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Love You So Sweetly

 

By Tara Lain

A Love You So Story

 

Reading his future in a glass of sweet tea.

Youngest son of one of America’s richest families, Remy Merced is so busy trying to save his family company from collapse, he’s never taken time to figure out if he’s gay, much less if he’s happy. Then his meddling mama hires him an assistant who’s everything Remy thinks he doesn’t want. Cute Harper Treadwell, from rural Arkansas, is a brilliant business prodigy… and openly gay. His wit and charm could confirm Remy’s suspicions about his own sexuality almost instantly—if they weren’t both already partnered.

When Remy’s girlfriend and Harper’s boyfriend get a little too friendly, Remy finds that the path to happiness requires a long drive in an old Prius, a growing appreciation for small towns, and a whole lot of sweet tea. But before they can forge a future—they have to let go of the past.




To the brilliant members of my Readers Group, with special thanks to JoAnna Becker, Maude Allen, and Jennifer Jones Beyer for giving me the title of this book and the great idea to tie it in with sweet tea. Love you guys!




Author’s Note

 

 

ALTHOUGH I spent a big chunk of my adult life in California, I’m originally from the South and was born in Georgia. I never spent time there (I’m an Army brat, so I moved all over and left the South when I was very young), but I think the connection is still there. I adore live oaks, bayous, humidity, and an occasional glass of sweet tea. From time to time, I love jumping into the South for some inspiration. Love You So Sweetly is such a story.




Chapter One

 

 

“MR. MERCED. Remy. Wake up.”

Remy Merced blinked, gasped, snapped his head up, and slammed into something hard that yelled.

“Ow.”

Remy clapped a hand against his head and looked up sideways at Eartha, his administrative assistant. Make that his long-suffering admin. She was rubbing her chin where he’d obviously smacked her.

He grinned. When in doubt, use the dimples. “I’m so sorry.”

She stepped back from his desk. “This is where I left you last night at seven thirty. I’m making the assumption that you haven’t moved.”

He ran a hand over his stubbly chin, then wiped at his eyes. “I’m sure I moved in there somewhere.” Although his bladder pretty much agreed with her evaluation. “What time’s my first appointment?”

She placed some papers on his desk. “Eight fifteen with the executive from Tesla.”

He stood. His back didn’t like being slouched over a desk all night, but he tried to look normal so he didn’t reinforce Eartha’s opinion of his idiocy. “I better get into the bathroom and clean up.”

“I’ll get you something to eat.”

He started toward his executive washroom.

Eartha turned. “Remy, I know your family’s famous for hard work, but aren’t there some benefits to being rich? Bring in a damned couch. You’re so busy being egalitarian, you forget you’re the boss. At least build a pillow into the edge of your desk.”

He snorted as she marched out, but he looked around his office, a biggish room with a utilitarian desk, a conference table, and a couple guest chairs surrounded by glass walls so he didn’t seem to be cutting himself off from his employees. Funny how it never seemed to be his office exactly. Not a single picture, flower, or memento.

But then, this never quite felt like his life.

Wiping sleep from his eyes, he headed toward the bathroom. Fifteen minutes later, he’d showered, shaved, and changed his shirt. He slapped a little aftershave on his sensitive, under-rested skin and sighed. He might be twenty-six, but he felt fifty-six and was starting to look it. Deep shadows under the eyes and a worry crease between his brows didn’t complement what the press called his boyish looks. These days his blue-gray eyes looked purple from all the lack-of-sleep redness.

With a shrug, he slid his coat back on and ran fingers through his damp waves, which he kept longer than business protocol might dictate—mostly because he didn’t have time to get it cut.

The upcoming meeting was important since it might hold the key to their future transportation needs, but then every meeting these days was critical to some decision or other. And every decision might—or might not—save the corporate ass of Merced Enterprises.

He pushed open the door of his office to a side view of long, curvy legs in black, high-heeled boots. Remy grinned. “Hi, Mama.”

Anastasia Merced stood and widened her arms. “Hi, darlin’.”

He hugged her and got a kiss on the cheek. His mama was officially retired as the CEO of Merced Enterprises, having left the running of the retail division to Remy’s brother, John Jack, and the technology group, which Remy had founded four years before when he was twenty-two, totally in his hands. She remained chairperson of the board and all-around meddler. Of course, she was brilliant and inspired, so it was tough to take offense.

A tray sat on his desk with some soft-boiled eggs and toast, and the steaming cup of coffee drew him like a lasso.

His mama waved toward it. “Eat, eat.”

“Thanks, Mama. I’ve got a meeting in half an hour.” He sat, picked up the cup, inhaled deeply, then set it back down and poured in a stream of cream. By the time he was done, the cup was full of a hot, white, viscous liquid.

“No responsible person could still call that coffee, Remy.”

He took a sip and closed his eyes. “I know, Mama. But it keeps me going.” He sighed contentedly, took another sip, then set it down in favor of eating his eggs that Eartha had flavored with VegiSal just to his taste. Between bites, he said, “To what do I owe, etcetera?”

“First, remember you have dinner with the family tonight.” She sighed. “Including Felicity.”

Damn.

His frown must have showed because she said, “You’re the one who tells me Felicity is the girl for you, not the other way around, darlin’.”

“I wouldn’t miss it, Mama.” He took another bite.

She smiled. “That’s my boy.”

“What’s second?”

“Excuse me?”

“You said first was coming to dinner. What’s second?” He took another fortifying sip of white coffee.

“You know that assistant I keep telling you that you require?”

He released a long, exasperated breath. “Mama, I haven’t got time—”

She held up a hand. “I know, I know. Too overworked to hire the assistant that might help you be less overworked.”

“Exactly. Even interviewing the candidates the agency sends over’s time consuming. I’ll do it when things calm down.”

“When’s that?”

He ran a hand over his face.

She said, “Don’t worry about it, darlin’. I know you haven’t got time.”

He widened his eyes. Thank God.

She beamed at him, her bright lipstick showing a sharp contrast against her straight, white teeth—one of the first things she’d bought, she liked to tell people, when she and Remy’s dad started to make money. The few photos of Anastasia’s early life showed her with crooked teeth, neglected due to poverty.

Anastasia said, “I know you haven’t got time, so I hired him for you.”

“What?” Somewhere he’d lost the thread of this conversation.

She stood, tall, curvy, and perfectly dressed even if her slightly big hair and slightly over-bright makeup still reflected her Southern roots. “I hired your assistant. He starts tomorrow.”

Remy jumped up. “Wait. Just wait.” His sleep-deprived brain wasn’t quite up to the challenge. “I certainly didn’t neglect to hire an assistant because I wanted you to do it for me.”

“I’m aware. But I had this opportunity, and I couldn’t pass it by. My dear friend Nora Mae Treadwell called me to tell me her son has completed his schooling and is seeking a position in Southern California. I immediately thought of you and your desperate need for help. I offered the job on the spot.”

He shook his head. None of this was registering. “So you didn’t actually talk to her son?”

“No, but Nora Mae’s one of my oldest friends. An amazing woman. I’m sure her son is equally lovely.”

“Mama, I can’t hire someone I’ve never even met.”

“Of course you can. Family’s family, darlin’. I offered for him to stay with me, but she said he’s already fixed for lodging.”

“Where’s he coming from?” He was scared to hear the answer.

“Arkansas, of course.”

“Mama.” He flopped back in his seat. “I love you, and I want to help a friend of yours, but I haven’t got the bandwidth to babysit some misplaced—” He caught his breath and bit his tongue just in time before he inserted the word hillbilly or bumpkin. “—kid who’s away from home and out of his depth. Seriously.”

His mama narrowed her very intelligent eyes. “Remy, I didn’t raise you to become a West Coast snob. You’ll give this boy a chance to help you, and you’ll do it with a smile.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He might have lived in California since he was ten, but some traditions went way back to the Ozarks.

She gave him a pat on the cheek. “I know the pressure you’re under, Remy, and I know what it means if you fail. You need to accept help—from me and from this young man. It’ll be great. Wait and see.” She walked to the door and then suddenly turned. “By the way, his name’s Harper Treadwell.” She smiled. “See you tonight.”

She left as Remy tried to shake images of apple blossoms and cornbread out of his head.

 

 

ON AUTOPILOT, Remy turned his Prius into the seaside community where his mama’s home commanded as beautiful a location as crowded Southern California afforded, even to the very rich. His brain was crammed—with worry at seeing John Jack, his brother, and not having a clear solution to their online ordering problem, with exhaustion from plain lack of sleep, and with a strange thread of dread at seeing Felicity.

Shit, what’s wrong with this picture?

He wheeled up to the gate, pushed the remote, and drove onto the property. Waving at Federico, his mom’s chauffeur and all-around car guy, he parked on the circular drive in front of the three-story, traditional home, then slid out of the car, mounted the big porch, and let himself in with his key.

Nigel, his mama’s butler, met him at the door.

“Hey, Nigel.” Mama loved that little Annie Merced had a butler named Nigel. As with everyone, she treated him like a member of the family.

“Good evening, Remy. They’re in the great room.” He smiled. “I understand you’ve been working far too hard.”

Remy gave him a look. “Mama’s blabbing.”

“Well, when your mother talks about overwork, we know it’s serious, right?”

Nigel had a point. Nobody worked harder than Mama. “Message received.” He grinned, tried to let it reach his eyes, and walked toward the voices.

In the great room, John Jack hung out on the couch with Trudy, his beautiful wife who worked for ClearWater Foundation. Mama occupied her favorite chair.

Remy gave his mama a kiss on the cheek, then crossed to do the same with Trudy and shake hands with his brother. Remy smiled. “You two’re looking well. The second honeymoon must have been just the rest you needed.”

Trudy returned his smile with extra amperage. “We had a great time. You’ve got to visit Charleston, Remy. It’s wonderful.” She squeezed John Jack’s hand, and he returned it.

Remy made an effort to smile politely at the suggestion. “Thanks, dear, but Southern California’s about all the South I really need.”

His mama frowned slightly, and Remy winced. Should keep my opinions to myself. But it was good to see his brother and Trudy looking so happy. For a few years there, John Jack had been drinking too much and treating Trudy like a trophy he’d won playing golf. Then their mama had made a huge donation to the ClearWater Foundation and suggested Trudy as an employee to Ben Shane, the head of the charity. Trudy had thrived, and John Jack started seeing her with new eyes. As his appreciation rose, his alcohol consumption lowered. The “new” John Jack had been a serious improvement in both the marriage and the company.

Remy poured himself a glass of sauvignon blanc from the bar cart and looked up at the female voice coming from the entry. A minute later, Felicity Worksman walked in wearing her usual dark suit and high heels. “Hi, all, I’m so sorry I’m late. One of my clients started freaking out over a hedge-fund deal her late husband got them into.” She fanned a hand in front of her pretty but superserious face. “It was ugly.”

Remy walked over, kissed her cheek, and handed her the wine he’d just poured.

She smiled. “My hero.” Eyes closed, she took an appreciative gulp.

Remy chuckled and went to get himself another glass.

Trudy said, “Felicity, I don’t want to make you work, but before you settle in, I’d sure like some quick advice on the best short-term investments for some of our ClearWater donations.”

Mama said, “I’d like to hear that too.”

Felicity was a stockbroker and nearly as talented as she was driven. Everyone said she was Remy’s perfect girlfriend, and he had to agree it was a great match since she worked equally hard and always understood when he broke a date or got calls at dinner. Of course, that meant they didn’t see each other much. Occasionally, he wished he cared more.

Trudy and Mama led Felicity to the far end of the big room to talk, and John Jack waggled a finger at Remy. Remy swallowed his stress with a sip of wine and sat next to his brother on the couch.

John Jack said, “Any luck?”

Remy nodded, then shook his head. “Kind of. We can develop the technology to do the ordering and you’ve got the stores, so all the elements are there. But there’s something missing.” He blew out his breath, long and slow.

John Jack nodded. “Don’t beat yourself up. Nobody’s been able to really crack the grocery home-delivery nut. People like to see their food up close.”

Remy ran a hand through his hair. He’d heard that argument a bunch of times. “But we know that back in the forties and even fifties, people used to have groceries delivered from their local mom-and-pop store. It worked.”

“Different time. Everybody didn’t have two cars to get to one of four or five supermarkets in their town.”

The crease pressed in between Remy’s eyebrows. “You know better than me that those stores are struggling, and a lot of them are almost dead. Times are changing, and people need a better way.” He swallowed a too-big gulp of wine and coughed.

John Jack patted his back. “Hey, ease up. MercedMart’s losing some of its profitability, but Merced Technologies is thriving, right?”

“Yeah, but the main source of the company’s revenue is still the stores. We employ thousands of people who are out of work every time we close a location.” His voice rose with stress.

John Jack’s hand closed on Remy’s arm and his frown matched Remy’s. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t know. Every store I shut about gives me a heart attack, but we’ve got to face reality, Remy. Retail’s changed, and it may never change back.”

Remy closed his hand over John Jack’s. “I know. That’s why I believe there has to be a way to get people to buy groceries online. It’s the future. It must be.”

He stared into his brother’s eyes for another second. John Jack got it. He knew all the downside of closing their retail stores. He was great at running stuff, but he wasn’t a visionary. Remy’s dad had drilled that into Remy’s young head before he died. “Your brother’s smart but not the same way you are. You see the future, Remy.” God, those words had propelled Remy through college and drove him every day. If someone was going to come up with an idea to save MercedMart and the tens of thousands of hard-working people who depended on it, it was going to have to be Remy. That’s why he worked all night—and why he had a twenty-four-hour-a-day sick stomach.

His mama waved a hand from across the room. “We’re settin’ a bad example over here. You two quit working, and we’ll quit. Let’s eat.”

Felicity waited by the entrance to the dining room, and Remy gave her another quick kiss. “Tough day?”

She nodded. “You too?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s get some dinner.”

They sat side by side and let his mama lead the conversation. Mama grinned. “I ordered a couple special things for us all tonight.”

Nigel and their cook, Florence, started serving the meal, and clearly Mama’d outdone herself in the ordering department.

Remy glanced at Felicity as rare roast beef, fried chicken, mashed potatoes, potato salad, corn nuggets, and purple-hull peas arrived on the table. With each dish, the crease between Felicity’s eyebrows got deeper. Risking a quick look at Mama, she whispered to Remy, “What is this?”

“Arkansas cooking.”

“Dear God.”

Trudy beamed. “Oh boy, some of that great potato salad.”

Felicity shot Remy another glare as she flashed a phony smile toward Trudy and John Jack, who were scooping food onto their plates. Trudy passed a platter of roast beef toward Felicity and froze. “Oh dear, you don’t eat red meat do you?”

“Uh, no.” Her small teeth gleamed as she stretched her smile overlarge.

Mama paused in the process of slathering her mashed potatoes with butter. “Right. I remembered. That’s why I asked Florence to make the chicken.” She returned to her buttering as Felicity’s lips became even tighter.

Remy whispered, “Take off the skin.” He held out the patter.

Felicity’s snort had a pugnacious quality, but she extracted a breast from the platter and placed it gingerly on her plate.

Remy crooked a finger at Nigel, who hurried over. Remy softly asked for some sliced tomatoes for Felicity. As for himself, he knew a rock and a hard place when he got squeezed by one. Every scoop of carbs would get a sneer from Felicity, but his mama would clearly watch to be sure he took a bit of each of her special dishes. Truthfully, it wasn’t a real decision. Felicity could be stern, but Mama was a Southern grand dame when she wanted to be, to say nothing of being his boss. She won.

He helped himself to potato salad and dug into his fried chicken. Most of his meals tended to be sandwiches at his desk or restaurant dinners carefully overseen by Felicity, the no-red-meat, keto fanatic. He might not love Southern cooking, but fried chicken was Mason Dixon neutral and it tasted good. He added some mashed potatoes, another universal food, to his meal and took a couple of the tomatoes that Nigel brought to Felicity. She flashed him disapproving glances, but he mostly ignored her and even ate some of the chocolate ice cream his mama served with her Arkansas Possum pie.

Finally, the meal was over, and he got to stop watching Felicity try to excise every millimeter of fried crust from the chicken and nibble tentatively on the resulting denuded meat.

They carried their coffee into the great room. Remy poured in his usual quart of cream. At least Felicity didn’t give him crap about that. He sat on the couch, and she settled beside him. Leaning in, she murmured, “Can we go soon?”

Trudy and John Jack both walked in then, so he didn’t reply. Instead, he examined his weird feelings. Felicity had come in her own car, so asking if they could go probably meant she expected to spend the night with him at his house—or maybe her house since she hated his—with good reason. He should be excited about that. Right? Sex with your girlfriend was something every red-blooded American boy wanted. Right?

But damn, he was so tired. If I’m going to stay awake, I’d rather work. If I’m going anywhere near a bed, it ought to be to catch a few hours of z’s.

But he and Felicity hadn’t had sex in weeks. Shouldn’t he have a set of horns that would put Dasher, Dancer, and Prancer to shame? Hell, he was in his twenties. Even if he was sleepwalking, shouldn’t he be ready to stick his cock in anything female that passed within five feet of him? Wasn’t that the way most guys felt? Shit, these questions haunted the back of his brain all the time while the front worried about the business. And it wasn’t like he didn’t know why it worried him.

He sipped coffee and glanced at John Jack, who was smiling at his wife with open lust. It’d be nice to have somebody he trusted to tell him straight if he was undersexed or asexual, or…. He sighed softly. But he and John Jack didn’t have that kind of relationship. John Jack was seven years older and was more a product of Arkansas than California. He put a lot of store in “being a man,” and Remy was scared of what John Jack would say if Remy tried to get personal. Remy worked all the time, so everyone he knew was associated with the company, and since Remy was the boss, who the hell was he going to tell his troubles to?

His mama’s voice came from the direction of the kitchen, telling Nigel she’d like some more ice cream.

Felicity turned to Remy and leaned in. “I’m going to make my excuses. I’m too tired.” She put a hand on his arm. “Sorry, dear.” She kissed his cheek, rose, said a fast goodbye to Trudy and John Jack, and was gone before Mama even made it into the room.

Remy had a pretty good idea he shouldn’t be smiling.




Chapter Two

 

 

“MORNING, EDDIE.” Remy nodded at the security guard who opened the front door of the Merced Technologies building for him. They didn’t unlock the building until 8:00 a.m.

Eddie flashed his characteristic grin. “Morning, sir. A little later than usual.”

“Yep. Thought I’d sleep in today.”

They both laughed since it was six thirty instead of Remy’s usual six or even five in the morning.

Eddie said, “A couple people already came in. Bet they’ll be mighty pleased that they finally got the jump on the boss.”

“I could lose my mystique.”

“Not likely, sir. Have a good day.”

Remy smiled and walked to the elevator. The moment he pushed the button, the doors slid open, and he stepped on for his ride to the seventeenth floor. Inside, he leaned against the reflective metal wall. Man, even after most of a night in an actual bed, he felt like he’d been beaten with a stick. Of course, he’d done more thinking than sleeping. Mostly he’d been chewing over the big idea for the company he couldn’t quite make work, but thoughts about his personal life had crept in. He and Felicity had been dating for a year. At first, having a girlfriend who worked as hard as he did and who never minded if he broke a date at the last minute had been a restful revelation, but now it felt sort of like neither of them cared enough to mind. It wasn’t that he wanted someone who expected him to be attentive, exactly. More like he wanted someone to whom he couldn’t help being attentive. Someone he wanted to be with so much he didn’t mind leaving work.

Yeah, that’ll happen right after Amazon gives up world domination.

The doors slid open.

He walked down the aisle between desks toward his glass-enclosed cubicle. His space was mostly the same as all the other employees’ except he’d given himself the glass walls so that his constant time on the phone didn’t bother the mathematicians and programmers he surrounded himself with. Halfway to his space he stopped. Coffee. The aroma drifted toward him like the promise of spring. Yes.

Speeding his steps, he followed the smell and stopped a few feet from his own office. His glass door stood open, which was unusual. It wasn’t ever locked, but he generally closed it out of habit, and Eartha left it that way. Maybe she’d put something on his desk and didn’t close the door when she left? Of course, she didn’t tend to arrive before eight. She had kids to get off to school. He glanced at his watch. Six forty-five.

He walked to the door and—oh, heaven. The coffee aroma drifted from a huge steaming cup sitting in the middle of his desk. Like he’d seen an oasis on the desert, he hurried toward the cup. Holy cow. Not just hot but white. Obviously loaded with his favorite cream. He set down his backpack and grabbed the cup before even taking off his leather jacket. After a deep inhale, he sipped. Oh wow, perfect. Eartha hardly ever put in enough cream for him, and this was—different. Unique. What a flavor.

He took another swallow, then set it on the desk and took off his jacket, his gaze already drifting toward his laptop. Cradling his cup, he slid into the chair, toggled the space bar, and stared at the results from their three pilot regions, then sighed. Fuck. Not bad, but sure as hell not good.

“Are you ready for a refill?” The voice that came from his still-open doorway sounded like someone had poured extra cream into it as well.

Remy looked up, bobbled the cup, and splashed white coffee onto his desk and jeans. “Ow! Shit.”

“Oh Lord, I’m so sorry.”

By then Remy was on his feet, brushing at the drops clinging to the denim and frantically examining his starched white shirt. Before he quite grasped what was happening, long-fingered hands were brushing at his pant legs from behind, dangerously close to all kinds of personal items.

Remy danced in a circle. “Uh, wait. Enough. I got it.” He extended an arm to ward off the intrusive ministrations and came face-to-face with—who? He’d never seen the guy before. Young, with straight dark hair that was just that bit too long, kind of like his own, a slim face with high cheekbones and huge, doe-like eyes of clearest blue behind dark-rimmed glasses. Adorable nerd came to mind although it was a strange way to describe a guy. “Who are you?”

The guy clearly took a breath because his chest in a maroon sweater vest expanded and his nostrils flared. “Mr. Merced, I’m Harper Treadwell, your new assistant.”

For a second nothing quite computed, then his mother’s pronouncement of the previous day rushed back. “Oh.”

“I’m so mortified to have gotten off on the wrong foot. I just noticed you seemed to like the coffee and wondered if you wanted more.”

“The coffee?” Remy stared at the cup on his desk sitting in a small ring of spilled french roast.

“How about I clean that up and get you a new cup?” Harper grabbed the cup, pulled a real-life hanky from his pocket, and captured the drips, then rushed out of the office.

Remy kept staring. His brain must be too exhausted to click into gear, because whirlwind Harper returned with a brimming cup, a spray bottle of some kind of cleaner, and a rag before Remy even blinked. Harper carefully set the cup on a bookcase, sprayed the desk and cleaned it like he was doing art restoration. Then he lovingly set the cup on the desk and stepped back. “I’ll be happy to take your jeans to the Laundromat, sir, if you’d like.”

“Wha—no. Uh, thank you. How did you know about the coffee?”

“Know?”

“About the extra cream?”

“Oh, I asked my mama to ask your mama.” He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and then smiled with lots of teeth, but his gaze skittered around. “So how can I help you this morning?”

Remy was still somewhere back on the “asked my mama to ask yours” portion of the conversation. He shook his head as he stepped past Harper and sat in the desk chair. The coffee steamed so invitingly, he had to take a sip. Man, as totally perfect as the first cup. He inhaled the aroma, then gritted his teeth. “Look, uh, Harper, my mother hired you without my permission.” He cringed a little at his choice of words since he was far from giving his mama permission to do anything. “I mean I didn’t know she was doing it. I don’t really have any work to give you.”

The expression “his face fell” was a real thing. The bright smile seemed to melt, and his brilliant blue eyes dulled. “Oh. My mama said you were so busy and desperate for help. I wouldn’t have bothered you… I—I’ll just get my things.” He turned, surprisingly wide shoulders sagging.

Remy glanced at his coffee cup then at the retreating figure. “You don’t have to leave. Go find Eartha Anderson and tell her to put you to work. I’m sure she’s got overflow.” He sighed. “It’s just that my work is, you know, kind of specialized, and I haven’t got time to…. Ask Eartha.”

Harper turned and gave Remy a surprisingly direct gaze. “There’s no cause for you to be payin’ for someone you don’t need. I’m sure I can find another position elsewhere.”

Oh hell, his mama would kill him. “No, I’m sure we can use your services somewhere in the company. It’s not that we don’t have the work. Just not with me. I’m used to working alone is all. Okay?” He glanced at his smart watch. “Eartha should be here any time. Just introduce yourself.” He waved a hand. “Uh, by the way, I sure appreciate the coffee.” He raised his cup. Harper gave him a neutral look and walked out of his office. Of course, Remy got to watch his stiff back as he strode down the hall and disappeared around the corner.

He’s probably going to quit. Hell, he’s probably not even really hired yet. Isn’t there some kind of trial period or something? At least I didn’t fire him. As if that would make a difference to his mama. She’d know what happened.

Remy stared at his screen, forcing his brain to not watch Harper Treadwell and focus on the reports from the pilot projects. He sipped coffee and relaxed into the notes.

In each case, people tried the online grocery ordering service and maybe used it a couple of times, but then they dropped off. If MercedMart, the grocery arm of Merced Enterprises, offered some kind of major incentive, customers would come back, but then they’d stop using the service again. When asked by researchers what they thought of MercedMart Online, shoppers all said they liked it, but when the callers dug in and asked why they weren’t using it regularly, people sort of verbally shrugged. “Not used to it.” “I forgot.” “I’m used to picking out my own produce.” “I don’t know what I want until I see it.”

Remy sighed and wiped a hand over his neck. Damn. Poor kid. He must have gotten here at six. Remy sat up straighter. Well hell, I’m thinking about Harper again. The guy didn’t even have a desk, but somehow he’d found the coffee and the cream and gone out of his way to make it for Remy. He looked so excited. First job out of school, and I go and wreck it. But Mama should have butted out.

“Remy.”

Uh-oh. He looked up at Eartha, tall, regal, her always-perfect hair in tight braids, as she stepped into his office and closed the door behind her.

Remy swallowed and cleared his throat to cover it. “Good morning.”

“Am I to understand that I now have some kind of assistant?”

He gripped the bridge of his nose then released it. “I’m sorry, but Mama hired him without telling me.”

“She hired him to be your assistant, right?”

“Well, yes, I guess.” He chewed the inside of his cheek. Eartha was pretty formidable, a woman in the same mold as his mama. Yes, he was a glutton for punishment.

“Not the assistant to your admin.”

He sighed. “Look, I don’t want to let the kid go on his first day. Can’t you find something for him to do?”

She crossed her arms. “Are you aware this so-called kid has an MBA from Washington and Lee that he received when he was effing twenty?”

“Uh, not exactly. Mama said he’d finished school.”

“And did you happen to notice that he’s about the cutest, sweetest MBA ever created?”

He cleared his throat. “I noticed he seemed very earnest.”

“Earnest.” She snorted. “So in answer to your question, hell yes I can give him stuff to do. So can most of the people in the company, so don’t worry. I just wanted to be sure you were being idiotic enough to pass him up.” She waggled her fingers. “Byyyye.”

Remy felt his own frown. Cutest and sweetest. He took a breath. Stupid words to use about a man.




Chapter Three

 

 

HARPER FOLDED his T-shirts into the dresser drawer and then hurried to the walk-in closet to hang the last of his suits in the corner Sylvan had cleared for him. He stepped back and looked around to be sure he wasn’t claiming too much space. Sylvan had a lot of clothes and a particular way he liked to arrange them. Harper had suggested he keep his things in the guest room, but Sylvan insisted they give this arrangement a try.

Harper’s heart thumped. The closet wasn’t the only arrangement they were trying out. He couldn’t think about his new life too much or he’d hyperventilate. In fact, he felt like he hadn’t taken a full breath since that fateful night at the roadhouse when he’d almost drowned in his own shock and disappointment at the people he’d thought were his friends and decided the next day to move to California with Sylvan Hoag.

With a backward glance at the closet, he walked into the big bedroom—and gasped. “Oh my Lord, you gave me a fright.”

Sylvan was sitting in one of the easy chairs by the bay window, legs elegantly crossed. Sylvan did everything elegantly, including smile. “All unpacked?”

“Pretty much. I still have a couple boxes of books and personal items in the garage.”

Sylvan raised a silver eyebrow. “If there’s one thing this house doesn’t need more of, it’s books.”

Harper glanced at his sneakers. “They’re business books I use for reference mainly.”

“I’m sure we can find them in eBook.”

“I have notes in the margins.”

Sylvan smiled. “Of course. I expect there’s room on the shelf in the guestroom.”

Harper smiled and nodded.

Sylvan patted his lap. “Come sit. I haven’t seen you in days.”

Harper laughed. “One day.” He bounded across the wide room and settled himself on Sylvan’s carefully creased trousers.

“The way you do days, darling, feels like weeks. I wish half my employees were so dedicated.” He leaned up and kissed Harper gently on the lips.

Oh sigh. Harper wrapped his arms around Sylvan’s neck and kissed back.

Sylvan wriggled then pushed Harper back. “Why don’t we table this until I’ve changed so I don’t ruin these very expensive slacks?”

Harper grinned. “I kind of wondered about that.”

“Yes, well, you make me do impulsive things.” Sylvan stood, placing Harper on his feet. At six feet, Harper was actually a little taller than Sylvan, but Sylvan outweighed him by at least fifty pounds—a fact Harper wouldn’t ever mention. Of course, Harper was thin, so that didn’t make Sylvan fat, just filled out. Sylvan liked to say that Harper was so willowy because he was barely postadolescent. At twenty-three that was stretching the case, but Harper wouldn’t argue. Sylvan was nineteen years older than Harper and was sensitive about his prematurely silver hair, even though he was famous for it.

Harper perched on the edge of the bed as Sylvan changed into his robe. He called it a dressing gown. Harper asked, “Are you hungry?”

“No. I ate. But Tia Maria left some food in the warmer for you.” Sylvan maintained he called his housekeeper Tia Maria because he thought of her as an aunt, but Harper suspected it had more to do with the coffee liqueur Sylvan liked.

“That was very kind of her.”

Sylvan walked out of the closet, wrapped in the paisley silk that reminded Harper of scenes from Downton Abbey. “That was her job.”

When his phone started ringing, Harper winced a little at Sylvan’s long-suffering expression. Still, a quick glance at the phone screen made him smile. He clicked the phone and perched on the edge of the bed. “Hi, darlin’.”

“How’s my boy?” Frankie Ritter, who everyone called Mama Two, spoke with the distinctive twang/drawl of rural Arkansas, and right then she sounded stressed.

“I’m really good, Mama Two. How are things there?”

“Oh, okay. I just wanted to be sure you’re liking your circumstances.” She hadn’t been wildly enthusiastic about Harper taking up with an older man from California whom he’d only known for weeks. In fact, leaping into a relationship had been a very unHarperlike move.

Harper glanced at Sylvan, who was sorting through his tray of jewelry on top of his dresser. Harper said, “Yes. I’m happy.”

“Well, good, then.”

“But I need to know what’s going on there.”

She inhaled loud enough for him to hear the shudder. “Just a bit of bad news. Two MercedMarts closing.”

“On top of the poultry factory shutdown.”

“A lot of jobs lost.” Her inhale shook a little.

“Damn. I, uh, have some connection with Merced Enterprises. Maybe I can put in a word.”

“I think it’s too late, dear. I’m sure they’re only closing the stores that don’t have enough business to stay open. But….” She breathed deeply. “Well, we’ll carry on as we always do. No worries. I just wanted to be sure you’re fine.”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

There was a slight pause, and then she said, “You know everyone here loves you, and, well, they’re sorry. I mean, they got the wrong idea.”

He spoke more sharply than he meant to. “I know.” After a slow inhale, he echoed, “No worries.”

“Okay. I’ll call again soon.”

He glanced at Sylvan, who was giving him impatient side-eye looks. “All right, dear. We’ll talk really soon. Love you, Mama Two.”

“Love you, dear.”

She hung up, and he stared at the phone. “Damn.”

“Those people in trouble again?”

“Just more bad news economically.”

“Pity. But sadly that’s part of the changeover to the information society. Those people need retraining for the new economy.”

“There have to be companies with jobs to be retrained for. Windy Pines has about run out.”

“Windy Pines.” Sylvan barked a laugh. “I can never believe there’s a place really named that.”

“It’s real.” To him maybe more real than anywhere else.

They walked together down the curved stairs of Sylvan’s Mediterranean townhouse. To Harper’s Arkansas-trained brain, getting used to the multimillion-dollar price tags of homes without any acreage or even a yard was a tough transition, but the biggest mansions in Southern California were so close together, you could practically touch your neighbors’ walls from your own property. It strained his brain.

In the kitchen, Harper opened the warming drawer below the oven and found a covered plate of grilled fish and steamed broccoli, staples of Sylvan’s current diet.

He set the plate on the table in the breakfast nook as Sylvan poured a glass of white wine for each of them, though he knew Harper would rather have sweet tea.

When they were settled at the table, Sylvan said, “So how was your first day as assistant to Remy Merced?”

Harper chewed. He’d been dreading the question. “Unexpected.”

“Why, was he a cruel taskmaster?” Sylvan grinned and sipped his wine.

“Uh, no. No kind of taskmaster at all. He said he doesn’t need an assistant.”

A frown swooped onto Sylvan’s face. “You got fired on your first day? I thought this job was a sure thing.”

“Uh, I thought so too, but I guess there was some mix-up. His mama actually hired me, and I guess she never checked with Remy.”

“Well, that’s a crock of shit.” His expression stayed stormy, and it gave Harper an uneasy feeling.

“It worked out okay, though. A lot of other people need help, so they had me reviewing regional revenue statements and evaluating purchasing patterns most of the day. It was great. I barely had time to catch a lick of breath.”

“I see.” Sylvan stared at his wineglass as he slowly turned it. “I guess that’s almost as good.”

Harper cocked his head. “I just wanted a job so I wouldn’t feel like a kept man.” He grinned.

Sylvan stared at him blankly for an instant, then laughed. “Right. We wouldn’t want to give your mother the right impression.” He laughed, and it had a little edge. “But you’re still working in Merced’s office, right? I mean, that silly fishbowl environment of theirs?”

“Yes. I was all over that floor all day.”

Sylvan stared at the wine again and smiled slowly. “Good. Good.”

“Why do you care where I work?” Harper wasn’t sure why he asked that.

“I don’t want the Merceds taking advantage of you. Making promises they don’t keep.”

“Not a problem. Remy Merced made sure I had a job even though he didn’t need me.” He chewed the last of his broccoli and watched Sylvan from under his lashes.

“Yes, well, the Merced offspring haven’t got the stones to cross their mother. She’s got a much bigger dick, I mean stick, than either of them.” He laughed.

“She’s certainly made a success of that company.”

Sylvan put a hand on Harper’s arm. “A company’s only as good as its current balance sheet, and retail’s a declining market. I suspect they pay their employees too much to be able to continue to compete in a downturn.”

Harper shrugged. “Could be.” He got up and poured himself a glass of sweet tea, leaving the wine largely untouched on the table. “If that’s true, why did you want me to work for Merced Technologies?”

Sylvan leaned back in his chair. “You know I wanted to avoid the appearance of nepotism, so you couldn’t work for me.”

“Lots of businesses in Southern California.”

He smiled. “Yes, but no others with that lovely Arkansas connection. It was a natural.” He pointed toward the huge built-in refrigerator. “I think Maria bought your stupid ice cream bars.”

Harper clapped his hands. “Yum. Want one?”

“Not if hell were freezing over, darling.”

Harper laughed and pulled the box from the freezer, stripped the wrapper from one bar, and took a bite. He closed his eyes at the perfect combination of orange and vanilla flavors, the creamy texture, and the right touch of sweetness. “Some organic things are the best.”

“I’ll take your word.”

“It only has eighty calories.”

“So does a glass of chardonnay.”

They both chuckled.

Sylvan said, “So what did you think of Remy Merced?”

Harper shrugged as he chewed. Choose your words carefully. “Nice enough. Very stressed.”

Sylvan’s gaze snapped up. “Oh really? Why?”

“I guess he works very hard from what I heard people saying.”

“At what?”

Harper’s forehead tightened between his eyebrows, unintended, and he smoothed it then pushed up his glasses. “He runs a pretty bigass company.”

“Oh right, of course. I just wondered if there was anything in particular worrying him?”

“No idea.”

“Um. So you found him nice.” Sylvan walked his glass to the sink as Harper rinsed his plate and put it in the dishwasher.

“Nice enough.” Harper kept his back turned in case his memory of brushing coffee from Remy Merced’s hard ass and thighs inspired the same embarrassing response as it had that morning.

 

 

SWEAT DRIPPED into Remy’s eyes as he glanced at the timer on the treadmill and reduced the speed from a fast run to a medium walk for cooldown. A couple of employees from the retail sales division walked out of the locker room for their morning workout, looked surprised at seeing Remy, nodded, and moved over toward the cycle studio.

Remy wiped off the sweat and breathed deeply. He had a treadmill and a weight machine at his mama’s home, so he didn’t use the company gym too often, but that morning at five, he’d suddenly decided he needed to run away from his troubles and made a detour. He was glad he did, even if it squeezed his morning. Hell, he was just going over the same crap in his mind a hundred times. Expecting to find a solution in that maze was the definition of insanity, but he kept hoping he’d forgotten something and it would leap out at him.

He pushed Stop, walked the belt to its end, and stepped off. Laughter and some high-pitched voices signaled the end of the Pilates class, which was always a hit with some of the female employees.

Remy pushed open the door to the locker room, the warm, humid air hitting him. Employees could keep their own lockers, and his was back in the last bay where he got a little more privacy.

After stripping off his shorts and T-shirt, he wrapped a towel around his waist. He should really get to work, but the lure of hot eucalyptus-scented steam was too much for him. He succumbed and walked into the steam room.

The jets were still on, and the cloud of vapor was dense and hot. With a hand out, he felt his way across the open room to where the tile benches were situated, and when his right thigh brushed against the edge, he turned and sat. It was hellaciously hot, and the steam valve was still running. The fog was so thick it was hard to catch a breath. When the door to the room opened and closed, a little steam escaped, but the system wouldn’t stop. Okay, enough. It wasn’t really relaxing. Gasping, he rushed across the room and out the door. Whew. Wiping his face on one end of his towel, he hurried into the locker area and toward his bay.

Like some well-rehearsed vaudeville act, Remy rounded the corner just in time to see a towel flash through the air toward the hamper. Behind the towel stood Harper Treadwell, all six willowy feet of him, stark naked.

“Oh.”

“Oh.”

Neither of them moved. Well, except maybe for the long, low-hanging dick in a nest of dark curls at Harper’s groin that might, just might, have given a little hop. From the direction of Harper’s eyes, it seemed the towel Remy had used to wipe his face was no longer covering his lower regions.

Weirdly, his first thought was that he hoped his cock looked as good as Harper’s.

Harper seemed to shake himself, which set up tremors in his private parts. He grabbed for a towel from the rack beside him and whipped it in front of him, clearly trying for nonchalance and missing by a mile. “Uh, hi. Sorry. Nearly hit you with that towel. I was trying for a three.”

Remy blinked. “Three?”

“Points.” Harper grinned, and it was like every cell in Remy’s body smiled back—except his mouth. Harper said, “I scored.”

Remy slowly pulled the towel down to cover the essentials, which were expressing uncertain feelings at that moment, and equally slowly walked to his locker. “So you were in the gym?”

“Yes. I did the Pilates class. Man, it’s terrific. I don’t have my own reformer, so I’m thrilled to be able to use the equipment here. The instructor’s great, just great. Well, excuse me, I need to take a shower.” He bolted from the lockers.

Remy collapsed on the bench. Part of him wanted to laugh. The guy had looked like Bambi escaping the wildfire, all long legs and huge eyes. But the part of Remy that had practically swallowed his tongue at the sight of those wide shoulders, lean hips, strong, long thighs and strong, long cock didn’t want to laugh at all.

Shit. This wasn’t a distraction he had time to deal with right then. Or ever. Why does this happen? It had been a long time—years in fact—since he’d been seriously intrigued by some guy’s equipment. Yes, that was partly because he forced himself not to look, but he kind of thought his odd attractions were behind him. Double shit.

He headed for a shower stall at the opposite end of the bathroom and waited long enough to be sure Harper Treadwell would be gone when he got back. Sure enough, the locker Harper had been using stood open and empty. Obviously the guy didn’t plan to use that locker as his own.

Remy’s disappointment disturbed him.

He dressed quickly, almost ran to his office, and buried himself in work. Eartha brought him coffee, and he tried not to compare it to the cup Harper had made for him the day before. At lunch, she put a tuna salad sandwich on rye on his desk, and he kept working.

Every few minutes, he’d look up and notice Harper somewhere in the big open office, talking intently to people, carrying papers back and forth, and looking serious behind his dark rims.

In the afternoon, Eartha knocked on his doorframe. “Here are the regional sales comparisons you wanted.”

Remy stretched. “Thanks.”

She set them on his desk and left.

Remy rubbed his eyes and started scanning the list of numbers. In the margins, notes had been added. Reevaluate inventory for this territory. Not skewed to the demographic.

Another one said, How many sales personnel are focused on this region? Sales should be higher.

He texted Eartha. Who did the evaluation on the regional numbers?

She replied, Harper. Beside it she had placed a large smiley face.

His cell rang, and he didn’t even look he was frowning so hard. He barked, “Yes?”

“My, my, aren’t we the very representation of the Merced-brand attitude of cheerful service.”

He released a breath. “Sorry, Mama.”

“Challenging day?”

“You could say that.”

“I wanted to remind you that we’re obliged to attend the Economic Development Association’s dinner tomorrow night. Black tie. Social.”

“Oh right. I forgot to tell Felicity.”

“I’m sure she’ll regard it as a prime business opportunity, so she’ll make time.”

She said that with the little edge she often gave her comments about Felicity. Mama never criticized his choice of girlfriend, but he sometimes got the feeling she didn’t like Felicity. That was odd since Felicity was attractive, smart as hell, business savvy, and made good money, so she wasn’t even a gold digger. His mama generally loved bright women, and he’d never gotten up enough nerve to ask her what the problem was.

He said, “I’ll call her now.”

“So how’s Harper Treadwell working out?”

He caught his breath. He’d tried to forget that this moment was bound to occur. “Okay. Uh, more than okay, actually. He did some regional sales evaluations that added real value.”

“Well, good. I felt sure that Nora Mae wouldn’t have steered me wrong. And I’m so pleased that you’re finally getting some help.”

“Um. See you tomorrow night, Mama. Shall we arrive together or meet there?”

“Why don’t I come get you in the car?”

The car was her favorite limousine. “At the house?”

“If that’s where you’ll be. Or are you dressing at the office?”

“No. I’ll be home. See you at six?”

“See you then.”

He hung up with clichés about dodging bullets ringing in his head. He dialed Felicity’s number.




Chapter Four

 

 

REMY SAT on the edge of the mattress and attached his cuff links against his tuxedo-clad knee. He slid on his patent leather formal shoes and stood. He didn’t dare walk far in his socks since the unfinished floors were covered in splinters and carpet tacks. He kept bedroom slippers beside his mattress at night to make it to the bathroom.

The mattress he slept on sat on top of a box spring directly on the unfinished floor. He didn’t want to choose a bed frame until he knew what floors he was going to have installed, and he couldn’t make up his mind what he wanted. Maple? Oak? Saltillo tile? It was like he used all his brainpower at the office, and there was none left over for his home.

Huh, some home. He’d bought the rundown sixties-modern place on the side of the hill in south Laguna nearly a year before. It still looked pretty much the same as when he’d closed escrow. Worse, actually, since he’d ripped things out and never replaced them.

He slid on his jacket and walked into the big living room with the vaulted ceiling and two-story fireplace—that didn’t work. A leather sectional he’d forced himself to buy to have someplace to sit stood in the middle of the room, and a fifty-five-inch TV was mounted on the wall in front of it with wires hanging since he wasn’t sure if that’s where he wanted it to go permanently.

Headlights flashed across the uncovered windows, and Remy glanced out to see the limo in the driveway. He waved a hand, grabbed his wallet and keys from the TV tray he kept by the door, and walked out to the car.

His mama’s chauffeur, Federico, held the back door for him. “Evening, Remy.”

“Hi, Federico.” He slid in.

His mama gleamed in a floor-length gold sheath dress with a jacket covering what must otherwise be a pretty bare top. She glanced at the door. “Where’s Felicity?”

Remy leaned over and kissed his mama’s cheek as the limo pulled away from the curb. “She had to work late. She’ll meet us there.”

“She knows it’s black tie?”

“Yes. She took a dress to work—just in case.”

“No, dear. Leaving a dress at home would have been just in case.”

He snorted. “Where are John Jack and Trudy?”

“Trudy’s on a shopping trip.” She grinned since that’s what she called it when Trudy went out to twist the arms of the rich and famous to get them to contribute to the foundation she worked for. Just as Mama had suspected, it worked great to get one rich person to persuade another rich person to give away money. “And John Jack’s in Fayetteville. Just as well. He’s not too fond of tonight’s speaker.”

“Oh? Who?”

“Sylvan Hoag.”

Remy shrugged. “Sylvan’s usually got interesting ideas.”

“There’s a lot of rivalry between him and John Jack. Sylvan always manages to point out that John Jack didn’t make his own money.”

“Oh, right. The whole self-made billionaire myth. The Hoag grandfather didn’t exactly leave Sylvan hanging in the wind when he started Hoag investments.”

“Yes, but since Julius Hoag was an industrialist and Sylvan’s an investment banker, people forget how much money he gave his grandson to jump-start his business.”

“And how many times he had to siphon in more money to keep Sylvan afloat.”

“Yes. Anyway, as you say, it’s always interesting to hear his ideas.”

She paused, and the quiet inside the big car folded around Remy. He could easily close his eyes and drift.

“Any good news?”

His heart slammed against his ribs, but he tried not to look stressed. “Nothing concrete.”

“I know you think that online grocery shopping is inevitable, Remy, but the facts are dismaying. Not even Jeff’s been able to really make it a going thing.”

Remy shook his head and smoothed his frown at her casual reference to the richest man in America. “We’re better set up to make a huge success of it.”

“I understand the principle, darlin’, but so far the results defy your confidence.”

“The algorithms—”

She held up a hand. “Buyin’ food’s not about algorithms, darlin’. It’s about pinching the peaches to be sure they’re ripe and trustin’ the butcher to get you the cut of beef you prefer.”

They went round and round with this argument. She said she believed in his vision for the future of food shopping, but she challenged him at every step—no, make that inch—of the way. Of course she hadn’t gotten to be the queen of big-box retail by being easygoing.

The limo pulled into a line of cars that crawled up to the front of the yacht club where the Economic Development Association had their meetings.

As they drew closer, Mama said, “Isn’t that Felicity?” She pointed out the tinted window toward a slim figure with dark hair pulled back in a tail, wearing a maroon floor-length skirt and a severe white blouse.

Remy glanced. They could only see her from the back, but it looked like Felicity.

His mama said, “Interesting who she’s talking to—speak of the devil and he answers.”

Sylvan Hoag’s iconic white head of hair was bent toward Felicity in what appeared to be a serious exchange. Remy frowned but said, “They’re both in investments, I guess.”

As they watched, Sylvan nodded, glanced around, and walked into the club. Felicity stared after him.

The limo stopped, and moments later Federico opened the door.

Remy helped his mama out, and she was instantly mobbed by friends and admirers. Before Remy could get caught up with them, he walked across the pavement to Felicity, who stared into space.

“Hi.” He kissed her cheek, and she jumped a foot.

“Oh, sorry. I guess I was a million miles away.”

“Something Sylvan Hoag said?”

She blinked a couple of times. “What? Oh no, not really. He has a new fund he wants me to consider.”

Remy grinned. “Wow, getting stock tips from the big guns. Isn’t that like having Warren Buffett manage your 401K?”

“Oh yeah, I guess. Are you ready to go in? Where’s your mother?”

He cocked his head over his shoulder. “Meeting her adoring public.”

“Can we go inside?” She looked superstressed.

“Sure. Are you okay?”

She smiled tightly. “Busy day.”

“I’ll tell Mama we’re going to find our table.” He walked over to where a group of people clustered around his mother and touched her shoulder. “We’re going inside. Come find us when you’re ready.”

“Be right there.” She kissed the air.

When he got back to Felicity, she was staring into the front doors of the club, a crease between her eyebrows. He took her arm, and he swore she jumped again. He wrapped an arm around her waist. “Hey, seriously, is there something wrong we should talk about?”

Her smile got bright. Too bright. “Of course not. I’m just letting my schedule get to me. Come on. Let’s get some wine.”

She was clearly lying, but hell, he wasn’t exactly a come-clean guy himself. Wine sounded good.

He got a lot of nods and handshakes as they made their way to the registration table for their boutonniere nametags, grabbing champagne glasses from the tray of a passing waiter in transit.

Felicity, who was usually fastidious about everything, including how much she drank, downed her glass of bubbly and was scanning the crowd for another before he took his first sip.

Remy said, “I’m really looking forward to hearing Sylvan Hoag tonight.”

“You—you are?”

“Sure. Mama and I were saying on the way over how he has interesting ideas.” They got their nametags, and he pointed toward the banquet room. “Let’s find our table.”

People were milling around the room, looking for their seats and shaking each other’s hands. The Merced Enterprises tables would be close to the front since the company contributed a lot of money to the organization and they’d bought a bunch of tickets so his mama could invite friends and supporters.

They found their tables and staked out a couple of seats. Remy waggled a finger at a waiter and secured two more glasses of champagne, then tucked in beside Felicity. “So did Sylvan give you any hints on what he’s going to talk about while he was lobbying you?” He gave his laugh a jolly sound to reduce his level of curiosity, but all she did was shake her head tightly.

A lot of laughter and noise behind them signaled the arrival of Mama and her guests. She clasped his shoulders. “I’ll sit at the other table and you host this one, okay?”

“All right, Mama.”

She took a seat but was back to back with Remy. She leaned back in her chair and tickled his neck.

People threaded around the two tables and snagged chairs. Practically the second butts hit seats, waiters were moving around with salad service. At the entrance, people were still streaming in.

His mama leaned back in her chair and said, “Isn’t that Harry Edelman? I’ve been wanting—”

Remy glanced toward the front door of the banquet room—and gasped.

His mother turned. “What’s wrong?”

Remy barely heard her. He stared at the single figure in the inky tuxedo whose shining eyes in dark-rimmed glasses surveyed the big room.

“Remy, what is it?”

“Uh, the boy, guy, you hired. Harper Treadwell. He’s over there.”

She followed his gaze. “Where? Oh my. That young man with the glasses?”

Remy nodded.

“Well isn’t he just too adorable. I’ve got to go introduce myself and—”

Sylvan Hoag separated himself from the crowd near the entrance and hurried to Harper—and kissed him. Fast, but on the lips.

Ice water cascaded over Remy’s head, or at least that’s what it felt like. Why? Was it because a member of his staff obviously had a very close relationship with a major investment banker whom his brother didn’t like? Or was it because he now knew that the man with the beautiful eyes and the beautiful dick was gay? Gay and obviously attached to Sylvan Hoag.

“Remy? Remy!” His mother had twisted in her chair and was staring at him with a crease between her eyebrows.

“What?”

“Did you know Harper Treadwell had a relationship with Sylvan Hoag?”

He spun on his chair so they were face-to-face. “Mama, I barely know the man. You’re the one who said”—he raised his voice to falsetto—“what a fine young man Nora Mae Treadwell’s son has to be.” He met her eyes. “And you’re the one who hired him.”

“Yes, yes. Point taken. Nora Mae told me he wanted to move to California for personal reasons. Some unpleasantness, I thought. She said he was looking for a job to help him do that.”

“Clearly the personal reasons were Sylvan Hoag.”

“Umm. So it would seem. But one wonders why Sylvan didn’t hire him.”

“Maybe to avoid the appearance of nepotism.”

She raised her eyebrows slightly. “Or maybe, as your daddy used to say, to keep from shitting where he eats.”

Remy snorted. “But it’s not a problem, right? I mean Sylvan’s not a competitor or anything.”

Mama gazed across the room to where Sylvan had escorted Harper to the head table and was sitting beside him with their heads close together, talking. “He’s not a competitor. I can’t exactly say ‘or anything.’”

“What do you mean?”

The president of the association, Bill Nevis, tapped the mic. “Good evening, everyone.”

His mama whispered, “Nothing to worry about. I’ll tell you later.” She turned back around.

Remy glanced at Harper’s slender back, then rotated to his salad.

Felicity said, “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, fine.” He took a bite and chewed as Nevis welcomed everyone and told them to keep eating while he talked. That was an excuse for the diners to start chatting again until the entrees were served and Nevis stopped making announcements.

After she’d finished her salmon salad, ordered specially, Felicity said, “Your mama looked concerned.”

Remy glanced at Felicity. “It’s nothing. Just surprised at seeing an employee here.”

“Oh, who? Someone I know?”

Remy shook his head. “The son of a friend of Mama’s. She hired him.”

After desserts were on the table, Nevis returned to the dais and introduced Hoag, who walked to the mic, smiling in his silver-foxy way.

Remy glanced at Harper, who gazed at Hoag with wide, admiring eyes.

Hoag launched into his subject for the evening—the certainty of continued brick-and-mortar food sales in the midst of the precarious future of retail. Interesting choice. Remy glanced at his mama, who gave him a look over her shoulder.

According to Hoag, the move to organic and the specialty retail sector would remain a solid investment in what was otherwise a losing market.

Man, if John Jack were here he’d be grinding his molars to dust.

Hoag told a joke, and everyone laughed, including Harper who rocked back, looked up, and met Remy’s eyes. He dimpled, and then he must have seen something on Remy’s face because his smile faded and a corner of his lip disappeared between his teeth.

Remy glanced at Hoag, who suddenly stared back at him from his spot at the podium. Hoag looked at Harper, then Remy again with a slight frown. He cleared his throat and plunged back into his topic. As he moved on to the investment viability of other market sectors, Remy drifted.

How do I feel knowing that Harper Treadwell’s gay?

His brain screamed back at him, What’s it to you? He’s not even your assistant. It’s kind of good, right? He’s attached. To a man. I’m attached—kind of—to a woman. We can work together with nothing on it. Pure business associates.

After all, no one knew that Remy had always had certain yearnings. His mama had asked him once if he liked guys, and he’d bitten her head off. That night he’d gone out to a club, picked up a woman, and fucked her into the mattress. Well, kind of. She’d come three times, and he’d jerked off in the bathroom after she was done. She never knew. In fact, she’d spread rumors of his sexual prowess for months, which had allowed him to focus on work and not have to worry about dating for a while. Eventually, though, people always asked about his love life, and if he wanted any peace, he needed an acceptable answer.

Currently, Felicity was his acceptable answer. She fit all the things people expected in his girlfriend and at the same time was undemanding, socially and sexually. They’d never talked about it, but he got the feeling she used him to satisfy the people who asked her the love-life question. The arrangement worked for both of them. If he sometimes felt like he had a huge hole in his chest, it was a problem he’d face later, after he’d found a way to assure the future of the company his mama and daddy had worked so hard to create. The future that rested on his shoulders.

People started clapping, so he joined in.

Felicity leaned over. “Interesting, don’t you think?”

“Yes, Hoag always has well-considered ideas.”

“Do you agree with his evaluation of the grocery market sector?”

His gaze crawled to Hoag’s table where he’d slid back into his chair beside Harper and placed a proprietary hand on his shoulder. With an effort, Remy looked back at Felicity. “Uh, somewhat. No one’s successfully been able to pry shoppers away from the hands-on experience so far.”

Her eyes widened a bit. “You said so far.”

He opened his mouth, then remembered he was talking to a stockbroker, even if she was his girlfriend. “Well, Jeff Bezos is trying to crack that nut, and we never want to count him out.”

Maybe she looked a little disappointed. “Do you think he’ll succeed?”

Remy grinned. “He hasn’t yet.”

Nevis was prattling on about the association and increasing support, yada, yada.

Remy sipped his cooling coffee and pushed the bad cream puff away from him. That earned him a smile from Felicity. He said, “What do you know about the man with Hoag? I don’t remember ever seeing them together before.”

She shrugged and drank a mouthful of herb tea—she carried her own teabags. “It’s newish, I gather. Sylvan was investigating markets in the South and met the guy at some event. It progressed rapidly, and Sylvan brought him back here to live with him.” Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure I get the attraction. I mean, the guy’s adorable, and they say he’s a real prodigy in business, but come on. What’s Sylvan Hoag doing with some postadolescent hillbilly?”

Interesting that she knows so much about Hoag. Remy gazed across the room where Hoag’s arm now rested lightly on top of Harper’s shoulders.

But her question—that’s exactly what I’d like to know.




Chapter Five

 

 

JUGGLING THE pile of reports he’d printed so he could lay them out on his floor to try to find patterns, Remy bumped the half-open office door with his butt. Some tiny piece of his brain had tried to drag him to the morning Pilates class, but since he’d never once attended it, showing up could be noteworthy to office observers. Hell, he’d question his own motives.

He stopped. Oh my God. The smell of coffee filled the entire room, and that not only made his taste buds wake up, it gave a little nudge to his dick. He was pretty damned sure Eartha was not in the office, which meant said coffee came from….

He dumped the papers on his desk, reached for the cup, and stared into its depths. Perfect creamy whiteness. Oh my. He sucked in a mouthful, closed his eyes and let it linger on his tongue, then swallowed a tiny bit at a time. Make it last.

As he settled behind his computer, he glanced through the glass walls but saw no sign of Harper.

After a couple of distracted moments, he settled into work and didn’t look up again for hours.

A tap on his door finally made him raise his head, and he caught his breath. Harper stood there holding a plate and a cup.

Remy blurted out, “Oh. Tell me that cup is some of your amazing coffee.”

“Well, sir.” It sounded like suh. “I don’t know about amazing, but it is coffee with the amount of cream I believe you prefer. I also brought you a ham and cheese sandwich on rye with mustard since you seem intent on not leaving your desk.”

“I’m starved.” The words fell out.

“Well, I’d better give this to you fast.” Harper walked to the desk with his cute, rapid-fire movement and set the plate beside the computer and the cup right next to Remy’s hand. He turned and started toward the door.

“Harper?”

“Yes, sir.”

He swallowed. “Do you have a minute?”

“Sure.”

“Please close the door.”

Harper’s deer eyes got even wider, but he closed the door softly.

Remy waved a hand toward the chair opposite him, and Harper lowered himself into it. His white shirt that he’d tucked into black jeans showed off his creamy skin, pink cheeks, dark hair, and blue eyes.

Remy looked away and stared at the computer as he sipped the coffee. “Damn, this is good.”

“I’m so glad you like it.”

“How do you happen to know how to make it so well? Nobody else does.”

Harper glanced at the floor, then back at Remy. “Your mama said you liked your coffee hot and white, so I interpreted that the way I’d want it if I drank coffee that way.”

“Well, it’s a miracle.” He sipped and let his eyes drift up to that cute face.

“I’ve been working on loaves and fishes, but so far, no luck.” His teeth appeared for a second, then vanished.

Remy glanced at his computer.

Harper fidgeted on the edge of his seat. “May I ask what you’re working on so hard?”

“Just a problem I can’t seem to solve.”

“Can I help?”

Remy inhaled and stopped. He set down his coffee cup. His mama and he had decided he should do this, but he was pretty uncomfortable about it. “Harper, my mother and I noticed that you and Sylvan Hoag seem to be in a relationship.”

“Uh, yes, sir.”

Remy smiled tightly. “Look, we’re probably not that far apart in age, so no need to call me sir.”

“I’m from Arkansas. I call the postman sir.”

Remy barked a laugh.

Harper’s smile faded. “Is my relationship a problem, sir?”

“No. Not necessarily. It’s just that Mr. Hoag makes investment recommendations, and his receiving any, shall we say, insider information on Merced would be—”

“Bad. That would be bad.”

“Yeah. That’s a good word. Bad.” Remy gazed at that face. What had Eartha called him? Adorable?

“Honestly, Mr. Merced, I haven’t said anything to Sylvan, and I’ll be even more careful from here on. As I listened to him speak last night, I realized that he has a lot riding on his predictions, and some of those are related to Merced’s industries. So as far as I’m concerned, from here on I might as well be an attorney, and all I learn from you is privileged.”

Remy kept staring at him.

Harper pushed up his glasses. “Honest.”

“I believe you.”

Harper kept leaning forward in his chair. “Thank you, because I really want to work here. When I found out you didn’t need me, I was so disappointed I thought I should quit, but all the work has been so interesting. I know I just started, but I think I can make a contribution to the company, and—”

Remy held up a hand. “I’ve heard good things.”

“I make great coffee.” He grinned, but his eyes were soft.

“It’s not part of your job, but if you’ll keep doing it, you can stay with me forever.” He actually gasped trying to get those words back in his mouth. No such luck.

Harper rescued him. “I’ll be honored to serve in any capacity you choose. And I’m very tight-lipped.”

Somehow that image made heat rise in Remy’s cheeks. “Uh, good.”

“So I can stay?” He pushed his glasses up his nose again, clearly anxious.

“Yes. Yes, of course.”

“And can I help?” Deep dimples sank into his pink cheeks.

Remy sat back in his chair and picked up his sandwich. He concentrated on taking a big bite and chewing. Letting Harper know about his problems was a risk. Loose lips, pillow talk, and all that. He suppressed a shudder at the thought of Harper in bed with Hoag. Actually, the idea made him some combination of sick and mad, and he forced his brain to shy away from it. Still, the guy was new blood and new brainpower. Maybe he could bring a different viewpoint. Oh God, what would it be like to have real help? “Okay.”

Harper looked surprised. Remy had taken so long to answer, Harper must have given up. “Well, good.” His smile spread all over his face, lighting up his wide eyes. “So…?” He leaned forward attentively.

“Go get yourself something to drink. If you’re hungry, grab food. Then be prepared to think.”

Harper gave a cute laugh and leaped out of his seat. The view of Harper’s butt in the slim black jeans made Remy pause midbite.

He was still catching his breath when Harper hurried back in carrying a glass of brownish liquid with ice cubes bouncing in it. Remy asked, “Iced tea?”

Harper closed the door carefully. “Sweet tea. You can’t be Southern without it.”

Remy smiled. “You can be Southern Californian without it.”

“Ah, but why would you want to?” He hurried over to the desk.

Remy chewed his last bite of sandwich, stood, and laid the reports and charts he’d printed out on his glass conference table. “Okay, come take a look.”

Harper walked over slowly and took the chair beside Remy.

Instant heat, like someone opened the door on summer.

Okay, maybe I didn’t think this through completely. He scooted his chair a tiny bit, but if he moved too far they couldn’t both look at the printouts. Remy took a deep breath. “Let me explain. As you know, despite the shift to online retail, no company has really been able to convert customers to online grocery shopping. People buy a few things from time to time, but then they go back to pinching the peaches, as Mama says.”

Harper chuckled, which raised a few goose bumps on Remy’s arms.

Remy sipped the last bit of the beloved coffee. “I really think that Merced is better positioned to dominate this online grocery market than any other enterprise. We have more brick-and-mortar stores that we can use as distribution centers, and we have the brand identity.”

“Yes, people trust Merced to feed them.” Harper nodded.

Remy stabbed at the reports. “We’ve developed algorithms as good as any in the industry. We can manage the orders and deliver groceries rapidly and on regular schedules, but look at the results from our trial locations.” He flipped the pages toward Harper.

Harper slid them closer. “What does Mrs. Merced say?”

“Good question. She says that people are devoted to looking at their food before they buy it. She’s not convinced that we can ever change it.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose “Which, I’ll be honest, worries me, since she has about the best retail instincts in the business.”

“Umm.” Harper leaned forward and stared at the reports. He scooted them around the table, looking at one after another. He pushed one forward. “Did you notice that this region did better than the others?”

Remy looked and nodded. “I did but I don’t know why. I’ve combed through all the reports, and I can’t figure it out.” He shrugged. “I can only chalk it up to demographics.” He chewed the inside of his lip. “Maybe you want to check into that? If we can figure out what kind of communities take to online shopping, maybe we can at least expand operations in those areas.”

Harper looked up with a smile. “Sure. I’ll look into it. That’d be interesting.”

“Thank you.”

Harper pushed his glasses from where they tended to slide down his nose. The dark frames outlined the Mediterranean blue of his eyes. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

Remy’s lips parted.

“Oh, I know.” He grinned and stood. Leaving the papers on the table, he hurried out of the office with the door ajar. Before Remy got his heart to quit beating too hard, Harper came back carrying a large cup and set it on Remy’s desk, and then, with a smile, he gathered the reports and walked out.

Remy approached the coffee with reverence, picked it up, and drank. Oh man, orgasm in a cup. Over the top of the rim, he glanced at the table where Harper’s glass with a remnant of sweet tea in the bottom sat making a wet ring. Mama loved sweet tea. Remy hated it on principle. It was just so damned Southern, like grits, which had no taste he could discern, or humidity, which he couldn’t force himself to love. Remy had even jettisoned his Southern accent and at ten started mimicking a Californian, whatever that sounded like.

He touched the sweating side of the glass. Can’t resist. He raised it to his lips and turned the glass to drink from the spot Harper’s mouth had touched. Stupid conceit. He let the dark liquid touch his tongue. By habit, he cringed, but then he relaxed and let his brain and his taste buds harmonize.

He couldn’t help it. He smiled as he licked his lips. Sweet. Very, very sweet. And that didn’t just apply to the tea.

He remembered reading that humans loved sweet things because almost nothing in nature that was sweet was also poisonous.

I sure hope that’s true this time.

 

 

CARRYING THE stack of reports, Harper threaded through the cubicles to his own desk. He tossed the papers beside his computer and flopped into his chair. In the fishbowl of the open-space office, it wasn’t wise to look too befuddled, but oh my, befuddled he was.

Using the excuse of pushing up his glasses, he pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to squeeze some sense into his murky mind. I’m an attached man. I just moved here from a place I love to be with Sylvan—and now I’ve got a wandering eye. Damn.

For years in Arkansas, he hadn’t found anyone special. He hadn’t had a real boyfriend since undergrad school. That was one reason he’d fallen so fast for Sylvan, with his captivating mind and seductive attention. But now every time Harper saw Remy Merced, he went a little wacko, which in fact was wacko because not only was Harper spoken for, but so was Remy—to a woman! Harper’s body didn’t care. See Remy walking down the hall. Sproing. Smell his soft, spicy aftershave. Double sproing. Harper woke up in the middle of the night lying beside Sylvan having dreams of Remy Merced hammering his ass. It was definitely sinning in his mind, as old President Carter used to say, but damn if he seemed to be able to stop it.

He gave himself a shake and reached for the reports. Here was another thing. He really wanted to ask Remy Merced if there was any way one of the MercedMarts near Windy Pines could be saved, but Remy seemed so stressed over the future of the grocery empire that Harper couldn’t see himself bringing it up. Which made him feel like a turncoat rat.

Oh hell, get on with it.

Checking the one region that appeared to do better in online grocery sales than any other, Harper went into his company directory and looked for information on the personnel they’d used in that experimental program. The region was in Michigan, and somebody named Burt Flannery was listed as the online sales manager for the region.

Here goes. Harper picked up the phone and dialed. Two rings later, a voice said, “Flannery.”

“Mr. Flannery, my name’s Harper Treadwell, and I’m calling from Merced Technologies.”

“Technologies? You sure sound like a MercedMart guy out of Fayetteville.”

“In fact, I’m from Fayetteville, but I’m calling from California.”

“Long way from home.”

“And that’s the truth. Also the truth is that your team seemed to achieve some level of success with online grocery shopping.”

“Success? Hell, we didn’t make our quota.”

“No, sir, but neither did any other region. You actually did the best.”

“Well, hot damn. That makes me feel a little better.”

“I’d like to know why.”

“Why?”

“Why you were able to do better than other regions.”

He sighed loudly. “I wish I could tell you. We have pretty damned bad weather, so maybe people figure it will be good to order groceries online in the winter.”

“But the trial program was run in the summer to avoid that very factor.”

“Yeah, well, maybe they were looking forward to winter or something.” He laughed.

“Did all of your staff account for an approximately equal share of sales?”

“No. We had a sales leader. Gave him a small reward, in fact, for his efforts.”

“Why did he excel?”

“I don’t know that exactly, but he did about 70 percent of our sales himself.”

Harper sat back in his chair. “My, that’s a lot.”

“Sure is. Why don’t you ask him the secret of his success?”

“Excellent idea. May I have his name and number?”

“Sure. Give me your number and I’ll text them.”

Harper recited it, then said, “Thank you, Mr. Flannery.”

“I gotta tell you, Harper, sad to say, but I don’t think this online food shopping’s gonna work. Most people just don’t take to it, no matter what Josh might tell you.”

“Josh is the salesman?”

“Yep. Sending his number now.”

“Well, it certainly appears that you’re right about people accepting online grocery sales. Most of the folks around here agree with you. Thank you so much for your help.”

His phone dinged with the text as he hung up. Josh Barrowman. Okay, Mr. Barrowman, let’s uncover your secret. Harper called the number.

“Hi, this is Josh. How can I help you?” The voice was musical, completely nonthreatening, and helpful.

“Mr. Barrowman?”

“Just Josh is fine. To whom am I speaking?”

“My name’s Harper Treadwell, and I’m calling from Remy Merced’s office.”

“Wow. I’m honored.” There wasn’t the slightest trace of irony in his voice.

“Josh, you appear to have had some success getting people to try online grocery sales.”

“Oh, yes, I really enjoyed it. Online grocery delivery is such a problem solver for most hard-working families. It was a pleasure to be able to help them.”

Harper smiled. It sounded like something he’d say. “Why do you think so many people bought groceries from you?”

“Well, they didn’t buy them from me, did they? They bought them from MercedMart, and that’s a name they trust.”

“A lot of other people were also calling from MercedMart, and customers didn’t buy from them.”

Silence.

“Josh?”

“I wouldn’t want to venture a guess as to why others weren’t more successful in telling the MercedMart Online story, but I found that people were reluctant to trust warehouses and software and machines with their food. As long as they knew I was selecting their food for them precisely to their specifications, they were eager to let me do it.”

“Hmm. How were you able to do that?”

“In truth, it wasn’t simple, because the software only allows for a certain level of customization. So I spent a lot of time running around and calling the warehouses to be sure the people were picking the exact right produce and meat. Canned and dry goods are pretty straightforward, although I added a small specialty line of organic foods that we carried in brick-and-mortar stores but weren’t available on the online form. My customers knew they could get those from me.” He cleared his throat. “I know I was bending the rules. I hope that wasn’t a big problem.”

“Doesn’t sound like much of a problem to me. I sure appreciate your time, Josh. Can I call you again if I have more questions?”

“For sure. I’ve got to tell you, I love the online grocery shopping. I mean, moms with sick kids and people with no time to spare? Trust me, it’s a godsend.”

“I’m inspired by your commitment. Thank you again.” He hung up and stared at the phone. What a nice guy. Harper leaned over his computer and started researching the progress of the online grocery market, which was predicted to reach one hundred billion in sales by 2025. When he raised his head again, the sky outside the windows was getting darker.

Harper stood and looked toward Remy’s office. Lights were off. I’ll write up a report and give it to him tomorrow. He grabbed his jacket and headed out of the quiet office, saying good night to the engineers and programmers, who tended to work on their own timetables.

Home to Sylvan.

With one backward glance toward Remy’s office, he forced himself to smile.




Chapter Six

 

 

REMY SAT behind the wheel staring at nothing.

A rap on the car window made him jump and he opened the door to Federico who stood outside. The chauffeur touched his cap. “Sorry, Remy, I didn’t mean to startle you. Just wondered if you want me to park your car in the garage or if you’ll be leaving later.”

“I’m not a hundred percent sure.” He smiled.

“No problem. I’ll leave it out here. If you stay the night, you’ll find it here in the morning.”

“Thank you.” He slid out of the car and tried to bring some spring to his step as he walked up the steps and used his key to let himself in.

Nigel came rushing toward the door, and Remy held up his hand. “No problem, Nigel. I decided to come see Mama at the last minute.”

“She told me you called. Florence is preparing dinner for the two of you.”

“Thanks. I hope I didn’t wreck Mama’s plans.”

Nigel smiled. “No, she’s always happy to spend time with you. She’s in the small study.”

Remy walked down the hall and turned into the double doors. His mama sat on the big couch, her feet tucked under her, reading a book. She looked up with a smile and set the book on the end table next to a glass of what was likely sweet tea. “Hi, darlin’. I just love it when you come to see me.”

“Thank you, Mama.”

“Dinner’s almost ready I hear.”

“Good, I’m starved.” He took off his jacket and draped it on the back of the chair next to him, kicked off his shoes, and sat in one of the comfy chairs opposite her.

“Glass of wine?”

He opened his mouth to reply and said, “Have any more of that?” He nodded toward the tea. What did I just say?

Her eyes widened. “It’s sweet.”

“I figured.”

“I usually put a little straight tea in to cut some of the sweetness.”

“You do? Wow, if I published that, you’d be run out of Arkansas on a rail.”

She laughed, rose, adjusted her long silk robe, and went to her bar cart. His daddy had loved old-fashioned bar carts like the ones from forties movies, and they had them in several locations throughout the house. She took ice cubes from the bucket and dropped them into a tall glass with a tinkling sound, and then she poured in dark liquid from a pitcher and added a small amount of the paler, watered-down version from a bottle. She carried it back to the coffee table that sat between them and placed it on a coaster in front of him.

She pointed at a plate of cheese slices and crackers. “Have some.”

He loaded a cracker with cheese and popped it into his mouth, then picked up his glass. After he swallowed the cheese, he took a sip. He raised his brows. “Son of a gun, it’s good.”

“Of course. It’s in your genes, darlin’. Your cells are made of fifty percent DNA, fifty percent sweet tea.”

He laughed and took a bigger drink.

She said very casually, “Where’s Felicity tonight?”

“Not sure.”

“Umm.” She looked a little surprised but didn’t sound it. “How are things going with her?”

“Oh, fine.” He focused on his glass and drank. Okay, if I didn’t want to be asked about my relationship, I shouldn’t have come.

She gave him half a smile. “That level of energy would not light a twenty-watt solar bulb.”

He snorted. “I know. I’m tired.”

“Yes, and you’re not in love with Felicity Worksman.”

He gazed at her over the rim of his glass. Did I come to hear those words? “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

“I know I’m right. I think part of your tiredness comes from having to keep pretending you like her more than you do.”

The only good thing he could say about his mama’s level of perception was that he hoped it was hereditary. He took another drink.

“So what are you going to do?”

He shrugged. “Oh, Mama, dating’s such a pain in the ass. At least I know Felicity, and I don’t think she’s in love with me either.” He sighed. “It’s convenient.”

“Ooh, the good Lord save me from being a convenient fuck.”

“Yeah.” He stared deeply into the tea glass.

“There aren’t any tea leaves in there, darlin’. You can’t check your future.”

He smiled tightly.

She sat back in her chair. “Remy, I’ll tell you this much. You could be a whole lot happier.”

He gaped at her. Somehow it hadn’t occurred to him that she’d say that. Shit, it hadn’t occurred to him he could be happy. He rubbed a hand over his neck. “I don’t think so, Mama.”

“I see. So at twenty-six, you’ve given up on happiness?” She raised her hands in supplication toward the ceiling. “Lord save me from children of privilege.”

He gave her a side-eyed look.

“Remy, I hate to give you a ‘ten miles in the snow’ lecture, but at one point your daddy and I didn’t have enough to eat, were sleeping in our car when no relatives could give us a bed, and owed the bank more money than we had in the value of everything we owned. Know what we did?”

He released a soft stream of air and said nothing.

“We parked the car in a junkyard, crawled in the back seat, and fucked like rabbits. We were happy as the proverbial pigs in shit because we knew we were bigger than our problems and we had each other. Love and brains, darlin’. You’ve got brains to spare. What you haven’t got is love.”

He couldn’t edit the huge frown off his face. “I don’t know what I can do about that, Mama. I’ve never found anyone to love.”

A tap on the door made them both look up. Nigel said, “Your dinner’s almost ready, ma’am. Would you like to be served on trays in here?”

“What a good idea. Do you agree, Remy?”

He nodded, but all he could really hear was “love and brains” repeating in his mind.

She said, “Thank you, Nigel.” Nigel left, and she turned to Remy. “Get comfortable, honey. You want to go up to your room and change into sweats?”

In fact, his jeans felt tight and scratchy, and his white shirt was too starched. Plus, the prospect of going home to his ratty, unfinished house made him sad tonight. Usually he barely noticed, but for some reason the prospect of dirt and drywall dust didn’t appeal. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. Be right back.”

He rose and marched in a direct line down the hall and up the wide staircase to the room his mother maintained for him in her house—the room he’d spent his midteen years occupying.

The place brought back memories. Sports trophies on the upper shelves in the closet that neither he nor his mama had the heart to get rid of reminded him of some high points on the football field. His mom didn’t know it, but it also reminded him of the first time he got his cock sucked—by his team’s wide receiver in Remy’s car, parked behind the gym, the day after they’d won one of the biggest trophies.

Still staring at the trophy, he pulled off his jeans and shirt, put them in the hamper, and dragged on his favorite blue sweats. Wonder why I remembered the blowjob? Easy. He barked a short laugh. Because I was scared out of my wits in the car, but oh crap was I happy.

With a sigh, he jogged down the stairs and into the study where his mama already had a tray on her lap. The steaming dish appeared to be chicken, broccoli, and oh thank you God, mac and cheese. Mama had traded in her tea for a glass of white wine, which he assumed was sauvignon blanc, her favorite.

She waved a hand. “Eat, eat before it gets cold.”

He sat, pulled the tray onto his lap, and dug an enthusiastic fork into his macaroni and cheese. He shoved a big forkful into his mouth and chewed. The bliss of carbs and cheese in his mouth conjured the ecstasy of Harper’s coffee. Remy swallowed. Probably better not to think about Harper.

His mama chewed and pressed a hand to her chest. “Oh Lord, this mac and cheese is so good.” She opened her eyes and looked at his plate. “Oh my God, you’re eating it. I’ve hardly seen you consume a calorie of starch since you met that girl.”

He just kept chewing. Why admit his own idiocy?

While they ate, they chatted about movies and TV shows they both liked and people they knew. Remy glanced at his mama. “I never asked you how you know Mrs. Treadwell.”

“Oh, Nora Mae? She and I go way back. She comes from an old Arkansas family, but they fell on hard times. As our star was rising, hers was declining, but she had all that polish and breeding to spare. So I hired her as a sort of social secretary. She’d keep track of my social obligations and make sure I didn’t make a total fool of myself when I attended them. She’d advise me on clothes and improving my manners. We became friends as well as employer and employee.” Mama sipped her wine. “You’ve met Nora Mae, but you don’t remember since you were real young and concerned with your own life. When Daddy and I moved to California, Nora Mae declined to come along. Too much a Southern lady. I had never met Harper since he mostly went to boarding school when Nora Mae worked for me. But of course I’d do anything for Nora Mae. She helped me and Daddy so much.”

“Harper shows that Southern breeding for sure.” He smiled. When he glanced up, his mother was staring at him with an intrigued expression, so he forced the smile off his face.

He followed the mac and cheese with vanilla ice cream smothered in hot fudge. Could a man put on five pounds in one meal? Hell, he loved every mouthful.

When Florence and Nigel had cleared away the high-calorie debris, Remy curled his legs under him and rested his head against the back of the chair.

“Why have you never found anyone to love, Remy?”

Oh, so back to more serious subjects. “I don’t know. I work a lot.”

“Not as much as Daddy and I did.”

He draped an arm over his eyes. “You already had each other.”

“No, dear, that’s not the reason. We knew who we were and what we wanted.”

“I—” He stopped. “I’ll think about it.”

“You need to do that, Remy. John Jack almost sentenced himself to a life of bitterness, but he was saved from himself. Now I’ve got real hope for him. Tell me what saved him.”

Remy sighed. “You did, Mama.”

“If you think that, you weren’t paying attention.”

He pulled the arm off his eyes and looked up. His mama was leaning forward earnestly.

She said, “When John Jack married, he had all kinds of weird ideas about what it means to be a man and crap like that. I think he married Trudy mostly for her awe-inspiring rack. But I like to think his underlying intelligence led him to choose a really smart woman with a backbone of solid iron. When he woke up to that fact and realized what he had, he began to grow in happiness. So tell me what made him happy?”

He frowned. “Choosing the right woman?”

“Oh dear God, Remy, do you really think I want you to choose the right woman? What I mean is love. Love is the source of happiness, of course, darlin’. That’s what I want for you.”

“Of course.” He stared into space as seconds of silence ticked by.

She stood and poured herself another glass of sweet tea. “Want some more?”

“Sure.”

She carried the pitcher in one hand and the bottle of unsweetened tea in the other to his glass, poured some of each, then went back to the cart and returned with ice.

He nodded. “Thank you.” Slowly, he sipped as she walked back to the sofa. When she sat, he fucking said it. “Mama?”

“Yes?”

“Why don’t you want me to choose the right woman?”

She pressed a finger between her eyebrows. “I hoped you didn’t notice that.”

“Sorry.”

“All I mean is that I want you to find love however’s right for you.”

“And that’s not with the right woman?” He wasn’t even outraged, only curious.

“Hells bells, I don’t know. Maybe it’s with two women. Maybe it’s with—”

“A man?”

She expelled a big breath. “It’s crossed my mind. You know that.” She raised a finger. “I’m not saying you’re gay, Remy. I’m saying whatever the hell you are, quit pretending to be something else. You’re never going to be happy living someone else’s life.”

He covered his eyes again. I don’t believe I’m having this conversation. “What does it mean when a man’s own mother thinks he’s gay?”

“Probably that she should butt out.”

“From your lips to God’s ears.”

Her turn to snort. “You know I love you. I really don’t care if you fuck ducks. I just want you to be filled with joy and satisfaction as a result of your choice.”

“I promise to attend the next Economic Development dinner escorting a duck.” He lifted his arm and looked across at her. “As long as she’s formal.”

“Or he wears black tie.” She raised an eyebrow, and he laughed.

“Okay, Mama, I really will think about what you’re saying. Except for finding a way to capture the online grocery market, I’m not sure what would make me happy. But I promise to consider it.”

“Good. That’s all I ask.” She waved a hand. “Now drink your sweet tea.”

“Yes, Mama. Anything you say.” They both laughed as he tried not to think of the last time he’d tasted sweet tea.

 

 

HARPER MOVED Sylvan’s arm off his chest, slid out of the bed, and padded into the bathroom. He showered and shaved as fast as he could manage, turned off the water, brushed his teeth, and wrapped himself in his robe. After carefully turning off the lights so they wouldn’t shine in Sylvan’s eyes, Harper opened the bathroom door, peeked out, and walked quietly to the closet. Five minutes later, he hurried down the steps to the kitchen and dumped his jacket on the chair.

If I make coffee, I’ll probably wake Sylvan. Quietly, he opened the refrigerator and took out the carton of OJ. After removing a glass from the cabinet, he poured a couple of inches of juice.

“What the hell are you doing awake? It’s oh-dark-hundred.” Sylvan stood in the door of the kitchen stark naked. He walked over and pressed against Harper’s back, his erection stabbing into Harper’s right thigh. He whispered, “Come back to bed, baby.”

“Too much to do, dear.”

He clutched Harper’s shoulders. “Shit, Harper, no sex last night, none this morning. What are we? Monks?”

Harper smiled. “We had sex yesterday morning, Syl. We’re not exactly celibate.”

“Aw baby, I’m horny.” He wriggled.

Harper pulled away. “Come on, dear, you’ll mess up my pants.”

Sylvan moved closer. “I want to seriously mess up your pants.”

Turning, Harper kissed Sylvan’s nose. “I have work. You of all people understand that.”

“What are you working on?”

The whole conversation with Remy flooded over him. “Just some evaluations of territory sales.” He swallowed the last of the juice and moved to his jacket.

“What territories are doing the best for Merced?”

Harper felt himself tense and tried to relax. He forced a grin. “I can’t tell you that. That’s like insider trading or something.”

“Don’t be silly. I already know way more about Merced than you do.”

“Good. Then you don’t need my amateur input.” Harper waggled his fingers and walked quickly toward the garage door. “See you tonight, dear.” He was into the garage, belted into his car, and was driving out onto the street in seconds. Two blocks away, his self-awareness caught up with his acceleration, and he pulled over to the side of the road.

Okay, it wasn’t that he’d refused sex to his lover. Hell, happy couples did that when they were stressed or overworked. No, it was the fact that he’d purposefully come home very late the night before and left early that morning so wouldn’t have to have sex with Sylvan.

He flopped his forehead on the steering wheel. “That’s a very bad sign.”

Twenty minutes later in the early morning sunlight, Harper pulled into the sparsely filled parking lot at Merced Technologies, his heart slamming against his ribs. He was dying to tell Remy what he’d discovered from Josh Barrowman and see if he could figure out the secret to the man’s success.

And that was all. Merced business. The only reason Harper had run out of the house leaving his lover wanting. He controlled his brain to keep down the sound of his own ridicule.

He climbed out and glanced around, looking for Remy’s car. Silly. He had no idea what it looked like.

Harper hurried into the building and rode the elevator up. On their floor, still relatively quiet since it was only six thirty, he powered to his cubicle, glancing toward the glass walls of Remy’s office. Light! He dumped his jacket, grabbed the paper notes he’d made in addition to those on his laptop, and carried them to Remy’s office.

The door stood open, and Harper tapped on the doorframe.

Remy looked up, smiled, and then his smile kind of wobbled.

Harper sprang forward. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

“Ah. I know.” He dumped his laptop and papers on Remy’s chair and hurried to the kitchenette.

Minutes later, as Harper poured the heavy cream into the steaming french roast, his self-delusion scrambled like the lines of code in The Matrix. Here he stood, happily making coffee for Remy Merced. One hundred percent business, those were his motives? Right.




Chapter Seven

 

 

REMY STARED at the place Harper had been standing. He didn’t want to feel uncomfortable with Harper. Their easiness together was one of his favorite things. But the conversation with Mama suddenly made Remy ultra-aware of his responses and feelings when Harper was around. They were strong enough that if Harper hadn’t come to California to be with a man, Remy might have done some exploring of his sexuality. Might. But Harper was with Sylvan. Those were the facts. Plus, while Remy didn’t know him well, Sylvan Hoag was an impressive man, and coveting his boyfriend was stupid.

He inhaled slowly through his nose and let it out through his mouth. Cleansing, like they taught in yoga classes.

Harper walked back in carrying two cups and set one in front of Remy. “There, that should make you feel better.”

Remy pulled the cup closer and cradled it in his hands. “Just the smell makes me happy. How about you? No sweet tea.”

He flashed his dimples. “Even I’m not Southern enough to drink sweet tea at seven in the morning.” He laughed. “I like coffee sometimes.”

Remy sat back and sniffed his divine brew. “You’re here early, looking enthusiastic. Do you have any good news for me?”

“Well, I have news, and we can decide together if it’s good.”

“Shoot.” He swigged the coffee and almost moaned in delight.

Harper said, “I found out about the region that did better than all the rest.”

“Okay. What’s their secret?”

“Josh Barrowman.”

“Who?”

“Josh Barrowman. He’s one of the sales support people for the district, and it seems Josh took a very personal interest in his customers, even going to far as to call or go to the warehouses to be sure his customers got the exact ripeness of produce and cuts of meat they wanted.” He shrugged. “It seems the customers loved it.”

“Well, that’s interesting but not exactly good news.”

“You don’t think so?” Harper peered through his dark rims over the edge of his cup.

“We can’t exactly reproduce Josh What’s-His-Name all over the country.”

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why can’t we reproduce him?”

Remy frowned. “That level of customer service doesn’t scale. We can’t duplicate it cost-effectively.”

Harper chewed his lip. “I stayed up most of the night working on it. I think maybe we can.”

“How?” Remy might be skeptical, but the idea of cracking this nut still sped up his pulse.

“Part of it can be done with new brands and part of it with code. I think what Josh’s success is reflecting is people finding a way to get exactly what they want rather than settling for what we have. So if we diversify and carry more specialty brands, especially organic products, I think that will get us further. If we want to do a Trader Joes and start carrying mostly our own brands, we can consider that.”

“To reduce prices.”

“Exactly, since cost is one of the barriers to online shopping.” Harper sounded really enthusiastic, which warmed Remy’s heart. Harper leaned forward. “And we give shoppers more personalized options in everything. Degree of ripeness in produce, amount of marbling in meat, etcetera.”

“Okay, I see. That’s really interesting.” Remy steepled his fingers in front of his mouth. “But do you think that does the whole job?”

“No. The rest we do with people. For shoppers who want one, we give them their own Josh Barrowman, who’s their advocate. We train our support people to intervene to be sure customers are getting exactly what they want.”

Remy shook his head. “That’s always the sticking point. Most of the big, cost-effective pools of customer support reps are offshore in different time zones from our warehouses. They have different cultures and different types of diets. Food is so personal.”

“Yeah, I know. I get stuck on that point too. Even if we use US customer reps, it’s hard to train people to that level of service.”

“Still, I like your other ideas. I think we should try out the change of options and personalization in ordering right away. We can also add a few organic labels and see how they go. Popular wisdom says customers will only pay the extra money on the West Coast and in big cities.”

“Times are changing, especially if we can offer organic at a reasonable price.”

Remy flattened his hands on the desk. “Let’s put it into action in three trials and find out what kind of results we get.” He took a deep drink from his coffee. “Will you work with the programmers to get the new ordering set up? I’ll arrange for the organic brands.”

“Deal.” Harper pushed his glasses up his nose and grinned.

 

 

BY THE end of the week, they’d gotten a hell of a lot done. Remy had arranged with five organic brands to give Merced a special price for the trial, and if it was successful, Remy promised they’d buy in volume, possibly even do a private-labeling deal.

Harper and the programmers had shown him progress on the ordering options, and while he shuddered a little at giving customers so many choices to make, he’d approved the plan and the coding was underway.

Friday morning, he got out of his car a little before six and stopped. He hadn’t done anything for three days except sit behind his desk and very occasionally sleep. He ached in places he’d forgotten he had. Gym time.

Determined not to get sidetracked, he grabbed his bag from the trunk and walked straight to the gym to his favorite locker. Sadly, this time he didn’t see Harper. No, not sadly. I said no sidetracking, I mean it.

He changed into his gym clothes and started toward the section of the gym where they kept the cardio machines, like the treadmills and rowers.

A couple of women programmers, Carla and Shira, walked by him in leotards. Carla nodded. “Hey, Remy. You coming to do Pilates with us?”

He smiled. “I’ve never tried it. Is it fun?”

“The best.”

“But I probably have to learn the basics first, right?” Am I actually considering this?

“No, Samantha’s really a great instructor. I’ll bet she can coach you through and you’ll catch on fast. This isn’t an advanced class or anything.”

“Okay, what the heck. I’ll ask her if she’s got room for me.”

Shira chuckled. “Great. Come on.”

He followed the women into the studio and was greeted by a row of machines that looked like medieval instruments of torture—a flat bed with springs and ropes, punctuated by a metal frame from which hung bars and more springs. There were six machines, and three already had people on them, all female.

In a wing off the room stood an even bigger machine with a metal cage above it and ropes and pulleys hanging from the bars.

The woman he recognized as the instructor, Samantha, came running over. “Remy, to what do we owe the honor?”

“Carla and Shira talked me into trying Pilates, if you have room and if you think I won’t slow you down.”

“Not a problem. We may get a couple more students, but I’ve got the portable reformer and the Cadillac.”

“Uh, I’ll take your word for it.”

She laughed and walked him to one of the contraptions. She said, “This is a Pilates reformer, developed by Joseph Pilates as a rehabilitation device for soldiers returning from World War I. Take off your shoes. We start lying down.”

“Now that sounds excellent.” Remy tossed his gym shoes and lay down on the flat bed as Samantha adjusted some springs at the bottom of the reformer.

At that moment the door opened, and Harper came rushing into the studio dressed in slim black workout pants and a tight pink T-shirt. Remy swallowed. Harper said, “Sorry I’m late, I—oh.” He stopped and stared at Remy lying in front of him.

Samantha said, “No problem, Harper, come use the Cadillac.”

Harper gave Remy a grin then moved to the machine with the big cage that Samantha was setting up. That put him directly across from Remy. Harper lay down and put his feet on the bar at the end of the reformer so Remy did the same.

Samantha said, “We start with legs. Place the balls of your feet on the bar. Remember in Pilates breathing, we inhale and tighten the abdomen, then exhale and tighten it even further. It’s all about the core, people. Begin. One, two….”

What followed was an hour of exquisite torture. One part of Remy’s brain tried to learn the precise movements of the Pilates routine; the other part flamed out watching Harper Treadwell execute the movements. Sweet Jesus. Doing the legs was pretty much okay. Yes, Remy could see the muscles bunching in Harper’s lean thighs, but that was endurable. Then Samantha said, “Place your feet on the bar, now raise your hips and push out, in, out, in, out….”

Remy’s feet fell right off the bar as Harper thrust his hips toward the ceiling and then proceeded to act out things that Remy had only seen in gay porn.

“You okay?” Samantha smiled down at him, and he could only hope his shorts were sufficiently baggy to cover the evidence.

“Yeah, sorry. My foot slipped.”

They moved on to arm exercises, which were all right, but then—oh God help me…

“Place your feet in the straps.” Samantha walked around to be certain they were doing it right. “Stretch your legs out, now pull them into a frog, then out, now back to the frog. Good. Ten times.”

Remy’s gaze drifted to Harper’s legs in the slim pants as his feet scrunched in toward his butt, separating his knees, then stretched out again.

“Good. Now extend your legs to opposite sides as far as they’ll go without straining. And return. Again.”

Harper’s legs stretched gracefully to the sides. Thank God I’m not facing his crotch.

“Now move into short spine.” Samantha walked over to coach Remy in the complex movement as he extended his legs in the weighted straps, let them drift up over his head until his hips rose, bent his legs like a frog, and then extended them back out. She gave Remy a pat. “Good. Do three more.”

Remy extended his legs again, but as he did, he looked toward Harper just in time to see his slim body move from an upright shoulder stand into the frog, outlining a bulge so round and fully packed that Remy gasped, remembering exactly what that bulge looked like uncovered. He lost control of his legs and ended up flailing with one leg still dragged over his head and the other slipping out of the strap to wave in the breeze.

“Whoa there, cowboy.” Samantha grabbed the strap on Remy’s leg and carefully removed it from his foot. “No worries. Minor mishap. You were doing great.”

“Uh, thanks. I feel like Humpty Dumpty.”

“Don’t stress.” She smiled. “You’re all back together. Come over and lie on the foam roller while we finish up.”

“Uh, I think I’ll hit the showers, but thank you. I really enjoyed it. I’ll be back.” Just not when Harper’s here. He crawled off the reformer, grabbed his shoes, and headed toward the locker room, feeling some combination of embarrassed, exercised, and hugely turned on. Probably just all that energy from the Pilates.

At his locker, he reached for a towel and headed for the shower. On the way, the smell of eucalyptus and the feel of steam enveloped him, sneaking out of the steam-room door. Without even thinking about it, he opened the door, inhaled the wash of hot moisture, and felt his way across the tiled room. He turned, sat on the bench, and abruptly jumped back up. Wet and squishy. He unwrapped his towel, placed it on the bench, sat, and dropped his head in his hands.

He’d promised Mama he’d consider his life and what would make him happy. Not that he’d exactly planned to do that, but what the hell? It was like life was piling stuff on his head, saying, “Want this? How about this?”

The fact was he’d never called or considered himself gay, even though he’d had experiences with men that other people for sure would have interpreted that way. But he’d always dated women when he dated at all. Did that make him what they called bisexual? How did he know?

He knew some gay men. Ben Shane, who headed a foundation Merced Enterprises contributed money to, was married to an adorable young guy named Dusty and seemed really happy. But what was Remy going to do? Call Ben up and make an appointment to discuss his sexual orientation? Jesus, I’ve got balls but maybe not hanging quite that low.

Oh hell. His analogy threw him right back into the Pilates class, and his dick, which had finally calmed down, gave another wiggle. Think about something else.

The giant cosmic joker in the sky reached down and pronounced Remy a fool when the door to the steam room opened and a body thrashed through the dense mist and landed on the seat a few feet away.

Remy wrapped the tails of the towel around his lap as best he could and shifted slightly to increase the distance from the other steamer.

“Oh, sorry.” The other body moved farther away.

Well, shit. In the middle of the steam room floor was a drain to catch the condensing water, and Remy wanted to slip down it and vanish because the voice next to him transformed “Oh, sorry” into “Aww, sawwry,” and there was only one person who could be sitting next to him. “Harper?”

“Oh, hi, Remy. I apologize for crowding you. This steam is thicker than corn chowder, and I can’t see a thing.”

“It’s okay. Me either.” He’d like to scoot even more but didn’t want to make a statement.

“You did real well in Pilates.”

“Until I practically wrecked the reformer.”

Harper chuckled, and it did more than the steam to open Remy’s pores. “Actually, that last move that tripped you up? The short spine? It’s pretty hard, so you did fine, just fine.”

“Thanks.”

“You think you’ll come back to class? It’d be fun not being the only man.”

“Uh, maybe. It’s hard to predict my morning schedule.”

“Oh sure. I understand.” He sounded disappointed, which both pleased Remy and made him feel weird.

The only sound in the room was the hissing of the steam nozzle. Remy’s chest tingled—almost hurt—with a gathering pressure. His throat spasmed, and out it came. “Harper?”

“Hmm?”

“How did you know you were gay?”

The door to the steam room opened, and two men loudly discussing football scores thrashed into the room and managed to find the bench, one of them slapping against Remy’s thigh with his leg as he moved.

“Sorry, man. It’s like London at midnight in here.”

“No problem.” Remy gathered his towel around him like armor and fled toward the door. What in the hell did I do?




Chapter Eight

 

 

JUST WORK. Don’t think. Remy stared at the computer, but the words ran like condensed steam in front of his eyes. It’s not such a weird question. It doesn’t mean a thing that I asked it. Probably lots of people—straight people—have asked him that question. Right? Calm down.

But what if he says something to Hoag? Shit. That would be a great way to break the news to their Merced customers. Yeah, the customer base that had started in Arkansas and spread out to Louisiana and Alabama and Georgia and South fucking Carolina and—stop!

I’m the head of Merced Technologies, not MercedMart. We started in California. Hell, the CEO of Apple is gay. Nobody cares.

Does that mean I’m saying that I’m gay?

He jumped up from his desk, walked down the hall to the coffee room, grabbed a cup, and reached for a pot.

“Wrong coffee.”

Remy whirled and faced Harper standing in the door of the coffee room. “Oh.”

Harper walked over and took the cup from Remy’s hand. He didn’t look embarrassed or uncomfortable at all. He filled the cup from a pot tucked back into a corner on the far side of the counter. Next, he pulled a container of heavy cream from the refrigerator, poured some in a cup and stuck it in the steamer device on the side of the espresso machine. After the machine hissed and gurgled a few seconds, he poured the cream into Remy’s cup, carefully stirred it with a stick, and handed the mixture to Remy. He grinned. “Now that you know my secret recipe, I’m fearing for my job.”

Remy stared at the cup, his mama’s words about tea leaves coming up for him. “Don’t be silly. Thank you.” He turned and walked out of the room and was almost back to his office before he realized he hadn’t smiled once. Better news was that Harper hadn’t looked like he had some awful secret, so he must have accepted Remy’s question as simple curiosity. Good. Except Remy was… disappointed.

Must be stress.

He picked up the phone and started calling regional managers to get them ready for the new trials.

It was nearly five, and he hadn’t even stopped for lunch. Just munched some almonds and kept going. He’d mostly kept his door closed, as he usually did when he was on the phone a lot. When the knock came, it was a relief, both from the unbroken work and the tension. It was Harper.

Remy motioned for him to come in.

Harper walked in with a smile, looking excited but relaxed. “We’re ready with the code when you are.”

“Really? Already?”

“Yep. Once the programmers got the rhythm, they powered through. Our customers are going to have a lot of exciting options when they order.”

Remy leaned back and motioned to the visitor chair. Harper sat, leaning forward.

Remy said, “Do you think we’re giving them too many options? Are we going to confuse them?”

Harper grinned. “Have you seen the Starbucks app?”

Okay, that did it. Remy laughed for the first time that day. “I see your point. So we’re ready for trial. I talked to all the regional managers today.”

“I figured that’s what you were doing.”

“So next week, we’ll do a web training for the support staff and get all the materials to the regions.”

“I’ve got to admit, I’m kind of nervous.”

Harper nodded. “Me too.” He rose. “By the way, if you ever want to talk about your question, I’m happy to answer.” He smiled and walked out of the office.

Remy couldn’t catch his breath. For minutes he stared into space while pretending to study his computer. He was vaguely aware of people walking by his office as they left for the night. When he blinked again, most of the place was empty.

He got to his feet, grabbed his jacket, and rushed out of his office and down several cubicle rows. Few lights were on, but as Remy rounded the corner, he saw Harper at his computer, hammering keys. “Harper?”

Harper turned, maybe looked surprised for a second, then smiled. “Hi.”

“I missed lunch. Want to get some dinner?”

If Harper had looked a little surprised a moment before, now a flash of astonishment crossed his face, but at least it seemed like a happy one. “Sounds great. I’m starved.” He flipped off his computer and stood, then looked at Remy. “Would you mind driving? I got a ride this morning. I’ll Uber home.”

“Sure, that’d be great.”

They walked out of the office and got on the elevator quietly—maybe a little awkwardly, but not too bad. In the parking lot, Remy beeped his car, which was nearby since he’d arrived so early. Parking was democratic at Merced Technologies. First come, first choice.

They walked to Remy’s car, and Harper said, “You drive a Prius?”

“Uh, yes. I actually have a couple cars, but I like this one the best.” He got in the driver’s seat and was a little too aware of Harper sliding in beside him.

“I have a Prius too. It’s older, by a lot actually, but I love it.”

Remy pulled out into the dense traffic of an Irvine evening. “Have any choices of restaurants?”

“Something unassuming and easy on the wallet.” Harper chuckled.

Funny that Harper didn’t assume the boss would pay. Maybe that meant he didn’t think this was a business dinner. “Where do you live?”

From the corner of his eye, Remy caught Harper glancing at his hands. “Uh, Pelican Point. But remember, I’ll Uber home.”

That gave Remy a little twitch since the very high-end neighborhood was clearly Hoag’s. Remy said, “No. No problem.” He thought for a moment. “Okay, I know a great place. It’s not super easy on the budget, but I’m paying and you might have heard I command a decent expense account.” He grinned. “So we can afford this place. It’s small, quiet, and friendly.”

“Sounds perfect, but I don’t want to take too much advantage of the expense account.”

“Right.” Remy laughed. It was fun pretending he couldn’t have bought most of the buildings they were passing with a phone call. Kind of like passing for a regular guy. Actually, Harper always treated him like he was a normal person versus a billionaire. Remy clicked his phone and told Siri to call Dizz’s. The maître d’ answered. “Hey, Antonio, this is Remy Merced. Any chance I could get a table for two in about half an hour?”

“No problem, Remy. I’ll hold it for you.”

“Thanks. See you soon.” He hung up.

Harper said, “They know you well?”

“It’s a place I enjoy going by myself. I can’t say that for most restaurants. So yes, I’m a good customer. My house doesn’t have much of a kitchen.”

“Oh, that’s a shame. I actually love to cook.”

“Really? Uh, I’ve had trouble figuring out what I want to do with my kitchen, so I haven’t done anything. Maybe you could help me decide.”

Harper rubbed his hands together avidly. “Point me toward a kitchen and let me spend someone else’s money, and I’m in Southern boy heaven.”

“Okay, it’s a deal.” Remy let the earlier smile break through. “So you like to cook. Tell me more about you.”

“Not much to know. My father’s no longer living. My mother’s a grand old Southern lady who has all the grace and none of the money, but she’s always worked hard to be sure I could get a good education. I had a bent for business, so I got scholarships and finished college fast, then did some, uh, nonprofit work in Arkansas.” He cleared his throat. “Decided to move to California, my mom talked to her old friend, who twisted the arm of her son to give me a good job, and you know the rest.”

Remy gave him a side-glance. Might as well say it. “You came to California to be with Sylvan Hoag.”

“Uh, yes. Incidentally, that kind of spontaneous human combustion isn’t like me normally. I’m more of a planner. But I guess I was going through a bad patch, and I was inspired by Sylvan’s ideas and, well….” He shrugged so broadly Remy caught it in his peripheral vision.

Not the most glowing endorsement of Harper’s passion for Hoag. Remy tried not to smile. “Tell me about the bad patch.” He held up a finger. “Wait, hold that thought.” They were gliding along the Pacific Coast Highway through Laguna Beach, and Remy turned left up the hill then angled downward again to the back of Dizz’s. All the parking places were taken, as was usual by that time of night. Remy stopped behind the old house that had been converted to a restaurant years before. “Go inside and tell Antonio we’re here. I’ll find a spot on this crazy hill to park and be right in.”

Harper slid out and Remy pulled down to the Coast Highway again. After a few minutes’ patience, somebody pulled out of a spot directly beside the narrow, busy road, and Remy grabbed it.

By the time he got in the side door of the old house, Harper was sitting at the bar looking way too young to drink. The bartender, Andre, waved. “I poured you a glass of your favorite, Remy.” He pushed the chardonnay closer. Harper had a bubbling glass in front of him. Remy said, “So a champagne drinker, huh?”

“They don’t have sweet tea.”

They both laughed.

Antonio arrived from the back and gave Remy a guy hug. “I’ll bring your glasses to the table if you want to sit.”

“That would be great. We’re both hungry.”

Antonio led them to a cozy table for two against the side wall in the small back room. He placed their drinks on the table and explained the unusual menu of assorted pages to Harper, then left them.

The place was full but not noisy. Harper looked around, huge eyes shining. “I like this place. It’s so cozy.”

“Food’s good too. They’ll bring us some vermouth and pâté, and then you can choose soup or salad to go with your entrée. Insider tip. Their soup’s to die for.”

“I love soup.”

“Well, there you go.”

Harper picked up the menu pages and started reading them like literature, and Remy made comments and recommendations. When their waiter arrived with the vermouth and pâté, Harper ordered the Cornish game hen, and Remy went for the baked whitefish. They both asked for the potato leek soup.

Finally, they were alone with their drinks. Remy said, “So the bad patch?”

“Oh.” Harper wrinkled his nose. “I’d been beating my head against the wall after graduate school trying to change the life of some great people in bad circumstances. Like in a lot of places in the South—and all over the country, I guess—people are unable to get work in the jobs they know and also unable to get trained to do the work that’s available. They don’t want to leave their homes and couldn’t afford to if they did. I was working for basically nothing trying to change an unchangeable situation, and meanwhile, my poor mother who’d sacrificed everything for me was still struggling to get along. I decided, nuts, it was time for me to get a real job and help my mom. And here I am.” He smiled but didn’t meet Remy’s eyes. They both knew he hadn’t addressed the Sylvan issue much at all. “And I’ll be frank. There are more fun places to be gay than rural Arkansas, although that was a minor issue in my decision.”

Remy took a big breath. “That brings us to—”

Harper chuckled. “Yes it does. Very tricky of me. How did I know I was gay? It’s a difficult question since in some ways it’s like asking how did I know my eyes were blue. But I get it. Our society makes it such a big deal to be gay; it feels like we have a moment when we realize we’re this weird alien thing instead of accepting it gradually as a part of our nature. So with that in mind, I guess I was twelve. My best friend was Cassie O’Malley, and she was going on about this boy, Raymond Chan.” He made his voice falsetto. “Have you ever seen such eyes, such skin? He walks like a rock star. His voice is like music.” He laughed. “Suddenly, I realized I agreed with every word she was saying. When I told her, she said, ‘Harper, are you gay?’ I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what that meant except that the kids used it as an insult, so I said ‘No. Hell no.’” He shook his head, and his smile faded. “Sad, isn’t it?” He shrugged. “But that started a cascade of inquiry and realization.”

The waiter arrived with the soup. Harper took a taste and sat back with a huge smile. “Wow. I could get that administered intravenously.”

“Yeah. I sometimes stop in just for a bowl of soup.”

They scooped up soup in quiet companionship, but Remy’s thoughts kept skittering around. “Uh, can I ask what the inquiry and realization consisted of?”

Harper met his eyes, and for a second his expression was quizzical, and Remy wondered if that was a question a straight guy shouldn’t ask. But Harper said, “Sure. Remember I was twelve, but I had a good idea I shouldn’t be asking my male relatives questions relating to the topic. Trust me, it’s damned hard to get real information. I was good at erasing search histories, so I prowled around online, which got me some pretty shocking results as you can imagine. Porn that left me scared—but also turned on. Then I discovered slash.”

“What’s that?”

He buttered some of the french bread carefully as he talked. “It’s fan fiction where the writers team up male characters from famous TV series, books, and movies. Like Kirk and Spock or Sherlock and Watson hooking up sexually and sometimes romantically. I loved them. Gradually, as I got a little older, I realized by my reactions that I was attracted to guys in real life as well as in books and movies. I came out to my mother, who was great, but she did advise me to be discreet since high school can be hell on gay kids. It was fine with me because I was on such an accelerated program, I didn’t have much time to socialize, and the only guys I was attracted to tended to be a lot older.”

The soup bowls got whisked away, and the entrees appeared. They both dug in.

Harper moaned, a sound that went right to Remy’s private parts. Harper said, “I sure understand why you like this place.”

“I’m glad. I love turning people onto Dizz’s.”

“You can turn me on anytime.”

The words sat there in the middle of the table. Harper didn’t seem to realize he’d said what he had because he went right on eating heartily. Remy swallowed and tried to pretend that the whole conversation hadn’t stiffened parts he needed to be soft, and vice versa when it came to his feelings and judgment. But his mouth got away from him. “So I’m guessing you finally found those guys you were attracted to.”

Harper chewed and managed to smile at the same time. “Yes. When I went to college, I was barely sixteen, and one of my TAs was interested in furthering my education.” He grinned and went back to his stuffed Cornish hen.

Remy gazed at him. “But wasn’t he a lot older?”

“Um. A bit. He was, like, twenty-one or something. But he was very educational.” His chuckle defined the little-used word “prurient.”

Remy’s imagination wouldn’t have been allowed on the small screen. He had about ten thousand questions—if you like having guys suck your cock are you gay? Does anal sex hurt? Can gay men get it up for women? And on and on—but he was too chicken to ask any of them. He managed to get down his last bite of whitefish.

Harper leaned forward with a brimming fork. “Before you quit eating, try this.”




Chapter Nine

 

 

REMY STARED at Harper’s extended fork laden with game hen and all the stuffing goodies like it was a pill that would make him taller. It wasn’t that he couldn’t handle another bite of food. But this was Harper’s fork. Oh dear God.

Remy opened his mouth. In went the fork. Some hyperimaginative piece of Remy’s mind thought what he could taste was not game hen, but Harper. Sweet and succulent and full of flavor. Remy chewed and smiled, a good way to cover the fact that he could probably orgasm from his own fantasy. “Um, good.”

“Yes. This is freaking amazing. Was yours just as good?”

“Pretty much.” Not even close. “So, they have great desserts if you’d like some.”

“No thanks. I’m mostly a sweet tea and Creamsicle guy.”

“They make an amazing coffee drink with booze and other goodies in it.”

Harper’s eyebrows rose. “Hmm. That sounds promising. Want to split one?”

“Oh, okay.” He flagged the waiter and asked for the special coffee.

It arrived shortly and sat between them on the table, steaming and looking creamy.

In it were two small straws. Oh God.

Like a dating couple in a malt shop in the 1950s, Remy alternately sipped from his straw and watched Harper’s lips wrap around the straw and suck. Which was sexier? Toss-up.

And that was way inappropriate. He sat back and let Harper drink his fill.

Remy said, “They’re pretty famous for that coffee.”

“I understand why. Maybe I should start making this kind of coffee for you. It would bring a whole new dimension to the workday.” He made a noise like a giggle that suggested maybe the wine and the liquor-laced coffee had taken a toll.

The waiter brought the check, and Remy slipped his credit card on it.

Harper said, “I’d like to pay my part.”

“Not a chance.” He met Harper’s big blue eyes. “There are fewer benefits to being a really rich guy than you’d think. Getting to buy a meal for a friend without worrying about it is one of them.”

“Well, your benefit is my benefit in this case. Thank you very much.”

“My pleasure.” Boy was that the truth.

“I’ll tell you what. How about I take a look at your kitchen and make recommendations as my treat to you?”

“Seriously? When?”

“Now?”

Remy opened his mouth and closed it. Be responsible. This man’s attached. He doesn’t think you’re interested in him. Wait, am I interested in him? Oh fuck, wake up. Still, the fact was he really wanted some ideas to get him out of his house funk. If that happened to coincide with other things he wanted, so be it. He’d have to be a grown-up. “That would be amazing. My house isn’t far from here.”

“Great.”

Remy signed for the check, and they both risked their lives skirting the highway to get to the parked Prius.

Once inside the car, Harper barked a laugh. “I could probably live here a hundred years and never get used to the traffic.”

“Yeah, it gets worse all the time.” He pulled into the flow of traffic and then turned right up the hill so he could get pointed in the opposite direction on the highway. “Tell me about where you’re from.”

“Windy Pines? It’s not exactly where I’m from. I mean, my mom and I moved around a bit, but it’s the place I feel the most at home.” He got a soft look on his face. “It’s a tiny town and not real close to any big city, so it’s tough for people to live there when the employers move out, which they have.” He exhaled slowly. “It may not be a town for much longer.” Remy felt the weight of Harper’s glance. “Actually, they had two MercedMarts nearby, but I’m told both of them are closing.”

Remy nodded. “Yes, I know John Jack’s having to close a lot of satellite stores. It’s all part of the same shift in retail that’s impacting everything.” He sighed. “That’s why I’m so anxious to get a breakthrough in online ordering.”

Harper shook himself out of some reverie. “But I’ve been doing all the talking. What about you? Are you a dedicated Californian, or is some Arkansas still hiding in there?”

“Pretty West Coast, I’m afraid. My folks got moderately rich in Arkansas and moved the main operations to California, where they got very rich, when I was still young. I grew up accepting waves outside my front door and way too many cars on the eight-lane highways. I can’t imagine living in a small town.”

“Oh.”

Remy shot Harper a glance and caught a flash of something. Disappointment? Remy rushed on. “Not that there’s anything wrong with small towns. I’m just used to the stress.” He laughed.

Harper didn’t say anything, and Remy weirdly felt like he wanted to apologize or change his mind, but he turned on the radio instead.

It only took a few minutes until they turned right and wound down the road to Remy’s house. When they got out of the car, the smell of the ocean and the crashing of the waves below the cliffs in front of them filled the senses.

Harper inhaled and closed his eyes. “Wow.”

Remy wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, it’s quite a location, but don’t get your hopes up.”

“What do you mean?”

“Come on.” He led the way around the winding path to the front door, slipped in the key, and pushed it open, then reached in and turned on the glaring overhead light in the barren entry. Random stripes of three different colors of paint decorated the walls, and underfoot were bare subfloors where Remy had ripped up the old carpeting and not been able to decide what to replace it with.

Harper made a full circle, his eyes behind the big glasses kind of owlish. “Oh. I didn’t know you hadn’t moved in yet.”

Remy sighed. Maybe this was a crappy idea. Now that the moment was here, he hated to admit the truth. “I’ve lived here for nearly a year.”

“But—”

“I know.”

“You’re a busy man. Why don’t you hire someone to do it?”

Remy gave him a glance and cocked his head toward the great room. “Come on in.” He walked from the entry into the primary living space, found the one lamp he had sitting on the floor beside the big sectional, and turned it on. Then he walked to the kitchen, which had once had an island but now had only a refrigerator, a microwave, and a sink. “Would you like wine, beer, iced tea? It’s not sweet tea, but I’ve got sugar.”

“Tea would be great.” Harper stood staring around the kitchen from where an island might have been, and Remy could imagine him sitting on a barstool looking comfortable. Remy didn’t usually think about how uncomfortable his place was for other people, even Felicity, but right then, he’d have liked to be able to wave a hand and make it all beautiful and cozy.

Remy set two glasses on the counter that held the microwave, filled them with ice and tea, then added sugar and stirred. He handed one glass to Harper and walked to the sectional, the only place to sit in the huge room.

Harper sat holding his glass since there was no place to put it but the floor. He gazed at the huge wall of glass, which was all black since it faced the ocean. “I’ll bet this is quite a view in the daytime.”

Remy nodded.

“So this is way more than a kitchen problem. Want to tell me about it?”

Remy sat back and sipped tea. What the hell was I thinking? He’d told himself he wanted Harper’s advice on how to build out the kitchen, but….

“I found this place about nine months ago and was so excited.” He wiped one hand, cold and damp from the glass, across his neck. “I said I wanted something of my own that I could fix up my way. But then I got stuck.”

When Remy didn’t go on, Harper said, “Stuck how?”

“I don’t know exactly.” He even sounded exasperated to himself. “I was pretty sure I didn’t want something traditional, like my mama’s place, but when I’d look at modern or contemporary stuff, it felt too cold and uninviting. I couldn’t—can’t call in a decorator because she’ll ask what I want, and I don’t know. I can’t even figure out where to start.” He looked at Harper and assumed his expression must be pleading because that was how he felt. “I’m not an indecisive person, honest.”

“I know you’re not.”

“But I can’t create something that expresses me when I don’t know what I want.” He shook his head. “So it just sits like this.”

Harper looked around with his big, glowing eyes, even if they were lighted strangely by the lamp on the floor. “It sure has potential.”

“Really? So what would you do with it?”

“For me or for you?”

“You.” He turned up his lips in a half grin.

“With your budget or mine?”

Remy laughed at Harper’s mischievous expression. “Mine.”

“Ooh.” He rubbed his hands together gleefully. After another glance around, he hopped up and started pacing the great room, then wandered into the space that Remy called the dining room, although it could be almost anything. After taking that in, Remy turned the corner to the kitchen space, or rather what was left of it with its missing breakfast bar and ripped-out cabinets.

Still eyeing the walls and windows, he walked back to where Remy sat. “Okay.” He kind of danced across the room and slapped his hand against the wall that separated the kitchen from the great room. “This would come out. I’d build a large island here—” He delineated a rectangle on the floor. “—and make this the dining area with a long parsons table that could seat lots of people but doesn’t have to be full to feel cozy.” He waved his arms in the air above the imaginary table. “Big rusticish chandelier here.” Pointing at the sectional that Remy was sitting on, Harper said, “We could move that back, closer to the windows, and add a new couch on this side.” Again, he waved an arm in open space.

At the wall in front of the sofa, he said, “Big, low cabinet here with your giant TV over it, maybe have a unit built in to hold it so you can make it disappear when you want to. A large coffee table goes in the middle of the square and a big, comfy chair over here.” He walked around, drawing in imaginary furniture. “Table and lamp. Another table and lamp. Picture, picture.”

He started toward the kitchen. “Come on.”

Remy jumped up and trailed after Harper, who never stopped talking. “So on the other side of the island, the cabinets will be two finishes, light maple on the top and dark-stained maple below. The island has a waterfall edge in quartz with hanging lights over it.”

He kept conjuring, but Remy mostly watched, a smile tugging at his lips. It wasn’t that he could see his house taking shape, exactly. It was more like he could see Harper in the house he was describing.

Harper looked at him, head cocked. “What? Am I breaking your budget?”

“No. Keep going. There’s more.”

Harper danced down the hall, stopping in each room for a minute to describe some imaginary use—the guest room, the office, the gym. Of course, none of the rooms had furniture or any real identification, so he was making it up.

He rounded the corner to the master bedroom just as Remy got a second’s prevision of what he was about to see. “Uh—”

Too late. Harper burst into the bedroom and stopped. The frown on his face when he looked back at Remy said it all. Surprise, and not in a good way. Maybe a hint of disappointment. “Is this where you sleep?”

Remy nodded and tried not to stare at his shoes. The room always looked bad, with its torn-out carpet, exposed tacks, half-painted walls, and practically nonexistent furniture. But that morning Remy had been especially stressed and had left bath towels and pieces of worn clothing draped on the unmade bed, uh, mattress, and littering the floor.

“Can you really sleep in here?”

Remy shrugged. “Sometimes.”

Harper’s happy redecorating dance seemed to dissolve. He glanced around the room, turned, and walked back to the great room, perched on the sectional, and picked up what now had to be very watery tea. He took a sip and set it down again on the floor.

Remy chewed the inside of his cheek. He missed the fun of the previous minutes. Forcing a smile, he said, “So that’s what you’d do with my budget, huh?”

Harper looked up, though his eyes seemed far away. “No. That’s what I’d do with your budget if I were you.” He stood. “I better get home.”

“Oh, right. You’ve got people waiting for you.” Did that come out with an edge?

“Yes.”

They skirted the disorganization of the great room and left through the front door. When they got to the car, Remy said, “Pelican Point?”

Harper said, “I really can call Uber.”

“No, it’s not that far.”

They rode up the Coast Highway in near silence, some Ed Sheeran playing in the background. Remy couldn’t help it. “I guess the house is pretty dismal, isn’t it?”

Harper glanced at him then back toward the view of the ocean through the windshield. “Dismal’s more of a feeling, isn’t it? I’d call it a mess. A work in progress that needs more progress.” He smiled a little.

Remy shrugged. “I can’t seem to drag myself away from work enough to focus on my house.”

“Maybe it’s not your house.”

“What?”

“Maybe you secretly don’t want to live there, so you don’t work on it. I remember a friend, a really old guy from Windy Pines. He moved away to buy a house in Las Vegas. He said he’d always wanted to live there. It was his dream. But I went to visit him six months after he’d moved, and he’d barely unpacked a single box. He was living out of a suitcase. Finally he admitted that he hated it there and wanted to go home to Windy Pines. He put his house back on the market the next day.” He grinned. “Made enough money on it to pay for the moving van. Fortunately, his house in Windy Pines hadn’t been sold.”

“Is he happy?”

“As a pig in shit.”

Remy turned off the highway up the hill toward the gated entrance to Pelican Point. “Problem is, if I don’t like my house, the only place I could be longing for is to move back in with Mama, and much as I love her, I don’t think that’s the answer.”

“Maybe you just haven’t found your answer yet.”

They pulled up to the gate, and a guard looked in the window. Harper flashed a pass, the guard scanned it, and the gate rose. Harper pointed straight ahead, and Remy guided the car higher on the hill, the vast view of the city lights and the blackness of the ocean beyond filling the windows.

Harper pointed to a sprawling, pseudo-Mediterranean mansion on a hill a short distance ahead. “There.”

Maybe that’s more Harper’s taste. Remy pulled up to the wide drive and stopped. “So you said the décor you described at my house is what you’d do if you were me. What would you do if you had my budget?”

Harper opened the car door and looked back. “I’d bribe some business enterprise to come to Windy Pines.” He smiled, but it was a little sad. “Thank you so much for dinner.” He slid out, closed the door, and was gone.




Chapter Ten

 

 

STRANGELY MIXED feelings.

Harper fit his key in the front door and pushed into the house. A lot of the lights were off, but one shone down the hall in Sylvan’s office.

Harper walked to the kitchen and got a glass of sweet tea. Why did I react so strongly when I saw Remy’s bedroom? It was like the parts of Harper that loved and valued home had recoiled at the total disregard—even disrespect—for the whole idea. Hell, he’d seen frat houses that weren’t that messy and transitory. But his reasonable business nature kicked in and said here’s a guy who doesn’t spend time, money, or energy on his personal life. He’s all business. His top priority is building a future for his family’s company. Admire that—but also remember it the next time you start drooling over his beautiful ass.

Carrying his glass, Harper walked down the hall toward the office. He stepped into the partly open doorway and spread his arms. “Ta-da. I’m home.”

Sylvan looked up from his computer with a crease between his eyebrows. “I wondered where you were.”

Harper walked in and plopped in the upholstered chair that sat across from Sylvan’s desk at a precise angle. Funny. While Remy didn’t seem to care about his home environment at all, Sylvan maybe worried about it too much. Harper had seen him make the bed after they’d made love, even though the maid would be in the next day. “I worked late, and then Remy Merced took me to dinner.”

Sylvan’s eyebrows shot up. “No kidding? Hanging out with the big boss.” He got up and walked over to the chair opposite Harper. “Tell me about it.”

A little shot of unease stabbed Harper’s gut as he remembered Remy’s warning about privacy. “Not much to tell. I think he was working late too, and I was the only one around he could ask to eat with him.”

“Oh, I’m sure he wasn’t that desperate.” Sylvan laughed a little indulgently. “He probably saw us together at the council dinner and figured you must be important.”

Harper controlled his laugh. “Must have.”

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to imply you don’t have great value on your own.” He reached out and lifted the sweet tea glass from the coaster on the table beside Remy, took a sip, spit it back in the glass with a grimace, and slammed the glass back on the table. “God, how can you drink that swill?”

Harper stared at him levelly. “You knew what was in the glass. Why did you choose to drink some?”

“I forgot.”

“Your problem, not mine.”

“So what’s Merced working on so diligently?” He casually rubbed his hands together.

Harper shrugged. “I think they’re market testing some new organic products.” There, that was true as far as it went.

Sylvan shook his head. “Leave it to the Merced’s to be five years behind the times. Hell, there’s hardly a supermarket that’s not carrying organics these days. But I suppose there’s not much demand in Arkansas.”

Harper raised his eyebrow. “Sylvan, you can’t be a market analyst and believe what you just said, even if Merced was an Arkansas company, which it’s not anymore.”

“Sorry. I was being a snark. I like John Jack okay, but I’ve never really taken to Remy, or his mother either for that matter. I always figured her husband was the brains in that outfit. That’s why I’m not expecting them to be able to deal with the downturn in the grocery business. I’m getting ready to recommend a sell on MercedMart stock in my next report.”

A rivulet of ice sneaked up Harper’s back, and he tried to keep a neutral expression.

Sylvan gazed at him intently. “I’m expecting that if there’s any reason that I’m about to make a fool of myself with that prediction, that my boyfriend will tell me.” He smiled. “Right?”

Damn. Harper didn’t want to use the C word—confidentiality—because it was likely to raise Sylvan’s interest even higher. But he didn’t want to lie. “Don’t count on me. I’m only a lowly assistant.”

“Yes, but assistants hear all the juicy stuff.” He smiled and managed to look positively foxy.

Harper chuckled since that was noncommittal.

Sylvan rose and extended his hand. Harper took it. Sylvan grabbed the glass from the table. “Let me put this in the dishwasher, then we can fuck.”

 

 

“SHIT!” REMY’S stomach flipped as he stared at the computer screen. Damn. Damn. Damn. He glanced through the row of numbers again and then sat back in his chair. The first results from one of the districts carrying out the test model on online ordering had come in. They were better. Better. But not better enough to justify a huge investment into the online model.

Okay, calm down. This is one test in one region. He inhaled deeply. The fact was, he’d felt uneasy and jumpy ever since the night Harper had come to his house five days before. Too many disturbing questions floated through Remy’s head from the combination of his talk with Mama and Harper’s visit. Stupidly, he’d gotten up the next morning and cleaned his bedroom. He wanted to blush just thinking about it, but even though there were still subfloors underfoot and unpainted walls, having it neat and clean had felt good. A relief.

Still the ideas lingered.

You could be a lot happier.

Maybe it’s not your house.

And now this. He’d barely realized how much he was counting on Harper’s ideas being a huge success.

He wanted to rest his head on his cool desk, but every person in the office would be in a panic five minutes after he did it. He’d wanted the open interaction of a fishbowl environment. Now it was coming back to bite him in the butt.

Movement on the other side of his glass wall made him look up as Harper walked quickly past his office, turned, and came to his door. As usual, he tapped on the doorframe. “Hi.”

“Hi.” Remy couldn’t help it. He smiled. He’d barely seen Harper for days and he’d forgotten how damned adorable he looked and how calming his presence was. Well, calming and disturbing at the same time.

“May I come in?”

“Uh, sure.”

Harper stepped inside the door wearing a pleasant expression and carefully closed the door behind him. With a tight smile, he said, “What’s wrong?”

“What?” Harper whiplash.

“I can tell from your face. Something’s wrong, and you’re trying not to show it.”

Remy glanced through the glass. “Does everyone know?”

“No. The receptionist can’t see you.”

“Oh God.”

Harper walked over and sat in the guest chair opposite Remy. “So tell me.”

“The first results came back from district two.”

His tight, pleasant smile faded into instant concern. “Bad?”

“No. Not bad. But not as good as we’d hoped.” Remy sat back and pointed at his screen. “Look.”

Harper was all the way around the desk, bringing his scent reminiscent of apple blossoms, the Arkansas state flower, before Remy questioned the wisdom of his suggestion. Too late. Harper rested a hand on Remy’s desk and leaned over toward the screen. Heat poured off him, and Remy’s gaze rested on his long, beautifully shaped fingers and the light cording in his forearms.

Shit. I should just give up and admit I’m gay. Remy gripped the bridge of his nose. Where the hell did that thought come from?

Harper patted Remy’s arm, which didn’t help Remy’s situation. Harper said, “Come on, don’t worry. It’s not that bad. I’ll bet when we see the comments, we’ll find out that people loved having the range of choices. And look. There was response to the organics. So both of these were good moves, Remy. We just need to do more.” He put that hot hand back on Remy’s forearm. “Remember? I said this probably wasn’t going to be enough. Not based on the Barrowman model. But it’s a good step forward.”

“Not enough for me to move ahead on any broad initiative.”

“No, but we’ve taken a step in the right direction. Now we just have to figure out what the missing piece or pieces are.”

Remy lowered his voice and fought the desperate desire to put his hand over Harper’s. “But we haven’t got forever. Right now, you know the competitors are trying to solve the same problems we are.”

“We’ll beat them. For sure.” He squeezed Remy’s hand, but before Remy’s insides turned out, Harper pulled his grasp away and returned to the other side of the desk. “If you’ll forward me the reports, I’ll start making calls and try to learn what we’re missing.”

Remy sighed. “What if we’re not missing anything? What if people simply won’t buy groceries online? Or what if what they want is something no company can afford to provide?” He sucked a breath. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s not your job to solve this problem.”

Harper pulled his brows together. “Yes it is. I’m your assistant. This is your number one problem, so it’s mine too.” He inhaled. “I sincerely believe people will love buying all their groceries online. And I think we’re close.”

“Thank you, Harper. I don’t like to burden Mama, who’s supposed to be retired, and—”

“I’m your assistant. I help carry the load.”

Remy sighed. “I’m very grateful.”

Harper left, and Remy stared after him. He’d desperately wanted someone to share the load. He’d gotten what he wanted despite his initial resistance, and it was almost too good. If everyone in the office could see he was stressed out, could they also see how he felt about Harper?

 

 

HARPER WALKED away from Remy’s office with a confident stride and a take-on-the-world expression. Lies. All lies. Harper was a mess. Exhibit A. He hadn’t informed Sylvan, the man Harper presumably loved and had traveled across the country to be with, that he wouldn’t tell him a single fact about Merced Enterprises no matter how badly Sylvan might be about to fuck up. Exhibit B. He’d just told Remy that he was behind him no matter what, when being around Remy was totally dumb.

Like a call from the great prankster in the sky, Harper’s cell rang. He sighed and clicked. “Hi, Mama Two.”

“Hi, darling. Why do you sound awful?”

“Hang on.” He stood and walked out of his cubicle, then down the hall to the emergency stairwell. He stepped in and closed the door behind him. “Okay, now I’m in a quiet pace.”

“Is your office noisy?”

“No, not exactly. But it’s not private. It’s like a big fishbowl that’s supposed to encourage collaboration, but it also makes it hard to keep a secret.”

“Have you got a secret, darlin’?”

“Oh, Mama Two, I think I’ve made a terrible mistake.”

“Mr. Hoag?”

He blew out a breath. “Yes. Some days I’m not sure what I was thinking.”

“You needed an excuse to leave here, Harper. The only reason you’d allow yourself for leaving was something huge like a great love, so you manufactured one.”

If someone had walked into the stairwell and smashed him in the head with a lead pipe, he wouldn’t have been more shocked. For seconds he couldn’t even speak. “Why—why didn’t you tell me?”

“That’s not something one friend tells another. I tried to suggest you evaluate carefully, but you were desperate to leave, and I didn’t blame you. I figured you needed to go to California, and you’re so smart, you’d realize your error once you got there. Which you have. So now all you have to do is extricate yourself from him and enjoy your new life.”

He raked a hand through his too-long hair. “I need to come home!”

“No, dear. Windy Pines is a wonderful place, but it’s not big enough for the likes of you. You’re a genius, Harper. You need challenge and opportunity.”

“Hell, Mama Two, I’m some genius. I haven’t even been able to do anything about getting MercedMart reopened in Windy Pines.”

“And why is that, Harper?” She sounded like a schoolteacher, patient and encouraging.

He puffed a breath. “Because retail as we know it is drying up, and there’s not enough business to keep it going.”

“Correct. So if you had gotten it reopened, it’d only have been for a little while anyway, dear. We’re not your problem, Harper. We’ve got to figure out how to live in a modern world—on a lot of levels. You need to thrive in that world and be happy.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“Is there more to it than Mr. Hoag?”

“Yes.” He cringed at the speed with which he’d replied.

“Tell me.”

“I know this sounds like the worst kind of fickle idiocy, but—oh God.”

“You have feelings for someone else?”

“Yes, and I’m a total fool.” He slid down the wall until he was squatting, elbow on his knee and head in his hand. She didn’t say anything, so Harper whispered, “I have feelings for my boss.”

“Oh, Harper. How old is this one?”

“Twenty-six.”

“Oh! Well that’s a blessing anyway. I was starting to think you were trying to make up for the loss of your daddy.”

“I know. But he’s my boss.” It was a wail.

She chuckled. “Bosses need love too.”

“Mama Two?”

“Hmm?”

“He might not be gay.”

He heard her intake of breath. “I’ve known you most of your life, and I’ve never seen you attracted to a man who wasn’t of your persuasion. Except a movie star or two, but we all do that.”

“I know, but he has a girlfriend.”

She huffed. “That’s not good, of course. Coming between members of a couple is never an honorable thing.”

“Yeah. Like I said, I’m an idiot.” He sighed. “Thank you, though. You’ve helped me make a decision. I’m going to go find an apartment for myself tomorrow. Things are really expensive here, and I don’t make a lot of money, but I should be able to find some little hole in the wall.”

“You’ll be making more money soon. If not where you’re workin’ now, then somewhere else.”

“Thank you, Mama Two.” He slid back up the wall.

“Oh and Harper.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that many homosexual men have been known to have girlfriends. You be careful. We all love you.” She hung up.




Chapter Eleven

 

 

REMY COULD barely muster enough concentration to drive to his mama’s house. His brain buzzed with the results from two more regions that bore out the first report. People liked the choices and granularity on ordering. Some even responded to the new brands. But nothing suggested that people were going to adopt online ordering as their regular grocery shopping experience, and that was really bad news.

Underneath the business worries hummed his real-life questions. Was he happy? Emphatic answer: no. Could he be? The images that kept coming up for him all involved Harper’s blue eyes and long cock, and that was disturbing because, while his mother might be okay with Remy being gay, John Jack, the board of directors, and most of their investors didn’t necessarily share that opinion. Of course, Remy wasn’t the senior partner, but his responsibility for Merced Technologies was critical to the corporation’s future. If the markets lost confidence in Remy, it could shake the whole company. Make that shake the company even more than it already was as a result of the shifts in retail buying.

Man, as if trying to save the company’s future wasn’t enough, needing to love by the company’s rules felt like a mountain of weight on his shoulders.

His mama could talk about love and happiness all she wanted, but the fact was, he had serious responsibilities. Maybe his mama and daddy fucked like rabbits while they were poor and foolish, but he was neither.

This throbbing desire to throw over his whole damned life and just have Harper verged on insanity. Nothing had prepared him for it. Okay, some yearnings and stolen moments suggested he might not be as straight as a line of code, but it wasn’t like he had a clandestine life where he dated men and had been covering it up. Whatever he’d been hiding, he’d also kept secret from himself.

Heat pressed behind his eyes as he remembered Harper declaring that he was Remy’s assistant and wanted to share his stress. What if I could have that support in my life—forever? Would that make me happy?

Shit, what’s the point of even dreaming?

 

 

HERE I am again.

Harper pulled his clothes from hangers and folded them into his suitcase. Young and dumb. That pretty much covered his self-description.

Everything Mama Two had said rang like a clear bell in his heart. He’d wanted to get away from Windy Pines, the home he said he loved. The anguish of not being able to find work for the people there had piled on his shoulders. Day after day, one company after another refused to consider building a new facility in the area. Refused to train people for work they desperately needed done because it was cheaper and easier to take it offshore. Every “no” had felt like somebody hit him.

And then came that night at the roadhouse.

Harper pulled another shirt from its hanger and wiped his eyes on his sleeve. He still didn’t understand it, even though Mama Two had told him again and again that everyone was sorry. He could still hear the jeers of Josiah and Benson, men he’d never considered close friends but thought at least respected him. Men he’d tried to help. They’d yelled at him that he was a prancing fag who didn’t care about any of them and was just trying to rack up some points helping the hopeless hillbillies. That had been awful, but worse was that not one other person he’d worked so hard to help had taken his side. They’d stood there staring at him and never gave him a word or gesture of support. He’d staggered out into the night with the sneering voices yelling after him, and nobody had even come to be sure he was okay.

He sniffed again and stopped to blow his nose on a tissue.

“What’s going on?”

Sylvan’s voice made Harper jump a foot. “Oh God. I didn’t hear you come in.” He pressed a hand to his chest.

Sylvan crossed his arms. “No wonder with all the clanging of hangers and blubbering going on. Care to explain? Is it something you imagine I did?”

Harper shook his head. “No. I was remembering the incident in Windy Pines. I told you about it the day I said I’d move to California with you?”

Sylvan waved a hand. “Oh, you mean when those hicks called you a fag? What did you expect, Harper, from a bunch of untrainable troglodytes?”

“I expected them to act like my friends, I guess.” He sniffed.

Sylvan made a snorting sound. “I told them the only good thing to come out of all that work you did for them was to convince me that you were a good businessman as well as a great piece of ass and want to whisk you away with me.” He chuckled.

Harper looked up. “What?”

“What do you mean what? It’s essentially what I said to them the day before we left. They were treating you like their property or something, insisting you weren’t going to leave. That you were too committed to the town. I told them they were just your Boy Scout community-service badge. I mean, really.”

Harper’s whole spine froze. “You said that where?”

“At that community center place where you all hung out. I’d been waiting for you forever.”

“So they believed you.” Sweet Jesus, he couldn’t catch his breath. “They thought I didn’t care about them. That I…?” Harper stared into space. He didn’t know whether to scream or throw things.

“What do you think you’re doing with the suitcase?”

“What?” Harper looked up. “Oh, I’m leaving. I realize this was a mistake. I wanted to leave Windy Pines, I admired your ideas and was flattered you wanted me to go. I mistook it for love. I’m sorry. I’m going to go get a place of my own or—” He waved a hand. “—something.”

“Like hell you are.”

Harper looked up startled. “What?”

Sylvan had planted his legs apart, and his arms were crossed. “You’re not going anywhere until you tell me what’s happening at Merced.”

Harper shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean.” He shoved the last pair of slacks into the bag and closed it.

Sylvan stepped closer. “Don’t play dumb. We talked about it. You’re going to tell me what Merced is planning and whether it’s successful so I can put it in my report.”

Harper shoved his glasses up his nose and frowned. “Like hell I am. I signed a confidentiality agreement when I went to work for Merced.”

“Oh come on. No one takes those things seriously. Besides, I’m your boyfriend. It’s expected that you’re going to share the stresses of your work with me.”

“I’m sorry, Sylvan. That’s not gonna happen.” He picked up the suitcase. “I’ll come by and get the rest of my things another time.” He tried to look confident as he walked toward the door.

Sylvan stepped in front of him. “Don’t be stupid, Harper.”

Heat rose up Harper’s neck and spewed out his mouth. “Stupid? I’m stupid all right, for doubting my friends without checking the facts. And I’m super stupid for believing you cared about me. But as of now, that stupidity ends.” He took a step and ended up only an arm’s length from Sylvan, who moved to the side to block him.

Suddenly, the heat reached Harper’s brain and exploded in a flash of red. I did this all to myself. I’m supposed to be this big genius, and I was taken by a smooth-talking con man. Harper stretched to his full height—inches above Sylvan—and looked down. His voice came out low, like a growl. “Do you seriously think you can stop me, Sylvan? You may be fatter, but I’m nineteen years younger and a whole lot fitter.” Harper clenched his fist and held it high enough to be visible.

Sylvan’s eyes widened just a bit.

“Want to test my theory? Because I’d love an excuse to pay you back for what you did to me in Arkansas.” He took a step forward, and this time Sylvan staggered back.

Harper walked past him, out the bedroom door, and toward the entrance.

Sylvan yelled, “I’ll ruin you. No one will hire you when I’m done. And believe me, I’ll ruin Merced too, with or without your information.”

Harper paused and looked back. “You don’t have influence with anyone I care about, so do your worst.” That was kind of true. As for the rest, Harper could only hope that Sylvan wasn’t big enough to hurt Merced too seriously. Oh crap, he wished he believed that. Turning, he hauled the suitcase to the front door.

Sylvan yelled, “Harper!”

He didn’t pause. Outside in the cool, dry dark, he pulled the handle out on the suitcase, rolled it to the Prius he’d parked by the curb, then dumped it in the back seat.

Before he climbed into the driver’s seat, he took one look back at the pretentious Mediterranean mansion. A lot of his favorite books were still inside that house, but he’d just have to give them up. A curtain moved, which probably meant Sylvan was staring out. Sweet mother of Jesus, how did I get so stupid?

But as he drove away, all he could think was, Oh man, I wonder what he’ll do to Merced?

 

 

REMY PULLED onto his mama’s street. It was family dinner night. She’d texted him and let him know that John Jack and Trudy were both home and Remy was expected, so here he was.

He clicked his remote to open the gate, then drove up to the door where Federico waited. Remy sighed and opened the door. “Hi.”

“Hi, Remy. You’re the last to arrive.”

“Yep.” He smiled tightly. “Story of my life.”

Federico snorted.

Remy walked slowly across the drive and up the steps. He used his key and walked in. The sound of voices came from the direction of the large living room.

Nigel came into the entry. “Good evening, Remy. Everyone’s here.”

“So I heard. Thanks, Nigel.” With an inhale, he walked into the living room—and stopped. Sitting on the couch between Mama and Trudy was Felicity.

Before he could catch his breath, she jumped to her feet and rushed over, wrapped her arms around him, and kissed him on the lips. “Hi, honey. Poor baby, you look tired.”

He really wanted to say, “Who are you and what have you done with Felicity?” Instead, he gave her a lukewarm kiss back. “Yeah. It’s been a rough week. Sorry.”

She linked her arm through his and walked him over to the upholstered love seat, where she prompted him to sit and then snuggled next to him.

He glanced at Mama, who was staring at them with a small crease between her brows. Felicity stood again and hustled over to the bar cart like she owned the place, poured a glass of white wine, and brought it back to Remy as if she were some practicing courtesan.

Remy accepted the glass and started to ask John Jack about his trip, but there sat Felicity, and he didn’t want to talk Merced business with her there. The Economic Development Association event flashed into his mind, along with Mama saying Trudy would be away “shopping,” so he turned to her instead. “How did your latest fund-raising trip go, Trudy? Did you get new donors?”

Trudy beamed at him. “It was a fantastic success.”

Mama laughed. “She knocked ’em down like bowling pins. Tell Remy about that businessman who implied if he coughed up a hundred million he could get you in the bargain.” Mama rocked back and howled. “She handed him his hat and a pen in the same breath.”

Trudy nodded. “I explained I wasn’t available as a premium, but I’d be ever so appreciative of a few million to assure that girls and women around the world got to go to school.” Slowly she grinned. “Do you know that man flicked a finger at his assistant and the guy wrote me a check for ten million on the spot.”

John Jack gave her a proud smile. “So Remy. How are your plans going for—”

Mama said, “I think Nigel just signaled that dinner’s ready. Go ahead and get washed up and freshen your wine or drinks, okay? Remy, I’ve got sweet tea if you’d like some.” She gave him a smile and walked out of the room.

Felicity frowned. “What did she mean? You don’t like sweet tea. My God. All that sugar.”

“Kind of an inside joke. I found out that she cuts her sweet tea with plain black tea and told her she could lose her Southern street cred. Excuse me. I need to wash up before dinner.”

“Oh, okay.” She squeezed his arm. “Don’t be long.”

He walked from the room trying to make sense of the sudden flirtatiousness from the world’s least flirtatious woman. Peering toward the guest bath, he didn’t see Mama, so he trotted up the stairs. Sure enough, she walked toward him from the master suite.

“Hi, darlin’. I thought you might want a private word.”

He stepped close and said softly, “How did Felicity get here?”

“Good question. She called me and asked if this was family dinner night. She said you’d told her, but she forgot to write it down. Gushed a bit about how she hadn’t seen me in just days and days. I gather you didn’t say a thing about coming to dinner.”

“No. I’ve barely raised my head in two weeks. I haven’t seen her since the EDA dinner.”

“She must have panicked when she thought she was losing you. Maybe she’s more attached than you believed.”

“Maybe.”

“She’s right about one thing. You do look tired.” She stuck a finger under his chin.

“Was it my imagination, or did you divert John Jack from talking about the online ordering?”

She wrinkled her nose. “It’s easy to think of your girlfriend as family, but fact is, she’s a stockbroker. It pays to be cautious.”

“I don’t think she’d do anything underhanded, do you?”

“No, but what she learns could influence her stock advice. I know that’s no big thing. She’s just one person, but still.”

John Jack’s voice drifted up the open staircase. “Mama, where are you? Dinner’s ready.”

“Coming, dear.” She turned back to Remy. “If I can nudge John Jack to be careful what he says, I will. Otherwise, you just be discreet.”

“Okay, Mama.” Things were bad when his mama started getting paranoid.




Chapter Twelve

 

 

REMY AND Mama walked down the stairs and into the dining room. Felicity was already seated, as were John Jack and Trudy. Remy sat between Felicity and Mama, who took her place at the head of the table.

Nigel walked in with a tray and served them each a steaming bowl of potato leek soup. One whiff and Remy was back at Dizz’s with Harper across the table telling Remy about his sexual education.

Remy vaguely heard Felicity say, “So John Jack, how was the trip to Arkansas?”

“Craptastic. We had to close—”

Remy’s head snapped up. “Did you see the positive response to the new organic brands?”

John Jack looked confused at Remy’s interruption, but said, “Uh, yes. I saw that report yesterday. Good call. What prompted you to try it?”

Remy gazed at Mama who stared at John Jack and widened her eyes a little, making a quick glance toward Felicity.

John Jack frowned, looking confused.

Remy pasted on a smile. “Just the success of our previous organic brands. Thought we should extend on the trend.”

“Yeah. That makes sense. What about the on—ow!” John Jack twisted toward Trudy, who looked at him with big eyes.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, honey. Did I kick you in the shins?” She rubbed his arm as if it were his leg. “Bet that leaves a bruise. Sometimes I can’t get my own stilettos under control.” She laughed merrily. While John Jack might not have caught the meaning of Mama’s eye rolling, clearly Trudy had.

Remy glanced toward Felicity, who was frowning at the two of them.

Trudy grabbed John Jack by the arm. “Come with me, honey. I want to be sure I didn’t break the skin with my flying feet.” She practically dragged him out of the chair, but by this time, he’d probably caught on that she wanted to talk to him, because he didn’t protest.

At that moment, Nigel entered with a platter of roast chicken while Florence cleared the soup bowls.

Trudy stuck up a finger. “Be right back. Don’t wait for us.”

Felicity watched them go, then said softly. “Is everything okay with John Jack and Trudy?”

Mama waved a hand. “Oh yes. They’re happy as beavers in a dam these days. So tell us, Felicity, what should we be watching for in the markets?”

“Oh, well….” She looked like she hadn’t expected to be asked for investment advice by the Merceds.

Remy chuckled. “Mama, Felicity gets paid the big bucks for that kind of information.”

“Well, of course she does. My apologies, Felicity.”

John Jack and Trudy walked back in hand in hand. Trudy said, “No harm done. All’s well. I kissed it and made it better.”

John Jack gave a slightly dirty laugh.

Felicity was starting to look like she’d accidentally stumbled upon the Mad Hatter’s Tea Party. She cut into her chicken and took a bite.

Mama introduced the subject of movies, and they all started talking about their favorites—except Felicity who just kept chewing and occasionally glanced at them like she couldn’t figure out why they’d waste their time so thoroughly.

Trudy said, “We did face one big, momentous question while we were gone.”

Felicity looked up immediately. “Oh, what was that?”

Trudy grinned. “Avengers versus Justice League. Who would win?” She side-eyed John Jack playfully. “It’s ripping us apart. We’ll never agree.”

John Jack scowled ferociously. “Nobody can beat the Hulk, and even if they did, Thor’s a god.”

Trudy waved a hand. “Demigod. Barely better than mortal. You can’t believe Thor could defeat Superman. It’s never gonna happen.”

Remy laughed. There was a time his brother would never have been this playful. It was inspiring to see how much he’d been able to grow and change in his marriage. Love, like Mama said. The thought filled his head with pressure and heat.

John Jack waved a hand at Remy. “Come on bro, are you Team Justice or Team Avengers? You agree with me, right? Thor and Hulk would win.”

Remy shook his head skeptically. “No, I’ve gotta think nobody can beat Superman and Wonder Woman.”

Trudy yelled, “Yayyy.”

John Jack pressed a dramatic hand against his forehead. “Nooooo.”

Remy was on a roll. “Plus, I like the Flash. I mean he’s got sneaky skills.”

Trudy sighed. “And he’s absolutely adorable.”

“Yeah.” Remy nodded and took his last bite of chicken.

Things got quiet for a second, and he looked up. John Jack was staring at him. “You’re calling that geeky little fag adorable?” Then he dragged his eyes to Trudy. “Any Avenger could wipe him out with one hand tied behind his back.”

Remy’s heart beat too hard. The moment was like Harper’s story about agreeing with his best friend that the boy was gorgeous and being asked if he was gay. Remy kept eating, but he sensed more than one glance creeping his way.

Trudy battled. “The Flash isn’t gay. He’s indescribable. And no Avenger can catch him to wipe him out with one or both hands, so don’t even think about it.”

Nigel chose that moment to bring in a platter of fruit and cheese, and they started placing coffee orders, which defused the whole discussion. Still, Remy couldn’t shake the feelings of that moment when he’d agreed that a guy who was in fact delicious and totally nonbinary was adorable. A little creeping thought tiptoed through his brain. I’ll bet Harper likes the Flash too.

They went into the living room and drank coffee—Nigel’s was good but not as amazing as Harper’s—and Mama and Trudy seemed dedicated to keeping the conversation away from compromising subjects. It was a good thing since Remy couldn’t stay focused. Everything distracted him. Everything seemed to remind him of Harper. So is this how it’s going to be? Harper acting the devoted assistant while he goes home at night to Hoag and I pretend not to care and act as if I’m straight for the good of the company and—shit. What a mess.

“Honey, are you okay?”

Remy blinked and looked at Felicity. When had she ever called him honey? “Yes. Sorry. I’m just wrestling a few problems at work. I apologize for my distraction.”

“You don’t have to apologize to me, silly. No one understands you like I do. I think we should sit down and talk through your challenges. Maybe I can help, and even if I can’t, talking it through is bound to inspire you to solve the problem.”

“Maybe, but I’m afraid I’m really tired.” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

She whispered. “I should come home with you and give you a nice back rub. That will relax you and help you sleep.”

Okay, this was plain weird. They’d been dating for a good part of the year, and she’d never offered anything like a backrub. “Come on, Felicity. You hate my house, and I don’t blame you. If I get a couple nights’ sleep, we can have a real date and go to your place.”

It was only a second’s change of expression, but he was pretty sure she looked panicked. “Noo. I don’t want to leave you all alone and miserable when you’re feeling badly.”

He patted her arm. “Seriously, don’t worry about it.” Though he’d really like to sit her down and ask what the hell was going on with her. The problem was if Mama was right and Felicity was panicking because she thought she was losing him, what could he say? He couldn’t put her mind at ease. Hell, she wasn’t losing him because she never had him, but that was an asshole thing to say. And he was acting like a coward. “Look, I’m beat, but I’d like to talk about some things, so why don’t you follow me home. We’ll have a glass of wine and chat for a bit. Then I’ve got to get some sleep.”

Her expression warred between worry and delight, but she said, “Of course. I think that’s a great idea. Just let me know when you’re ready to go.”

It took another twenty minutes, but Remy said goodbye to John Jack and Trudy, then leaned over to kiss Mama.

She whispered, “Is Felicity going home with you?”

“Yeah. We’re going to talk. I want to know what’s going on. I can’t keep sticking my head in the sand.”

She gave him her raised eyebrow. “Just be careful what you stick where.”

He didn’t even laugh. Just nodded.

On the drive to his house in Laguna, he kept glancing back at Felicity’s BMW, which stuck to him like sticky rice. What was he prepared to say to her? I think I’ve got to hear what she says and play it by ear.

He turned off the highway, wound down the narrow roads to his house, and pulled into his driveway. No question of using the garage. It was too full of his junk he couldn’t figure out what to do with.

Felicity parked next to the curb at the neighbor’s house since the space in front of Remy’s currently featured two bulging trashcans as a result of his bedroom cleanup.

He hopped out of the car and hurried to the front door so he could turn on the entry lights. He had no outside lamps to speak of, and the walkway to the front was treacherous in the dark. With a push to the door, he shone the light from inside onto the front walk; then he went to Felicity and helped her get inside.

“When are you ever going to get some exterior lighting?” Her voice had an edge, which she seemed to realize because she said, “It will be so lovely when it’s done.”

Inside the house, Remy quickly turned on the one lamp in the living room. He caught the look of dismay, maybe mixed with some disgust, on Felicity’s face, but she quickly covered it with a smile. He sure didn’t blame her for her viewpoint.

He said, “I’ll get us some wine. Please sit.”

He walked to the kitchen, and when he came back with two wineglasses half-full of white, she’d settled in the middle of the sectional. He didn’t want to make a big statement, so he sat in the corner nearest her, making a show of resting one of his arms on the side of the couch. She turned sideways so she was facing him.

She said, “So why don’t you tell me about these business issues that are causing you to lose sleep. Maybe I can make suggestions or know of someone who can.” Her expression was all focused helpfulness.

“Uh, no. I don’t really want to talk about my business with you, Felicity.” Might as well lay it out there. “You’re a stockbroker. It could influence your buy and sell recommendations.”

“Why? Is Merced doing badly?” She sounded avid, and it gave him a shiver.

“Of course not. But when we’re in the middle of new initiatives, it’s confidential. We don’t share it with the marketplace, and you’re the marketplace.” He smiled as politely as he could manage.

“Oh, so new initiatives, huh? No wonder you’re so stressed, poor baby.” She scooted closer, put the hand not holding the wine on the back of his neck, and began to massage.

He turned his head and slid out of reach, getting a flash of annoyance from her. Remy said, “Okay, here’s what I want to talk about. Why are you acting this way? We’ve been going out for a while. I’ve always gotten the feeling that I’m a convenient date for you—attractive enough, rich enough, and established enough to maintain your reputation, but no one who you’d be seriously hurt to lose.” She started to speak, but he held up a hand. “Tonight I come to Mama’s and see you, who I wasn’t expecting at all. Plus, you’ve somehow morphed into somebody from Autobiography of a Geisha. What’s up?”

From among the types of response that seemed to play across her face, she settled on outrage. “How can you say that? I’ve always cared about you, and I thought you cared about me. I know I can be a little withdrawn sometimes when I’m under business stress. Maybe I just realized that and want to show you how I really feel.”

“Did you?”

“What?”

“Realize that? You said maybe.”

She stared at her wine, dropping the hand that had been massaging his neck back to her lap. “I realized that I take you for granted a lot and feel badly about it. I enjoy going out with you.”

That sounded like something closer to reality. Remy inhaled. “The truth for me, Felicity, is I’m going through some personal transitions, I guess you could say. You’ve probably guessed from the state of my house that I’m having trouble settling down. A friend suggested to me that maybe that’s a sign this isn’t my place.”

“What friend?”

“Why does that matter?” He cocked his head.

“I’d just hate for you to take advice from false friends.” She sipped her wine. “So did your friend mean just the house or other things too?”

“I think he meant the house, but I’m not sure what I think. I know I’m not settled in my life yet. You’ve never asked me for any kind of commitment, and I appreciate that because I can’t make any promises.”

His brain sorted through all her possible responses. Not one of them was what she said. “What does it mean for Merced Technologies if you’re not settled?”

He looked up at her—the slightly too bright eyes. His mouth opened, but he wasn’t sure what ought to come out. Maybe it was a logical question. Was it the question of a woman who claimed she enjoyed going out with him? That was hardly the same as affection or love, and she was a stockbroker. Maybe she was asking, “What about your job?”

Before Remy managed to reply, she stood. “I need the bathroom.”

He nodded. “You know where they are.”

She walked out of the room, and Remy stared into space. He should break it off with her and start going to functions alone or escorting Mama. It would be easier. Less drama.

A tapping sound confused him for a second, like maybe it was Felicity sending a message from the bathroom. It sounded again, and he frowned. The front door. He hurried to the entry and peered through the side glass. Holy shit! Harper.

He opened the door. “Hi. I wasn’t expecting you. I—”

“I know.” His deer eyes were huge, and he wasn’t smiling. “I decided to come on the spur of the moment. I found out something important about Sylvan.”

“Hoag?” Remy looked over his shoulder. He wanted to ask Harper in, but exposing him to Felicity could be odd, uncomfortable.

“Of course.” Harper looked at him with exasperation, and he deserved it.

“Look, I’m sorry. Felicity’s here. She, uh, I’m breaking up with her and I—it’s an odd time.”

Harper frowned but his eyes stayed wide and a little glassy. “I understand. But I need for you to know—I mean, I’m not sure where I’m going to end up, but Sylvan is trying to get information on Merced. He was thinking I was going to tell him and—”

“What do you mean where you’re going to end up?”

“Remy, that’s not important.” He reached out a strong, warm hand and gripped Remy’s forearm. “I need you to understand about Hoag.”

“Yes, yes, I know. He’s always trying to scratch up information on us. But are you going somewhere?” He wrapped a hand over Harper’s. “A trip?”

“Don’t worry. Just remember about Sylvan and—” His already wide eyes got huge as dinner plates as he stared past Remy.

“Remy, honey, what’s going on?”

Remy followed Harper’s line of sight as he turned to face Felicity—who stood behind him in the entry wearing one of his white shirts with a single button fastened and nothing else.

His shock at the sight was more than equaled by the feeling of Harper ripping his hand from Remy’s grasp and, seconds later, the sound of his car screeching away from the curb.




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

REMY PACED the halls between his office, Harper’s cubicle, and the coffee room. No Harper. Also no coffee. He glanced at his phone—again. Since Harper had run off his porch the night before, Remy had called him, what? Thirty times? Texted an equal number. No answer.

When Remy had managed to emerge from his shock at seeing Felicity nude under his shirt, he controlled the urge to throw her out the door, yelled at her to get dressed and get out, and then realized he had no more course of action. He couldn’t show up at Hoag’s door looking for Harper. Not if Harper refused to answer Remy’s phone calls.

In desperation, Remy had driven by the entrance to Pelican Point a few times wishing Harper would drive by, but of course there were multiple entrances to Pelican Point, and his chances of winning the lottery were higher than finding Harper that way.

So here he stood, staring at the coffee maker.

“Remy, are you looking for me?”

He glanced up at Eartha who peered into the coffee room. “Have you seen Harper?”

“Yes.”

“Oh thank God. I was worried about him. Thanks.” He walked past her to Harper’s cube. Empty.

Remy looked back at Eartha. “I thought you said you saw him.”

“I did, when I dropped him off at the airport this morning.”

“What?”

“He’s gone, Remy. He broke up with his boyfriend and decided to move back to Arkansas.” She sounded exasperated.

“But—but he said he’d stand behind me and—”

She crossed her arms. “I think he got the message that someone else was standing behind you.”

“What do you mean?”

She shrugged. “He called me last night and asked if he could leave his car at my house this morning and if I could possibly take him to the airport. I asked where he was and he told me he’d left his boyfriend and was going to a hotel for the night. I told him to come stay with me, which he did.”

“He did?” Oh sweet Jesus, he was on my porch and I could have helped him.

Eartha nodded. “He said he’d come to see you to warn you about something having to do with Sylvan Hoag, but he felt very embarrassed because you were with your girlfriend.” She raised both her eyebrows but kept talking. “I know he was really upset because he was willing to jump on a plane and leave his car here instead of planning to drive it back to Arkansas. Poor guy. Now he’s got to fly back to California just so he can drive for three days.” She blew a noisy accusing breath. “Anyway, he seemed really worried that you weren’t taking his warning seriously. He kept asking me to remind you.” She raised an eyebrow. “Personally, I figured whatever Hoag’s doing is the least of your worries, but consider yourself warned.”

“Well shit.”

“Boss, that goes double. That kid’s one of the best things to happen to Merced Technologies in a long time. Shame we couldn’t keep him.” She uncrossed her arms. “Want me to make you some coffee?”

“No. I’ll make it.”

“Okay.” She walked away with her shoulders slumped.

Trying not to think, Remy pulled the special dark roast from the cabinet, ground it, and started it brewing. While it gurgled and spat, Remy steamed the heavy cream. He stuck his cup under the spout of the coffee maker, captured two-thirds of a cup, poured in the steamed cream and held the mixture up to his nose. Smelled right. Blowing against the hot brew, he sipped.

Tears leaped to his eyes and he fought them back. The coffee reminded him of Harper—but it didn’t taste as good. It was lacking sweetness.

Slowly, cradling his cup, he walked back to his office and closed his door.

It might have been three hours later, or maybe three days, when the door of his office flew open and slammed against the wall.

“Remy Earle Merced, what in the hell is going on?” His mama stood by the door dressed in jeans, knee-high boots, and a faux fur vest over a white blouse. She grabbed the door, closed it, walked to his guest chair, and sat like the Queen of fucking Sheba.

He frowned at her. Scowled, really. “I’m doing the same thing I’ve been doing for the last three months. Trying to find some glimmer of promise in our online ordering schemes.”

“No, you’re not doing the same thing you’ve been doing for the last month because that included getting the help of your brilliant assistant, Harper Treadwell. Oh, and smiling. It included smiling.”

The goddamned heat came back behind his eyes and made him blink, which was embarrassing and—stupid! “He left. He’s gone. I didn’t fire him or drive him away. So I don’t know why you’re asking me about it.” He stared at his computer screen since shutting her out was at the top of his priority list.

“How do you figure you didn’t drive him away?”

He stared at her in shock. “He broke up with his effing boyfriend, who, as you know, happened to be effing Sylvan Hoag. I had nothing to do with that.”

“No, but it does not follow as the night the day that a man who breaks up with his effing boyfriend in California immediately decides he must return to effing Arkansas. Not when the young man has a good job and a support system where he is.”

Remy stared at her. “Eartha called you?”

“She knew I had a personal interest in Harper, and so she let me know he’d left—after spending the night with her, during which time she told me about his upset over having barged in on you apparently in flagrante delicto.” She clapped her hands together. “Oh my, haven’t you always wanted a reason to use that in a sentence?”

“No.”

Her expression sobered. “What are you doing, Remy? Are you trying so desperately to prove you’re straight that you’re having sex with a woman who doesn’t suit you on any level beyond other people’s expectations?”

“No!” He ran a hand through his hair remembering how long it had been since he cut it. “I did not have sexual relations with that woman.”

His mama stared at him, and he stared back. They both burst out laughing at his unintentional homage to their famous Arkansas womanizer, and that broke the tension a little.

Remy exhaled loudly and tried again. “I didn’t, Mama. I asked Felicity over to find out why she was acting so strangely and to tell her I wasn’t boyfriend material. She went to the bathroom. Harper arrived. She emerged in my shirt and nothing else.” He sighed. “It all happened so fast and I was so shocked, Harper got away before I could stop him. I’ve tried to call about a hundred times, but he won’t pick up. I’ve texted telling him it wasn’t what it looked like. No answer.” He rested his forehead in his hand.

“What was it he was trying to warn you about?”

“What?”

“Eartha said he told her to tell you to please pay attention to his warning.”

“Oh.” In all the mess, he’d pretty much sublimated the whole warning thing. “He told me Hoag’s spying on us. He’s trying to find out what we’re doing for his report.” He shrugged. “But that didn’t seem so surprising to me. It makes sense he’d try to get insider information so his report’s right.”

She frowned. “Maybe he was trying to get the information from Harper.”

“Yeah, and….” A really crappy thought oozed across his mind. “Wait, what if that’s why Hoag hooked up with Harper? Do you think Hoag would go to the trouble of dragging a guy across the country and moving him in just to get insider information on Merced? That seems extreme, but it’d explain why Harper was so upset.”

She cocked a tight smile. “I got a look at Harper Treadwell at the Economic Development dinner, and I’d say moving him in would be no hardship for Mr. Hoag. If he was able to get juicy dirt on Merced in the bargain, all the better.”

“Harper swore he hadn’t and wouldn’t reveal any Merced secrets to Hoag. I believed him and let him in on, well, pretty much everything. In fact, some of our best new ideas came from him.” His chest hurt. “And now he’s gone.”

“Maybe because he refused to give secrets to Hoag. Perhaps that was the cause of their split.”

“Oh, Mama.” He rubbed the spot between his eyebrows.

“Remy, how do you feel about this man?”

He took a breath. “He’s brilliant and intuitive. If it’s overstating the case to say Merced can’t live without him, it’s not by much.”

“That’s interesting, but it’s not at all what I’m asking. I want to know if this Merced can live without him.” She pointed at Remy.

“Why would you ask that?”

“Because in the last month, you’ve been more tired and confused that I’ve ever seen you. And also happier and more alive.”

He slowly shook his head. “I can’t even think about that.”

“Why?”

“Well, up until now Harper was attached, so it didn’t matter.”

“And that’s changed.”

“The thing is, Mama, even if Harper were interested in me, which is very unlikely, it won’t work. You may not care whether I’m in a same-sex relationship, but other people do. And other people invest in our company.”

She flicked something from her vest. “Do you really think that people will stop buying Merced because we believe that love is love?”

“I stopped eating Chick-fil-A because they don’t.”

She snorted. “Point taken. But let me rephrase. We’re the majority shareholders in our company. Anyone who doesn’t care to partake of our products and stock because one of us is gay can go screw himself on his ‘my way or the highway’ street sign. So the real question is, Remy, would it be in the best interests of your heart as well as your company to get on the next plane to Arkansas?”

“Mama, don’t you think that the fact that Harper won’t answer my calls or texts means he doesn’t want me to follow him?”

She grinned. “Silly boy. I think he won’t answer your calls or texts because following him is exactly what he wants you to do.”

 

 

HARPER DABBED butter into his grits and stirred, ignoring the pile of bacon on the side of his plate.

“Eat your bacon, Harper. It’s your favorite.” His mother smiled at him from her spot at the stove.

“Thanks, but I’m not very hungry. It must be the jet lag.”

She turned and looked at him levelly. “It’s not the jet lag. It’s the suitcase full of worries and troubles that you carried home. Besides, you slept for the better part of twenty-four hours, so you should be hungry.”

“I’m sorry, Mama.” He kept stirring.

“Sorry for what?”

Jesus, he didn’t even know what he was apologizing for. “Running off. Coming back. I don’t even know.”

She set coffee with cream next to him. “When you’re playing one of those games the kids love and you get wiped out by the zombies, what do you do?”

He shrugged. “Start over?”

“Exactly. But this time you know more.”

“I’ll go out tomorrow and find a job.” Though how he was going to do that without a car or a phone he wasn’t sure. Not only had he left his car in California like a dumbass, his phone had run out of juice and hadn’t worked right since. He needed to get it fixed—and he didn’t have a car to go to the nearest phone store and… shit. What an idiot.

His mother planted her fists on her slim hips. “There’s no need for you to find a job right away. You have a perfectly good place to live and bacon on the table. Instead, I want you to rest and think about what you want. You’ve been too reactive for some time now, Harper, and that’s not like you.”

“Sorry, ma’am, but I’m done letting you support me. It’s ridiculous that you should be slaving away while you have a perfectly good son with earning potential.”

She stirred cream into her coffee and sat at the small kitchen table opposite him. “The fact is, it’s difficult to find a job in Windy Pines. I have very marketable skills, and there’s no reason not to use them.”

He smiled at her choice of language. “Yes, ma’am, you do.”

She flashed her pretty smile that so perfectly matched her immaculately coiffed dark hair, genteel makeup, and small string of pearls. “Isn’t it funny all that sort of worthless breeding and manners I grew up with seems to be such a valuable commodity these days?”

“Who wouldn’t pay the big bucks to be more like you?” She’d made a real business teaching the daughters of wealthy, new-money families how to act more like the grand ladies of the Old South when they made their debuts.

She smoothed her hair. “Thank you, dear. I wish I could give some business tips to other people in town, but sadly my skills are not transferable.”

“Mama Two says employment’s really bad.”

“Yes. Losing two MercedMarts was a blow. They weren’t the best jobs, but at least it was work.”

He bit into a piece of bacon. He’d barely had any since he left Arkansas. Sylvan never ate it because it wasn’t included in his range of food fads.

He must have looked wistful, because she said, “You want to talk about it, dear?”

He shrugged. “Not much to say. Sylvan mostly wanted me because he thought I could get a good job at Merced and he needed inside knowledge on them.”

She nodded with an intense frown. “I remember how hard he pushed me to call Anastasia and ask her to hire you.”

“He figured I’d just tell him everything because he was my boyfriend.” Harper snorted. “He never figured I’d show more loyalty to Merced than I did to him.”

“I’ll bet that frosted him like a three-layer cake.” She chuckled, and Harper burst out laughing.

“Your vocabulary’s expanded recently, I think.”

“Working with all those young people and their parents, who are usually business-oriented. I learn as much as I teach.”

“Well, it’s great. You’re an inspiration.”

“Did you enjoy working for Merced?”

“Yes, it was really challenging and interesting.”

She sipped her coffee. “May I ask why you didn’t stay? Were you fired?”

Heat crept across his cheeks. “No. I just…. When I broke up with Sylvan, I wanted to come home. I mean, I didn’t have any close friends there or anything, so….” He lifted and dropped his shoulders.

She smiled. “Speaking of friends, when are you going to the community center?”

He stared in his now lukewarm grits. “Never.”

She looked at him with sadness flowing from her eyes. “They really are sorry. You know that.”

“I know.” The muscles in his jaw jumped. “I even know that Sylvan was the one who turned them against me.” Using his spoon, he molded the grits into hills and valleys.

“Then can’t you forgive them?”

He blew out his breath. “It’s not forgiving them that’s the trick, Mama. It’s them forgiving me.” With a flick, he pushed the bowl away. “I told them I was their friend, and I wasn’t going to give up until we found them jobs and made Windy Pines a viable community again. Then I ran off with the first fast-talking asshole who showed up.”

She nodded. “I will admit, he’s an asshole, but with or without him, dear, let’s face it, you overpromised.”

He interlocked his fingers on top of his head. “My mother has become Warren Buffett.”

“I’m serious. Pay attention. You came out of business school ready to save the town single-handedly. Warren Buffett himself couldn’t do that. You expected too much from yourself and too little from others.”

He gaped at her.

She picked up the dishes and walked them to the sink, then dumped the extra bacon into the trash. “In fact, your friend Mr. Hoag was right about a number of things, Harper. The world has changed, and people can dream about going back to the old manufacturing and retail economy all they want, but it’s hopeless. Either they get trained to do the jobs that are available, or they don’t work at all.”

“Who are you and what have you done with my mother?”

She planted her hands on her hips. “I am your mother, Harper. When your father left us with nothing, what did I do?”

He wiped a hand over his face. “You went to work.”

“Yes. I’d never worked a day in my life. I went from college straight to marriage, so when I found myself destitute, I had to look at what I could do that somebody needed and was willing to pay for. I didn’t get to raise my hands in the air and go ‘Oh my, I can’t do that.’ I needed to put food on the table.”

“You’re amazing.”

“I’m not looking for admiration, I’m looking for you to realize that saving this town isn’t your job. It’s all our jobs.”

Burying his face in his hands, he shook his head. “I can’t face them.”

“Why?”

“I failed everyone.”

“They failed you.”

“I can’t promise I’m going to stay here.”

“Who can?”

“I’m gay.”

She frowned. “The last I checked you always were, and you never lied about it.”

He stood, scraping the chair on the tile floor. “But I left my friends for some guy.” He flapped his hands. “And the guy didn’t even care about me.”

“Harper, before Sylvan, when was the last time you had a boyfriend?”

He thought for a second. “Undergraduate school.”

“When was the last time you had a boyfriend in Windy Pines?”

“Never.” He sipped coffee and it filled his brain with Remy.

“I don’t think anyone can blame a twenty-three-year-old man for being a little horny.”

He grabbed his napkin in time to catch most of the coffee he spit across the breakfast table. “Mama!”

Remy wearing only a towel flashed on his mental video screen. That sight defined horny for Harper, but he didn’t want to tell his mother about Remy. Hell, how much more of a fool could he be in her eyes?

She grinned. “You’ve spent your whole life being responsible, Harper. Something was bound to give. Now take my car over to the community center, talk to Mama Two, and say hi to your friends. There’s no one here you owe one thing.” She walked over and kissed his cheek.

Man, she was so wrong about that last statement. He owed her everything.




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

HARPER EYED his mother’s old Toyota in her driveway, took a breath, and started walking. It was only a couple of miles to the community center if he went through the back streets and fields, and his head needed the airing. Plus, his mother might need the car. He wanted to get his Prius back from California as soon as possible so he could start looking for a job. If he’d had a brain cell, he should have hopped in his car and driven home, but his intelligence had taken leave of him the second he saw that woman in Remy’s white shirt.

He stopped and stared up at the brilliant blue sky.

What did you expect? You knew he was straight. You knew he had a girlfriend. Did you think they didn’t have sex?

He kicked the dirt with his sneaker and started marching ahead again.

He hadn’t thought at all. He’d wished. He’d dreamed. Something about the “how did you know you were gay” conversation had made Harper hope that Remy was talking about himself. Asking for a friend. He smiled tightly. But what were the chances of that being true? Remy was a sophisticated, twenty-six-year-old businessman. Not some simpering virgin. How would he not know he was gay?

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

And I fell for him.

The thought knocked the air from his lungs, and he squatted in the dirt trying to catch his breath.

I did. I. Fell. For. Him.

Slowly he rose from the dust. Here he stood, the so-called prodigy, who broke the cardinal gay-boy rule—never fall for a straight guy. Shit, it’s tough enough being gay in this world without beating your head against doors that will never open. Now he got to spend some part of his life getting over heartbreak that never should have been in the first place. What a fucking waste.

Across the field and on the other side of the street, the two-story structure that housed the community center stood looking either comfortable or shabby depending on your point of view.

Harper squinted in the sun. The only good thing he could ascribe to the pain in his gut was the fact that he could barely feel the butterflies soaring through his belly at the prospect of walking into that building.

Maybe they won’t be there.

He barked a half laugh. Who were they? Yes, Josiah and Benson had called Harper a fag, but a dozen others who he’d thought were friends had been at the roadhouse that night. They’d stared at him like an alien. Now he knew why. Now he understood, but….

Oh fuck, get on with it.

He strode across the street inhaling the moist Windy Pines air. Time he got his comeuppance. He’d come out of graduate school so sure about everything, and he’d been wrong pretty much across the board. Might as well face it.

He stepped up onto the porch of the old house where he’d spent so much time both before and after college, positive he could make a difference. Some difference. Ha!

He tapped on the screen door and then walked in, causing the bell above the door to ring.

In the entry, as always, sat a graceful antique desk, scarred and banged up but with a definite pedigree. Behind the desk was the staircase to the second floor where most of the bedrooms had been converted to offices and storage rooms.

Hopping down the stairs in jeans and a ruffled blouse trotted Frankie Ritter, aka Mama Two. “Oh my God, Harper!” She kind of leaped the last three steps, hit the floor, and ran to hug him. After squeezing him tight, she leaned back. “Why are you here? Are you on business?”

“No. It’s a long story, but I’m home, at least for now.”

“Home?” She frowned. “Okay, that is a long story. Might as well get started. Let’s get tea.” She linked her arm with his and led him through the big community room that had been formed out of the original living and dining rooms. Beyond the community room was an enclosed porch that housed a pool table. Harper could hear the clicking of balls, which gave him a little shiver since it was some of the more macho guys who tended to frequent the pool table—the guys who had spewed their venom at Harper that famous night when he’d thrown it all over and agreed to go to California with Sylvan.

Funny, wasn’t it, that he’d let a man be his catalyst for leaving Windy Pines—and for returning. Funny and not in a good way.

Mama Two, who despite her nickname was only about a decade older than Harper, poured sweet tea into two tall glasses and added ice. Then she walked to a table near the back windows in the community room and sat. When Harper sat opposite, she clicked their glasses, then took a drink. “So the last I knew, you were breaking up with the asshole who lured you to California, were getting an apartment of your own, and were deciding how you felt about another man who might or might not be gay.”

Harper jiggled the ice in his glass. “He’s not.”

“Well, I suppose that’s good for his girlfriend but pretty awful for you.”

He nodded.

“Does that have something to do with your presence here?”

He nodded again. “I know it’s chickenshit, Mama Two, but it seemed too hard to hang around Merced mooning over a guy I can’t have. So before I got more entrenched there, I packed up and flew home.”

“That’s our gain.”

“I need to look for a job because it’s time I helped support Mama rather than the other way around. No telling where that will take me, but at least I can try to stay within striking distance of Windy Pines.” He shook his head. “Of course, first I have to get my damned car. I left a little… emotionally.” He sipped his tea and let the cool sweetness bathe his nerves.

“You need a job worthy of your skills, and that may not appear in this area, dear.” She looked up over Harper’s shoulder and smiled.

Harper froze, then slowly looked behind him.

Benson Harkness and Josiah Jones stood in the archway between the porch and the community room looking… big. Josiah alone stood a good six-four and probably tipped the scales at two sixty, which along with his shaved head and tattoos made him one scary dude. Benson was tall, lean, and redheaded. The sort of man who they might have cast in Deliverance or Pulp Fiction.

Harper swallowed.

Benson raised a hand. “Hey, Harper.”

Harper gathered enough spit to say, “Hey, Benson. Josiah.”

Josiah thrust his chin forward. “Got more of that there tea?”

Mama Two nodded. “Help yourself.”

Neither Harper nor Mama Two said anything as the two men walked into the kitchen. They strode back into the community room carrying glasses of tea.

Josiah looked at the two empty chairs at Harper’s table and raised his dark brows.

Harper gave a small nod and Josiah and Benson proceeded to sit and jiggle their tea.

Benson finally looked up, met Harper’s eyes, and said, “So how the hell are you? How’s California?”

“Full of too many cars and not enough trees.”

Josiah snorted. “Coulda told you that.”

Benson leaned back in his chair. His skinny frame didn’t strain it as much as Josiah’s, but it still squeaked. Benson wasn’t a beat-around-the-bush kind of guy. “So whadja do with that asshole who lied about you to us?”

Harper let out a noisy breath. “I didn’t know what he’d said until two days ago. When I did, I left.”

Benson nodded, but Josiah looked at his hands, then said, “We’re really sorry we believed him, Harper. You deserved better from us, man. You worked your ass off to get us jobs.”

Harper stared at his tea. “It was my fault too. I-I believed the worst and let him talk me into leaving. I’m sorry.”

Josiah patted Harper’s arm. “Look, man, I don’t know nothing about, you know, gay, but I sure think you can do better than that dude.”

“Yeah, what a loser.” Benson tapped a punch against Harper’s arm.

“Thank you.” He looked at both of them, meeting their eyes individually. “Truth is, it’s not that easy being gay in Windy Pines.”

Josiah made a rude noise. “Shit, man, I can’t even imagine. I mean, I gotta give it to you, being willing to tell people you’re gay around here. I mean, there’re a lot of guys who don’t.” He shrugged. “Well, not a lot, but some.”

Harper grinned. “Maybe if I’d known one or two, I wouldn’t have had to run off with some asshole from California.”

Benson adjusted the cap on his red hair. “So, uh, being gay’s like a thing, right? I mean not like something you do to be against God or something.” He stared at his hands.

Well holy shit, literally. Somebody actually asked the question, and it was Benson Harkness of all people.

Mama Two looked at him and her glance said, “Ball’s in your court, bucko.”

Harper chewed his lip, then said, “I really appreciate you asking that. The fact is, if you’re gay, you’re gay. Nothing you can do about it. I mean, I can decide to not have sex, just like you could.”

“Whoa!” Benson’s eyes widened, and Harper chuckled.

“Exactly. And to tell the truth, that’s pretty much what life was like for me in Windy Pines.” He shrugged. “I could stay a bachelor my whole life, but like most guys, I’d like to have a family, kids.”

“Kids?”

“Sure. I can adopt or even have a baby by a surrogate mom. But the real point is, I didn’t wake up one day and decide to defy anyone or anything. I happen to be wired differently. And to be frank, if you check out your Bible, you’ll see that Jesus didn’t say anything about being gay. Paul did, but he wasn’t Jesus, and quite frankly, neither are any of the dudes who’ve been interpreting Jesus’s words for two thousand years. Those people can rant and rave all they want about sinful lifestyles and shit, but they don’t know. They’re just expressing their limited point of view. Any gay person will tell you they were born that way. You can’t imagine a man being attracted to men, but I can’t imagine being attracted to women.” He shrugged. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to get on my soapbox.”

Josiah stared at Harper with focused interest. “So if you’re born gay, then I figure how else did you get that way except God made you.”

Benson frowned at him. “You don’t think the devil’s just tempting Harper to follow his path?”

Josiah frowned intently. “Why would God give people that kind of cross to bear, man? I mean, every time you have sex, is it about making a baby? Protecting”—he raised his voice to a falsetto—“the great American family?”

Benson recoiled. “Hell no.”

“Jesus, man, you’re not even married, and you have more sex than a cage of bonobos. So what’s the difference? If Harper wants to have sex with a guy because that’s how he’s wired, why should I care? Who am I to say he can’t be happy and have a life as good as mine? Who’s he hurting?”

Benson gave Harper a side-eye look. “Just as long as he’s not trying to have sex with me.” He burst out laughing, and Josiah joined in.

Josiah punched Benson in the ribs. “You think anybody as cute as Harper would be turned on by your ugly mug?”

Harper grinned. “Thank you for the cute part. But gay guys aren’t usually interested in straight men, beyond maybe thinking they’re good-looking or something.” The words weren’t out of his mouth before they stabbed him in the heart.

Benson said, “Really?”

He managed to squeak out, “Really.”

Josiah stuck out his hand. “Thanks, Harper. I always wondered how that all worked.”

Mama Two coughed, which had to be covering a chuckle.

Harper couldn’t laugh. “Thanks for asking. Have you guys been able to get work?”

Josiah looked at Benson and shook his head. “Just some pickup jobs. My wife got work in Fayetteville, so she’s got to take the car. My truck quit running a while back, so I’m using the bus or walking until I can afford to fix it.”

Benson said, “I’m taking some training courses in computers at the tech. You know, like you told us we ought to.”

Harper nodded. “Josiah, why don’t you take some classes, too, while you’ve got this break in the action? Maybe you could ride with Benson?”

“Gotta tell you, Harper, it feel likes there’s more break than action.” He looked at Benson. “But I could give it a try.” He stood to his towering height. “Thanks again for worrying about us. Really sorry for giving you crap.” He leaned down, pulled Harper in, and gave him the world’s most awkward one-armed guy hug.

He and Benson walked toward the poolroom talking about the computer classes.

Harper sat back in his chair. “I’ve gotta confess, I never expected to have any portion of that conversation.”

“Pretty amazing. I was particularly interested in the fact that gay men are never attracted to straight men.” She sipped the last of her sweet tea with wide eyes and raised eyebrows.

“Yeah, yeah, don’t rub it in.”

“What’s the status of that situation? Hmm?”

“No status. He’s at home with his girlfriend.” He wiped a hand over his face, but it didn’t wipe out the pain. “I was totally kidding myself, Mama Two. And doesn’t that reveal what an idiot I am? Jesus.”

The bell on the front door jangled, and the sound of women’s voices drifted into the room, followed by a group of five women who were all members of the Windy Pines Quilting Society.

Jocelyn Monroe, the oldest member of the group at nearly ninety, squealed, “Oh my Lord, look, it’s Harper.” She rushed across the room and gave him a hug. “I’m so glad to see you home. We’ve missed you something awful. Your mama too.” She looked up and flashed her dimples. “Maybe I should say your mama and your Mama Two too.” She laughed at her own joke.

He grinned as the other women descended on him.

“Hi, Harper.”

“Welcome home, dear.”

Jocelyn pulled a young woman with dark hair out of the pack. “Harper, this here is Wendy. She’s new to Windy Pines.”

Wendy stuck out a hand revealing a sleeve of tattoos under her T-shirt. “Hi.”

Harper smiled. “Welcome. What brings you to rural Arkansas?”

She grinned back. “I drove through last year and loved the town. Decided to move here.”

Jocelyn said, “Wendy works with computers, and she’s going to teach us all.”

Harper’s eyes widened. “No kidding?”

She nodded. “I do freelance IT. Jocelyn told me how tough it is to find work, and I figured having a few tech skills can’t hurt.”

“I can’t think of anything better.”

One of the older ladies, Aurora Kincaid, said, “Wendy, isn’t it nice to know we have such a handsome single man in town?”

A couple of the ladies looked embarrassed, and one made a shushing sound, but Jocelyn waved a hand. “Aurora, you know full and well that Harper does not date girls. He’s gay, for heaven’s sake.”

Aurora looked around wide-eyed. “Oh that’s right. I forgot.”

Wendy cocked her head at Harper. “So you’re gay?”

He nodded.

Teeth flashed back at him. “No shit? So am I.”

The ladies all hustled upstairs to a room where the community center had set up a couple of old computers.

Mama Two walked Harper to the door. He pointed toward the retreating women, “That’s a good thing.”

She sighed. “Yes, but damn, it takes serious computer skills to do a job like Wendy’s from home, and we have no companies that can hire the women whether they have skills or not.”

“We’ll think of something.” It felt like another weight piled on his back right beside the one he’d left behind in California.

Maybe the stress showed on his face because Mama Two said, “You worry about you right now. You’ve done plenty around here.” She kissed his cheek.

He shook his head. “Not so’s you’d notice.” Slowly, he walked down the porch stairs and dragged his feet along the road toward home.

When the car horn honked behind him, he jumped.




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

HARPER MOVED farther off the side of the road to let the honking car pass.

What can I do to get the community center more computers? Maybe a few calls to companies in Fayetteville would—

Beep!

Harper jumped a foot, tripped, and staggered three steps forward before he caught himself. “Well damn.” He spun to give the asshole the finger and…

The car coming toward him, the old beat-up Prius, was—his car. Wasn’t it?

But….

Harper blinked, trying to adjust to the brilliant sunshine reflecting off the windshield. He could make out brown hair that might once have been cut short and businesslike, but at that moment looked shaggy and unkempt.

Harper took a step forward as the car pulled over to his side of the road—the wrong side—and stopped.

He held his breath, literally, as the driver’s side opened.

Remy Merced, looking tall, too thin, and bleary-eyed, stepped from the car. The corners of his mouth turned up, drifted down, then back up a fraction as if he weren’t sure if a smile would be welcome.

Harper could feel his mouth hanging open, but he couldn’t force it to close. It was like one of those half-awake states where you know you’re dreaming, but your body won’t move to wake you up. Finally he croaked out, “R-Remy?”

“You need your car.”

“What?”

“Your car. I brought it.” He pointed toward the Prius.

“Wait? You drove it?”

Remy nodded.

Harper frowned. “How long did it take?”

“Uh, two days but I drove straight through with just a few hours sleep.”

“Wait.” Harper stuck out a hand, but that light-headedness and breathlessness was back, so he squatted down.

Remy stepped closer. “Are you okay? What can I do?”

Harper looked up. “Aren’t you a billionaire?”

“Yes.”

“Couldn’t you have hired a guy—five guys—to drive my car? Hell, couldn’t you have put my piece of shit Prius on a plane?” He stood, frowning, his arms waving. “For that matter, you could have bought the fucking airline. What are you thinking driving some crap vehicle across the country where you could have gotten hurt and you’re so tired you can’t see and you should have been solving the problems of the company and….”

Tears flowed down his cheeks like the damned Mississippi. He took a step forward, and then he was running and jumping and landing in Remy’s outstretched arms.

“Oh my God, oh my God, you drove my car. You came here to… to… what?” He stared into Remy’s deeply shadowed eyes.

“I came for you, Harper. To find you, to be with you, to tell you I—I love you, and I have no idea what that means, but whatever it is, I’m in.”

“Oh my God.” Harper grabbed Remy’s head in his hands and dragged their lips together.

For one second, Remy froze, then his fingers slid into Harper’s hair, and his tongue took possession of every nook and cranny of Harper’s mouth. Remy might have learned on girls, but the skill set was clearly transferable.

Harper moaned and heard the sound echoed in Remy’s chest.

The heat managed to be both sweet and scorching, and their exploring tongues set up a dance that suggested other talents might also translate pretty fast.

The honk made them both jump as some clever passerby yelled the totally original, “Get a room!”

Remy smiled down into Harper’s eyes. “Don’t mind if I do.”

Harper shook his head. “I’m really confused.” He held up a hand. “In a good way, but still muddleheaded. You drove. I mean, aside from that being the world’s most romantic gesture, couldn’t you have called—shit. My phone quit.”

Remy smiled. “When it’s working again, you’ll find about seventy-five messages from me telling you that Felicity thought up that whole act on her own. I was breaking up with her, and she panicked. Now I am broken up with her.”

“And you’re here.”

Remy nodded. “I’ve been really stupid. I knew I cared about you practically from the moment I met you, but….” He wiped a hand over his face. “Sorry.”

“Jesus, Remy. We need to get you into a bed.”

“I totally agree.” He flashed wolfy teeth.

“Let’s walk before we run, there, hotrod. You need to sleep.” Harper pointed at the car. “Get in the passenger side, and I’ll take you home.”

“No.” He held Harper’s arms. “I mean, I want to meet your mother, but isn’t there a hotel or something? Somehow, I don’t want my sexual education to have to be too discreet.”

Harper pressed a hand against his chest. His heart was slamming so hard it should have broken bones. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

“I can’t believe I let you get all the way to Arkansas before I could catch you.”

“Okay, so there’s a bed and breakfast, but it’s no more private than my mother’s house.”

“Hang on.” Pulling his phone from his pants, Remy walked toward the car. He started talking, but Harper couldn’t make out all the words. He wandered away, staring into the trees.

Aren’t there about a hundred reasons why this won’t work? California. Arkansas. Merced. The difference in their positions and wealth. Harper’s cock gave a little hop, and he couldn’t remember a single reason.

“Harper?”

Harper turned toward Remy. Remy said, “I’m getting a place to stay. Maybe I can meet your mom before I learn what your cock tastes like.”

Harper clapped a hand over his mouth. “You didn’t just say that.”

“Yeah, I did.” Remy grinned, and all the fatigue seemed to melt into mischief.

Harper walked to Remy and looked up. “Get in the car before I ravish you here and you find out how the Arkansas Highway Patrol feels about gay sex on the side of the road.”

Laughing, Remy walked to the passenger door, and Harper got in the driver’s seat. He patted the steering wheel. “Hi, baby. Good to have you back. I hope you behaved for Remy.”

“Good as gold.”

Harper started the car and pulled out onto the sparsely traveled road. “We’re just a few minutes from home.”

“Sure is pretty here.” Remy rested his head against the back of the seat, and of course when they pulled up in front of Harper’s mother’s house, Remy was sound asleep.

Perfect. Harper slid quietly out of the driver’s seat and ran around the car. As he approached his mom’s front door, it opened, and a cute teenage girl came out with a woman who appeared to be her mother. The girl was saying, “I’m never going to remember what all those forks and spoons do.”

Her mother said, “Just remember to work from the outside in like Mrs. Treadwell told you.” She looked at Harper. “Oh, hello.”

“Hello.”

Her eyes widened. “You must be Mrs. Treadwell’s son. She said you were home.”

Her daughter stared at the car. “Do you know there’s a guy sleeping in your car?”

“Uh, yes. My friend drove my car from California, and he’s really tired. I’m going to let him sleep a few minutes before I take him to where he’s staying.”

“He’s gonna get a stiff neck.” She cracked what looked like a mouthful of gum. Clearly his mama had her work cut out for her with this one.

Her mother smiled and hustled her daughter to their car as Harper ran into the house. “Mama?”

“In here, dear.” Her voice came from the kitchen.

He rushed in, and she gave him a surprised smile. “Everything okay?”

“Yes, uh, sit for a minute.”

“Want some tea?”

Harper glanced over his shoulder. “Maybe in a minute, but I have to tell you something.”

“Now you’re worrying me.”

“Sit!”

She sat and stared at him with giant blue eyes like his.

He perched on the chair next to her. “Remember how I had this boyfriend and he was a rat bastard and I ran back from California?” He wiped a hand over his face. “While I was in California, I fell in love with my boss, Remy Merced, and I thought he was straight and I came home because I didn’t want to hang around and watch him be in love with someone else but he just drove my car all the way from California even though he’s this really rich guy who doesn’t need to ever drive a broken-down Prius and he says he like—Jesus!—he loves me and I feel like there are a million reasons why this is crazy but I can’t even think about those because I love him too much and… he’s in the car.”

His mother smiled. “No, dear. He’s standing behind you.”

Harper whirled and stared at Remy, who was leaning against the archway between the small dining room and the kitchen. Remy said, “I wish I’d recorded that. I’d play it back to you on our fiftieth anniversary.”

Forget breathing. Tears sprang to Harper’s eyes again, and he fanned himself trying not to start sobbing.

Remy stepped beside him and knelt down. “Happy tears?”

“T-totally.”

Remy stood and walked around the table. He extended his hand. “Mrs. Treadwell, I’m so happy to meet you. My mama speaks so highly of you.”

She grinned. “Well, my Lord, we can’t be shaking hands when we’re practically family.” She stood and hugged him. “Call me Nora Mae.”

“With pleasure.”

She pointed at a chair next to Harper. “Please sit and let me make both of you something to eat.”

“I was actually thinking I’d like to take both of you out to eat, and then we can all talk.”

Harper made a snorting sound and looked at his mother. “Sorry, ma’am, he was raised in California, so he doesn’t understand that making something to eat is the currency of friendship.” Harper gazed up into Remy’s wonderful, tired face. “Sit and let us fuss over you.”

“Only if I get to help.”

Harper handed Remy an apron, and for the next hour all the sadness, confusion, and heartache of the previous days were washed away in a flurry of chicken-fried steak, mashed potatoes, and sautéed greens.

When they all sat down to eat, Harper’s mother said, “After dinner I’ll make up the guest bed for you, Remy.”

“Thank you, Nora Mae, but they’ve actually set aside a house for me while I’m here. I guess it belonged to a friend of Mama’s who moved away, and now she’s thinking of turning it into a rental or something. I’m told it’s all set up, and all I have to bring is my toothbrush.”

“Where is it?”

Remy pulled his phone from his pocket, clicked a few screens, and then extended the photo of a house to Harper’s mother.

Her eyes widened. “Oh yes, River Oaks. I know this house well. It belonged to Oliver Anderson and his family for generations, but they all moved away, leaving only Wilda, who’s now too old to take care of such a big place. Sad. It’s one of the grand homes of the area.” She shook her head. “Another of our landmarks vanishing. Probably be turned into a hotel or something.” She handed the phone back. “But I’m sure you’ll enjoy it, although as I recall, it does need some work. If you find it too unpleasant, you scamper right back here.”

“Yes, ma’am. I will scamper.”

They consumed Harper’s mama’s peach cobbler with heavy cream for dessert. Remy sat back. “Nora Mae, this was incredible. After I get about thirteen hours sleep, I hope you’ll let me take you all out for a meal, which I realize won’t be nearly as good as this.”

She glanced at Harper. “Not a lot of places to choose from these days, but Apple Blossom is still there and, I hear, still good.”

Remy nodded. “Apple Blossom it is. Harper can call for a reservation for tomorrow evening.” He glanced at Harper again, his eyes full of questions.

Harper smiled. “I better take Remy to his place before he falls asleep on the table.”

His mother got up. “Harper, dear, why don’t you go get your shaving implements and toothbrush while Remy and I clear this away?”

Harper gazed at his mom, not exactly surprised at her acceptance that he’d stay with Remy. After all, he’d run away from home with a man a month and a half before. But still, this modern woman did boggle his mind a bit.

He ran up the stairs, straining his ears to hear what they were talking about, but got no more than the murmur of voices punctuated with laughter.

When he trotted back down, the dishwasher was running, and his mother and Remy were sitting in the parlor. Harper put his hands on his hips. “I hope you haven’t been asking him his intentions with regard to your son.”

She chuckled as she stood. “Darlin’, I figure a man willing to drop everything to pursue you two thousand miles probably isn’t just interested in an idle roll in the hay.”

“Mama!”

She kissed his cheek, then looped her arms through Harper’s and then Remy’s. “You boys have a good rest-of-day, and I’ll see you tomorrow. Be sure to visit the community center, Harper. I know Mama Two will want to meet Remy so she can stop questioning your sanity with regard to men.”

They laughed their way into the car.

As they pulled away, waving, Remy said, “She’s great. I can sure understand why she and Mama are such good friends. They’re cut from the same cloth.”

Remy hit something on his phone, and the GPS voice started giving Harper directions. And Harper started blabbing. “So over here you see pine trees. That’s the state tree, and we have all kinds of varieties. But walnut and hickory are nice too.” He pointed to a building on the left. “That’s the drive-in I loved to go to whenever I came home from boarding school, and my friend Georgie lived behind it before he moved to North Carolina, and down that road is the community center, but I’ll save that for tomorrow, and—”

Remy put a warm hand on Harper’s arm. “I think I’m the one who’s supposed to be nervous.”

“You are?” The words came out as a squeak, and that was enough to get them both laughing.

Harper said, “Did anything good happen after I left?”

“Your leaving was so bad for me, I wouldn’t have noticed if they’d reelected Obama president, but sadly, there wasn’t any real good news. The other results on the regional tests came back still missing the ingredient that would make the idea sing. We could go ahead, but I don’t feel confident in success.”

Harper shook his head and sighed.

Remy said, “I don’t want to talk about it now. I’ve got way happier things on my mind.” He squeezed Harper’s thigh, then left his warm touch tingling inches from the Promised Land, a move that amped Harper’s anticipation way above his nervousness, and his need to get to a bed fast made him antsy as he followed the GPS directions into the countryside onto more and more rural roads.

Remy glanced around at the dense trees. “Where are we going?”

“Not sure. I’ve heard my mother talk about River Oaks, but I don’t remember ever being there.”

The GPS voice said, “In half a mile, turn left to your destination.”

Remy looked around. “We must be close, but all I see is trees.” He laughed.

Harper gave him a sideways smirk. “That’s because you’ve seen so few of them in your life. Trees, that is.”

“Okay Southern boy, no California jokes.”

“I’d say it’s no joke.” He grinned and turned off the road onto a small gravel pathway, still winding between trees.

“Seriously, do you dislike Southern California?”

Harper took a breath. It was Remy’s home. He didn’t want to disparage it. “It’s just that after being used to so much green, it’s hard to get used to the—”

“Sea of concrete?”

Harper glanced at Remy. “I met a guy at a restaurant one time who said in Arkansas we have roads between the trees while in California they have trees between the roads. I mean, I love the ocean and the politics and the opportunity, but the houses, even the very grand ones, are so close….” At that moment, they broke out of the trees, and ahead of them on a gentle hill stood a house.

Harper breathed. “Ohh.” What a house.




Chapter Sixteen

 

 

“HOLY CRAP, is that River Oaks?”

Harper looked at Remy. “I think it must be.” The house was white, at least three stories tall, with the main floor apparently one story above the ground, reached by a wide, sweeping staircase to a huge wraparound porch. “It’s a mix of architectural styles, I think. Part Louisiana cottage and partly the Greek revival style that was used for so many plantations.”

As they drove around the curved driveway to the front porch, Harper gasped. “Look.” He leaped out of the driver’s seat and trotted toward the back of the house, which overlooked a medium-sized river, shaded by trees along its banks.

Remy walked up beside him, laughing. “Jesus, I’ve come to Tara.”

“Twelve Oaks more like.” Harper could barely catch his breath at the sheer beauty.

Remy leaned down and kissed Harper’s cheek. Harper raised his fingertips to the spot that pulsed with warmth. “I can hardly believe I get to be here with you in this amazing place.”

“Especially since you were prepared to have sex beside the road.”

Harper barked a laugh and smacked Remy on the arm. “Let’s go see if there’s a bed in this antebellum masterpiece.”

They walked back to the car, pulled out Harper’s overnight bag and Remy’s small suitcase, and then climbed up the wide stairs of the porch. Remy looked around. “I’m not sure how I’m supposed to get in—”

Like the setup in a comedy, the door opened, and a tall, stately man stood there smiling. “Mr. Merced? I’m Julius.”

“Uh, hi, Julius.” He shook his hand. “This is Harper Treadwell, my—” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “—significant other.”

“Of course, Mr. Treadwell, I know your mother. Great lady.”

“Thank you.” Harper was still back on significant other.

Julius stepped aside and waved them into the foyer of the home, with its traditional round table and vase of flowers in the center of the room as well as portraits and landscapes on the walls. Julius said, “I’ve opened the house for you, left food in the refrigerator and a few phone numbers in case you’d like a cook to come and prepare meals. Let me show you around before I go.”

Harper and Remy held hands as Julius guided them through the big formal living room, the dining room, the kitchen that had new appliances but still battered cabinets, and the jewel in the crown, the huge sun porch, glass-enclosed and offering an unimpeded view of the river.

Harper sighed. “I could live in this room and never get bored.”

Remy squeezed his hand, and they followed Julius up the wide staircase to the second floor. After peering into three bedrooms with baths that could use a bit of work, Julius pushed open the door to the master.

“Oh my God.” Harper stepped in, a hand pressed to his chest. As the sun porch afforded the perfect view, so did the wide bay windows of the master bedroom. Sitting in front of the windows were two supercozy-looking floral chairs, but Harper had to force himself to look at them since he was seriously distracted by the king-size bed dressed in a brilliant whitehand-embroidered quilt.

Julius said, “The master bath is the only one in the house that’s been completely renovated. I hope you’ll find it comfortable.” He turned toward them. “I’ll bring your bags upstairs and then leave you. If you’d like maid service, call the number I left in the kitchen and someone will be here promptly.” He smiled. “I’ll leave the bags right outside your door. Enjoy your stay at River Oaks.”

Remy said, “Thank you, Julius.”

Harper almost laughed because Remy’s eyes never left the bed. Harper whispered, “You go get the bags so Julius can leave.”

“Oh, right.” He followed Julius out of the master, and Harper listened to the sound of feet on the staircase.

Harper rushed into the bathroom. Oh yeah. Huge soaking tub as well as a walk-in shower, double sinks, and a separate WC. He cranked the handle on the tub, and a waterfall poured in from the wide-mouthed spigot. Opening cabinets, Harper found bath salts and dumped them in, then smiled when he saw two glass-enclosed candles, which he lighted and put beside the bathtub.

As he rushed back into the master, Remy was hauling in the bags. He looked up. “Do I smell flowers?”

“Umm. Apple blossoms.”

His mouth opened and then closed in a slow, totally and delightfully lecherous smile.

Harper said, “Quick. My bag.” He grabbed it from Remy’s hand, rushed to the bathroom, and unpacked his toiletries and—yes!—a huge bottle of lube, a giant-sized box of condoms, and a butt plug, just in case Remy developed delusions of bottoming grandeur anytime soon. He blew out a puff of air. Wow. The moment he’d dreamed of was almost here.

Remy stuck his head in the bathroom. “Uh, I’m unpacked.”

“That was fast.” Harper smiled over his shoulder.

“Motivation.”

Harper pointed toward the tub. “Big enough for two, don’t you think?”

He glanced at the tub, then back at Harper, his pupils dilating. “Oh hell yes.” He turned and rushed into the bedroom.

When Harper followed, he found Remy had his shirt mostly off but one arm caught in the cotton and his shoulder twisted like a pretzel. “Patience, patience.” With a gentle tug, he slid the shirt off Remy’s arm, dropped it, and then languorously ran his hands over Remy’s back.

For an instant, he tensed, then relaxed against Harper’s hands.

Harper pressed his lips against Remy’s skin—hot, smooth, and oh so Remy. “Are you okay?”

“So very okay.” He reached back and pressed Harper’s hand tighter against his skin. “I should tell you, I’ve had some experiences with men.”

“You have?” He said, startled. “Like what?”

“A few blowjobs and a hand job or two.”

“Ooh. So you liked that, did you? Those stubbly chins and rough hands?”

Remy swallowed hard, and the front of his jeans pooched out farther. “Yeah, I must have been practicing for you.” His breathing got harder. “But you need to know it was anonymous. Nothing personal. No touches or kisses or whispered endearments. Those are all yours.”

Heart nearly squeezing out of his chest, Harper pulled Remy’s head down and kissed him until his pushed-out jeans started to look like a dick straightjacket. With a flick of his fingers, Harper unfastened Remy’s waist button, then pulled away and slid a hand down the front of the pants to keep Remy’s penis unscathed as he undid the fly. Next he dropped to his knees and pulled the jeans to the floor along with some very overstrained boxer briefs—and there it was. Oh Lordy, Lordy, Lordy, Lordy.

Harper faced Remy’s penis up close and personal. He inhaled and savored the musky scent. Damn. Can’t resist. He slid out his tongue and licked the lovely, rosy, oh God yummy head.

Remy moaned, which restored Harper’s senses enough to prompt him to pop up, grab Remy’s hands and lead his wide-shouldered, narrow-hipped, almost-thin body to the bathtub and help him slide in.

Remy said, “You seem awfully overdressed.” Slowly, he pulled his more than fully erect cock above the scented water and stroked.

Oh baby. Harper tried not to rush as he pulled his shirt off and slid his tight jeans down his legs.

Remy’s lips parted wider, and his hand moved faster as he stared at Harper’s almost-nude body. “Aren’t those briefs against the law?”

Harper snapped the elastic on his blue bikinis. “Um-hum. In most Southern states.” Waggling his butt, he pulled the briefs down one cheek, then the other.

Remy made a gurgling sound, and his stroking got so frantic Harper had to shake a finger. “Unh-uh. Save that for me.”

“O-okay, but hurry.” Remy slipped his hand under the water, but his dick still stuck above the top.

Harper wet his lips, turned, and watched Remy’s gaze glue itself to Harper’s crotch where the blue briefs stuck straight out, barely covering his erect dick. Nonchalantly, he pulled the briefs down and let his cock slap him in the stomach.

“Oh man, I remember that.”

“You do?” Harper grinned.

Remy nodded. “From the locker room, yeah. I had to force myself not to drop to my knees.”

“Hmm. If you had, we would have saved a lot of time.” He smiled.

Remy looked up, his blue-gray eyes shiny. “I’m sorry, Harper. I know it’s dumb for a grown man to not be able to recognize such an important thing about himself.”

Harper climbed into the tub. “I think you recognized it. It just took a while to admit it. But you know the great truth about being gay?”

He gazed earnestly at Harper. “No, what?”

Harper giggled and grabbed Remy’s penis. “Better late than never.” With that wisdom imparted, Harper swallowed as much of Remy’s considerable cock as he could coax down his throat, receiving an accolade in return.

“Holy shit!”

Harper sucked and laughed at the same time, which must have added some good vibrations because Remy began to thrash, water splashing onto the tile floor and swamping the candles beside the tub. “Oh my God. Yes! That’s so good. So good. Oh yes, don’t stop. Don’t ever—oh God.”

Remy reached under Harper, whose butt was waggling out of the water as he sucked and swallowed like a madman. He grabbed Harper’s cock and started cranking it, which sent bolts of hot lightning straight into Harper’s balls. “Is that right? Am I doing it…?”

Harper pulled his lips off Remy. “Yes. Just do what you like, and I’ll like it too.”

“I want to suck you.”

“We’ll drown.”

Suddenly, Remy rose from the water like Poseidon. He stepped out of the tub, then grabbed Harper and pulled him out too. Wrapping a giant bath sheet around both of them, he carried Harper into the bedroom, tossed Harper squealing onto the bed, and fell on it beside him. “Okay. Let’s get busy on the life-changing firsts.” He grabbed Harper’s dick, stared at it inquisitively, and then licked the tip. He made a little noise in his throat and did it again. “Nice. Who knew it would be so smooth?”

Harper grinned and scooted until he could get into sixty-nine position. “You’re under no obligation to keep going.” With that, he sucked Remy back in until his cock would have been tickling Harper’s tonsils if he had any.

“Oh God.” A wet tongue slid over Harper’s dick, then kind of tentatively, Remy sucked the tip. At that moment Harper deep-throated Remy again and swallowed. Remy screamed and reflexively drew a lot of Harper into his own throat. Remy gagged, coughed, and pulled away. “Whoa. Sorry.”

Harper crawled up the bed and gazed at Remy. Softly he said, “Want to fuck me?”

“Oh.” Remy’s eyes widened, but his dick bounced so hard it jerked the mattress.

“We can try it. Have you ever done anal with a woman?”

“Yes.”

“Did you like it?”

“Yes. More than… well, more.”

“Good.” Harper ran to the bathroom and returned with the condoms and lube. He tossed a condom pack to Remy and shoved lube into his own hole with first one finger and then two.

When Remy had the rubber on, he stared at Harper’s disappearing fingers. “Oh shit. I really want to do this.”

“Good. Me too.” He lay on his back. “Put some lube on yourself.”

Remy did, and Harper pulled one of his legs up beside his ear, revealing his target area.

Remy gasped, “I won’t hurt you?”

“No. But you can stare into my eyes to be sure.”

“Oh good.” He moved forward on his knees, breathing hard. With an intense focus that almost made Harper laugh, he lined up his cock, then looked up.

Harper whispered, “Fuck me.”

Remy pushed, and with all the lube, he slid in. His eyes got bigger and bigger as he inched forward. “Oh my God, I’m inside you. You. Harper, this is like heaven. I love you so much.” And with that, he started to thrust in and out of Harper’s body, gazing into his eyes, half gasping and half laughing. “This is what I dreamed about that day in Pilates. I wanted to crawl over and fuck you on the reformer. Oh sweet God, I never want to stop this.”

“Never stop, my love. Never stop.”

Remy hammered and thrust until his body stiffened and his mouth opened in a silent scream of ecstasy. Just seeing him rocketed Harper into an orgasm so intense it felt like his head exploded—in the very best way.

As Remy collapsed onto Harper’s chest, he chuckled. “Oh man, am I gonna need a lot of sweet tea after this.”




Chapter Seventeen

 

 

REMY SIPPED the magic dark-roast elixir Harper had made for him in the kitchen at River Oaks and then took a bite of scrambled eggs with cheese, olives, and tomatoes. The two of them sat on the broad porch, sipping coffee and watching the river flow by.

Remy smiled. “I love this coffee, but I’ll never again say it’s better than sex.”

“I hoped when you made that statement that I’d have a chance to change your mind someday.” Harper grinned. “I must say, you disproved the idea that all men love blowjobs the most.”

Remy’s cheeks got a little warm. He’d taken to fucking Harper like he’d been doing it his whole life. Nothing he’d ever done or experienced even came close. “Yeah. I think because you’re the first and only man I’ve ever had anal sex with, that makes it even more special. It’s just for us. But of course blowjobs are always welcome.” He chuckled.

“I owe you a blowjob and sweet tea later.”

“Right. I said I needed that, didn’t I? Ideas I had about food, drink, or anything else last night got swallowed up in my twelve hours of sleep. But I sure feel good now.” Of course, another round of unbelievable sex with Harper that morning had set him up for the day.

Harper stared out across the river with dreamy eyes. He looked happy—and he looked at home. Harper glanced at Remy with a soft smile. “So I want to take you to meet Mama Two before we go over to my mother’s house. Maybe I can get an early reservation for dinner so we can come home and fuck after.”

“I love your one-track mind.”

They left the dishes in the sink and called for maid service while they were gone. Fifteen minutes later, dressed in a polo shirt and jeans and feeling more relaxed than he had since he was ten, Remy walked down the porch stairs and climbed into the passenger seat of Harper’s car. Yes, he had all the same problems he’d arrived with—minus one. He now had Harper in his life, and that made all the difference. His other problems seemed conquerable, and even if they weren’t, Remy had… it all.

While Harper drove, Remy caressed his neck and gazed out the window at the trees and ramshackle buildings and the bugs and all the stuff he’d spent most of his adult life rejecting. Funny how all of it took on a whole new meaning with Harper in it. He gave a soft snort.

“What?”

“I was just thinking I can even stand cockroaches if you go with them.”

Harper gave him a quick stare. “Uh, I think I came in on the end of that thought.”

He laughed. “I just mean, I like Arkansas a lot better because of you.”

Harper gave him a glance that looked a little sad, but before Remy could ask about it, Harper pointed at an old house ahead of them. “That’s the community center.”

“Doesn’t that place have bad memories for you?”

“Actually, I found out Sylvan lied to them about me. I had an amazing conversation with two of the men. I’ll tell you about it.” He parked the car on the street, and they walked across the sparse lawn to the front porch. As they opened the screen door, a bell rang, and an attractive woman with sandy hair came down the stairs. “Harper, I—oh.”

Harper said, “Mama Two, this is Remy.”

“Remy?”

“Yes, my, uh, friend from California. Remember I told you? I thought he wasn’t, uh….”

She broke into a huge smile. “Remy. Welcome to Windy Pines. On my God, we’re so happy to see you. Come in, come in. I’ll get the tea.”

She guided them into a big room that had clearly been created by tearing down walls between a living and dining room and maybe more. There was a big table in the corner where men and women sat playing cards, the sound of pool balls clicked from someplace beyond an arch into what looked like a sunroom, and through a window, Remy spied a group of kids playing on a playground. It was a bit shabby and oh so comfortable.

They sat at a table by the windows.

Remy said, “Could I have sweet tea?”

Mama Two and Harper looked at each other and laughed. She said, “Remy, in Arkansas, tea is sweet tea. If you want it unsweetened, you have to ask.”

He smiled. “Now why didn’t my mama teach me that?” She went off to what looked like a kitchen and Remy said, “What a great place.”

Harper nodded and looked around wistfully. “Yes, it helps hold the town together. Especially now when so many people are out of work. The center looks for jobs and helps people network as well as socialize. They’re even doing some training upstairs. Our quilting society is becoming the computer club.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Employment’s really bad?”

“There used to be a dairy and some other agricultural enterprises, but they were rolled into bigger corporations.” He glanced at Remy, then down at his hands. “Both MercedMarts were closed pretty suddenly.” He shrugged. “And when the bigger employers close, the mom-and-pops have trouble surviving.”

Mama Two put tall glasses of ice and tea on the table and sat in one of the empty chairs. “So Remy, how do you happen to be here?”

Harper gave him a shining-eyed smile but didn’t say anything.

Remy grinned. “Harper left his car in California, and I knew he was going to need it, so I drove it to him.”

“Well, isn’t that nice.” She gave Harper a knowing look. “And here Harper was thinking he’d never see you again.”

“He couldn’t get rid of me that easy.”

“So I gather you two are—” She waved a hand.

Remy said, “A couple? Yes, ma’am. If I have anything to say about it, Harper’s off the market.”

She sat back and clasped her fingers across her flat, denim-clad middle. “Well isn’t that just something?”

Remy glanced around the busy room where lots of pairs of eyes were creeping their way every few seconds. “Mama—uh, is there something I should call you besides Mama Two?”

She laughed. “My name’s Frankie Ritter, but everyone calls me Mama Two, and that can include you if you’re so inclined.”

“Well, Mama Two, how about showing me around the community center.”

Harper looked at Remy with a surprised smile, and Mama Two grinned with pleasure. Obviously the center was her baby. She rose. “Bring your tea and we’ll get refills.”

After stopping at the kitchen to top off their tea, Harper said, “Let’s go upstairs while the ladies are still at it.”

They climbed the staircase in the entry to a floor of what must once have been bedrooms. Some of the spaces were obviously used for administration and storage, but when they got to the biggest room, Mama Two led them inside. A group of twelve women of different ages—a number clearly quite elderly—clustered around four old computers as a young woman with tattoos walked from group to group, giving instruction.

Mama Two said quietly, “Wendy has volunteered to teach classes to women in using computers. As you can see, we’re low on hardware, but high on enthusiasm.”

A couple of the women waggled fingers at Harper.

One lady called, “Hi, darlin’.”

“Hi, Emma.” Harper waved back.

Remy asked, “Only women?”

“No. Wendy teaches a men’s class too, but these ladies have been a group for a while, although they’ve grown recently. They wanted to stick together.”

One of the older women separated herself from the group and came over to Mama Two. She looked up at Remy, way up since she wasn’t more than four foot eleven. “You’re quite handsome. Who are you?”

Harper grinned. “Jocelyn, this is my friend Remy.”

“Oh, friend?” She gave him an appraising look. “I hope you’re a very good friend.”

“Well, ma’am, usually I’m good, but occasionally I’m naughty.” Remy grinned down at her.

She threw back her head and laughed heartily while patting his arm. “Bless your heart, Remy. Around here we love people who love our Harper.”

“Then, Jocelyn, you must love me a lot.” He gave Harper a long look. Man, he’s adorable.

She nudged him again then said, “Excuse me. I need to go become an IT guru.” She chuckled all the way back to the workstation.

Mama Two pointed to the offices, then walked them back downstairs, where the number of people in the room had increased. They looked into a sun porch where a pool table had attracted a number of men. One huge bruiser of a guy glanced over and nodded at Harper, who said, “Hey, Josiah.”

Josiah raised his eyebrows at Remy and gave a small smile.

Back in the main room, the card players had increased, and a number of them hailed Harper, then looked at Remy inquisitively.

As Remy stood in the middle of the room talking to Mama Two and Harper about the center and all its services, he felt someone tap on his back. He turned to see Jocelyn and behind her a number of the women who’d been in the computer class.

She said, “You said your name is Remy. You don’t happen to be Remy Merced do you?”

He nodded. “Yes, I am.”

It was like someone turned off the sound switch in the room. Silence.

Then the whispers began.

“Merced.”

“Remy Merced.”

“Why’s he here?”

Harper looked around and then at Remy with wide eyes.

A male voice behind Remy said, “So you’re Remy Merced?”

Remy turned and saw the voice belonged to a tall, thin redheaded man who stared at him with serious eyes. Remy nodded.

“So did you come here to reopen the stores or close down more?”

A young woman jumped up from a table where she’d been playing cards. “Oh my God, will you reopen the stores? I could get my job back?”

Harper said, “Judy, Remy’s not in charge of the stores.”

The thin man said, “But if you’re a Merced, you must have some say. You can put in a good word for us.”

Remy held up a hand, palm outward and the hubbub died down a bit. “Harper’s right. I’m not in charge of the stores, but I know my brother had to close locations that didn’t have enough customers around to support them.”

Harper nodded. “We all know how much population has moved away over the last few years.”

The woman named Judy had tears in her eyes. “So the stores won’t reopen?” A woman next to her put her arm around Judy.

Remy said, “Not the way you remember them.”

Jocelyn narrowed her canny old eyes. “What does that mean?”

Remy looked around at the faces of people, all focused on him with skepticism—and hope. If you don’t come through, you’ll kill their trust in your company forever. He took a breath. “I have an idea.”

One of the other women said, “What?”

“Bear with me for a minute.” Harper was looking at him with as much confusion as everyone else. Remy turned to Judy. “Judy, if I called you and said I wanted you to shop for me at MercedMart and I needed lettuce and avocadoes and steak, what would you say?”

She frowned. “What does that have to do with my job?”

“Just pretend your job depends on it. What would you do?”

She shrugged. “Well, I’d tell you I recommend romaine or red lettuce more than iceberg, and how did that sound, and when do you want to use your avocadoes, and what kind of steak exactly do you want?”

Harper reached out and grabbed Remy by the arm, his mouth open.

Remy grinned and looked back at Judy. “Okay.” He turned to Jocelyn. “What about you, Jocelyn? Same question.”

Jocelyn crossed her arms and cocked her head at him. “I think Judy’s answers are good, but I might ask what kind of meals you’re planning on cooking and how much marbling you want on your steak.”

Suddenly, Harper hurled himself at Remy and wrapped his arms around his neck. “Oh my God, you’re a genius, a total genius. Why didn’t I see it?”

Remy said, “Too close. Otherwise you would have?”

The giant man with the bald head and tattoos said, “Whatcha talkin’ about, Harper?”

Harper looked at the roomful of people. “Remy and I have been trying to find a way to solve a serious business problem, and you guys might be that solution. If it works, there could be training and jobs—”

Remy cut in, “—for everyone who wants a job.”

The big man said, “You’re kidding.”

Harper waved his hands. “No. It’s no joke. Everyone would have to train like crazy to learn computer skills, but, oh my God, it could be perfect.” He fanned his hand in front of his face and seemed to blink back tears.

Jocelyn said, “Can you tell us more?”

Remy replied, “Not too much because I can’t act without agreement from our board of directors, but study computers and don’t give up hope.”

Remy’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen. “Excuse me.” As he stepped out of the circle, everyone closed in on Harper.

Remy walked toward the entry and clicked the phone. “Hi, Mama.”

“Hi, darlin’. How’s your trip going?”

“Better than I could ever have dreamed, Mama. Not only did I find the one I love, I might have found an answer to our online ordering problem. That’s just a little garnish on the main meal, you understand.”

“You sound happy, Remy.”

“I am, Mama. I can’t wait to tell you everything.”

“Before we can settle down and just be happy, we have a little hiccup, and I think you may want to come deal with it personally.”

Remy felt himself frown. “What?”

“I’ve been told that Sylvan Hoag is giving a press conference tomorrow afternoon in which he plans to tell the world you’re gay and that Merced Enterprises is about to crash and burn, ending the future of brick-and-mortar retail.”

“Well shit.” He ran a hand through his hair. “The bastard.”

“Um-hum.”

“How did you hear about this?”

“I’m proud to say I was told by Felicity Worksman.”

“Son of a bitch.”

“So darlin’, you want to come home?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Good. Go get the company plane in Fayetteville.”

He hung up and stared at the phone. Just when he’d taken his first relaxed breaths in years, all hell was breaking loose. He looked up toward the main room of the center and saw Harper gazing toward him with a soft smile.

Remy smiled back. Whatever comes, he’s more than worth it.

Harper must have seen the worry on Remy’s face because he rushed in. “You okay?”

“That was Mama.” He took a breath. It would be great if Harper didn’t have to know or worry about this mess, but he’d find out for sure. “Hoag’s having a press conference where he’s going to out me as gay and declare MercedMart as washed up and unable to meet the challenges of the new economy.”

Harper planted his hands on his hips. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

Remy gave a snort. “Wish I was.”

“I’ll kill that fat bastard.”

This time Remy did laugh. “I’ve got to get to the airport in Fayetteville and take the company plane home. We’ll decide what to do when I see Mama and John Jack.”

“Think again, baby.”

“What?”

“We’re taking the company plane.” His angry expression and pugnacious posture were only slightly dampened when he had to shove his glasses back up his nose.




Chapter Eighteen

 

 

REMY GAZED out the window of the limo as they approached the yacht club. “I’m glad he decided to hold his press conference here. At least we won’t have any trouble getting in.”

Mama nodded, but she looked focused and intent. “They won’t keep a Merced out. Not if they know what’s good for their damned treasury.”

John Jack leaned forward and put a hand on Remy’s knee. “Are you sure we want to be so bold with your promises? You haven’t even tested your support team yet.”

Remy looked at Harper. “Do we want to be so bold?”

Harper nodded once. “Yes. We’ll make this work if I have to take every support call myself.”

Mama put her hand on Harper’s shoulder. “I think the idea’s brilliant and inspired. I can’t wait to fly to Windy Pines and meet all these people. And I think we need to let Nora Mae help with training everyone.”

John Jack looked from Remy to Harper to Mama. “Okay, I’ll trust your judgment, but damn Remy, don’t let me down. Starting up online ordering operations is a huge investment. The warehouses, the inventory, the software—your little support operation is a drop in the bucket by comparison.”

Harper said, “But it’s the secret sauce that makes the rest of the bucket work, or some such mixed metaphor like that.”

Mama stretched out her legs in tight leather. “Besides, darlins’, we’re Merceds. Harper, you’re almost a Merced. And we don’t take the safe side of the road. Never have. Never will. Got it?”

All three men said at the same time, “Yes, Mama.”

As the limo pulled in front of the club, Harper took Remy’s hand and squeezed. He said softly, “How are you feeling? It’s always a stressful thing to come out, no matter how it happens.”

Remy smiled. “I’m proud to tell the world I love you.” He leaned in close. “But the F/A-18s flying in my stomach are about to go into the missing man formation.”

Harper kissed his cheek softly as Mama slid out of the car. John Jack followed and then Remy and Harper.

There were only a few people outside the club—a couple of guys who were likely members of the press standing around smoking, and the valets.

Mama said, “If there’s anybody here, they must all be inside. Come on.”

Remy murmured, “Make way for the conquering Merceds.”

The timing was perfect. As they walked in the back of the reception room, the members of the press and even a TV news camera were clustering toward the front of the room where Sylvan Hoag had just started talking.

Mama pushed the door open so hard it slammed against the wall, making a crash.

Several of the onlookers turned around. One of the women said, “Oh my God, it’s Anastasia Merced!”

Mama waggled her fingers and said, “Hello, darlin’. I’ve got somethin’ to say. Want to come hear what it is?”

Several of the reporters peeled off from the crowd facing Hoag, and when they moved, others followed. It only took a couple of minutes to build a substantial audience.

Mama stepped back a few feet so more people could see her. Remy, Harper, and John Jack lined up beside her.

Sucking in a breath of courage, Remy slid his arm around Harper’s shoulders. A couple of cameras clicked and then a few more.

From the small stage, Hoag said, “What’s going on? Hello?”

Mama spoke in her full, husky voice. “You all know me, I think. I’m Anastasia Merced. These are my sons, John Jack and Remy, and beside Remy is his significant other, Harper Treadwell.”

A little murmur went up from the growing crowd.

Mama smiled beatifically. “Yes, this is our first announcement of my son’s betrothal. Isn’t it exciting? We’re thrilled.” She leaned forward and raised her hand to her mouth in a mock whisper. “Of course Sylvan’s not thrilled since Harper’s his ex. He’s so pissed to lose this treasure that he’s cooked up a whole fantasy story to try to get even, poor baby.”

“Hey, John Jack, what does your board of directors think of a gay Merced?”

John Jack gave the reporter a look so disdainful, it could have been bottled. “Come on, Harry. Do you seriously think any member of our board cares about the sexual preferences of any of us? Let’s keep our eyes on the ball, man. We’re here to talk about the future of the retail sector in the American economy.”

Mama batted her lashes. “Besides, I promise to sneak you all a picture of the ring as soon as Remy pops the question.”

Harper flashed his big eyes at Remy, and cameras winked again.

“So what about retail, John Jack?” One of the reporters stood with his notepad poised.

“I’m gonna leave that announcement to Remy and Harper.”

From the front of the room, Sylvan said into the microphone. “Could you please take your discussion outside? We’re trying to have a press conference here.”

Remy smiled. “Why sure.” He walked to the door holding Harper’s hand, and the whole pack of reporters followed.

Outside, Remy hopped on a bench, then extended his hand to Harper, who jumped up beside him. Remy said, “Okay, everyone, here’s the news. We’ll be putting out an official announcement soon, but consider this your exclusive preview. Merced Enterprises is committing itself to the future of online grocery shopping. You know that despite the predictions for growth, no company has actually created a dedicated, devoted customer following. Customers simply haven’t entrusted their produce and meat orders to algorithms and machines. You also know that if any company is set up to conquer this challenge, it’s Merced. We have the real estate, the inventory, and above all, the brand.”

Mama grinned. “People trust their food to Merced.”

Remy nodded. “Plus, we have the technology to make it all come together.” Remy looked at Harper. “But food shopping isn’t about computers, supply chains, and delivery systems. As my fiancé taught me, food is personal, and we believe we have the formula for winning people’s confidence and their grocery orders. So this is official. Merced will not only enter the online grocery race, we’ll win it with the same dedication we brought to conquering retail. We’ll bring you lots more details about how we’ve put together our master plan, but right now that remains the secret sauce.”

One of the women reporters said, “Aw come on, Remy, no fair. Give us a hint.”

Harper grinned at Remy and drawled, “We’ve added a lot of Southern hospitality.”

Everyone started asking questions at once. Mama held up her hand. “That’s all for now. We don’t want to take up any more of your time. After all, I’m sure Sylvan Hoag has some very important announcements.” With that, she threw her head back and laughed.

As they walked toward the limo, Remy glanced over his shoulder at the sound of high heels clicking behind him. He turned to see Felicity. He smiled. “Hi.”

She stopped in front of him and smiled back. “Hi.”

Harper, who was still holding Remy’s hand, said, “I’ll leave you two to talk.”

Felicity reached out. “Wait. I just want to say congratulations. I’m really happy for you. I gather Remy convinced you that what you saw at his house was all my doing?”

Harper smiled, a little tightly.

“I’m truly sorry. Sylvan was threatening my professional future, and I was confused—until I realized that without integrity, I didn’t have any future at all.”

Harper’s smile reached his eyes this time. “He used both of us.”

“Yes.” She glanced at Remy. “Remy and I were never really a match.” She grinned. “I have to confess, I feel a little relieved to know I never had a chance, but even if he’d been more interested in my gender, I still wouldn’t have been the one for him.”

Harper nodded and extended his hand. She shook it, and he wandered away toward the limo.

Remy said, “I honestly didn’t mean to lie to you, Felicity. I never stopped running long enough to figure out who I was or what I wanted.”

She gazed at him levelly. “I believe that. We both did a lot of self-deception.”

“I really appreciate you telling Mama about Hoag. It would have been a lot more stressful to be taken by surprise.”

She frowned. “I helped create the problem. I’m genuinely sorry. By the way, based on what you said today, I’m confident on making a provisional buy recommendation on Merced. Keep me in the loop and it will get unprovisional.”

“Appreciate your confidence.”

“I trust your business sense, Remy, and from what I hear from Sylvan, you’ve added a ton of talent with Harper Treadwell.”

“A lot of the ideas you’ll see implemented in the coming months came from Harper.”

“Sounds like a good match.” Her smile looked sad. “It’s good to see you happy.”

“I wish the same for you.”

She nodded. “I’m working on it—now that I know it’s possible for people like us.” She finally warmed her smile. She leaned up and kissed his cheek. “It was fun, Remy. I enjoyed being a part of the marvelous Merced clan even if you do drink sweet tea.”

“Try it. It’ll change your life.”

Laughing, she waved a hand as she walked toward her car.

Remy turned, and all he saw were huge blue eyes surrounded by dark rims gazing through the window toward him as he walked to the limo—the eyes he wanted to see first thing in the morning and last at night forever.

 

 

HARPER BLINKED back tears as Eartha and two of the other admins hugged him on all sides.

Eartha said, “I knew Remy was too smart to pass you by, but I never dreamed how completely he’d appreciate your finer qualities. I’m over the moon. Joy and love to you both.”

Remy hurried out of his office and clasped Harper by the arm. “Enough gushing. I need my assistant in the office.”

“Your assistant?” Eartha planted her fists on her hips. “You gave him up, and I got him. You’ve never officially reclaimed him.”

Half the people in the huge fishbowl office were standing and staring over their cubicle dividers. Harper chuckled. “She has a point. You passed me over.” He waved a hand at the smiling people. “Ask anybody.”

Remy looked around seriously, glanced down at his hands, grinned, and pulled off a gold ring he wore on his little finger.

Oh my God!

Harper couldn’t close his gaping mouth as Remy dropped to one knee there in the middle of the office. “Harper Treadwell, you deserve much better than this impromptu proposal, but will you accept this ring that belonged to my daddy as a placeholder until I can get you your own? Will you marry me—after we’ve worked out about a thousand details?” He held out the ring.

“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.” Harper fanned his face.

Remy made a sideways grimace. “Oh my God yes, or oh my God no?”

“Yes! Of course yes. A thousand times yes.” His heart wouldn’t stay in his chest, and he had to press his hand there.

Remy grabbed Harper’s left hand and slid the ring he’d worn on his little finger onto Harper’s ring finger. It was a teeny bit big, but not much.

The whole office burst into a riot of clapping, whistling, and yelling.

Remy pulled Harper to his feet and gave him a very PC sort of kiss, then he grinned at Eartha. “Okay. Now he’s mine.” With a triumphant smile, he pulled Harper into his office where his mother and brother were standing at the door, applauding wildly.

Anastasia grabbed Harper up in a huge hug. “Welcome to the family, honey.”

Harper’s own glow warmed him all over. “Thank you, uh, Mama.” Then he smiled so big he thought his cheeks might crack.

Anastasia closed the door to Remy’s office and pointed at the table. “Sit, sit.” They all gathered around the table. Anastasia looked at Remy.

He said, “We have a bunch of things we need to do at the same time in order to launch our online ordering initiative.” He turned to Harper. “But nothing is more important than getting a trial of the online support team underway. I’m sad to tell you, that means we need to get you back to Arkansas to get your group of Southern comforters trained and ready to go.”

“Oh.” Harper stared at Remy. “But…. Oh.”

Remy took his hand. “We made some bold promises today, darling. And I don’t think we can meet them if we don’t split up—for the short term.”

Harper nodded and smoothed his thumb over the ring on his finger. “Okay. I understand.”

“But here’s what I want you to do. I’ve already texted a realtor I met in Windy Pines, and she’s in the process of negotiating an offer for River Oaks.”

Harper gasped softly.

Remy smiled. “I thought you might like that as an engagement present.”

Harper couldn’t catch his breath. “I-I can’t think of anyplace more perfect.” He grinned. “Except maybe beside the road with you.”

Remy barked a laugh. “So when you get to Windy Pines, you move into River Oaks, and the minute we own it, you can start making whatever changes you want to instigate.”

Harper shook his head. “But you need to make those decisions with me.”

“Uh, do you remember how good I am at that?” He smiled.

Harper held Remy’s hand. “But you’ll be very decisive about River Oaks because it’s your place, Remy. The place you’re supposed to be.”

Remy’s face lit up. “You’re right. I’ll be there every weekend, and we’ll make the decisions together.”

John Jack looked up from his phone. “Wait, are you telling me that my California boy brother is about to make his home in Arkansas?” He started to laugh.

Remy shook his head. “Rub it in, bro. Rub it in.”




Chapter Nineteen

 

 

Six months later—

 

HARPER WALKED through the aisles between the cubicles that had been built into the main rooms of the big sunny old house next to the community center building. Voices came from every direction as Windy River residents talked into their headsets.

Harper paused by one of the spaces and peered in. Jocelyn was gazing at her computer screen. “I swear, Mamie, you’re just gonna love this new brand of cheese. It’s entirely from pasture-raised cows, and it tastes so different. We’ve got a special price on it, and trust me your kids are going to love it.” She listened, pecking on her keyboard. “Sounds good, darlin’. What time would you like that delivered? Perfect. The Merty men will be on your street right around that time.”

Harper chuckled. They’d named the online ordering service MercedToYou, which everyone shortened to Merty. Instead of fighting it, they’d gone with it, creating a character based on Jocelyn who they called Merty. People loved it, especially since it was real. There was a Merty in real life and customers wrote her fan mail and chatted with her on Facebook.

Harper’s headset buzzed, and he hurried back to the desk he was covering for Josiah. He hit the answer button. “Hi, Mrs. Toderick. It’s Harper.”

“Oh, hi, Harper. Where’s Josiah today?”

“He went to see his sister’s ultrasound. Her new baby.”

“Oh my God, that’s so exciting.”

“He’ll be back soon. Want me to have him call you, or can I help?”

Her voice sounded amused. “Hmm. Didn’t I read that you thought up the whole Merty idea?”

“No. Not the whole thing. Just a few elements of it.”

“Well, I’ll bet you can handle my order. You ready?”

“Fire away.”

“Okay, I want to change my usual meat order. We’re having friends over, and I’m not sure what to serve—”

Harper looked up as Josiah rushed toward the desk. “Wait, Mrs. Toderick. Josiah’s here, and he knows your order best.”

“Oh good. I can hear about the baby. Thanks for standing in, Harper.”

Harper took the headset off and extended it to Josiah, who slipped into the computer chair as Harper stood. Harper mouthed, “Mrs. Toderick.”

Josiah nodded. “Hey, Mrs. T. How’re things in sunny Wisconsin?”

Harper wandered over to the window and stared out at the sunshine of the early fall. The last six months had defined intense. He and Remy had raced back and forth across the country on the company plane and commercial flights so Harper could help oversee the final touches on code in California and still manage the training of the support team in Arkansas. Meanwhile, Remy had to run Merced Technologies while spearheading the rollout of MercedToYou in operations, delivery, sales, and marketing. They’d tried to be together most weekends and had succeeded pretty well, but often the being together part meant working all day and falling into bed in Remy’s still-unfinished house at night.

In Windy Pines, Harper at least got to live at River Oaks, which made his heart sing. Still, at any given moment, he had at least twelve guys working on renovations to the bathrooms and kitchen, knocking down walls to create more closet space, and cleaning out places where age and dry rot had attacked the porch columns. Harper joked that Remy felt right at home when he visited since the place was such a mess.

But now MercedToYou was up and running. They’d fine-tuned the ordering through a round of pilot locations and then turned it loose with the Windy Pines residents as their secret weapon. “The high-tech company with Southern hospitality,” the press said, and, so far, the operation was an unqualified success, thanks partly to his mom who managed the support team with gentle compassion and an iron hand. Your kid got sick at school? Somebody covered for you in a minute. You overslept and made you and your kid late? That was cause for a reprimand and a warning. Only the best got to work at Merty according to his mother. Of course, the best were most of the people from Windy Pines who wanted a job, plus some from surrounding communities. Small businesses were picking up, thanks to better support from the Merty employees who now had money to spend locally. A couple of new businesses were even in the process of opening.

Grocery shoppers loved being able to fine-tune their selections, even in the middle of the night. But above all, they loved talking to their “friends” from Windy Pines who understood about food and who made sure they got exactly what they wanted right on time.

“The perfect combination of high tech with high touch,” the press screamed.

Harper sighed. Man, I’m tired—in the best way. Well, no, the best way would be after three straight days of sex with Remy, but being satisfied with a job well done was good enough.

The room behind him suddenly got still. He looked over his shoulder, and half the people in the cubicles were peeking over their walls at Harper. What the…?

Oh yeah.

Standing in the archway from the entry to the MercedToYou office was Remy.

Harper gave a squeak and ran full-out through the aisles until he got within jumping distance. Should he? Not very professional! Who the fuck cares?

He hurled himself in the air, nearly losing his glasses, and Remy caught him, laughing, and then kissed him pretty thoroughly for a PDA moment.

Harper pulled back. “Oh my God, oh my God, you didn’t tell me you were coming.”

“Nope.” He flashed his dimples. “This is an official surprise. I’m kidnapping you, and your mom’s given me permission. She says she can handle things tonight while we go away.”

“Away?”

“Yep. I’ve got a few of your things in a bag in the car. You ready?”

“Oh wow. I mean….” He looked around anxiously.

His mom bustled forward from her office on the other side of the entry hall. “Go. Go. Shoo. Have a good time.” She kissed his cheek, then gently pushed him toward the door.

A couple of people waved from their cubicles, grinning.

“Okay. I’m ready. Did you bring my—”

“Yes. And if I didn’t, we’ll buy one.” Remy grasped his hand and pulled him out into the sun. By the curb stood a shiny new black Prius.

“What’s that?”

“Your new car.” Remy smiled and opened the passenger door. He closed the door and walked around before Harper could say anything.

When Remy got into the driver’s side, Harper said, “I don’t need a new car.”

“Speaking as the man who drove your monument to the origins of the hybrid vehicle across the country, I beg to differ.”

Harper clicked his seat belt and crossed his arms. “So if it’s my car, how come you’re driving?”

“Because I know where we’re going.”

“Irrefutable logic.” And with that, Harper surrendered to the delight of being completely in Remy’s power. Still after dreaming out the window for about fifteen minutes later, he sat up straighter. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

He knew the road they were traveling. “Are we going to dinner in Fayetteville?”

“Most likely.”

But it was hours until dinner.

Remy wound around downtown a bit and then drove up College Avenue to a square brick building. He pulled into the parking lot.

Harper frowned. “Isn’t this a county government building? Have we missed some kind of license? Jesus, Remy, I think I filled out about a hundred forms to get Merty up and running.”

“You missed one.” He seemed to be holding in a laugh.

“I don’t think so.”

“How about a marriage license?”

“Wha-what?”

Remy’s face got more serious. “I want you to have a big ceremony and invite the governor or whatever you want to do, but the fact is, I don’t want there to be any question about who we are to each other, if for no other reason than we own River Oaks together, and there’s my business, and—”

Harper threw his arms around Remy’s neck despite the console. “Yes, yes. I don’t need the governor, for crap sake. If he came to a gay marriage in this state, he’d lose his next election anyway. All I want is you, darlin’.”

“I thought we’d get our license, go to the hotel and clean up, and then get hitched by a justice of the peace.”

“Sounds perfect. Although, if you want to get married while we’re inside, it’s fine with me.”

“Hey, let me be a little mushy.”

“Deal.”

Hand in hand, they walked into the clerk’s office and signed for their marriage license. When the clerk saw Remy’s name, his face lit up. “You’re Remy Merced.” He extended his hand. “It’s an honor, sir. The Merced family’s done a lot for this state. I heard you had become, uh, engaged. I’m proud to be able to say I issued your marriage license.”

Remy smiled and shook his hand, and they walked away with their license. Eyes followed them everywhere, whether because they recognized Remy or disapproved of their mutual genders they didn’t know—or care.

Back outside, though, Remy said, “That’s why I thought a quiet ceremony at a justice of the peace would be better.”

He drove for about a half hour to a beautiful, sprawling farmhouse set in wide gardens and fields with a barn behind.

Harper stared. “Is this where we’re staying? How did you ever have time to plan all this?”

He laughed. “There are one or two people at Merced who’re interested in our future, you know. Eartha did all the research.”

They pulled up in front, left the car with the valet, the bags with the bellman, and walked inside. The lobby had a lovely two-story vaulted ceiling, but a cozy farmhouse feel below, with stone floors covered in handmade rugs and big easy couches.

The desk clerk welcomed Remy with a huge smile and had them immediately escorted to their suite on the third floor—the top floor. Their bellman followed with the two little bags that Harper could have easily carried.

Inside the suite, Harper gazed at the beautiful sitting area, giant TV, and small game table near the big windows. Wide double doors stood closed on the far end of the room.

The bellboy walked over to Remy and handed him the key. “Everything’s been arranged, sir. Is there anything else?”

“No. Everything looks great. Thank you.” He tipped the guy handsomely, and the bellman left with a twinkling smile.

Once the door was closed, they fell together like two magnets turned toward attraction and kissed until breathing became an issue.

Harper whispered, “When do we have to be at the justice of the peace? Do we have time to fuck first?”

Remy held Harper at arm’s length. “First, the justice of the peace is coming to us.”

Harper snorted. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

Remy cocked his head. “Am I acting like an entitled rich guy?”

“Not at all. You wear your privilege lightly.” And it was true. Remy accepted many things as his due without thinking about them, as more than befitted a billionaire, but he was kind and generous and never did things to flaunt his wealth. Harper bounced. “So about fucking.”

Remy spread a hand over his chest in pretend shock. “Sir. I’m not that kind of boy. I need to be married first.” He glanced at his watch. “We have an hour to get ready.”

Harper looked down at himself in his jeans and T-shirt. “Aren’t I ready?”

Remy grinned. “Not even close.” He took Harper’s hand and led him to the double doors, which he threw open.

Harper gaped. Inside what proved to be the bedroom stood the most enormous bed, apparently made from two extralong double beds pushed together. “Oh my God.” The bed was decorated with flower petals—roses and apple blossoms—and a bucket with a champagne bottle and two glasses stood on a table between two easy chairs nearby. There was also a plate of chocolate-covered strawberries.

“I don’t know where to start.” Harper blinked hard.

“Let me help.” Remy pulled Harper’s T-shirt over his head, gently pushed him to sitting and removed his sneakers, then pulled off his jeans.

Harper giggled. “This is looking promising.” His cock bounced like a happy puppy.

“You have a one-track mind.” Remy reached down, scooped up Harper, and carried him through the partly closed doors to the bathroom where a huge jetted tub stood filled with fragrant water. Remy lowered Harper into the water, then rushed out of the room and returned with a glass of champagne.

“Ohh, champagne and hot water could go straight to my head.” He lolled his head against the back of the tub. “Hurry up, big boy. I never drink alone.”

Remy was out of his clothes and into the tub with his own champagne in seconds. They clinked glasses, then settled on opposite sides of the tub, gazing at each other and playing footsie.

Harper said, “I love you.”

“I love you back.”

He smiled softly. “Obviously. No one has ever gone to so much trouble for me before.”

“You’re only the best kind of trouble.” Remy tweaked Harper’s balls gently with his toes.

Harper giggled. “If you want to maintain your virginity until after marriage, you better quit that.”

Remy reached out a hand and pulled Harper over to sit in front of him, Harper’s back to Remy’s chest. He kissed Harper’s neck and stroked his chest. “I love you, Mr. Treadwell-Merced. Or is it Merced-Treadwell? Dear God, how did I end up with the most Southern name on the planet?” He laughed.

“And owning a home in Arkansas. And getting married in Arkansas.”

“About that, we better get on with it. Let’s turn on the shower, rinse off, and shave.”

“Ookay. If I have to.”

Ten minutes later, after a minimum of hanky-panky, Remy stood Harper on the fluffy bathmat and dried him off. The champagne coursed through Harper’s veins, the soft cotton of the towel stimulated his skin just enough, and a much-deprived member began to make an appearance.

Remy tapped Harper’s rapidly stiffening condition. “Hello.”

“Sorry. He didn’t sign the virginity pact.”

“Umm. I can see that. Well—” Remy knelt, grabbed Harper’s cock by the root, and slid it down his throat.

“Holy crap!”

Remy started sucking, pressing Harper deeper and deeper into his mouth, making moaning, mewling sounds.

“Remy, oh God, how, how can you…?”

He popped Harper’s cock from between his lips, a sight so incredibly sexy, Harper could have come from looking. Remy murmured, “Can’t wait. Fuck virginity.”

He pulled away and ran back with a bottle of lube so big it could have greased an Arkansas car lot. He wiped a handful on his own stiff cock and then began to slide a finger gently into Harper.

Harper grabbed the bottle. “More commitment.” He shoved two, then three, of his fingers into his own butt. “Do it. Do it.” Harper lay back on the fluffy rug and before he was even settled, Remy was in him. “Fuck yes!”

Remy loved anal, but right them he was a madhouse. A fucking machine, shoving into Harper with grunts and moans and a stream of profanity.

Harper’s underserved cock lit up like a roman candle, and his balls began to boil in seconds. “More. More. Oh God, oh God, harder!”

“I can’t—I’m gonna—oh God!” Remy slammed into Harper and then stiffened as a tsunami of heat washed over Harper, filling every cell with fire and shooting semen from his cock in jets of joy that splashed Remy’s chest and chin. The last burst hit Remy’s mouth.

Laughing and gasping at the same time, Remy collapsed onto Harper, and the two of them lay on the fat, fuzzy rug, shuddering with aftershocks.

Harper chuckled. “Am I married yet?”




Chapter Twenty

 

 

AFTER ANOTHER fast shower and a little more champagne, Remy had led Harper to the closet and revealed the white-dinner-jacketed tuxedo he’d brought for him.

Harper gave Remy a quizzical look and quoted one of his favorite all-time movies. “Isn’t this a little excessive for the Carolina league?”

Remy grinned as he helped Harper step into his trousers. “As Susan Sarandon said, ‘The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.’”

Together they said, “William Blake!”

Remy shrugged. “I didn’t want your wedding to be too forgettable.”

Harper caressed Remy’s cheek, and they both pulled on their formal shirts and tied each other’s ties. “Nothing about loving you is forgettable.”

“Likewise.”

When they both were wearing their boutonnieres, Harper asked, “So where are we meeting the justice of the peace?”

“The hotel manager suggested there’s a nice little corner of their garden where they sometimes do weddings. Sound okay?”

“Sounds great.”

Remy opened the door to the suite, and they walked down the big staircase to the lobby. Remy went to the desk. “Is the official here?”

“Uh, yes, sir.” The bellman directed him to the garden.

Remy nodded.

Since it was evening, the curtains in the lobby had already been pulled over big windows that probably looked out on a pool, but it made the inside really cozy. Harper said, “Not many people here.”

“No. I guess it’s kind of between seasons. The kids go back to school and all that.”

“Umm.”

Remy looked toward some doors ahead. “That must be how we get to the garden.”

“Funny there are so many curtains.”

They got to the end of the hall, and Remy pushed the handle down on the big french door and gently pressed Harper through it—to the moment that, if he’d thought about it, of course was about to happen. But he’d never once guessed.

Maybe a hundred people—not just people, friends—all screamed, “Surprise!” as Harper’s heart stopped and started again at twice the speed.

He began fanning and blinking. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.”

His mom stepped forward, and Anastasia and John Jack and Trudy and Mama Two and all the people from the community center and another huge batch from Merced in California, including Eartha.

His closest loved ones sneaked in for a hug before a string quartet started playing “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring,” and he and Remy walked down the aisle to where the justice of the peace was waiting.

He remembered words about loving and honoring, the justice of the peace stumbling a little over husband and husband, and not being able to hold back tears when he saw the rings Remy had commissioned for them—golden bands carved with abstract apple blossoms. It seemed like only minutes before they were both wearing those rings and showing them off to all their friends as they drank more champagne, got a few mouthfuls of a delicious buffet, and then cut an enormous cake.

After they’d fed each other the prescribed bites, Remy whispered, “Happy?”

“Unbelievably. Beyond what I thought possible. But truly, my love, I married you that day in the dirt beside the road. Everything since then has been icing.” He licked a piece of frosting from the remains of the cake on his plate. “But it will take you days to explain how you managed all this without my knowing.”

“Umm, I might have one more little surprise.”

“What? A performance of Cirque de Soleil?”

Remy grinned. “What comes after the wedding?”

“The honeymoon?” Harper frowned a little. “I don’t really need to go anywhere.”

Remy titled up his chin. “Because you’d like to stay at River Oaks?”

The smile broke like sunshine across Harper’s face.

 

 

THE NEXT morning, Remy got in the passenger seat so Harper could drive his new Prius away from the hotel and all their friends and family, who’d shared a wedding breakfast with them. They’d put their huge bridal suite bed to good use, but now they both had one goal.

It only took about forty-five minutes before the little black car navigated through the trees on the newly resurfaced road and saw the house on the crest.

Remy kept wanting to laugh like a kid waiting for Christmas.

As they approached the house, Harper stopped in the middle of the drive.

“Oh my God, oh my God.” He leaped out of the driver’s seat, leaving the door open, and ran toward the beautiful house in front of them.

Remy laughed and walked to the driver’s seat. The house wasn’t 100 percent done—there were still some big trees to plant——but it was close, he hoped. He’d moved every artisan in a hundred miles onto the property the previous day, seconds after Harper left. They’d been working ever since.

As he drove onto the circular drive, he could see the fresh paint glistening on the porch and the towering walls of the grand house. Rocking chairs and even a glider stood invitingly on either side of the front door and ferns and flowers hung in baskets.

He laughed when he saw the front door standing open.

He hopped out, and as he climbed the steps, Harper came running out the door and threw himself into Remy’s arms again, something Remy never got tired of.

“How did you do it? It’s so beautiful. It’s the most beautiful house in the world. Come see.”

Remy smiled and gently pushed Harper’s slipping glasses up his nose. “I will, but I already know it’s the most beautiful place—because you’re in it.”

Harper kissed Remy’s nose.

Remy said, “I found out where I belonged, so I finally finished something.”

“No, darling, you’re just beginning.”

Remy waved a hand in front of his face and blinked hard. “I’ve got an idea.”

“What?” Harper’s bright eyes said he was ready for it all—the work, the adventure, the love, the life.

Remy gently kissed those lips that had changed everything. “Let’s go in and get some sweet tea.”
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A Love You So Story

 

Craig Elson’s life has hit rock bottom. Even though he’s one of the best strategic planners around, a more confident guy takes credit for his work, and despite being a good-looking man, he suffers insults from the slimiest creep at the bar. Taking care of his beloved mom, who has Alzheimer’s, uses all his funds, leaving him in a plain, depressing car… and a plain, depressing life.

Until he sees gorgeous grad student Jesse Randall and his T-shirt that reads “I Would Bottom You So Hard.” The message seeps into Craig’s soul, and he asks Jesse to teach him to top.

Jesse’s had his eye on the quiet hottie who comes into the coffee shop, and he’s more than eager to perfect his tutoring. He sets out to get Craig a new job, a new apartment, and a new life so far outside plain and depressing that it’s unrecognizable. The problem is, Craig loves his lessons—and his teacher—too much to want to graduate. How can Craig reach the top without losing his sassy bottom?
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A Love You So Story

 

Ben Shane has it all… and he’d like to give some of it back. While he loves his job heading a foundation that funds worthy causes around the world, his engagement to one of America’s wealthiest men leaves him feeling more like a trophy wife than a valued partner. The first warning that his relationship might not be designed to last is his irresistible lust for Dusty Kincaid, the golden-haired, bright-eyed handyman for his company.

Though Dusty is odd for a twenty-three-year-old—no liquor, no sugar, and he can’t even drive—the more Ben gets to know Dusty, the more he admires him. But is Ben going to give up a guy who drives a Ferrari for one who takes the bus? He must be mad. Dusty knows he and Ben can never work. After all, Ben’s perfect… and Dusty isn’t. But Ben might surprise everyone with proof that he’s only mad in love.
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A Love You So Story

 

Can a man’s secret yearnings be revealed in a tank full of fish?

Artie Haynes knows he’s nothing special, with just-your-regular-brown hair, a solid plumber’s job, not much education, and a family that can barely get off the couch. But Artie has quirks—like his love of tropical fish, a landlord who’s a professor of existentialism, a passion for the amazing piano music he hears at a concert hall while he’s fixing the bathrooms—and the fact that he’s never come out as gay and probably never will. But when he’s hired to build a guesthouse for the pianist whose music enchanted him, Artie is swept up into an unimaginable world.

François Desmarais may be famous, rich, and revered as one of the world’s great classical composers and pianists, but he’s soothed and challenged by the inquisitive, stalwart, protective man in his back yard. When François’s terrible fear of crowds turns into a dangerous plot, Artie can stay in the closet or prove just how special he is.
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A Middlemark Mystery

 

Dr. Llewellyn Lewis leads a double life, as both an awkward but distinguished history professor and the more flamboyant Ramon Rondell, infamous writer of sensational historical theories. It’s Ramon who first sets eyes on a gorgeous young man dancing in a club, but Llewellyn who meets teaching assistant Blaise Arthur formally at an event held for wealthy socialite Anne de Vere, descendant of Edward de Vere, seventeenth Earl of Oxford—who some believe was the real Shakespeare. Anne wants Llewellyn to prove that claim, even though many have tried and failed. And she’s willing to offer a hefty donation to the university if he succeeds.

It also means a chance for Llewellyn to get to know Blaise much better.

Not everyone thinks Llewellyn should take the case—or the money. Between feuding siblings, rival patrons, jealous colleagues, and greedy administrators, almost anyone could be trying to thwart his work… and one of them is willing to kill to do it.

When Anne de Vere turns up dead, the police believe Blaise is the murderer. Only the shy, stuttering professor who has won his heart can prove otherwise….
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Romance on Aisle Sixteen—opposites attract amid the hammers and screws of the home improvement store.

Gabe Mason became a father at seventeen, and his daughter, Ellie, is the most important thing in his life. But being the parent the courts demand means Gabe has given up most of his dreams—education, making furniture, a gay social life—to be a model dad with a steady, reliable job in a home improvement store. Life’s predictable until Jerry, a shy, eccentric guy in a hat and sunglasses, begs Gabe to oversee the renovation of his run-down mansion.

Gabe loves the house and the work, and Jerry’s pretty lovable too, but when Gabe discovers Jerry’s secret identity, he fears their passion could overturn both their lives forever.
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