his hunky physique. 
 
    The next morning, clouds hung in the sky as Wyatt and Charlotte drove to church in the rusty truck that he clearly adored. She understood how he clung to the memory of his grandfather just as she hung onto Sydney’s message. But as she glanced over to him freshly shaven, wearing a stylish button-down shirt, and smoothly shifting gears, her mind drifted to the night before. Powerful images filled her dreams of him taking her in his arms and carrying her far from all her troubles. A sigh escaped. 
 
    “How’d you sleep?” He cleared his throat. “After, we, uh, said good night for the second time.” 
 
    “Great. Thank you. Also, I’m sorry you had to see me so upset. You can just forget about it. I’m fine.” 
 
    His gaze snapped to her, but she focused on the road ahead as the truck cruised over the hills. The scenery was beautiful, wide fields with golden grass rippling like waves in the breeze. Trees dotted the horizon. Pastures with horses grazing spread in every direction. It was an easy place to lose her thoughts and woes. 
 
    As the breeze gusted through the open windows of the truck, she caught Wyatt’s manly scent, a mixture of cologne mixed with fresh, country air. She breathed deep, but couldn’t make her thoughts settle, not with him transfixing her senses. 
 
    Uncertainty kept them both from speaking and they remained silent for the duration of the ride. 
 
    The church was already in a reverent hush when they entered. Wyatt led them to what seemed to be his usual seat. An older woman scooted over slightly while at the same time appraising Charlotte with a careful eye. She had to sit close to him at the end of the pew, thigh to thigh because apparently, he didn’t often have a companion.  
 
    The service began and unlike the beautiful vistas on the ride over, Charlotte wasn’t distracted. In fact, she was acutely aware of the emptiness in her heart. During a moment of prayer, it occurred to her what Wyatt had meant the night before when he said he knew who could help her. From the darkness of her own mind, she turned over her struggles to the light, to God. She prayed. 
 
    She didn’t have a transformative moment, bursting through the soil and into the sunshine, but when she followed Wyatt toward the exit, her footsteps lighter, as though some of her burdens had been lifted. For the first time in a long time, she connected to that which was stronger than she. But as they neared the entry, she felt heavy with eyes watching her. 
 
    People were staring, whispering. 
 
    “Who’s that?” one woman asked. “I’ve never seen her before.” 
 
    “She’s with Wyatt,” another answered. 
 
    “Do you think she’s his new Mrs.-to-be?” 
 
    Charlotte shuffled closer to him, uncomfortable.  
 
    His fingers found hers. She felt both grounded and like she was floating among the clouds in the sky. They stopped amidst the crowd that gathered just outside the church as several people flocked to them. 
 
    Wyatt was cordial and ever the gentleman, introducing Charlotte to a woman who claimed to make the best cherry pie and suggesting they ought to stop over for a slice.  
 
    Another woman, along with her husband, invited them for a barbecue.  
 
    A couple skipped the formalities and launched into a twenty-question grilling session, asking Charlotte about where she came from, what she was doing there, and what she did for work. She played along and did her best to keep up as Mr. and Mrs. Trainor took turns. 
 
    “How do you like it here? Isn’t this a lovely church?” Without giving Charlotte the opportunity to answer, the woman plowed ahead, gripping her husband’s arm. “You know, my sister makes the best wedding cakes. You were there when Sally and Wesley got married, right Wyatt?” Mrs. Trainor asked. 
 
    He nodded and exhaled, stopping her just short of asking them if they’d set a date yet. “All this talk about food has got my stomach grumbling. We’re going to head to the diner now, but it was sure nice seeing you all.” 
 
    “I see Wyatt here every week, but don’t you be a stranger.” Mrs. Trainor smiled at Charlotte. “I’d love for you two to stop by some afternoon. Charlotte, you must try some of my sweet tea and you can compare it to the stuff they have back home.” 
 
    Charlotte smiled. “I’d be delighted.” 
 
    After two more people stopped them for chit chat, they finally made it to the truck. 
 
    “You’re rather popular,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “I’d claim it was my handsome good looks, but—” He glanced at her. 
 
    She begged and failed for her cheeks not to heat. Charlotte hadn’t been in the market for a guy with good looks or any guy for that matter. She’d hardly been paying attention to that kind of thing, but there was no denying that Wyatt Jones was one fine specimen. Her cheeks went full-on cherry red and she thought of the pie. Her stomach grumbled. Her hand flew to her tummy, mortified at the loud noise. 
 
    Wyatt chuckled. “It’s you who they’re interested in.” 
 
    “Me? I’m hardly interesting. I work at a bank, walk dogs…” 
 
    “You’re that and so much more.” At another grumble from her stomach, he added, “And apparently hungry.”  
 
    That was true, but she hung onto his comment about how she was more. Her body responded to the fact that Wyatt had noticed her. It was a foreign feeling and she longed for the safety of what was familiar and for her cheeks to return to their normal shade. 
 
    During the short drive, Wyatt gave her a brief who’s-who run down of the people they’d met at church. His easy drawl distracted her. Barely. At the diner, and after another round of greetings from various locals, including a rather crotchety man who was shaped like a balloon, asking Wyatt when he was going to sell him some acreage, they sat at a booth in the back. 
 
    Charlotte recognized the red vinyl seats and Formica tabletops from the classic fifties movies Sydney enjoyed. She tried to push away the sadness that inevitably came at any and all reminders of him. Her eyes filled. 
 
    Wyatt’s hand reached across the table for hers and his thumb stroked the soft space between her thumb and first finger. “Hey, did church help?” 
 
    She smiled, grateful. 
 
    “I’m asking because it’s important for me to know how effective my prayers are, especially so I can get old Harold over there off my back about selling off my land.” His face cracked into a smile. Of course, he was joking and that was enough to turn her frown around. “Ah, that’s more like it. I like to see you smile.” He leaned in. “And I’ll tell you what, the small population of Cedar Creek, Texas likes to hear you talk.” 
 
    “Me? What do you mean? I hardly have anything interesting to say other than things about Birdie.” 
 
    Wyatt smiled. “That and your accent. I imagine they find it,” he hesitated as though finding the right word, “charming.” He leaned in and said, “But I find it enchanting.” 
 
    The server came over and brought them each a menu. “No need, Wyatt said. “We’re both getting a slice of cherry pie, please.” 
 
    “Pie for breakfast?” Charlotte asked. She gripped the menu if only to hide her once more blazing cheeks when his comment caught up to her. She peeked around the side. 
 
    The server, a woman with a high blond ponytail, said, “Oh, Wyatt comes in here and eats pie all meals of the day. Everyone does. It’s that good.” 
 
    “But don’t tell Nancy Dobbins. No, her pie is the best.” Wyatt winked as the server went to get their order. 
 
    “Wasn’t Nancy Dobbins the one who invited me over for pie?” 
 
    Wyatt nodded. “It’s an old rivalry between Nancy and her sister Sandy. Goes back about thirty or forty years. Story goes that this diner held a pie baking contest and the winner would receive payment for their recipe and it’d be featured here on the menu. The sisters prepared the exact same recipe and entered the exact same pie.” 
 
    Charlotte’s eyebrow lifted. “Then how did Sandy’s pie win?” 
 
    “One of the judges was a fellow named Judd Dobbins. Sandy had a crush on him since high school. But he had a crush on Nancy. In order to let Sandy down easy, he said her pie was better and then asked Nancy to marry him.” 
 
    “Wow,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “And Nancy has never let him forget that he thought Sandy made a better cherry pie.” 
 
    “Obviously, he liked Nancy better. I guess she wanted to have her pie and eat it too.” Charlotte laughed softly. 
 
    Wyatt smirked as the server set down plates in front of them with two slices of cherry pie, topped with homemade whipped cream and chocolate shavings. 
 
    Charlotte took a bite and said, “It’s delicious.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it, but I imagine you’ll like my apple hand pies even better.” 
 
    “Too bad you weren’t around to enter the contest.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have wanted to ruin Judd’s grand plans though.” 
 
    As they sat in the booth and chatted, once again, eyes landed on Charlotte and then furtively glanced away. 
 
    Wyatt leaned closer and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “I’ve been going to church and coming here solo for a long time. It’s a small town. They’re curious about you and me.” 
 
    Charlotte practically choked on the flakey, buttery crust of the last bite of pie. She took a long sip of water. You and me. The words hung in her mind and it was as if they slowly drove away the clouds. 
 
    Wyatt’s voice came back to her. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I swallowed wrong.” 
 
    He went on, “And my grandfather was well known. Beloved in fact. The Jones men have something of a legacy here.” 
 
    “Did people like your grandfather’s apple hand pies as much as this cherry pie?” 
 
    “More, so much more.” 
 
    “In that case, you owe me the recipe,” she said, recalling Birdie’s bid to bake the pies with Wyatt, but she had to get ready for camp.  
 
    She missed her daughter terribly, but knew she was enjoying herself at camp. And Charlotte would’ve been lying if she didn’t admit she was having a good time too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
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    Wyatt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wyatt hadn’t been thinking about the reception he and Charlotte would receive at church. All he’d been focused on was helping her loosen the reins of sadness over her loss. He’d suffered similarly in the past and knew there was only one solution, dropping down to his knees and surrendering through prayer. But he wasn’t expecting half the church congregation to get to their feet and greet the two of them, pepper them with questions and invitations, and certainly not to suggest marriage. 
 
    That was off the table. But what was on the table, was the Dobbins sisters’ famous cherry pie. It was indeed delicious and as he took his last bite, he couldn’t help but imagine Charlotte’s lips would be just as sweet. 
 
    His fork clattered to the plate at the thought. “Oops. Clumsy me,” he said when she looked up in alarm, having just recovered from nearly choking. 
 
    Wyatt paid the bill and as they returned to the truck, they slipped into a kind of silence that was heavy with words they were afraid to speak and desires unexpressed. 
 
    Back at the ranch, when he put the vehicle in park, he said, “Looks like it might get sunny.” 
 
    “You’re a glass half full kind of guy, huh,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “Only when it comes to sweet tea and lemonade. But I wasn’t always.” 
 
    Her head tilted like she wanted to ask him what he meant, but he headed her off. “Want to go for a ride?” 
 
    “We just returned,” she said. 
 
    “I mean on horseback.” 
 
    “When at a ranch…” She tossed up her hands and then dashed to her room to change. 
 
    Wyatt traded his church clothes for his typical uniform of blue jeans and a white T-shirt. He also grabbed his favorite cowboy hat and a spare to protect Charlotte’s head from the sun, if it decided to shine.  
 
    Charlotte waited for him in the kitchen, wearing jean shorts and a tank top.  
 
    He gestured to the door that led to the barn. “Lady’s first.”  
 
    As she walked in front of him, his eyes drifted from the smooth slope of her shoulders, along her slim waist, and to the rear pockets of the denim shorts she wore. As she opened the door to go outside, she glanced over her shoulder. He tore his eyes away as quickly as he could. However, as she turned back around, he caught the edge of her smirk. She’d noticed he was checking her out. 
 
    He steeled himself with the reminder that she was Will’s sister. She was off limits, despite his growing attraction to her. He was joking when he’d said he prayed that Harold would get off his back about buying up some of his land. But he had indeed prayed for Charlotte’s happiness and for the spell she had on him to lift. He could afford anything money could buy, but he couldn’t afford something more to grow between them. 
 
    As Wally, another ranch hand, helped the two of them outfit a pair of horses: Charity and Kingston, he gave Wyatt an update about Spearmint, who was a retired racehorse and hadn’t had an easy life. “The old boy seems to be done up about something. I don’t reckon what.” 
 
    Wyatt knew what was coming. Likely Wally was too young and inexperienced to recognize the signs. “I’ll spend some time with him when we get back,” Wyatt assured him. 
 
    As they walked along the trail, he tried to push his concern about the ailing animal out of his mind and show Charlotte a good time. “Charity had been a show horse and loves nothing more than to be told how beautiful she is.” 
 
    “Well, that’s easy to do because it’s true.” Charlotte stroked the horse’s neck. 
 
    “It wasn’t always. After her time with the traveling circus came to an end, she was traded to a nasty man in the panhandle who let her half starve.” Wyatt shook his head, unable to forget the image of when she’d arrived at the ranch. 
 
    “I can see she’s eaten a few nibbles of cherry pie since then.” 
 
    Wyatt smiled. “I do spoil her.” 
 
    “As is evidenced by the elaborate braid in her mane.” 
 
    Wyatt chuckled. “I’m guilty of plumping her up, but it’s not only me. A group of Girl Scouts comes by once a month and positively spoils these horses. And once a year, they spoil me with Girl Scout Cookies.” 
 
    “With all this talk of cookies and pies, it’s a wonder you’re not plump.” 
 
    Wyatt recalled the rouge tint to Charlotte’s cheeks when he’d rushed into her room the night before thinking there was an intruder. He’d told himself the heat apparent on her face was because she was crying, but her gaze had lingered on him for a few moments before he had the sense to pull on his shirt. Then again, he could hardly keep his eyes from her in those jean shorts. Her legs were long and sculpted, smooth and tan from the summer sun. 
 
    He had Kingston trot ahead and tried to put a bit of distance between them. Wyatt always felt so free when riding at that moment he needed to let go of his thoughts. He wanted Charlotte to experience that same feeling: free from her burdens, the past, and sadness. 
 
    “It’s truly beautiful,” she commented as Charity came up alongside Kingston when the trail widened. “I understand why you’d want to spend so much time out here.” Charity nickered. “And you’re beautiful, too, girl.” She patted the horse’s neck. 
 
    Wyatt chuckled. “Now, she’ll be your best friend for—” He swallowed thickly, recalling the conversation about forever. “For life. A girl’s best friend.” His thoughts wandered to Spearmint. The nature of what he did on the ranch meant there’d be loss, but he did what he could to make it as comfortable as possible for the horses while he could. 
 
    “I think the saying is a dog is man’s best friend.” 
 
    “Or woman’s…and if you can interchange those then why not dogs and horses.” 
 
    “Birdie would grant you permission. You really do love them, huh? How was it leaving your career as a model with the traveling, fame, and everything?” She paused. “I’m asking for a friend.” 
 
    “Do you mean your brother?” 
 
    Charlotte smiled in confirmation. “We never had much growing up and he changed a lot when he got that first paycheck.” 
 
    “Spoiled you no doubt.” 
 
    “It was a heck of a lot more than cherry pie, that’s for sure. I kept telling him to save it, to pay off debt, to be responsible.” 
 
    “But he went wild spending.” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    Having that much money so young had made him reckless, chasing fleeting pleasures. 
 
    “Then another check came and another. Sydney stepped in and advised him on saving and investments, thank goodness.” 
 
    “I can relate. That’s but one reason I studied finance and law. Too many mistakes taught me some hard lessons.” 
 
    “But you quit chasing that and turned to the ranch.” 
 
    Wyatt let out a long breath. “Out here, what you have in your saddle bag, the grit under your nails, and the strength in your muscles is more important than what’s in your wallet, fame, or status—no slight to Will. He chose his path and it’s served him and the people he’s influenced well. Likewise, I arrived at a detour and decided to do something different, something I found more fulfilling, with my resources.” 
 
    “You were wild once though, like my brother.” 
 
    “We flew the same altitudes, but I didn’t have quite as many people pulling at my wealth.” The comment brought to mind her father and by default her ex.  
 
    A shadow crossed her face as the clouds overhead gathered.  
 
    “He also had plenty of women after him.” 
 
    Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’m quite sure you did too. What about Amanda?” 
 
    “Who?” he asked. 
 
    “At the wedding. It was quite obvious that she was a former model and very interested in you.” 
 
    He scoffed. “That was nothing.” But it was something, just not the way she thought. He’d entertained Amanda’s advances to distract himself from his best friend’s sister. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “At church, I heard someone ask if I was your new Mrs.,” she paused and Charity flicked away a fly. “Was there an old Mrs.?” 
 
    Had Wyatt not been firmly in his saddle, he would’ve slid off Kingston’s back. Charlotte was astute.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked. 
 
    “It hadn’t come up.” 
 
    “Not directly, but you know that I was previously married. It’s something we have in common.” 
 
    The soft sound of the horse’s hooves along the trail and the muted shifting of the tack filled the silence. 
 
    “I hadn’t wanted to tell you about it for three reasons. It’s not something I generally talk about or even think about except when I’m invited to a wedding. Also, I didn’t want to give you the wrong impression.” 
 
    “The wrong impression? I’m divorced. Even though I believe in forever, I know that sometimes things don’t work out. I’d never judge you, Wyatt.” 
 
    He sighed, preparing to tell her an abbreviated version of the story. “I got married in Las Vegas. It lasted all of seven days. We were young and had rushed into it. Each day we were wed, I learned another reason why it would never work. It was a foolish mistake. Then she left me.” 
 
    “Are they really mistakes if we learn from them?” she asked, referring to his earlier comment. She bit her lip. 
 
    He’d built a fortress around himself. Somehow, she was penetrating it, one day, one smile, one adorable bite of the lip at a time. 
 
    “You could say my marriage was a mistake, but I got Birdie out of it. So no mistakes there.” 
 
    “As for my marriage? I got a whopping headache,” he said but didn’t add and a sizable hang up about marriage and women because it was only just then that he’d realized how much distance he’d put between himself and the potential for a relationship, for love. But maybe, like Charlotte suggested, it wasn’t a mistake because it led him away from other women and to her. 
 
    Kingston stopped on the trail and snorted. “Yeah, yeah, buddy. I deserve that.” 
 
    “What?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Nothing. When you spend enough time out here you start to talk to the horses. It’s only concerning if they start to talk back.” 
 
    Charlotte’s laughter rolled over the hills, bringing an enormous grin to his face. 
 
    “What is the third reason you don’t like to talk about your previous marriage?” 
 
    His smile dropped at the same time thunder rumbled in the distance. “We’d better head back.” 
 
    Despite a steady pace along the trail back to the barn, they didn’t beat the rain. It fell in big drops and Wyatt reckoned Charity and the person atop her back wouldn’t be happy.  
 
    As he caught up with them outside the stable, Charlotte released the reigns and held her hands up, whooping and laughing. She lowered her chest onto Charity’s neck and wrapped her arms around it. The horse nickered with delight. The woman seemed so happy, free, and unfettered. Charity felt it. He did too. 
 
    By the time they’d gotten the horses dried off and cleaned up, Charlotte’s slick, dark hair had fuzzed up around her face. 
 
    As they stood in the opening to the barn, she smoothed it down.  
 
    “It’s good to let your hair down every once in a while.” 
 
    “I hate my curls.” 
 
    “I like them.” I tugged on one and it sprung back. 
 
    She leveled him with a are you kidding me? look. 
 
    “It’s good to let yourself be wild, free.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” she shot back. “I have Fabian and Montgomery after the money that I never wanted and I cannot let that disrupt Birdie’s life and—” 
 
    Wyatt turned to her. “Charlotte, you can still be a wonderful mother and provide the world to Birdie and be a little bit wild.” 
 
    Her jaw was set as though she prepared to unleash a wrathful tongue on him, but a low groan came from a nearby stall. They both turned sharply. 
 
    “That’s Spearmint. I’d better tend to him. Why don’t you go back to the house and freshen up? I’ll be in soon.” 
 
    Despite the many joys life on the ranch brought him, he still faced his share of heartache too. Fortunately, he had the finances to make things as comfortable for the horses during their final days as possible.  
 
    He clicked on his phone to call the vet. Unfortunately, there was nothing the doctor could do for the heartbreak that he knew was coming. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Charlotte showered and dressed in dry clothes, she went to the great room, but only the lone chair sat in the middle of the space. She walked past it and leaned her forehead against the wood framing the large window. Movement by the stable caught her eye and Wyatt ducked inside. Given the lack of furnishings in the house, it was no surprise Wyatt hadn’t had a steady woman in his life. But she was surprised that he’d been married previously and hadn’t told her, considering he’d had the opportunity. 
 
    He’d repeatedly told her she wasn’t alone, but keeping that piece of information to himself, made her feel lonely or like he didn’t trust her. Like her marriage, maybe it was better for him to forget. Still, she wondered what the third reason he didn’t tell her about it was. 
 
    Since Wyatt was busy, she wandered over to the bookshelves, curious about his somewhat secret life as a lawyer, former husband, and…her gaze landed on a leather-bound album amidst the academic texts and leather-bound books. Wyatt’s name was written in glittery script along the side. 
 
    She knew better but couldn’t resist picking it up and parting the pages. It was an album containing images of him from his modeling days. There was even one of him and Will. The ad was for watches or maybe shoes. She couldn’t be sure, but they both had that smoky, handsome, swoony, alpha male look that practically had her drooling on the pages. She slammed the cover shut before she got carried away. Although he was mature and mellow—minus the fast cars—and assured her he’d learned from his mistakes, he was wild once. And once was enough for her to be wary. 
 
    Wyatt was scarce the rest of the day. Charlotte called Jennifer to check on the dogs, left a message with a friend, and reclined on the couch, reading a book from his shelves while the rain pattered against the glass. 
 
    When her stomach rumbled for something other than cherry pie, she poked around in the kitchen before putting together a one-skillet dish. 
 
    The sun had nearly set when heavy footsteps came from the back stairs. Wyatt appeared in the kitchen. His eyes drooped, tired and forlorn. “It smells delicious. I wish I had an appetite.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t wait longer. What’s the matter?” Charlotte asked, pushing her empty plate away. 
 
    “Spearmint isn’t going to be around much longer. We’ve done our best. He has a host of problems: recurrent laminitis, equine Cushing’s…” Wyatt rubbed the back of his neck. “The vet said it’s Spearmint’s time. He’s a tough old boy, but he’s in too much pain.” 
 
    Tears sprung to Charlotte’s eyes. Without thinking, she crossed the room and wrapped her arms around Wyatt. “I am so sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    Wyatt nibbled at the plate of food she’d set aside for him. His phone beeped with a text message. “I’d better get back. I don’t want Spearmint to be alone.” 
 
    Charlotte got to her feet. 
 
    “You don’t have to come.” 
 
    “Wyatt, you don’t have to be alone.” She followed him to the barn in silence. The other horses had been settled for the night. Charlotte had gleaned that many of them had injuries or illnesses that required a considerable amount of care and looking after. Spearmint was no exception. 
 
    While a couple of the ranch hands talked in low voices, she learned that Spearmint had been bred for racing by a ruthless owner. Even though it was clear early on he wouldn’t be a prize-winning racehorse, Spearmint was pushed, abused, and drugged to improve his performance. After an injury, he was sold to another man known for selling the animals to the slaughterhouse even though it was prohibited within the racing commission. 
 
    Wyatt rescued him and gave him a second chance in the pasture where he’d been free to graze and live a happy life for the last three years. But his body had suffered tremendously and he could no longer go on. 
 
    Wyatt and the vet crouched down, preparing to say goodbye. Charlotte, no stranger to loss, though not with a creature so large, joined them. She wasn’t sure how it worked in the animal kingdom but felt confident that when love was present, it was forever. Clearly, Wyatt loved the horse by the tenderness shining in his eyes. He stroked the gelding’s cheek, whispered in his ear, and nodded at the vet.  
 
    Charlotte cried silently as the horse’s chest went still. Wyatt slouched back onto the hay-strewn ground with his elbows slung over his knees and hung his head. 
 
    The barn was quiet except for the slow, mournful chirp of a single cricket. 
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    The next morning, Charlotte woke up to the smell of breakfast coming from the kitchen. It seemed Wyatt needed some space so she went back up to the house after Spearmint passed. But she didn’t expect him to be up early cooking. Then again, he’d hardly eaten dinner.  
 
    She was worried and had seen Will act unusual after their mother passed—though breakfast was only involved if he’d been out partying all night.  
 
    Wanting to check if he was okay and without changing out of her pajamas, she wandered into the hall, following the sweet scent of pancakes, bacon, and eggs. “Morning,” she said. 
 
    Dressed and freshly shaven, dark circles lined the space under Wyatt’s eyes in stark contrast. His lips lifted slightly when she entered the kitchen. “I was wondering what would lure you out first: the flapjacks, bacon, or eggs. Ah, and I have fresh orange juice.” He poured and set a glass at the empty space at the counter. 
 
    She hesitantly sat down, unsure if he was struggling after Spearmint passed, and cooking breakfast was a coping mechanism, or if something else was going on. 
 
    “How’d you sleep?” he asked. 
 
    “Wonderfully, actually.” 
 
    “The country air tends to do that.” 
 
    “Did you sleep?” she asked pointedly. 
 
    “Like a baby.” 
 
    “I’ve had one of those and typically they wake up every few hours, needing a nappy change or to eat. I’m not sure why that’s an expression.” 
 
    Wyatt chuckled softly. “I suppose it fits.” He ran a hand over his face. 
 
    She reached out for him and then drew her hand away. “Um, are you okay?” she asked haltingly. 
 
    He nodded quickly. “Spearmint is at peace now. It’s times like these I wish there was more I could do. Thanks for being there with me.” He flipped the pancakes.  
 
    Thoughtful silence floated between them before he spoke again. “I’m of the mind that it’s better to celebrate what we had—that Spearmint got a second chance—than to dwell on what we lost. Also, he loved flapjacks.” 
 
    “My, you do spoil these horses.” 
 
    He held his fingers an inch apart to indicate just a little. 
 
    The mood shifted, uplifted then. Charlotte understood what Wyatt had meant. Although loss was hard, the true loss was if he’d despaired instead of focusing on the good that he’d had while the horse was still alive. In her case, that was easier said than done. 
 
     Wyatt glanced toward his grandfather’s chair as though something caught his eye. “I see you found that old album.” 
 
    “Oops. Did I forget to put it away?” 
 
    The corner of his lips lifted into a crooked smile. “An ex made it for me. I should’ve thrown it away.” 
 
    “I could keep it for a souvenir. Something to take home with me after my stay at the ranch.” Charlotte quickly lifted the glass of OJ to her mouth, shocked that the offer had tumbled from her lips. 
 
    “I hardly think that’ll accurately depict the highlights of your stay.” 
 
    She shrugged suggestively, brazenly. “What made you stop modeling?” 
 
    Wyatt turned off the oven burner and served them both up. He sat down and rested his head in his hands. “I hardly slept. Thinking about everything, including the answer to that question.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I left that world after my father passed away and learned that I not only inherited the responsibility of the ranch but the management of my granddad’s wealth.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you lost him.” 
 
    “Me too. Nearly every day. So trust me when I tell you that you’re not alone.” 
 
    He referred to Sydney and that ache knocked hard on her heart, but she was listening to Wyatt’s story and ignored its call, at least right then. 
 
    “My father grew up here, at the ranch. It had always been modest—this monstrosity is my addition.” Wyatt gestured around the space. “Actually, this is the original location of the kitchen. But if I was going to spend a lot of time here, I needed to be able to spread out. That’s what happens when you get used to traveling around the world. Small spaces no longer fit right.” 
 
    He was a rather large man, but his emotions after the long night seemed even bigger than his well-built figure. 
 
    “My father grew up here, then met my mother. They never married and my grandfather frowned upon that, but they had my brother and me. When I was nine, Nash died in a rodeo accident. Our mother left after that. My father became depressed and an alcoholic. He was never quite the same. Because of his drinking problem, my grandfather refused to help him when he lost his job. My father grew incredibly bitter, particularly, as I later found out, about how my granddad had made a fortune in oil and invested well. He didn’t share any of it with my father though because he disagreed with some of my father’s habits.” 
 
    “I don’t have words. How heartbreaking.” 
 
    “I managed to finish high school a year early and took off. Soon, I was discovered as a model, and never looked back, until I learned my grandfather had died. Even then, I couldn’t come back. There was too much here that hurt. It’s my biggest regret.” 
 
    “But you did come back.” 
 
    “It was too late. I only returned when my father died and realized I was the last one left in the line of men in my family.” 
 
    “Have you seen your mother?” 
 
    “No, she moved to Louisiana, I think. I imagine after losing Nash it was too hard for her to look at me without thinking of her other son. You see, he was the favorite. I was just the runt.” 
 
    Charlotte looked him up and down. “A runt?” 
 
    Wyatt smirked. “Well, back then. By the time I returned, the ranch had fallen to ruin. I didn’t think there was anything left for me here. I went to the church, paid my respects, and a lawyer approached, asked me to come by his office. Long story short, after a lot of hurdles, including going back to college so I could fully understand what was mine and how to best manage and protect it, I inherited the ranch.” He cleared his throat. “And Granddad’s other assets.” 
 
    “And brought the ranch back to life.” 
 
    “I take in the old horses in honor of my granddad. I should’ve been there for him at the end. My father too, even though he didn’t give two bits about me.” 
 
    “Wyatt, that can’t be true.” 
 
    “No, he said those exact words. He didn’t care about his father either. Instead of taking care of him, he drank what remained of his life away.” 
 
    “How tragic.” Without thinking, she reached for his hand and that time, gripped tightly. 
 
    “But it has a good ending. I learned from all those mistakes—my own and my father’s. Life is short. While I’ve opted for the quiet, simple life, I give the horses what I couldn’t give my family.” 
 
    “That’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Although I’m broken up over Spearmint, he’s with Granddad now. I have no doubt the two are whooping it up, having a grand old time.” 
 
    “You believe he forgave you?” 
 
    “Actually, it was last night when I forgave myself. It was what you said about learning from our mistakes. It really struck me. Thank you, Charlotte.” A ripple of understanding passed between them. 
 
    “Glad I could help.” 
 
    “So, what about your family life?” he asked after a pause. 
 
    “You know about my father. Maman, my mother, was French. She was wonderful in so many ways.” 
 
    “Will never talked about her.” 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t. It was too hard for him for so many years. In fact, we both owe it to Birdie for helping us through our grief even though she’d never known her grandmother. She’d ask us to tell her stories and it was through doing that, and many tears, we were able to fully process our grief. Well, as much as one does.” 
 
    “She’s a special girl, that Birdie.” 
 
    Charlotte smiled because it was true. Despite her trouble with Montgomery, Birdie was the biggest blessing. “When Maman was sick, Will checked out. You know, mentally, emotionally. He couldn’t handle it. It was mine to bear alone. I’ve forgiven him. At the time it was so hard. I was young and scared. We’d never had much money so it was hard when she’d needed extra care. That’s when I got into the habit of working three jobs.” 
 
    “But you realize you don’t have to anymore.” 
 
    “You never know when you’ll need more to pay for medical bills and—” Charlotte gestured vaguely. 
 
    “Will didn’t help? Surely, at that point, he had plenty to spare.” 
 
    Charlotte wrung her hands. “I wouldn’t let him or rather, ask him. I didn’t want him to see me struggling. He was having a tough enough time on his own. Plus, I was angry.” 
 
    Wyatt nodded and thought for a moment. “Much like your brother, I have a vast amount of wealth. In fact, I think I’m on an internet list with the label cowboy billionaire.” He chuckled. “Money isn’t always the solution. In some ways, it makes things easier, like providing the best care for the horses. But in others, things get complicated. But when I run into difficulty in making a decision, I always ask myself what would Granddad do.” 
 
    She understood what he was saying. What would Sydney do?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
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    Wyatt 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night before had been difficult. Not only because Wyatt lost Spearmint. Having Charlotte at the ranch and involved in his life triggered something deep inside him. Something he had to wrestle with in the small hours otherwise he risked overstepping the boundaries he’d created.  
 
    He couldn’t help analyze how the past influenced the present. He’d even reached out to Will, who didn’t reply because he was probably merrily on his honeymoon. Wyatt wasn’t sure how much more self-control he had. He approached the situation from every angle imaginable and only had two choices. To stay away from Charlotte or…not. He was leaning heavily toward the latter. 
 
    But right then, the best thing to do was to get her out of her adorable pajamas with her fuzzy bed head and sleepy smile and into day clothes. They’d hit the trails—it had always worked as a distraction before. 
 
    “How about we attempt a long, relaxing ramble through the hills on horseback again? No rain in the forecast today. Also, there was something I didn’t get to show you yesterday because of the weather,” Wyatt said. 
 
    Charlotte stood to clean up the dishes. He insisted she go back to her room to get ready. He didn’t add that if she didn’t leave the kitchen, he truly risked doing something he’d regret—and it didn’t involve giving her a piece of chocolate, though it shared a name with the common candy brand. 
 
    After grabbing supplies for a picnic, Wyatt left the house. Norm was in the barn, gazing solemnly into Spearmint’s empty stall.  
 
    Charlotte hadn’t come down yet, giving him a few more minutes to contemplate his next move and what it meant. 
 
    “It’s tough work, saving a life, becoming attached, then saying goodbye,” Norm said into the emptiness. The older man clapped his hand on Will’s shoulder.  
 
    “True enough. It never does get easier, does it?” 
 
    “In a way, now that Spearmint is more comfortable in horse heaven, there’s a vacant stall.” Norm’s eyes sparkled. “She’s one lucky lady, getting a first-class ride over here and all.” 
 
    “Nothing but the best.” 
 
    “For horses and…” Norm trailed off as Charlotte walked into the barn, backlit by the sun.  
 
    It would’ve been one of those moments to let out a low whistle, but Wyatt had a will of steel and resisted even though he had to bite his tongue.  
 
    Her boots kicked up little clouds of dust as she walked toward them with her hands tucked in her back pockets. Her silhouette in jean shorts and a tank set Wyatt’s skin on fire, and the tilt of her head, wearing his cowboy hat, practically made him jump out of his boots. 
 
    “If I were a younger man…” Norm started. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Wyatt growled, but he knew Norm was joking. However, he was not. Charlotte, for all her proper British propriety and sensibilities, was smoking hot. 
 
    “Hello there, little lady,” Norm said. “Charity is ready for you.” 
 
    “We just have to get Kingston tacked up.” Wyatt made quick work of saddling the horse and the two set out. All the while, Wyatt could hardly keep his eyes off Charlotte. 
 
    The sky was clear blue and endless. The horses well rested and ready for riding. For Wyatt, the new day brought a renewed sense of purpose and he hoped the surprise he had in store for Charlotte during their ride, and later on, would make her happy. Loss taught him the best thing he could do with his time and resources was to bring others comfort and joy while he was able. 
 
    As they came up over a rise, the flower fields stretched in every direction. He halted Kingston at the top of the hill, leaving enough room for Charity to come up beside them. Charlotte’s breath caught when she took in the view. The wildflowers were in full bloom, painting the land in marigold and crimson, indigo and lavender. 
 
    “It’s like a painting.” 
 
    “This is what I did after I stopped modeling, after I lost my granddad and then my father. I came here and planted seeds.” 
 
    “They grew into something beautiful.” The corners of her eyes pinched together and her chin trembled.  
 
    “Let’s wade in,” Wyatt said, guiding Kingston down the trail and into the field. Charity followed and when they got to the bottom, they dismounted. 
 
    Charlotte spun in a circle with her arms wide. “It’s unreal.” 
 
    Wyatt grinned, wishing he could capture the moment on film. He was glad it had the intended effect, not because he wanted to impress her, but in much the same way the sea of flowers had done for him, she was clearly moved.  
 
    “That first year, I wasn’t sure they were going to sprout. Sure enough, they pushed through the dirt, seeking the sunshine.” He recalled Sydney’s message on Charlotte’s phone. 
 
    Her lips parted. Then she stepped deeper among the bluebonnets and phlox, the verbena that reminded him of a watercolor, and the bold lantana. 
 
    He followed, toting the picnic. When she stopped, stunned by the endless waves of flowers, he asked, “Are you hungry?” 
 
    She nodded. “And definitely thirsty.” 
 
    He passed her a sparkling water. 
 
    Meanwhile, the horses wandered over to the creek that split Wyatt’s land. He spread a blanket on a grassy clearing and they both sat down. 
 
    “I feel like I’m in a wildflower pool. I can see why you like to spend time here. It’s so special.” 
 
    She picked up a slice of watermelon and a piece of hair came loose from the tie she held it back in. He tucked it behind her hear. “You’re special, Charlotte.” 
 
    Their gazes met and he didn’t have to look at his reflection in a mirror to know his eyes smoldered. Hers blazed with something that had nothing to do with the sun beating down on the two of them lounging on the picnic blanket. 
 
    “That’s sweet of you, Wyatt.” Her cheeks caught a blush. 
 
    “I know we both have our reasons for not wanting to be involved—” He cleared his throat. Even though he’d thought about what to say countless times, it was still unfamiliar territory and difficult to talk about. With a strong, independent woman like Charlotte, there was no telling how she’d respond. 
 
    “You told me yesterday you had three reasons that you didn’t like to talk about your marriage but only gave two.” 
 
    He nodded and swallowed hard. “My ex made me question a lot of things. I’m ashamed because it goes against what I know to be true about love.” 
 
    “Remember, we learn and grow from our experiences,” she said gently. 
 
    “How do we do that now?” he asked. “I’m Will’s best friend and you’re his sister.” There, he’d finally put it on the table, or picnic blanket, as it were. 
 
    She bristled. “Wyatt Jones, you have to stop thinking of me only as Will’s sister. I’m Charlotte Wheaton. I’m my own person.” 
 
    “Darlin’ I stopped thinking of you as Will’s sister quite a few paces back. He’d kill me if he knew that so I just keep telling myself that you’re off limits.” 
 
    “As I said, I make my own choices about what I do and who I do it with. My brother may look out for me but—” She tipped her chin up. 
 
    “And ask me to look out for you…” He wasn’t sure how that would go over, but he had to be honest with her. 
 
    “I understand that. This is only a risk if you intend to hurt me.” She gestured to him and back again. Then it was true, she felt the smoldering between them, waiting for one gust of wind to set it ablaze. 
 
    “I would never hurt you,” he breathed. That was the truth. 
 
    “Then you believe in forever?” Her words were measured, careful as though she didn’t want to suggest their future involved forever. There was a chance it could. Nothing about Charlotte made him think fling or throwaway romance, not that he was that kind of guy. However, he had been once. 
 
    “Under certain circumstances.” His chest pounded. He was a grown man, a cowboy, and yet that woman made his heart race. 
 
    “What about these circumstances? The two of us, sitting in a field surrounded by nature, by beauty. Just the two of us and the infinite.” She gestured to the sky. Her voice was like poetry. 
 
    “If it’s only us.” 
 
    “Only us,” she repeated, leaning closer. 
 
    “So you fancy snogs and kisses?” His gaze dipped to her lips. He wanted to kiss her so badly. 
 
    “Yes, Wyatt.” Her voice was a whisper he could feel on his skin. 
 
    “I don’t mean frozen yogurt or candies.” His voice was laced with desire. 
 
    “I know that.” She moved closer still. 
 
    “Then that means I can—” His eyes caught hers, stunning pools that matched the sky. 
 
    “You can.” Two simple words. 
 
    His chest lifted and lowered as he fought an internal battle. He had her permission. Not Will’s. “At the fountain in London, this is what I wished for. This moment. It was just a wish.” He was desperate to embrace her, to feel her softness meet his rough-around-the-edges exterior. 
 
    “Sometimes wishes come true.” 
 
    “You’re so contained, in control. But I can’t trust myself around you.” He gritted his teeth. 
 
    “I have kissed you in my mind a thousand times, at least.” Her lips quirked. 
 
    “I haven’t kissed you because I’m afraid I won't be able to stop.” There it was. He was losing his grip. He knew that once his lips landed on hers right then might turn into forever. 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” Her eyes, her lips, her everything was a tease and a demand at the same time. 
 
    “I don’t want to ruin anything.” The feeling pulsing between them was mutual, but once they crossed the line there’d be no turning back. 
 
    “Then don’t. Let’s stop talking about it and—” 
 
    His lips landed on hers and for him, the connection was instant. It was atomic. 
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    Wyatt’s lips met Charlotte’s with both confidence and demand and yet the kiss was soft, slow as he gently worked her bottom lip and then moved to the top. His hands were on her low back, inviting her closer and she planted her palms against the rim of his neck. 
 
    Her mind raced to catch up with her heart. Was that really happening? Were they really kissing? She hardly believed it. For Charlotte, it had been so long. She hardly remembered the last time she’d kissed a man. She followed Wyatt’s cues as he applied gentle pressure with his mouth against hers. The fire in their chests had been lit and flames licked her mind, searing away worry and doubt. But as the heat increased, she pulled back, meeting his eyes. 
 
    “Are we doing this?” 
 
    The back of his finger brushed her jawline and his eyes flared, adding kindling to the fire. 
 
    “It seems we are.” He reached for her wrist and kissed the delicate skin. “But we can move more slowly.” He twined his fingers in hers then gave her a peck on her bare shoulder, the dip in her collar bone, and worked his way up her neck then back to her lips. “We can do this how ever you’d like.” 
 
    “I guess I just needed to catch my breath.” Her legs trembled even though she was seated. “Yes, let’s go slow.” It wasn’t because she was nervous. Rather, she never wanted it to end so she intended to relish each moment.  
 
    Birds called in the distance and the sun was hot on her skin. Surrounded by the flowers, the setting was perfect, a dream. 
 
    Charlotte wanted Wyatt and his kiss more than anything she’d ever wanted. Her mind clouded, giving way to pure desire. She ran her hands over the taut skin stretched across the firm muscles of his chest. She planted her lips on the soft spot behind his ear and moved under his jaw, before balling his shirt in her fist and tugging him closer as she kissed him once more. 
 
    Wyatt let out a deep groan and with that, the kiss detonated. Charlotte had never experienced such a blaze of desire or perfection as his lips mashed against hers. It was a give and take, a kiss and be kissed, the just right amount of moving in and pulling back. It was like their lips were made for each other. The sensations were almost overwhelming, like staring into firelight, but the warmth flooding her, melting her, made it impossible for her to stop.  
 
    Her entire world exploded, erupted in the best possible way.  
 
    Burdens splintered. 
 
    Troubles shattered.  
 
    In their place was astonishment, awe. 
 
    His hands tangled in her hair and with a flat palm placed on her back, he pulled her closer, chest to chest. Her hands moved up his back and around to his strong shoulders. 
 
    Their lips moved in sync as the kiss deepened. 
 
    After a time, he smiled against her mouth, which made her smile inside. They made each other happy and she couldn’t think of anything wrong with that other than it wasn’t forever. She returned his kiss with fervor, trying to tap into the infinite even though she knew it wouldn’t last. Good things seldom did. Sydney used to tease her about her fear that the other shoe was always bound to drop if she let down her guard. 
 
    When they finally pulled apart there was a roughness in his eyes that she couldn’t place, but his body told another story as he pulled her close, his arms conforming around her as if promising not to let her go. But she knew all too well the body and mind didn’t always agree on matters of the heart. For that moment, it was clear they both enjoyed the moment together. 
 
    “That just happened,” Wyatt said as though catching his breath. 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    She was worried he was going to ask now what? She didn’t have an answer. She didn’t know what came next for them. Were her days at the ranch just another one of his flings? They lived in different countries. Had different lives. She couldn’t deny her feelings for him. She wanted more than a throwaway few days. She also wanted another kiss. 
 
    The wildflowers were beautiful and reminded her of what Sydney said in his message about a single seed, pressing through the soil toward the sun. The clouds filling her mind darkened and started dropping fat raindrops that turned into hail, bombarding her thoughts even though the sky above remained clear. 
 
    Wyatt set out the lunch he’d brought and they ate, sticking to safe topics of conversation as she tried not to think about what would follow—a storm of emotions. A blizzard of pain when they finally said goodbye. 
 
    Before they got back in the saddles, he wrapped his arms around her after pecking her forehead and then nuzzling her close. He wasn’t helping her situation. Why get close when they were going to be torn apart? The storm in her mind threatened to spill over and cause real tears and she didn’t want him to see her cry. 
 
    As they rode back to the barn, a truck towing a trailer cruised toward the gate to the ranch. 
 
    He said, “Great timing. I have a surprise for you.”  
 
    Once they dismounted and left the horses for Norm to clean up, they went to a stable at the far end of the barn. The vet that had been present for Spearmint was there evaluating a dappled gray pony. Her head drooped low and she snorted a few times.  
 
    Charlotte hung back, sensing the animal was nervous, uncertain. She could relate. 
 
    Wyatt circled so the mare had a full view of him then positioned himself at a safe distance. In place of the intensity in his expression just minutes ago, his face was soft, open. He met the pony’s gaze briefly and tipped his head down slightly. “Hello,” he said almost so low Charlotte didn’t hear him. 
 
    The pony’s ears were pinned against her head and Charlotte took it to be a warning. The animal’s nostrils flared and her muscles tensed. 
 
    Wyatt took one step back and held his hands, palms open in front of him in a calm, unthreatening way as he inched around to approach her from the side. 
 
    He stood close, his posture calm, and muttered soothing words under his breath, almost like he was humming a tune. 
 
    The pony flicked her ears. 
 
    “That’s a girl,” he said, stepping closer but still not touching her. 
 
    They followed that dance for the next half hour with Wyatt, a calm and steady presence, easing into his approach and backing off to let her know he meant no harm and she could trust him. 
 
    Charlotte watched in fascination as the giant of a man was gentle with a beast who’d clearly been abused. At last, he laid his hands on her withers, moving to her shoulder, then her neck, slowly and firmly yet gently. He crooned, “Dusty Rose,” and actually started singing a country song to the pony. 
 
    Charlotte’s eyebrows lifted. 
 
    The pony’s muscles relaxed as his voice soothed the creature. Much in the same way his lips had done to her. Charlotte shivered. Wyatt was a special man. It was too bad he couldn’t be her man. She hung in a strange place of enjoying the magical moments she spent with him while knowing it would be over all too soon. 
 
    Norm sidled up beside Charlotte, smelling every bit like he spent all day with horses. “That Dusty Rose is one lucky lady. Wyatt flew her first class all the way over from your neck of the woods. Said she came from a traveling carnival.” 
 
    “What?” Charlotte said, piecing things together. “That’s the pony Birdie wanted to ride.” 
 
    “And the one, unfortunately, that was abused, worked too hard, and malnourished. You can see her trust was broken and—” Norm’s voice faded as Charlotte fought against rushing up to Wyatt and wrapping her arms around him in a hug. He’d rescued the animal. 
 
    The older man’s voice floated back to her. “You know he’s a lawyer, right? He works with an organization to put into place laws to protect horses and for consumer awareness. There’s no reason, by my reckoning, that event organizers should hire people like the owner of this horse. You can be darn sure he’s backing a lawsuit against that fellow and plenty of others.” Norm continued, outlining all the work Wyatt did to protect horses. It brought to mind everything her friend Jennifer who managed the animal shelter did for dogs. 
 
    Wyatt waved at them and then sauntered over. “Well, we have a lot of work ahead of us. The behaviorist will be by soon. She’ll have a better life here.” 
 
    “Wyatt, I feel silly not realizing this sooner. You have a horse sanctuary here.” 
 
    He nodded as though it was plain as day. 
 
    Norm clapped him on the shoulder. “He takes animals that were injured, abused, or neglected and gives them a better life. It’s honorable work.” 
 
    “I’ll say. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Because he’s too humble for his own good,” Norm answered for Wyatt. 
 
    Just then a young man with a beaming smile approached. “I see you got her settled in alright. I’m sorry I’m late.” 
 
    Wyatt shook the man’s hand. “This is John Kemp. He works with the horses when they first arrive after the vet assesses any health issues.” 
 
    “He’s the behaviorist,” Norm said. “And don’t you worry about being late. Congratulations on becoming a father.” Norm wrapped the younger man in a hug as he slapped him on the back. 
 
    They talked about his new baby and Charlotte was overcome with a sense of missing Birdie. 
 
    “I almost forgot. I got something for the Mrs. And you. It’s in the truck,” Wyatt said, before hurrying off to grab it. As he exited the barn and rounded the corner, a sharp yell came from outside. 
 
    Dusty Rose neighed. The vet, still working with her, instantly soothed her. 
 
    The others rushed out to see about Wyatt. 
 
    He stood, almost doubled over. “I’m fine. Just turned my ankle. Those darn pocket gophers.” 
 
    The hole he must’ve stepped in wasn’t deep, but grass and dirt had fallen into it, camouflaging it. 
 
    “Ah, it’s nothing major. You’ll just need to stay off it a day or two,” Norm said. 
 
    “No, I’m fine.” 
 
    Norm looked at him from under his bushy eyebrows. “Your granddad would tell you to go get some ice and sit your butt in a chair.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Wyatt said, smirking. “You’re right.” 
 
    “I know it and like to hear that from time to time,” Norm said around a laugh. Then he ambled over to the truck to get the gift for John.  
 
    Charlotte wrapped one arm around Wyatt’s waist as he leaned on her and hobbled toward the house. 
 
    “Luckily, we don’t have far to go,” he groaned. 
 
    When he slouched down into his grandfather’s chair and kicked off his boot, the swelling had already started. He reclined with his foot elevated. She brought him ice, aspirin, and sparkling water to wash it down. 
 
    He remained quiet, probably trying to ignore the pain as she leaned against the counter, not sure what to think about their kiss, his kindness with the horse, or how he had no furniture.  
 
    His phone was on the counter next to a stack of papers. She thumbed through them until she found a card with the interior designer’s information. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can get you?” she asked. 
 
    “No, thank you though. I’m going to doze here and try not to think about what an idiot I am for not watching where I was going. Though, I suppose, it’s better my ankle than a horse’s. It’s happened to me before and I reckon it’ll happen again. I should be fine tomorrow.” 
 
    Charlotte slipped the card into her hand and disappeared to her room. 
 
    After making the call and explaining the situation, she worked with the designer in making furniture selections online and was assured they could have the living room delivered on short notice. 
 
    Pleased that she did something nice for Wyatt, she returned to the living room where she found him standing at the counter, texting on his phone. 
 
    “Back in the chair,” she ordered. 
 
    Wyatt smirked. “Alright, Doctor Wheaton. Sheesh.” 
 
    “Do you want it to heal or not?” 
 
    “Are you this harsh to all your patients?” 
 
    “No, the few times that Birdie’s gotten hurt, I was a wreck, waiting on her hand and foot.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind that or, you know, if you wanted to come over here and we could pick up where we left off in the meadow.” 
 
    Charlotte was close enough for him to extend a long arm, lasso her legs, and pull her down into his lap. She collapsed onto him with a squeal of laughter at the same moment their eyes locked. 
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    Wyatt had hardly been able to focus on anything that afternoon as the kiss from the meadow had captured his senses entirely. Probably why he thought he was walking on clouds instead of uneven ground riddled with gopher holes. He’d only recently gotten his wits back and was about to lose them again as he sat in his granddad’s old chair in the middle of the otherwise empty living room with an aching ankle and the girl of his dreams in his lap. Her legs hung over the arm of the chair like she was sidesaddle. 
 
    He moved in for a peck on the lips then another and another.  
 
    She wore a grin the size of Texas as if she couldn’t help herself.  
 
    His mouth quirked.  
 
    Her eyes dipped closed. 
 
    He let a rough growl of longing escape from his throat. 
 
    She gripped the sides of his face, drawing him closer.  
 
    He tilted his head to the right.  
 
    She did the same. 
 
    Their mouths crashed together in one, long, explosive kiss. Heat built between them. 
 
    All he could think about was how he wanted more of her: her time, her laugh, her attention, her insights. All of her. She wanted forever and he didn’t have that to give. 
 
    The kiss deepened then eased, and much like him showing Dusty Rose she could trust him, Charlotte and Wyatt did a similar dance, testing preferences, intensity, gauging what the other responded to as their pulses thundered like hooves across the fields. 
 
    When they were both fully out of breath, they parted. 
 
    She asked if he needed anything for his ankle and even if he had he would’ve said no anyway. He didn’t want her to get up. Her warm weight anchored him to the spot, kept him from seeking escape or when things got tough, as he so often had. 
 
    They gazed out the window as the sun lowered toward the hills. 
 
    “That’s really amazing what you did with Dusty Rose. Birdie and I thank you.” 
 
    “I’m hoping they can meet someday under better circumstances.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’d love that.” Charlotte’s gaze remained fixed on the distance and she bit the inside of her lip. “That’s exciting about your friend John and his new family.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not his first, I think they’re on kid number four.” 
 
    She stiffened a bit. “I always wanted a big family or at least a sibling for Birdie.”  
 
    When he didn’t say anything, she pressed to standing. She paced toward the kitchen and then back. “When we were at the wedding, I heard you talking to Leo Simpson. You said you didn’t think you were the settling down, family man type.” 
 
    “Darlin' I don't know what I want anymore other than my darn ankle to feel better.” And you. I want you. 
 
    She wrung her hands and pressed her lips together as though resisting the urge to say more. 
 
    He was glad of it too, he didn’t want to have that conversation when he could hardly think straight, still punch drunk from the kiss and his ankle distracting him. Things were changing inside of him and he wasn’t sure he was ready for it or how to deal with it. So he did what he so often did and ignored it. 
 
    A knock sounded on the door. That, he couldn’t ignore. 
 
    Charlotte sighed and muttered something about perfect timing. “Don’t move a muscle. I’ll get the door.” 
 
    A second voice joined Charlotte’s followed by shuffling and a few grunts. Wyatt was about to get up and find out what was going on when the designer he’d hired months before entered, with Charlotte in tow. A few men with furniture in hand moved into the living room. 
 
    “Don’t get yourself all worked up. I talked to Kim and we went over what the two of you already discussed. If you hate any of it, we can send it back.” Charlotte held back a smile. 
 
    “Hi, Wyatt,” Kim said. She was a woman in her fifties with sharp eyes that were both no-nonsense and keen for style and the use of space. “You were supposed to call and confirm your order with me two weeks ago. Shh. I know, you were busy.” 
 
    “The wedding, travel, and then company.” 
 
    “I can see that. Well, now that you’re laid up, I suppose you’ll need someplace to sit other than that ratty old chair.” 
 
    “The chair stays.” 
 
    “Wyatt, I understand it was your granddad’s, but—” Charlotte started. 
 
    He was attached to the chair, literally at that moment because of his ankle. “It’s all I have left—” 
 
    Her hands flew to her hips. “You have the entire ranch, your memories, and a hand pie recipe I’d like to get my hands on.” 
 
    “I like her,” Kim said, signaling to the movers. “Bring it in and bring this thing, out.” She gestured to the chair. 
 
    “Then you’ll take me with it.” 
 
    “Can we move it somewhere else?” Charlotte tried. 
 
    “Funny that you should talk. I’ve been to your house and see what you haven’t been able to part with—everything.” 
 
    “It’s different.” She pouted. 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    “Okay, enough. I don’t want to be in the middle of this lovers’ quarrel.” Kim surveyed the room. 
 
    Charlotte and Wyatt’s eyes widened, their arms crossed in front of their chests, and they both looked away. 
 
    “I’m on a tight schedule. I only fit you in as a favor because Charlotte here charmed me with that accent of hers.” 
 
    “You and the entire state of Texas,” Wyatt muttered. 
 
    Charlotte grunted. 
 
    “Wyatt, I understand the sentimentality, but the chair doesn’t fit with the new design. Maybe it would be better suited for the barn, for instance.” 
 
    Quite unexpectedly, laughter rolled through Wyatt. He couldn’t contain it despite how it made his ankle smart. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Actually, I brought it in from the barn. I’m not entirely sure this was my granddad’s. I just assumed. Okay, okay. We’ll move it back out to the barn. Norm will appreciate it.” 
 
    “Really?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    He got heavily to his feet. “Really. Thank you for doing this for me. I’m not going to make a stink.” 
 
    The movers brought in a long L-shaped couch, a pair of end tables, lamps, a coffee table made of distressed wood. Another pair of chairs were positioned opposite the couch. All of the seating was perfectly arranged around the large stone hearth.  
 
    Charlotte and Kim came in with throw pillows, accents, and a coffee table book filled with interior design inspirations. She set it on the table. “For when you decide to finish decorating the rest of the house,” Kim said. 
 
    Wyatt looked to Charlotte. “Can I leave that up to you?” The question carried weight and he didn’t know how it would work with the two of them living worlds apart, but he hoped she’d say yes. 
 
    Instead, she folded her arms in front of her chest. “I’m surprised you’d ask me, considering you know what my house looks like.” Her eyebrow shot up fiercely. 
 
    He couldn’t tear his gaze from her sterling eyes. He wanted to kiss those pouty lips again. 
 
    “Okay, you two, my work here is done. I recommend you figure out that you’re in love and do something about it because the tension in here is thick enough to cut with a knife.” 
 
    Kim and the movers exited, leaving Wyatt and Charlotte in loaded silence. It was the kind where they’d kiss and make up or allow the uncomfortable quiet to stretch into days—like when his parents were still together. They were exceptionally skilled at giving each other the silent treatment. However, he and Charlotte didn’t have that long. She was slated to leave the day after next. 
 
    “I’m sorry about what I said,” Wyatt started. “And thank you for doing this. It was really sweet.” 
 
    “Apology accepted. Do you like it?” 
 
    “Considering I was the one who picked most of it out, the better question is do you like it? My taste is mostly in my mouth.” 
 
    Her lips parted and her eyes dipped as though his word choice prompted her to think about the kisses they’d shared—and not the candy kind. 
 
    “I do. It fits the space and—” She lowered onto the couch. “It’s comfortable.” 
 
    He sat down beside her with a grunt as he kicked his ankle onto the coffee table. 
 
    She sprang to her feet. “I should get us something to eat. Do you need more ice?” She didn’t wait for him to answer, but brought him fresh ice and a drink before disappearing into the kitchen. 
 
    His eyelids were heavy and once more, he dozed. 
 
    Wyatt woke a short time later to the scent of something lemony and delicious. The faint smell of onions also filled the air. Wyatt pressed himself upright and examined his ankle. The swelling had gone down and when he stood up, the sharp pain wasn’t nearly as agonizing as it had been earlier that day. Norm was right about staying off it. 
 
    Wyatt hobbled into the kitchen where Charlotte wore an apron over her outfit and sliced a pizza into triangles. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her from behind. His breath whispered across the bare skin of the nape of her neck. He trailed kisses there. She sunk back into him, setting down the kitchen utensils. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind frozen pizza. I mean it’s cooked, but—” She stumbled over the words. 
 
    “I kept it in the freezer for emergencies. The local pizza joint doesn’t deliver out this way.”  
 
    He spun her around and planted his lips on the freckles popping on her shoulders then worked his way up the front of her neck, to her chin, teasing her slowly, adoringly until he reached her lips. She tasted lemony and bright, like sunshine, like something eternal. 
 
    “Wyatt,” she breathed as their kissing turned up the temperature in the kitchen at least a thousand degrees. “The lemon drizzle cake is going to burn.” 
 
    He hadn’t even noticed the timer going off in the background. 
 
    She insisted he sit while she set out dinner. After they ate, they moved to the new couch as thunder rumbled in the distance. 
 
    “Was there dessert?” Wyatt asked, shifting closer for another taste of her mouth. 
 
    She popped up from the cushion. “Yes, I made lemon drizzle cake. My mother used to bake it whenever it rained.” 
 
    “You grew up in London. So that was like every day.” 
 
    She giggled and put a plate in front of each of them.  
 
    “Smells delicious.” He took a bite and moaned as the buttery, yet light and lemony flavors melded on his tongue. “It is delicious.” 
 
    Her phone beeped. She checked it and then set it next to her plate, which remained untouched on the coffee table. 
 
    “Are you full? You hardly ate your pizza.” 
 
    “I’m just—” She hesitated. 
 
    “Everything okay?”  
 
    “Montgomery is badgering me about custody and all kinds of nonsense.” She brushed her hand in the air like it was nothing. “Just thinking.” 
 
    He understood if she was preoccupied with her numpty ex, as she’d called him. However, if it had to do with Kim’s comment about them being lovers, and having a quarrel, then she wasn’t alone in her uncertainty or contemplation.  
 
    The word lovers had sunk into his mind and moved beyond his head and into the center of his chest like a stone tossed into a pond. It remained there, lodged deep. He wasn’t ready to inspect it, especially not when he’d crossed a line that he’d told himself he wouldn’t even put his toe on.  
 
    “In ordinary circumstances, I’d suggest we take an after-dinner walk; it’s a good time to think and talk, but considering my ankle is messed up and that it’s about to rain, would you like to play cards instead?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s the opposite of thinking and talking, so sure.” 
 
    Her answer surprised him. He went to a kitchen drawer, got the deck and helped himself to a second slice of her lemon drizzle cake. “It’s just a small one,” he called, assuring. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it. What’s the game and what are we wagering?” 
 
    “What games did Will teach you?” 
 
    She let out a long belly laugh. “Darling, I taught William everything he knows,” she said in her proper British accent. 
 
    “You’re a skilled card player?” 
 
    She tilted her head as though sizing him up. “Quite skilled.” 
 
    “Very well then. What should we wager? Hmm. A kiss? An island? You and Birdie visiting at the end of the summer?” 
 
    “All of the above.” 
 
    They finalized the rules of play and as the clock circled toward midnight, Charlotte had won three kisses, that served to fully dull the pain in Wyatt’s ankle—he reckoned he also won in that instance. She’d also scored a trip to an exotic locale of her choosing and was closing in on winning rights to one of Wyatt’s islands when his opportunity to retain some of his dignity as a card shark appeared then slipped through his fingers. She was quite skilled and not above bragging about it. 
 
    She slapped her cards down, jumped to her feet, and did an adorable victory dance. “Now, you, Will, and I can all be island owning neighbors.” 
 
    Despite his ankle, he got to his feet because once again, that was a win for him as well. 
 
    “Does this mean I get to name the island or will you do that before you sign it over to me?” she asked. 
 
    He pressed his palm to the stubble growing in along his jaw.  “It’s called Ile Amor,” he said in his best French accent. 
 
    “Je l’aime.” 
 
    “Does that mean you approve?” 
 
    She laced her arms around his neck. “Very much.” 
 
    “How about you say that in French?” he said, hovering near her lips with his. 
 
    “How about you kiss me?” she replied. 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte laid in bed late that night, recalling how each time her lips landed on Wyatt’s was better than the time before. She feared she might get addicted, which wasn’t entirely a bad thing, at least for the next days before she went home. Then she’d be able to quit cold turkey because there’d be an entire ocean between them. No Wyatt equaled no kissing and she’d get on with her life as if nothing had ever happened. 
 
    But who was she trying to kid? She wasn’t the kind of girl who had a fling. She didn’t want a throwaway romance. She wanted forever. Wyatt wasn’t that kind of guy. So what was she doing? She knew better. He’d said she was contained. It was true; she was always in control. She had to be in order to provide the stable life Birdie needed, the one, truth be told, she’d never had growing up with Maman.  
 
    Her mother was carefree, as Sydney often said. Following her whims and living in a fantasy land. She was playful and spontaneous, moving from flat to flat, going out with different boyfriends, and spending money she didn’t have. Charlotte loved her mother deeply, but in the end, she was the one left to take care of her and pick up the pieces of her life: to deal with debt, medical bills, and other matters that were left open-ended. 
 
    She admired her mother’s spirit to a degree but wasn’t built the same way. She never understood how Maman didn’t fret over all the little things, how she could just go out on the town when the water bill was due or remain so positive even at the end when the doctor’s answers came slowly and without much hope.  
 
    Yet, something about Will seemed to draw that out of Charlotte. The trip to the ranch for instance. Ordinarily, she’d never had done something so spontaneous and irresponsible. When she thought about him, when she kissed him, when he made her smile it was more than hope kindling in her chest. It was much more. It was something so powerful that she’d never actually even felt it for her ex. Something like it but not it.  
 
    After receiving an email from Monty’s lawyer earlier, she felt quite the opposite for the man she’d once married. But she was still on vacation and it was no use thinking about it. No, instead, she’d think about Wyatt’s lips on hers. However, the content of the email fought its way into her mind, stomping all over her good mood and tamping out the embers in her chest. 
 
    Montgomery wasn’t the man she thought he was. When it came to men, she had a lousy track record. Wyatt may have been the man she wanted, but he wasn’t the man she needed. He’d said it himself and then wouldn’t talk about it when she’d brought it up. He didn’t want a family and she came with one built in—a daughter she adored and who needed her focus and attention, not a woman who was carefree and in love. 
 
    Charlotte rolled onto her side. 
 
    In love. If she hadn’t been lying down in bed, she’d have staggered and probably turned her ankle like Wyatt. She’d skirted that word and its definition. She’d sidestepped, hopped around, and practically did a jig to avoid it just as she avoided cleaning out the townhouse. 
 
    No, she wasn’t in love. She was the proud owner of an island called love, well, in French and she loved the lemon drizzle cake. She wasn’t in love. She couldn’t be in love with a person who didn’t believe in true love. That was reserved for people who weren’t like her: lovers who dined at outdoor cafes late on lazy Sunday mornings, who kissed over the sugar bowl, who’s hand found the other’s without even thinking. 
 
    She tossed the sheet off and flopped onto her back. 
 
    Lovers. Kim had referred to them as lovers. It was clear there was an attraction between Wyatt and her. They enjoyed each other’s company. They made each other laugh and sometimes agonize, she supposed, but that was because they weren’t afraid to be honest. 
 
    But they were afraid of something else. Or at least, Wyatt was. Forever. And that’s what she wanted. Someone who could commit to her and Birdie and the future. 
 
    She sunk into the mattress, irritated that she was recycling the frustrating and hopeless thoughts instead of sleeping. Pulling out her phone, she realized there was something she hadn’t done since the night Wyatt burst into her room, thinking he’d heard a man’s voice. 
 
    In all the nights since, she hadn’t listened to Sydney’s message and cried herself to sleep. Instead, she blissfully dozed off. 
 
    She tapped the screen and Sydney’s voice came to life, scratchy and tired but warm and imploring. When it reached the end, the screen went dark. However, the tears didn’t come. 
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    When Charlotte woke the next morning, a card and several boxes wrapped in gift paper were on the kitchen counter. The house was quiet as the sunshine streamed in, casting a patchwork of light on the new furniture. 
 
    She opened the flap to the envelope and pulled out the card. Two concert tickets fell out. L Ryder was printed on the face. Her eyebrows lifted. Apparently, the band that had played at her brother’s Wedding Eve party was playing locally and Wyatt had gotten tickets. She read his note. 
 
    Good morning, Sunshine. 
 
    I have a few things to catch up on today and will be out or in the barn. Make yourself at home. I’m looking forward to spending your last night here listening to the same music we did on the night we first met.  
 
    -Wyatt 
 
    P.S. I hope everything fits, Cowgirl. See you at seven, ready to go. 
 
      
 
    She tore into the wrapping and pulled out a pair of designer jean shorts and a cute tank top. In a second box were a pair of cowboy boots—cowgirl boots in matte leather. In a third box, was a brand-new hat that was much like Wyatt’s only it actually fit her head and didn’t threaten to lower over her eyes. He must’ve spent a fortune.  
 
    She put everything back in the boxes and tidied up the paper. Going to the concert was silly, considering his ankle. She couldn’t possibly accept the clothing, shoes, or hat. It was too much. 
 
    She groaned. He said to be ready by seven. That left her with the rest of the day to fret. Which she did while reading, eating lunch, taking a walk, visiting the horses, and then packing up her belongings for her departure the next day. Mostly, she was excited to see Birdie but the truth was she didn’t exactly want to leave. Birdie would love to meet Dusty Rose, but Charlotte had to stand firm in her resolve not to introduce people into her daughter’s life who’d just end up leaving. 
 
    Her phone beeped. People like Montgomery. 
 
    Charlotte groaned and turned the ringer off. 
 
    “Darlin’, I’m home,” Wyatt’s voice called with his low and irresistible drawl. 
 
    Charlotte stuffed her feet in the boots and clipped into the hallway.  
 
    He stood at the other end of the hall, looking as handsome and rugged and alluring as ever. He sucked in his lips and let out a low whistle. “Don’t mind if I do and you couldn’t stop me if you wanted to. You look mighty fine, Charlotte Wheaton.” 
 
    She couldn’t help the smile that lifted her lips. For his pleasure, she plunked the hat on her head. 
 
    He growled, low in his throat. “Now, how am I supposed to take you out, looking like that?” 
 
    “Exactly. I struggled with this all day. You must’ve spent a ton. I can’t accept these gifts, Wyatt.” 
 
    He tucked his chin back. “You can and you will.” There was a finality in his voice that would’ve served him well in the court of law. 
 
    “It’s thoughtful and I’m grateful, but you should save your money and not spend it on me.” 
 
    “I’d buy you the sun and moon and wrap them in fancy paper topped with a bow if I could.” His deep blue eyes smoldered. 
 
    Her chin sunk into her chest. “But you can’t give me forever,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Pardon? I couldn’t hear you. I just came in from the barn after checking on Wally who was repairing one of the stalls with power tools.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Then, let’s go. We have dinner ahead of us and a live band to see. Yee haw!” he said, holding out his elbow for her to take. 
 
    “What about your ankle?” she asked when he slid into the driver’s seat a few minutes later. 
 
    “It’s not too bad. I’ve had worse.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good idea to drive and to go to a concert?” 
 
    “Spending time with you is always a good idea. Plus, I didn’t want to leave you here all alone today but had to take care of a few things in the city.” 
 
    “You mean you were already in Austin earlier?” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s not all that far. Nothing beats driving this old truck.” 
 
    “After seeing you behind the wheel of the McLaren, I’m surprised to hear you say that.” 
 
    “I hope to keep surprising you for a long time.” 
 
    But not long enough. That nagging truth was back and it sunk into Charlotte’s stomach like a cold weight. 
 
    They cruised to Austin, stopping at Wyatt’s favorite taco restaurant and sat at a corner table with a basket of chips between them. He talked her through the assortment of salsas, ranging from mild to five-alarm. 
 
    “I’m not usually a fan of anything spicy.” 
 
    “It takes a while to build up your tolerance, but I’ve never met a man from Texas who doesn’t like his hot sauce.” 
 
    “I’m not a man nor am I from Texas.” 
 
    “But your man is,” he said with a wink. 
 
    And maybe for that night, it was true, so she’d hold onto it while she could. 
 
    The server soon brought out several plates with a variety of tacos. 
 
    “This is enough food to feed the ranch.” Her eyes grew as she surveyed the meal. 
 
    “Not the way those guys eat.” 
 
    “I have a confession.” Her tone was serious, dire. 
 
    Wyatt looked up. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’ve never eaten a taco.”  
 
    His head jerked back with surprise. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Well, technically I had one once, but it was nothing like these. It was a stale, crispy shell that broke when I bit in and the filling tasted like dirty dishwater.” 
 
    “Nah, that is not a taco. You’re in for a treat.” He set several different tacos on the plate in front of Charlotte and it all smelled and looked so good that she didn’t know where to begin. 
 
    It was a messy meal and the juices dripped all over her fingers, but the flavors were so delicious and spicy, they erased the worries from her mind. 
 
    They talked about Wyatt’s passion for working with the horses, which prompted him to utilize the ranch as a rescue, and what he envisioned for the future.  
 
    After they’d put a solid dent in the meal, Wyatt checked the time. “We’d better head over to the concert venue.” 
 
    Charlotte couldn’t help but focus on how little time they had left together because the tough truth was, she wanted more. 
 
    Wyatt left the truck with the valet when they arrived. The line wound around the building and they bypassed it. The employee smiled when Charlotte gave her the tickets. “I see someone likes to spoil you.”  
 
    Charlotte wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t help it,” Wyatt said as he led them to the prime seating with a full view of the stage. 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t.” 
 
    Wyatt scrubbed his hand down the back of his neck. “Why is that? Why is it so hard for you to accept gifts, spend money, and all that? For instance, the man who made that hat on your head put some of the cash I spent on it toward his son’s college fund. L Ryder donates money from ticket sales to a dog rescue. Money isn’t bad. It can help people.” 
 
    Charlotte shrugged off discomfort. “When we were growing up, we never had enough. Maman was frivolous with money. She’d treat us to a big meal out and then fret about paying the bills the next day. Will was the same when he started earning from modeling. It’s just not something I feel good about, especially knowing we might need it later. Plus, it’s better to stay focused on the essentials.” 
 
    “But being happy is essential and getting amazing seats at a concert can make people happy. It makes me happy. Does it make you happy?” 
 
    She shrugged and nodded. 
 
    “So is seeing your favorite cowgirl dressed up in the duds you got her for a night out.” His lips quirked. He smoothed his hand down her arm and caught her hand in his. “Because she looks darn good, if I do say so.” 
 
    “Wyatt—” she started. 
 
    “Listen. I know you’re going to object, but did it ever occur to you that doing things for you makes me happy. I imagine Will feels much the same way. I remember what you said about not liking when he treated you to things, but why take that way from him?” 
 
    It was true. She’d rather he saved his billions. Wyatt too. 
 
    “Although…” He inclined his head.  
 
    She knew what was coming and she couldn't resist because kissing Wyatt made her happy. Bonus, it was free, but she knew, deep down, that it did come with a price. She’d have to let go, but that was something she knew she wasn’t good at. 
 
    “Will’s probably not going to be happy about—” she started. 
 
    The rest of the conversation was lost as Wyatt planted his lips on hers in a long smooch. A few passersby whistled, bringing her back to attention. 
 
    Charlotte pulled away first. “Wyatt, we can’t do this in public.” 
 
    “If I can’t show you how much I care and how attracted I am to you at a rock concert of all places, then…” 
 
    She shuddered a breath because as much as her sensibilities and the guards around her heart resisted and protested those comments, it felt good to hear along with being in his arms and having his lips on hers. As the band started to play, she realized she was at war with herself. 
 
    Several songs in, Charlotte’s phone chimed with a call from Will. She answered but couldn’t hear him so she sent out a quick text letting him know they were at an L Ryder concert. She didn’t get a reply but did lose herself in some of her favorite songs, except Forever a Love Story—the tune she and Wyatt danced to at the Wedding Eve party. Then again, that was a relatively slow song and the crowd was pumped, singing and dancing along to the faster songs. 
 
    After the finale, a large man dressed in black tapped Wyatt on the shoulder. His hat said security.  
 
    Charlotte startled. 
 
    Wyatt spun around as the muscles in his jaw tightened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
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    In a deep voice, the man wearing a security hat said, “Please, come with me.” 
 
    Wyatt instinctively gripped Charlotte’s hand, but it only took a few paces of him walking on his injured ankle to realize that Will was up to something. He was good friends with Logan Ryder, the front man for the eponymous band. Wyatt had met him a couple of times at events over the years and he was a nice guy. 
 
    “Does your brother happen to know where we are?” he asked Charlotte. 
 
    She nodded. “I texted him.” Her eyes widened. 
 
    “See? Spoiling you makes him happy.” 
 
    “And there I thought we were going to be arrested or something dreadful.” She sighed with relief. 
 
    “Did you commit a crime because the only one I can think of is not seeing you in jean shorts more often.” She giggled then stopped herself. 
 
    It was obvious that Charlotte wasn’t used to compliments or guys like Wyatt flirting with her, holding her hand, or spoiling her.  
 
    “Is that why you got them for me?” 
 
    “I noticed you only had the one pair.” He flashed a cocky grin, admiring her curves. 
 
    When they reached a closed door, the security guard showed the badge hanging off the lanyard around his neck to another guard. He then led them through a maze of hallways before letting them into a lounge with numerous couches and sitting areas. A table along one wall brimmed with snacks and drinks. 
 
    A woman with a heart-shaped face and brown hair bounded over to them. “You must be Charlotte.” She held out her hand. “I’m Clara. Any friend of Penny and Emma’s is a friend of mine.” She explained how the women grew up together and that she was Logan’s girlfriend as well as the official puppy wrangler. She clicked her tongue and a couple of dogs bounded out from the other side of a couch and to her side. The smaller one sniffed Charlotte’s hand and gave her a lick. She scratched his head and the two women soon made a connection over rescue dogs. 
 
    Wyatt wandered over to Logan and made introductions.  
 
    “Will, texted, promising you’d come to say hello. I hope you enjoyed the concert.” He glanced at Clara and Charlotte. “Though, I see the main attraction is the dogs.” 
 
    Wyatt nodded. “She loves them as much as I do horses.” The two guys conversed about their respective animals, the women in their lives, and charity work. Then the conversation turned to Will’s Wedding Eve party. 
 
    “I saw the two of you dancing,” L Ryder said. 
 
    Wyatt raked his hand through his hair. 
 
    “Uh oh, I recognize that look.” 
 
    His eyebrows knit together. “What look?” There was no hiding his grin. 
 
    “Should we have played the song from that night?” 
 
    Wyatt shrugged, not following. 
 
    “That look, that yearning, feeling torn up inside. Oh, I knew it all too well once. Even wrote a song about it called No Regrets.” He started singing the lyrics about falling in love and fighting for it. 
 
    In love? The words echoed through Wyatt’s mind, which felt as dry and desolate as a canyon. He wasn’t in love. That wasn’t possible. It wasn’t sensible considering, well, a lot of things. 
 
    Logan tilted his head with sympathy. “The sooner you give in the better.” He cast a glance at the two women. “It was the best risk I ever took.” 
 
    Wyatt opened and closed his mouth afraid that if he spoke, he’d agree with Logan’s astute observation. Afraid that if he spoke, he’d acknowledge that it was true. 
 
    He was in love… with his best friend’s sister. With Charlotte. 
 
    Her voice filtered from across the room as she and Clara talked about her volunteer work at Wags and Purrs and how she had two elderly dogs. 
 
    “Rupert and Roofus,” Wyatt whispered. 
 
    “What’s that you said?” Logan asked. 
 
    It was then Wyatt realized that he wanted to know everything about Charlotte. Her favorite color, what kinds of books she liked to read. He wanted her in his life. How could he have fallen in love in such a short time? Without knowing every detail about her? It was because love went deeper than that it; it was something mysterious and infinite. His heart swelled and just as quickly deflated. He couldn’t give her what she wanted. Forever. Because he knew things like that never lasted. At least not for him. 
 
    He glanced over at her, desperate to spend what little time they had left together. “It was nice seeing you again, Logan,” he said, extending his hand. 
 
    The musician held it a moment longer that was custom as if to solidify what he said next, “Don’t let her slip through your fingers. You’ll regret it.” 
 
    Wyatt wasn’t sure he had a choice, but he had right then and there was something important he wanted to do when they got back to the ranch. 
 
    “You almost ready to head home?” he asked Charlotte when she came over. 
 
    She shrugged. “Sure.” She turned to Clara.  
 
    “So glad to officially meet you both,” she said. “Will has told Logan and me a lot about you guys.” 
 
    Charlotte’s eyes narrowed as though she didn’t understand the comment. 
 
    Wyatt’s mind was already on the front porch of the ranch. 
 
    For the duration of the ride back, Charlotte excitedly told him all about how Clara worked for an animal shelter in New York City and together with Logan, they found homes for twelve dogs on Christmas Eve. “I love stories with happy endings.” She sighed. 
 
    “Must be the writer in you.” 
 
    She went on to tell him an idea for the storyline of one of her characters.  
 
    He basked in the sound of her voice and picked up the details she shared with him about aspects of her life like breadcrumbs, leading him closer to her. But he knew, all too soon, the trail would disappear and they’d be apart. 
 
    Once they were cruising along the country roads and he didn’t need his right hand to shift gears, he reached for her hand, clasping it in his. 
 
    Charlotte continued to chatter about how much she missed Birdie and the dogs. She also mentioned she’d like to use some of her inheritance to help the animals like he did with the horses. As they pulled up in front of the ranch, she said, “It’s too bad they didn’t play the song we danced to at Will and Emma’s Wedding Eve party. Forever a love story. It would be nice to get a redo.” 
 
    “Why? Because I kept six-inches of space between us?” He chuckled, remembering how nervous he was to be sure Will didn’t think he was putting any moves on the woman he thought was his best friend’s little sister. 
 
    She laughed. “So I could properly rest my head on your chest and then look up and kiss you…” 
 
    The corners of his lips lifted. “I like the sound of that. I have something almost as good if not better.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He led her to the house, ignoring how his ankle hurt. Although he’d already fallen in love, after she left, he’d surely fall…but with her absent from his life, he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to get back up. The thought slowed his steps because he didn’t want their time together to end. 
 
    Once on the deck of the front porch, with the moon hanging high in the sky and the twinkling stars overhead, he took her hand in his and planted the other on her low back. She smiled as he led her in a slow dance as the fireflies performed their nightly light show in the background. 
 
    As the dance continued, she rested her head against his chest. She was there with him, fully. Hand in hand. Heart to heart. His life was finally complete. 
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    The next morning, they both slept in, nearly until noon after the last couple of late nights. Loud coughing and sneezing came from the guest room. Wyatt hurried down the hall to find Charlotte still in bed and sick with a cold. 
 
    “Don’t come in, you don’t want to catch this.” 
 
    “Oh no. What’s ailing you?” 
 
    “My head aches.” She sneezed. “And my nose won’t stop running.” 
 
    “Do you want to go to the doctor?” 
 
    “No, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “That’s what Will always said. You sure?”  
 
    She nodded. “I’m probably contagious so you shouldn’t come in. I just want to be able to get on the plane later.” 
 
    Wyatt nodded but didn’t like to the idea of her feeling unwell so he rushed to the barn to find Norm. The older man was untangling a lead rope when Wyatt consulted him about Doris’s famous cold and flu bomb—a tincture she’d make up when Wyatt was a kid that always cured him in no time. 
 
    “Ah yes, I remember it well. I’ll run over to the house and make Charlotte up a few capsules. She’ll want to drink one every hour with warm tea. When did you say her flight is?” 
 
    “I ought to have her stay another few days, but her daughter returns from camp tomorrow and she wants to be there.” 
 
    Norm nodded. “Understandable. I’ll be back in a jiffy.” 
 
    While his ranch hand ran the errand, Wyatt fielded several calls as part of the investigation he was doing to find out how he could help Charlotte with her ex-husband. He didn’t want to bring it up during her stay because the topic clearly stressed her out. He’d brought her to the ranch to relax and didn’t want anything interfering. At the same time, he chopped up ingredients for chicken soup. Then, as if that wasn’t enough, he mixed the dough and chopped the apples for his hand pies. 
 
    Half an hour later, Norm knocked on the door, breathing deep. “I should come to you when I fall ill. It smells like Thanksgiving in here.” His eyes sparkled. “Then again, let’s hope you don’t fall in love with me.” He chuckled. 
 
    There it was again, the thing he’d had such a hard time seeing and it was too late, never mind impossible. 
 
    Norm left the tincture on the counter and Wyatt promised him an apple hand pie for his trouble. 
 
    “How about two?” 
 
    “It’s a deal.” 
 
    A short time later, Wyatt loaded a tray with all the natural remedies for Charlotte and brought them to her room. 
 
    She started to get out of bed, telling him he didn’t need to fuss with food and medicine. 
 
    Wyatt propped up the pillows, edged her back into the bed, and set the tray on her lap. “You helped me when I hurt my ankle.” 
 
    “But—” she started to protest. 
 
    “You’re being more stubborn than Wally and Boss Lady—that’s a horse—combined.” 
 
    “Are you comparing me to a horse?” 
 
    “More like a donkey. Now, take the tincture, drink the tea, and eat the soup. Trust me, you’ll feel better and can go back to being your slightly less stubborn self.” He had laughter in his voice despite being serious. 
 
    She gasped but went ahead and followed orders. In moments, her color seemed to return. 
 
    “I don’t mean to offend you, Charlotte. You said you don't want help. I'm here to say maybe you need some. There’s a difference,” 
 
    A pair of tears whispered down her cheeks as she set the teacup down. 
 
    “Aw. Now I’ve upset you. I’m sorry. I just want to see you get better and I don’t want to see you go—” He sunk onto the edge of the bed. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. It’s just because you care and this is all so sweet. I guess that I’m not used to it.” 
 
    “Well, I wish I could tell you to get used to it.” 
 
    “But good things like that never stay.” Her voice was small, faint. 
 
    “Including you.” 
 
    Their eyes met and something unnamable passed between them. 
 
    Wyatt gripped her hands. “I’m awfully sorry you lost Sydney, the person who did take care of you. You allowed him to. And if you’d just let me…” Wyatt trailed off. “And it’s a shame that things didn’t work out with your ex, but maybe if you’d allowed him in, to get close—” Wyatt regretted the words because it wasn’t true and he wasn’t talking about Montgomery, rather about himself. If only she’d allow him in. 
 
    “Wyatt, you don’t understand. My ex was never like that. He was not the caring or romantic type.” 
 
    His hands balled into fists that matched Charlotte’s. “Unfortunately, I know. You’re right.” He scrubbed his hands down his face. “I’m sorry. I just want things to work out and—” And he didn’t see how they could, but he was desperate for a way. 
 
    She sat up. “Wait, what do you mean you know about Montgomery and me?” 
 
    “After you told me that he’s threatening to take custody of Birdie after not ever spending time with her, it became really clear what kind man he is. One that doesn’t deserve respect. I did a little digging. I’m sorry if I overstepped bounds...” 
 
    “I think you overstepped bounds the minute your lips landed on mine. In both instances, I welcome it. What did you find out?” She stiffened, a fierce mama bear if there ever was one. 
 
    “At first, there was very little. Just the usual, a bank account that was listed as his primary with hardly a dollar in it.” 
 
    “Serves him right. During our divorce, he went after me. Me, the person who was taking care of our daughter. He wanted every dollar, or rather, pound in my account. I’ve never had much of my own but am thrifty and know how to save. He wanted it all.” 
 
    “Well, I found out he’d also lost his job a couple of years ago and there was no record of him being employed elsewhere.” 
 
    She huffed. “He was just a layabout back then too.” 
 
    “But I recalled the presents he sent to Birdie so he had to be earning income somewhere. I went a little farther along and came up with sizable weekly deposits in a second bank account listed under his mother’s name. It also had his as a secondary signee.” 
 
    She listened intently.  
 
    “Long story short, he’s involved in insurance fraud. And unlike you and me who wager kisses when playing cards—” 
 
    “Don’t forget Ile Amor.” 
 
    He had to focus to stay on track when she whipped out the French. “He also has a gambling habit. He owes a lot of money to some not so nice people who’re under investigation.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “I have a friend. Henry.” Wyatt cleared his throat. He’d probably already said too much, but she had the right to know the truth. “He’s uh, MI6 and owed me a favor.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open. “Your friends and their favors. Wow. So Monty’s under investigation by the British intelligence service? He’s trying to get custody of Birdie so I’ll pay child support so he can pay off his gambling debt?” She said in one breath, putting the pieces together. 
 
    “You’re fast. I only wish I could represent you as a lawyer.” 
 
    Charlotte threw the covers off and got to her feet. She wore sleep shorts and a T-shirt. It tugged on his heart to imagine her leaving. 
 
    “I have to get back to Birdie. There’s no telling what he’ll do.” 
 
    “But maybe you should rest some more. Wait until you feel better. I can delay the jet.” 
 
    She sniffled. “No, I need to get there as soon as possible.” Her tone was urgent. 
 
    “What if we take a detour to the island? Escape for a little while.” The familiar pull of desperation, the desire to escape when things got tough made him seek any possible exit. 
 
    She paused and cupped his cheek. “These last days have been splendid, Wyatt. You’ve done so much for me, but I have a life and a daughter to get back to, to protect.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    He knew as much and felt foolish for suggesting otherwise but wanted to return to the cocoon where it was just the two of them and the horses. No worries. No heartache. 
 
    She tossed everything that she hadn’t packed into her suitcase and then disappeared into the bathroom. 
 
    Wyatt felt helpless. There was nothing else for him to do other than leave before she could. He dipped his head and walked out the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    The kisses. The concert. The dance on the front porch. As romantic as it all was, nothing clouded Charlotte’s thoughts as she rushed to get home. With her belongings thrown into her suitcase, she went to the kitchen, but Wyatt wasn’t there. She rushed outside, but the truck sped down the long driveway leading away from the ranch. 
 
    He’d left her. 
 
    She sniffled and not only because she was getting over the cold. The morning in bed and whatever Wyatt had brought her had definitely minimized the effects of the bug that had made her sick. 
 
    But he was gone. 
 
    There wasn’t time for her to process how much that hurt because he’d done something else for her, prompting her hasty departure. Wyatt had investigated, including employing a member of England’s intelligence service, to find out about her ex-husband’s wrongdoing. Nonetheless, as always, it was up to her to get home, make it right, and of course, protect her daughter. 
 
    Charlotte raced to the barn where she found Norm. 
 
    “You’re looking in fine fettle. I see Doris’s herbal tincture helped.” He tilted his head, taking a better look at she caught her breath. “Mmm. Or not.” 
 
    “I am feeling much better from the cold. Thank you, Norm. It worked wonders. But can you please bring me to the airport?” 
 
    “Leaving so soon?” 
 
    Charlotte quickly explained that it was her scheduled departure time but not why she was suddenly frantic. 
 
    Without asking any more questions, Norm led her to his truck. It was about as rusty as Wyatt’s. They rambled down the road in silence until finally, Norm said, “He took off, didn’t he?” 
 
    Charlotte answered with a soft, “Mmmhmm.” 
 
    The older man let out an irritated sigh. “Never could stick around when the going got tough. I thought for sure he would’ve for you. Then again, the way you two were together I didn’t foresee too many rough patches in your future.” 
 
    Charlotte spent the next half hour outlining all the ways in which that wasn’t true. 
 
    “Well, by the sound of it, you’ve given up too.” 
 
    Something twisted inside her at his words, making her feel low. 
 
    “I can tell you this, you only fail if you give up. In other words, you’re sure to succeed if you stick together. Get my meaning?” 
 
    Tears brimmed in Charlotte’s eyes. But it was too late. 
 
    Norm pulled up to the private jet. She preferred to fly the way regular people did, but Wyatt had insisted and arranged it ahead of time. She was a bit early for the scheduled departure. The closer she was to getting home to Birdie, the better. 
 
    Charlotte reached across the bench seat and gave Norm a hug. “Thank you for everything. You’re a good man.” 
 
    “I’m an old man. What reason do you have to listen to the likes of me?” His eyes shone. 
 
    Sydney came to mind. Norm had that same gentle manner. “I have at least one.” 
 
    He nodded and waved as she lowered from the truck and a porter grabbed her luggage. 
 
    Charlotte buckled into her seat once on the plane and took a few deep breaths. She just had to get back to Birdie and get everything straightened out with her good-for-nothing ex. There was no way he’d go after their daughter so he could receive child support in order to pay off his debt or fund his gambling. No way. Her anger fueled her as the plane taxied down the runway. It energized her as the plane lifted off. However, when the jet was finally in flight, an empty feeling took its place. 
 
    Wyatt had left. 
 
    He didn’t say goodbye. 
 
    Whatever they had was over. 
 
    She sunk into the seat and cried. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
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    Wyatt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wyatt drove until the truck almost ran out of gas. He pulled off at a station and when he got out to refill the tank, the salty scent of a sea breeze met his nose. He hadn’t been paying attention to where he was going. He just needed to get away. 
 
    Charlotte was leaving and there was nothing he could do to make her stay. She had a life in England and he had the ranch. She had her daughter. He had his horses. She had her reasons and so did he. Right? 
 
    It was doomed before it had even started. He should’ve known better. He shouldn’t have crossed the line he’d created for himself surrounding women and more importantly, he should’ve stayed away from his best friend’s sister. He’d fallen for her hard and at that moment he couldn’t get up. Never mind that his ankle was killing him. 
 
    Back in the truck, he continued to the coastline, parked, and plunked himself down in the sand. He didn’t want to think, not about how much he cared about Charlotte or how he’d failed at showing that to her because he took off like a coward. He just didn’t want to feel what he knew was coming, what always did in the face of loss. Like the waves repeatedly crashing to shore, it showed up. It always did. 
 
    A crushing devastation came over him. It was a feeling he was desperate to get away from; he was drowning and the terrible feeling pummeled him, held him under. He feared he’d never get up, never breathe again.  
 
    Wyatt wasn’t sure how long he sat there in the sand, sitting with the feeling because he knew he deserved it that time. Charlotte was good, kind. He’d messed everything up. 
 
    When his phone buzzed in his pocket, he blinked his eyes a few times. The sun would be setting soon. 
 
    The phone buzzed again. It was Will. He braced himself for what he deserved. 
 
    Instead, his best friend’s cheerful voice came from the other end, “How was the concert last night, mate?” 
 
    Wyatt mustered little more than a grunt and then the entire story poured out of him in one long confession. When he finally fell silent, he feared Will would somehow transport himself to whatever beach he sat on and slug him or worse. 
 
    “I have two things to say to that.” Will’s tone was flat. 
 
    Wyatt braced himself because the words that were coming would be worse than a blow to the nose. 
 
    “I set you up at the Wedding Eve party because I knew you and Charlotte would be perfect together. Come on, mate. I sent you on an errand to get apple rose pastries? I haven’t changed that much. Listen, you have my blessing.” 
 
    Wyatt squinted his eyes even though the sun hovered just over the horizon. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me. I had this feeling and so I did my best to play matchmaker.” 
 
    “Wow.” Wyatt was shocked into silence. 
 
    Will continued, “Now, you’d better get up off your bloody backside and go after her or else I’ll—” 
 
    Even though Wyatt and Will were well matched if they were to actually fight, it would never come to that. He didn’t hear the rest of what his friend said because he scrambled to his feet and rushed to the truck. It wasn’t because he feared Will’s retribution, but because the water receded along with the feeling of dread. His grandfather and father had been alone. He didn’t have to be. He loved Charlotte and love was always worth it. 
 
    He would somehow get her back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte cried for nearly the entire flight back to London. When the plane landed, it was shortly after dawn with the time difference. Her eyes were dry. She had an important matter to attend to. 
 
    She contacted her lawyer and got the first appointment of the day. It was as though they were expecting her. She explained everything she knew about Montgomery, showing them the emails and letters. 
 
    Her lawyer said, “Interestingly, just yesterday, we’d anonymously received this information along with notification that you’d be by to discuss the matter. This is big so I made sure to be available.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open. “It must’ve been Wyatt.” Her voice came out a whisper. It was possible he saw the name of the law firm when he’d been at her house. There’d been a mess of paperwork on the table.  
 
    The lawyer assured her that her ex-husband had no recourse, but to be safe, they’d follow the proper legal channels to protect Birdie as well as Charlotte’s assets. 
 
    The meeting ran well over an hour and as she exited, a man wearing a Yankee’s baseball cap crossed from the other side of the street. She picked up her pace, an equal mixture of irritated and afraid that he’d spotted her. She’d barely been back in the city. 
 
    “Charlotte,” the man called. His voice was gravelly, but there was desperation in it too. 
 
    She doubled her pace. A traffic light turned, barring her from crossing the street. He caught up with her. Panic bubbled up, but she had to get back to meet Birdie in less than two hours. Clementine’s mother would drop her off at the townhouse around lunchtime. 
 
    The older man, her father, rushed up to her. “Wait, please. I just want to talk.” He caught his breath. 
 
    “I don’t have anything to say to you,” she spat. 
 
    Fabian caught her eyes. They were the same as Will’s. Her stomach flipped. 
 
    He held up a hand, still catching his breath. “I know I’ve done everything wrong. Everything. And I don’t expect your forgiveness, but I’d like to have an hour of your time to explain.” Wrinkles lined his forehead and his lips pressed together in earnest. 
 
    She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “The clock is ticking.” 
 
    Fabian led Charlotte to a café a few doors down from where they’d met on the sidewalk. 
 
    He ordered a tea for them both and took it just the way she liked it. 
 
    They settled at a small table by the window. 
 
    “As I said, I did everything wrong. Do I regret it? Yes. Can I undo it? No. Did I sneak into Will’s wedding like a common thief?” He nodded. “Would I do it again?” His head tipped up and down. 
 
    Charlotte opened her mouth to tell him what a horrible person he was, but he cut across her. 
 
    “I missed yours and Will’s entire lives. In fact, I only learned of your existence when his wedding announcement made the papers. To tell you the truth, I’ve always been chasing my lucky break. But that day in the church, when that man—the big cowboy type who looked at you like he’d destroy anything that dared to upset you—threatened me, when the guards hauled me off, when I saw your brother commit to the woman he obviously loves, something broke inside of me. I realized I’d been going about it all wrong. I’d already had my lucky break when I met your mother and I ruined it. I’ve ruined my life, my relationships, my credibility.” He fell silent. 
 
    Charlotte’s mouth couldn’t open any further so she closed it. Her thoughts were a disorganized combination of shock, disbelief, disorientation, confusion, and relief. Maybe he wasn’t an awful man. Perhaps he’d made mistakes, but if he could acknowledge them and try to make it better, perhaps someday she could forgive him. 
 
    “Am I sorry?” he said, searching her face. “Yes. Very sorry.” 
 
    She let the words hang between them, reach her, and wrap around her heart. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to forgive me. But I will do whatever I can to help you try.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “We can start slow. As it is, I don’t have a lot going on. I just spent the last decade baking in the sun, trying to run numbers, and failing. I wrote you this letter.” He hefted a thick envelope and passed it to her. 
 
    “Looks more like a book.” 
 
    He lifted and lowered his shoulder. “It tells a short story about the years leading up to when I met your mother. I hope you’ll read it and, in a few months—it might take a while—if you’ll let me, I’d like to give you another one to explain where I’ve been all these years. Then, if that goes okay, a third letter discussing what I plan to do with what’s left of my life and how I’d like you to be a part of it. Just as a father.” 
 
    It was touching. She was moved but nothing related to that came out of her mouth. “You like to write?” 
 
    “Well, I always wanted to be a writer. Can’t say I’m very good, but I hope you enjoy the story. I tried to stick to the highlights and keep it honest. I’m well known for spinning a yarn.” He stopped just short of laughing. 
 
    She realized then he had a faint Irish accent. 
 
    “Do you like to read or write?” he asked as though eager to know anything about her. 
 
    She nodded and they spent the next few minutes chatting as they found solid ground after a very unexpected meeting. She glanced at her watch. “I should get going, but I have two questions. Why did you have your lawyer send me a letter, threatening seizure of my inheritance.” Anger flowed through her veins. 
 
    He hung his head then shook it. “What can I say. I like to tell stories. Those were fake. I was desperate. I’m sorry. Burn them. Destroy them. I don’t expect you to forget how I wronged you, but please know I regret it. You’ll understand better when you read this.” He tapped the envelope. 
 
    She nodded and wouldn’t cast judgment until she knew the full story. “Why were you following me that day at the museum, and so on?” She shivered, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. 
 
    “It was a coincidence we were at the museum at the same time, but when I spotted that big lug of a man, I guess fatherly instinct kicked in. I wanted to make sure he treated you right.” 
 
    Sadness came over her then. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” Although she appreciated her father’s honesty, she wasn’t telling the truth. She thanked him, said a quick goodbye, and that she’d read the story. She wasn’t sure what to make of the encounter other than it was a step in a better direction. 
 
    Once out on the street, she drew a deep breath and rushed home. She’d have time to think about everything regarding Montgomery and Fabian later. She just wanted to see Birdie. 
 
    After settling in and showering, a car honked from outside. Charlotte hurried out to meet her daughter.  
 
    Birdie’s face was slightly pink from the week in the sun at camp, but she was glowing, beaming and brimming with stories about swimming in the lake, songs around the campfire, and her favorite, riding the ponies. 
 
    Charlotte gave her daughter undivided attention as they spent the rest of the afternoon in each other’s company. That evening, the doorbell rang and Charlotte’s stomach jolted. But she knew it wouldn’t be Wyatt. She’d hardly let herself think about him. She’d have plenty of time to do that later as well. Maybe for the rest of her life. She’d have to talk to her father about regret. Maybe he could help after all. 
 
    A scratching sound came from the other side of the door along with a distinct sniff, sniff. 
 
    She called Birdie over, who opened the door wide and called, “Release the hounds.” 
 
    Jennifer, who’d been looking after the dogs laughed as Charlotte explained their tradition of saying that when they let the dogs out, rather than in. They’d both missed Roofus and Rupert so after Jennifer said goodbye, mother daughter, and the two dogs played in the living room, which was teeming with stuff: papers, knickknacks, an ironing board, a multitude of oil paintings leaning on the wall. Just about every inch was covered, making a game of fetch, a slightly dangerous endeavor. But the old dogs were slow and preferred belly rubs anyway. 
 
    When it was time to tuck Birdie into bed, Charlotte read her the usual bedtime story about Duke, the dog, and his adventures.  
 
    Yawning, Birdie said, “Mummy, I told you all about my time at camp, but I didn’t hear about your trip with the cowboy. Did you ride any horses?” 
 
    Charlotte’s chin quivered.  
 
    “Did you not have any fun? Next time, you can come to camp with me.” 
 
    “Oh, darling. I did have fun. I guess I’m just sad it’s over, but the good part is we’re home together.” She wrapped her arms around her little girl. 
 
    “But my fun time isn’t over. Clementine and I are going to play pony camp on Saturday if she can come over.”  
 
    Charlotte had discouraged visitors because the house was such a mess with all of Sydney’s things. Maybe that could change. “Of course, you can.” 
 
    “The cowboy can come over on Saturday and you guys can play too.” 
 
    She smiled. “I wish it were that easy. Remember, he lives in America.” 
 
    “You can use Uncle Will’s jet and visit anytime.” 
 
    Charlotte stroked Birdie’s cheek and kissed her forehead. “I like all your ideas and how you always have a solution. We’ll see.” 
 
    They said goodnight and she softly closed the door behind her. 
 
    It had been a long day and Charlotte longed for sleep. She plugged in her phone to charge and had a message from her brother saying to call him. It was urgent. She pressed the button to dial. He answered on the first ring and proceeded to talk for a full two minutes, explaining that it had been his plan to get her and Wyatt together. “It’s time for you to move on, to be happy.” 
 
    “I’m plenty happy,” she said around a sniffle. 
 
    “Says my sister who’s crying.” 
 
    “I’m getting over a cold.” But Wyatt’s efforts to take care of her brought on more tears. 
 
    “You need to process your grief over the people and relationships in your life and move on.” 
 
    She described her morning visit with the lawyer and everything going on with Montgomery and then the encounter with their father. “See? I am dealing with things.”  
 
    “I’m proud of you, sis. But by moving on with your life I mean moving on with Wyatt.” 
 
    She protested, outlining all the reasons there wasn’t room for him in her life. 
 
    “You don’t realize he’s exactly what you need.” 
 
    The words had claws. They dug in, lashed at her, tore her up, and wouldn’t let go. Will was right, but everything about their relationship was wrong. It wouldn’t work. 
 
    Rupert whined at the door to be let out. “Hey, it’s late. I should go.” 
 
    “Promise me you’ll think about what I said.” 
 
    She probably would think about it all night. 
 
    As Rupert went outside, she softly said, “Release the hounds.” She thought of her daughter, sleeping snugly in bed. She always looked on the bright side and had a solution, even if some of the ideas were a little outrageous. What would Birdie do? She’d figure out a way to keep the fun alive. 
 
    When Rupert came in, she turned to the mess of Sydney’s old things that spilled into every room in the house. Wyatt’s comment about asking what his granddad would do came to mind. But instead of crying at the memory, she asked herself what would Sydney do? 
 
    The words came to her almost as clear as if he’d been speaking to her. Release the past. It was after eight p.m. and she was tired, but that didn’t stop her from diving in and starting right then and there. She plowed through the kitchen, designating things to save, recycle, or donate. She moved into the living room and then the hall. She tore through the house, releasing the past, letting go. It wasn’t easy. So many things held memories but ones she’d always have, treasure, even without the tea cozy that was torn because the dog thought it was a tug toy.  
 
    There were also things that held no purpose but simply reminded her of Sydney: his penchant for saving every newspaper ever printed (in case he needed to reference an article). The fact that he kept pens even after they ran out of ink (because they represented how much he’d written), or chipped tea mugs (well, she wasn’t sure why).  
 
    It was long after midnight by the time her eyes blurred and she flopped into bed. She’d call to have everything carted away the next day. She’d also have to spend a great deal of time cleaning and hire a crew to repaint and possibly do some updates to make the townhouse their new home. 
 
    Birdie was going to be shocked. But she’d also go through her toys and give some to children in need. Her little girl would be able to have friends over and be able to utilize the rest of the house—she could put her painting easel in the sunroom and her Legos in the den where she could build her little villages instead of having to put them away after playing every time. 
 
    Charlotte sighed. She was tired. As she laid there, her mind spun with the events of the last twenty-four hours: leaving Wyatt, meeting with the lawyer, her father, and the tornado that just blew through the townhouse. 
 
    She clicked on her phone, intending to listen to Sydney’s message. 
 
    “My darling Charlotte. It’s time for us to say goodbye, not forever because I’ll always be with you. But to the past. Move on from brokenness, mistakes, regrets. Remember that little pumpkin seed we tried to so hard to make grow?” Sydney forced back a laugh. “Birdie wanted it to turn into a carriage so she could go to the palace for the ball. Well, that little seed had to push its way out of the shell, sprout in the darkness of the soil, seek nutrients, light, and warmth all before it pressed its way into the fresh air. You, my darling, for all your strength and intelligence and caretaking of others must do the same thing. But for yourself. You’ve suffered enough. I fear that if that suffering becomes familiar you might get stuck and not move on. As my last wish, I ask you to open your heart. Let the light shine in. Feel the warmth. Let your love grow. No one ever regrets loving. It’s the other stuff that makes life messy and painful. But you’re strong. You can do it. We never leave the ones we love. Love is forever. I hope you let yourself find your forever.” 
 
    The tears came as they always did but that time not only because she missed Sydney, Charlotte had pressed through the soil, toward the sun, and had opened her heart. She’d let Wyatt in. She loved him, but they didn’t have a forever. Maybe love was enough 
 
    Her eyes drooped despite the tears. Sydney and Wyatt were the final pieces. She needed to let go of them. Her finger hovered over the delete button and then she fell asleep. 
 
    The next morning, Charlotte woke to the faint strains of a familiar song. She blinked open her eyes. It was after nine a.m. As she sat up, her body ached and she recalled the cleaning frenzy she went on during the wee hours. 
 
    From the hall, Birdie called, “Mummy, Mummy. Come quick.” 
 
    Charlotte threw off the covers and met Birdie in the doorway. She was still in her nightgown and took her mother’s hand, towing her through the house. She only paused once to look around. 
 
    “What happened to everything? Why’d you rearrange all of Sydney’s piles?” 
 
    “The hounds,” Charlotte answered around a laugh. 
 
    “Rupert and Roofus did this?” 
 
    “No, but they sort of inspired me to get all this cleaned up. We’ll do your room too and then, maybe—” Charlotte hesitated. 
 
    “You won’t be so sad.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly it.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you something else that won’t make you sad. You get a snog in the morning.” Birdie opened the front door and the dogs came running. 
 
    The bright pink Snogs frozen yogurt double-decker bus was parked in front of the townhouse. The love song from Will and Emma’s Wedding Eve party played through the speakers. Forever a love story. It reminded her of the first dance that night and the one on the porch of the ranch, when Wyatt held her and they swayed and the fireflies lit up the night. The first had been a public moment. The second, a private one. Right then Charlotte didn’t care about anything other than the fact that Wyatt stood on the upper deck of that big bus. He waved. 
 
    “Mummy, does this mean I can also have a Snog for breakfast?” Her eyes were wide. 
 
    “Just this once.” 
 
    Birdie stood at the window and placed her order. 
 
    The worker said, “I’ll bring it up when it’s ready.” 
 
    Birdie followed her mother up the stairs. 
 
    Charlotte smoothed her hair, feeling rather embarrassed to be on top of a bus parked in the quiet, upscale neighborhood and still wearing her pajamas. But another emotion quickly replaced it when she met Wyatt’s deep blue eyes. The intensity there, the way his gaze drank her in made her feel warm, adored, loved. 
 
    They met in the middle of the upper deck. He clasped her hand and took Birdie’s in his other one. 
 
    The three stood in a circle.  
 
    “Charlotte, I apologize. I’ve been a bloody numpty.”  
 
    Hearing him use that expression almost made her laugh, but his face was stony, torn up, just like her insides. 
 
    “The last I-don’t-know-how-many-hours have been the worst of my life.” He paused. Emotion streaked across his features. “But also, the best because I realized what I want most in this life. You, Charlotte. I want you in my life. I’m sorry I took off.” 
 
    The words woke up the butterflies in her stomach. “I let go of a lot of things late last night.” 
 
    Birdie nodded. “She cleaned the whole house. Well, it’s still a mess, but she’s getting rid of all of Sydney’s old junk.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “But I don’t want to let go of you.” She squeezed his hand and Birdie’s. 
 
    Just then the server brought her morning frozen yogurt cup. Birdie sat in a chair and happily munched away. 
 
    Wyatt smiled that charming, rugged, irresistible smile of his. “I will do whatever it takes to make this work. I will learn to speak French, learn to be a father, a husband, and I will learn not to try to escape when things get difficult.” 
 
    The butterflies started to flap their wings, tickling the inside of Charlotte’s belly. “I need stability and I think what you need is flexibility.” 
 
    He gripped both her hands in his. “What we need is each other.” 
 
    The butterflies took flight, lifting her heart right into the light of his words. 
 
    Their lips met in a kiss that meant relief, that meant love, good mornings and good nights, it was a kiss of time spent together and things to come. His fingers gripped the nape of her neck. Hers threaded through his hair. The kiss deepened for a brief moment and they both knew they’d share many more. 
 
    When Charlotte lowered onto her feet, she said, “But how can we make this work?” 
 
    “I won’t try to escape anymore because there’s no outrunning the truth, not even in a fast car or on a horse. And the truth is I love you, Charlotte. All I ask is that you take a risk and love me back.” 
 
    She smiled and those butterflies practically had a party. “I will, but the good news is I already love you, Wyatt.” 
 
    He pulled her into a close embrace. “We can spend holidays at the ranch and Birdie can ride Dusty Rose. I can fly back and forth as needed. The rest of the time we’ll spend here in London. We’ll rescue dogs and horses. We’ll drive fast cars and bumper cars.” 
 
    Her lips formed a thin line. “What about my island, Ile Amor?” 
 
    He tossed his head back and laughed. “Of course. We’ll go on many vacations. We’ll figure it out. We have a long time to try.” Wyatt lowered onto one knee. 
 
    Charlotte’s palms pressed against her heart because she was quite sure it was going to leap out of her chest. 
 
    “We have a long time to try because we have forever. Will you be my forever?” He held out a sparkling ring. “Charlotte, will you marry me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. She suddenly knew exactly how the characters in her story felt. 
 
    He gripped her fingers and slid the ring on then got to his feet.  
 
    The song Forever a Love Story continued to play in the background as they kissed again then pulled Birdie to her feet. The three of them danced on the top of the bus in the middle of the street on an ordinary Tuesday morning that became rather extraordinary. 
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    book 4 in the Only Us Billionaire Romance Series to find out if Princess Ava finds love or if love finds her. 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princess Ava of Concordia had it all: a noble title, she co-owned a castle in Concordia, and took residence in Burklingham Palace in London. She had access to a life of prestige and adventure, delight and ease. Not to mention, her wardrobe was fabulous. 
 
    However, there was one thing missing, or rather person, she never expected ever to see again. He’d disappeared, or rather deserted her, and she’d never forgiven him. 
 
    Rarely did a day pass when some reminder of their childhood and teen years spent together didn’t bring up a mixed bag of emotions: nostalgia, loneliness, sadness, and worry on one end of the spectrum and frustration, disappointment, and anger—as red as Ava’s hair—on the other.  
 
    She stuffed those feelings away, hid them deep down (or on the shelf behind her purses and handbags with labels like Louie Vuitton, Prada, and Gucci). Most days, and that one in particular, along with her Armani dress, she put on a smile and marched into the drawing room with her chin lifted and her shoulders squared. 
 
    When she met her brother, Oliver, who was recently crowned the King of Concordia, and Beatriz the Queen of England, her expression shifted to something between wariness and interest—eyes narrowed and eyebrow arched.  
 
    They spoke in hushed tones until Livingston, the butler, announced Ava’s arrival. She sensed they wanted her to do something—very rarely did they enjoy cups of tea with no strings attached. 
 
    Would they want her to attend a charity event? Participate in a boring meeting with other nobles, or gently remind her that she wasn’t married? Not that she was above those duties; she valued her role as a princess and was grateful for her position and influence—at least, that’s what she told herself. Like the big thing—person—missing from her life, she stuffed her true feelings away. However, those she hid among her sizable shoe collection—instead of with the purses. 
 
    Oliver and the queen straightened, exchanged a quick glance, and turned to Ava. Actually, her brother didn’t put the pressure on her in the marriage department. It was her guardian, the queen, who seemed to want to marry her off.  
 
    By commoner standards, Ava was far too old to have a guardian, but when her parents had tragically died when she was too young to remember, she was put into Queen Beatriz’s care. For that reason, many people thought she was British Royalty. After all, she’d grown up in the London palace and for all intents and purposes appeared to be a member of the local gentry. However, her parents were the previous King and Queen of the small but extremely wealthy northern nation of Concordia, where her brother and Penny recently replaced her parents’ role after many years of mourning as per custom. 
 
    Oliver had to marry to take the position and had endured a process of courtship with various royals-in-waiting. Although Ava was a princess in title only, she was relieved she wasn’t forced into any such union. 
 
    Livingston, the long-standing—and at least when Ava was younger, long-suffering—head butler, poured her tea. When she adjusted her napkin, he nearly flinched as though preparing for a blow of some sort. Of course, Ava had never punched him, but he’d endured more than a few pranks at her hands. It wasn’t that she alone was naughty growing up. She and her best friend aka her accomplice were naughty together. On their own, they were perfectly well-behaved children. Put them in the same room and they were a pair of menaces. But it was all in good fun and rarely involved anything that could’ve been dangerous—except that one time with the olive oil and bag of marbles. 
 
    The extent of the pranks aimed at poor Livingston must’ve resulted in a post-traumatic disorder. Ava made a mental note to do something kind to make it up to him. After all, it had been a decade since she and her partner in crime had taped a toilet seat shut, replaced his shaving cream with toothpaste, or swapped out his fiber pills. 
 
    Ava hadn’t changed entirely. She still longed to travel the world (and had made a few solo trips, flying under the royal radar). 
 
    She was well-known for laughter (though, those days it was rarely at anyone else’s expense). 
 
    She was fiercely loyal (and was thankful for the people who’d become her family after her parents passed). 
 
    She had a whip-smart tongue and didn’t take any nonsense (it was a second child thing). 
 
    “Good morning, Oliver. Your Majesty.” Ava nodded and smiled. Also, being the second child, she refused to indulge her brother with any formal forms of address. Sure, he was her king, but he had also been afraid of monsters under the bed when they were growing up (she may have instigated that a bit), had caught him picking his nose more than once, and they were as close as siblings could be—best friends, in fact. Had she been queen, she wouldn’t have expected him to refer to her by anything other than her name or one of his numerous nicknames for her: Avie, Avey-wavey, Tater Tot, and the list went on. 
 
    The queen sipped her tea. 
 
    Ava’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. She’s spent much of her life in the queen’s company and had taken to reading her mood based off her greeting the way fortunetellers read tea leaves. 
 
    A simple good morning meant the opposite. 
 
    An inquiry into how Ava was doing indicated that it was indeed a good morning and the queen was burden free and could chat. 
 
    Silence meant something was afoot. 
 
    As for Oliver, he cleared his throat. Never a good thing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    Oliver repeated the throat clearing and then said, “I regret to inform you Uncle Garfield has passed away.” 
 
    It took Ava a moment to place his name on the family tree, of which she had three. There was her actual biological family, consisting of Oliver and Uncle Garfield. There may have been a few other distant relations, but they’d never been accounted for.  
 
    There was the British royal family tree, which she’d become unofficially part of when the queen took her into her care, and of course. 
 
    There was also the tree including friends who’d become like family—though one of the branches had broken off a decade previous. 
 
    Ava sighed. “I’m terribly sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “The authorities in Western Australia, where he’d made his home on the beach, have been in touch.” 
 
    She’d never met Garfield but had heard stories about the old, sunbaked relation. “He was the beach bum, right?” 
 
    Oliver tilted his head from side to side. “Unfortunately, a rogue wave took him out to sea. They recovered him, but per his wishes, his remains are to remain in his adopted country.” Once more Oliver cleared his throat as he explained the delicate situation. 
 
    “At least, now you don’t have to worry about him trying to seize the throne.” Ava was never one to dance around difficult things. She just avoided them or plowed right into them—for her, there was no in between. 
 
    “As if that had ever been a threat,” the queen said quietly. 
 
    Ava tried not to smile. It was true. Their uncle, who could’ve become the leader of one of the wealthiest nations in the world, preferred beach life. She shrugged. Who was she to judge? Although she took her duties seriously, she’d rather explore the world than be stuck in the palace or in an office day after day. 
 
    Oliver shifted uncomfortably. “This also means—” He paused to clear his throat. 
 
    “Do you need some water or fresh air or something? Enough with the throat clearing.” Since becoming king, Oliver had become more careful around his sister.  
 
    He pressed his hands against the table. “Ava, this also means you’d take the throne if anything happened to Penny and me.” 
 
    Ava’s brow wrinkled. Her eyes narrowed further. She tilted toward him. “Pardon?” The words if anything happened to me blindsided her. Her mind fogged over with the memory of their parents’ passing. She’d never considered anything ever happening to Oliver. Although he’d been a little wild during his college years, he was her solid and reliable brother.  
 
    If she was stuck in a Mongolian jail, he’d have come to her aid (it had almost happened once, during her college years). 
 
    If she had bad dreams (like when she was little, he’d talk to her until she fell asleep). 
 
    She could trust him with anything, including her life (he was trained in defense and survived after a train crashed into a ravine; she knew he’d come through).  
 
    However, he’d changed since he took the throne. Lines appeared around his eyes that hadn’t been there before and a heaviness took place of his laughter and usually smiling face—a heaviness even though he was as fit as ever. 
 
    It was impossible for Ava to think about tragedy befalling her brother and sister-in-law. They were her family. 
 
    “This is part of my role as king that I do not like.” Oliver folded his hands. 
 
    “I agree, it’s tragic to think about Uncle Garfield, never mind anything happening to you,” Ava managed to say at last. 
 
    Oliver shook his head. “No, I mean this next part.” 
 
    The queen set down her teacup, tapping in for Oliver when he hesitated. “According to Concordian law, within six months of crowning, the heir to the throne, if a direct relation to the current king or queen, must be married or else they forfeit their rights of succession should something tragic befell the current reigning monarchs rendering them unable to rule.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t follow.” Ava tried to back up a few words but couldn’t parse them out. 
 
    “In plain English, you’ll lose your title unless you find a suitable match and marry by the end of the month,” Oliver clarified. Before Ava could protest, which she was about to do, Oliver said, “This is the part of my role as king that I do not like.” 
 
    “I thought you said something about six months,” Ava said, turning to the queen as the meaning caught up to her. 
 
    She shrugged like a month and six were roughly the same thing. “I’m still familiarizing myself with all the details of Concordian law and this little detail slipped through.” 
 
    “Do you mean this little detail of me getting married or else I lose my title?” 
 
    “Not just your title, you lose everything.” Beatriz’s lips dipped into a frown. “Including me as your guardian. That means you’d be on your own. A commoner. We’d only be able to see each other by appointment per the laws of my country.” Beatriz, a stolid woman who was practiced in masking emotion, blinked her eyes a few times as though the notion saddened her. 
 
    Ava hadn’t realized she was holding her breath and let out a long exhale. Rarely, was she at a loss for words. She studied the eyelet table cloth. Actually, she wasn’t at a loss for words. She used the one her nannies said was her very first word. “No.” 
 
    “No?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “No, I won’t do it. Oliver, you’re king. Can’t you just change the rules? Strike it from the record. Surely, we can figure out a way for me not to get married, retain my title as a princess, and I can go on my merry way.” 
 
    “I can’t just go changing things around for your benefit. This is in place to protect the throne. You know full well that in Concordia the king and queen come as a pair. That’s the way it’s always been. It’s a safety measure and a practical way to always have two leaders available to pick up slack for the other during difficult seasons. Two minds to meet and agree upon things. A team. It’s a great gift enacted by our ancestors.” Oliver’s words were as dense as the Concordian mountain range. 
 
    “It feels more like a punishment,” Ava retorted. She was in a full-on pout, which everyone who knew her understood only led to one thing: debate. To Ava, debate was like a sport she prided herself on always winning. 
 
    Oliver probably anticipated this. “Believe me, I've looked into changing the rules. If I did so, I'd also have to step down because it would be a grievous display of nepotism. I can’t favor you just because I feel like it. We, the former king and queen's children, come as a pair. Father didn't have siblings so he didn't have to deal with this. But if anything ever happened to me and Penny that would mean you'd step into the position as queen. You're like my Deputy Prime Minister, my Vice President. My VIP VP.”  
 
    He was trying to make light of the situation, but she felt shocked, bowled over, confused. On the one hand, losing her title meant freedom. She could go and do whatever she wanted whenever she wanted. She’d lose her title, which wasn’t of utmost importance. Rather, losing her relationship to Beatriz and Oliver, along with the rest of the cast of palace characters—as she’d come to think of them—was devastating. Not to mention she was loyal to Oliver, to her country and took pride in being of service, helping those in need, and contributing in a positive way. 
 
    “Well, I’m not feeling very important,” she mumbled, struggling with what to do. 
 
     “Just don't try to kill me off so you can take the throne.” Oliver barely smiled at his own joke. 
 
    Ava quickly shifted from glum over the news to seeking a solution. “What would happen if I declined and something—?” 
 
    “If you decline marriage and something happens to me the throne would sit empty again. I couldn’t stand doing that to the people.” 
 
    “After the untimely death of your parents, the Concordian King and Queen, the custom was for the throne to remain empty and the country in mourning for the combined number of years the royals had served. It wasn’t until that time was up, could the heir, Oliver, be married and be crowned,” Beatriz explained though it was hardly necessary. 
 
    Ava knew all of that and she’d done the math plenty of times. Oliver became king at age thirty. Then she calculated something else. “Wait, so if you produce an heir, I can get out of this?” 
 
    “We only have a month, Ava,” Oliver said, wiping his brow. That heaviness seemed to settle over him again. 
 
    “There is an alternative and it’s...” Beatriz trailed off. “I’ve had my best people on this. We found Emma and Penny so it’s not out of the realm of possibility that there are other potential successors. We haven’t confirmed it one-hundred percent, but there might be another relation...” 
 
    Ava listened intently.  
 
    “And she isn’t exactly friendly...” Leave it to the queen to throw a wrench into the works. 
 
    “So you sought out an adversary?” 
 
    “I couldn’t ignore the possibility when exploring the family tree, but she was keen on the possibility too and has since targeted us.” Beatriz slid a folder to Ava. 
 
    She opened the flap and on top was a photo of Genevieve Dickerson of Flushington. 
 
    “I suppose we shouldn’t have made an enemy out of her.” The queen clicked her tongue. 
 
    Ava steamed with anger. “Why’d you have to go and make an enemy out of her?” she spat at Oliver. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you took part in that as well,” he countered. 
 
    The siblings bickered over whose fault it was they’d gotten on Genevieve’s bad side. 
 
    Beatriz smoothed the panels of her royal blue suit jacket. “I, for one, have no problem admitting that I dismissed her from the castle. Be that as it may, if she proves to be a direct relation, she’ll have the opportunity to rule Concordia. That is, if something happens to Oliver and Penny, heaven forbid.” 
 
    “Knowing Genevieve, if she were queen she’d probably hire a mobster to kill you off,” Ava said, no longer upset with Oliver but wanting to protect him. “She’d probably redirect institutional spending to her jewelry collection.” 
 
    “And educational allocations to her own personal vacation fund.” 
 
    The siblings stifled laughter. 
 
    “It would be a disaster, which is why we need to find you a suitable husband,” Beatriz said gravely. 
 
    “So if I marry, I can keep my title but still have no power.” Because Oliver was the firstborn, Ava was essentially a princess in title only. However, because Beatriz became her guardian, she’d lived a royal life in London, complete with privileges and responsibilities. 
 
    “But if I died...” 
 
    “Stop talking about if you die,” Ava said. 
 
    “It’s just a precaution, but we couldn’t have the people without their ruler again. I don’t want that for them. Nor do I want someone who doesn’t understand the requirements of the leadership role stepping in and bungling up what we’ve worked hard for in Concordia. Not just anyone is qualified to lead one of the wealthiest nations in the world, especially not Genevieve.” 
 
    “If she proves to be a relation,” Beatriz added. 
 
    “And I am qualified?” Ava asked. 
 
    “You’d do a better job than me,” Oliver grumbled. 
 
    Beatriz clicked her tongue again. “That’s debatable. Ava has a tendency to wander.” 
 
    Ava’s eyebrows shot up, surprised by that turn in the conversation. 
 
    “Of course, I know about your solo trips, including backpacking around southeast Asia and your forays without minders, security, or any of the precautions a princess is obligated to take.” Beatriz’s expression was pinched. 
 
    Ava’s jaw had started to lower, but she pressed her lips into a thin line, hiding her shock. She should’ve known the queen would have been wise to her adventures. 
 
    “Unless you have an eligible nobleman in mind, we will arrange courtship as we did for your brother.” Beatriz pushed her teacup away. 
 
    Ten kinds of protests were on Ava’s tongue, but as if on cue, Penny walked into the room. 
 
    The line around Oliver’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “It worked out for us.” He got to his feet and embraced his queen. 
 
    Almost low enough for only Penny to hear, he asked, “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Penny gave a small and private smile. 
 
    “Yes, it worked out for you, but you fell in love,” Ava said. 
 
    “Maybe you will too.” 
 
    She had been in love once. 
 
    Unable to bear the news and what it meant a moment longer, she rushed from the room. The scent of something baking drew her down the hall. As if she were twelve years old all over again, she ducked into a secret passage that led to the palace kitchen. It was then that things were easier, less complicated. However, that had all changed when she’d fallen in love and had her heart broken. 
 
    There was only one solution when feeling troubled. Chocolate. 
 
    As she emerged from the passage and into the corridor adjacent to the kitchens, the outline of a tall man with broad shoulders filled the doorway. Even with his back facing away from her direction, she’d have recognized anywhere the tilt of his head and that particular lean of his with crossed arms. But she certainly wasn’t expecting him, not then and not there. 
 
    She blinked her eyes a few times to let them adjust from the dim light of the secret passage. It was like she was seeing a ghost. Or maybe a ghoul aware of her past haunted her. Perhaps someone privy to the news she’d received and what it meant for her future decided to prank her. Unlikely. 
 
    But it couldn’t be him. 
 
    She’d been in love.  
 
    He was the one. 
 
    She’d waited for him. 
 
    He’d betrayed her. 
 
    As he slowly turned in her direction, she froze. It wasn’t a ghost or a prankster.  
 
    It was Henry Park. 
 
    He was very much alive because only his handsome face could make her chest swell and her blood boil in equal measure. 
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