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Prologue


“You need to come home, Agotia. He does not have much longer.” 
That was all it took to pack up my little New York apartment and fly back home. A month was all I had left with my father. Before my move to New York, we spent every day walking through the trails of the Norwegian mountains, sharing our favorite memories. I cherished every second of it. It had only been my father and me for as long as I could remember. I had dreaded thinking about how I would manage without him.
That was two months ago; I knew now how I would manage without him - poorly. He had never mentioned how deplorably things were going in all our conversations. He insisted on running the farm until the last minute, keeping me in the dark. Maybe he thought he was protecting me or didn't want to admit how bad things had gotten. It didn't matter now. 
Settling into the one pity party I allowed myself a day, I clutched my coffee and sighed. At twenty-six years old, I was an orphan with no family to speak of, save for goats, my dear goats, and the mountain of debt. The thought of losing my home brought tears to my eyes. Until I moved to New York for college, this was the only home I had ever known.
It was not much to boast about, but the white two-story farmhouse with bright red trim and a dark roof in desperate need of repairs was my favorite place in the world. The colorful yellow flowers Dad and I had planted the summer before I left for college still grew under the windows. The front porch could use a fresh coat of paint, and the swing hanging on the side needed a bit of work, but this dilapidation spoke of use rather than abandonment. Our seventy-five acres were just enough for the goats to roam around while leaving room for the bright red barn.
I had not realized how much I had missed home until I stepped off the plane. Even with all the bills and the massive amount of work the farm needed, I couldn't imagine giving it up.
“Agotia? Are you in here?” a warm voice called from the front of the house.
I set my cup of coffee down, not recognizing the voice. Unsure who would take it upon themselves to walk into my house, I picked up a knife from the kitchen and inched towards the front door. 
“Woah! What are you planning to do with that thing?”
“Lucas?” I asked, not believing my eyes.
“Hi, Agotia. It has been a while. I'm sorry I didn't stop by sooner. My aunt just got to town, and you remember how monopolizing she can be. Anyways, I heard about your father. I wanted to see how you were doing. I knocked. A lot. But no one answered."
Without stopping to think about what I was doing, I rushed towards him, throwing my arms around his neck and squeezing tightly. It had been years since I had seen or even talked to my childhood best friend. And yet, here he was, wanting to check on me.
Lucas didn't move for a second, obviously not anticipating my reaction, but eventually, his arms wrapped around me, and he held me just as tightly. We stood like that for I don't know how long. I didn't even realize I was crying until his thumb brushed my cheek.
“You know, you look kind of crazy. I don’t think I have ever seen a woman rush at me with a knife, hug me, and then cry before.”
I laughed then. It was the first time I had laughed so hard in a long time, and it felt like the grip grief had on me loosened just a bit, making breathing easier. 
“It is so good to see a friend, Lucas. Thank you for being here,” I told him honestly.
“Tell me what I can do to help, Agotia. You know I’ll do anything for you.”
His admission caught me off guard as it had been years since we were close. But I could use all the help I could get, and he had always been such a good friend.
"I don't know yet," I confessed, "but I know I will do anything to save my father's farm.




Chapter one
Alexander


“Where are you going?”  
My sister’s words were all but shouted at me through the phone. I pulled my head away from the speaker, irritated that my escape had lasted less than an hour.
“I am headed to the airport, if you must know,” I said, not bothering to remove the bite from my tone. “What do you want?”
"Where are you going?" she asked again, ignoring my question.
I sighed, raking a hand through my hair.
“Nori, what do you want? I don’t have time for this right now.”
"I have news to tell you. I have been trying to find you all day, so I can tell you in person. Your assistant refused to tell me anything."
“Yes, well, I was hoping that if no one could find me, I would be left alone,” I quipped.
"Unfortunately, your baby sister is good at digging up things. So good that I am chosen to go to Machu-Picchu for an archeology summer internship!"
“What did you do, pay them to take you?” I teased.
“Ugh, Alex, you are impossible,” she said, exasperated.
“When do you leave?”
"Tomorrow. I was hoping we could have dinner together before I go, but you are hellbent on disappearing. Are you going to tell me what's going on or where you're going?"
I sank into the first chair I could find on the plane as I searched for an answer. I knew my sister's questions were valid. It was not like me to run away at signs of trouble. As the oldest brother, I was taught and pushed to face things head-on. And I was, I just planned to do that thousands of miles away where I would be left alone enough to come up with some solution.
“I just need time, Nori,” I finally admitted, my words low and quiet.
"Did you love her?" she asked, her tone mirroring my own.
“No,” I said with a sigh, “I did not. But that does not lessen the sting of
betrayal by much.”
I tried to make my lie convincing.
"What did she do? You spent three years with her. We all thought you were going to marry her. But now it is over, you will not tell us anything about it. She has plastered these horrible things about you all over social media. I know they are not true; I don't know what to think. Please, talk to me," Nori pleaded, attempting to understand me.
"I told you, Nori, I don't want to talk about it. All that matters is that she and I are no longer together. She needs time without me to get it into her head that I am not coming back."
There was a beat of silence before a ding sounded overhead.
“Please prepare for takeoff.”
The pilot's voice over the intercom interrupted me as I watched the flight attendants make the last rounds securing the overhead bags into place.
“I have to go, Nori.”
“Okay. Text me when you land?”
She phrased it as a question, but I knew it was not a request but a command.
“I will. And please, stay out of trouble while I’m gone. I have enough to deal with.”
We ended the call, and I shut my eyes, leaning my head against the back of my chair. Tension knotted in my neck and shoulders as I replayed the conversation in my head. Out of my siblings, Nori and I were the closest, despite having the biggest age gap. I knew she would not take well to me leaving so abruptly, but for once, I needed to do what was best for me, which meant taking a trip back to my favorite place in the world - Voss.
I spent the better part of my childhood there. Our grandfather had been born and raised in a mountainous Norwegian town and loved the place dearly. He left as a young man with big dreams and big plans and returned as a rich man with a big bank account. 
He had insisted that if his children or grandchildren were to inherit any part of the family business, they would learn the family history. I spent every summer there, working alongside my grandfather until I left for college.
Those had been some of the best summers of my life. We spent most days cooped up in his office as he would walk me through the business, let me sit in on meetings, and listen in on phone calls. He would answer all my questions, even the ones I had yet to ask. And in the evenings, we would hike through the mountains as he told me stories about his childhood. 
None of my siblings had spent similar time with him, so no one was shocked that I inherited most of the shares in every company he owed when my grandfather died at ninety-seven. That had been ten years ago; since then, I had not taken time for myself. It had felt like a vacation would be dishonoring his memory. No one understood how hard he had worked to build what we had the way I did. 
But at thirty-three, I was tired. I had not been back to the mountainous town since my grandfather died, and I was hoping that somewhere in his house, I could find the answers I needed.
The rest of the eight-hour flight was uneventful. I tried to sleep and failed miserably; eventually, I gave up and started working from my laptop. The stream of emails was never-ending, even when I was thousands of feet in the air. By the time we landed, I was restless and ready to be off the plane. I lost six hours of the day with the time change making the traveling feel much longer. At least flying in first class meant I didn't have to deal with layovers and crowds of people. 
The drive from the airport to the lodge was more refreshing than I had expected. With a hired driver behind the wheel, I could sit back and take in the view from my window. 
Trees shot up from the white snow-coated mountains, scaffolding into the air. Despite it being in the middle of summer, the tips of the mountains would remain white with snow. The road followed the winding waters of the clear blue river for several miles. It was so still and deep that the evening sky reflected perfectly on the water. Something in me shifted like I was coming home for the first time in a long time. 
Another ten minutes passed, and the car slowed as we approached the iron gate that swung open automatically. We took a curve in the driveway, and suddenly, the lodge came into view, jutting out from the landscape. 
It had all the features of traditional Norwegian architecture with its steep roof and wood detailing, but it was three times the size of any other home we passed on the drive. The white paneling with red trim made the house stand out against the green forest background. Even in its dilapidated state, it was a beautiful home. 
The car rolled to a stop, and I opened my door, slinking out of the small vehicle before stretching my stuff back. I gulped down the air that was fresh and clean, especially compared to the air in New York City. It was as if I could finally breathe in deeply again. The driver began unloading my bags, but I left him there and immediately started inspecting the house. 
Multiple areas needed painting, and some spots where the wood had rotted needed replacing. That was to say nothing of the wild landscape. This was precisely the kind of project I needed to get my mind off the things happening at home. 
“Alexander! You are here!”




Chapter two
Agotia


Agony ripped through my chest like a five-ton weight crushed the bones that protected my heart, leaving nothing but dust in its place. It had been almost three months, and I still found it hard to breathe when the wave of grief grabbed me.  
“Good morning, miss,” one of the farm workers called. “Where would you like us today?”
The ache spread as I met his gaze. Even though we all knew what was coming, the ever-loyal workers had been by my side every step of the way.
"We need to wash the lambs. I want to bring them to the festival and do a petting zoo-type thing this year. Charge for people to pet and feed them. I'm going to head into town for some things. I will be back soon."
Without saying much, the men in front of me nodded and headed to work. I followed them out and walked to the truck. Lost in memories, I drove on autopilot, soaking in the view.
The sun's rays peeked through the white-dusted tops of the mountains, giving the world below a magical feel. The morning breeze was a little cold as it wrapped around me, pulling my hair this way and that. I had forgotten just how breathtaking Voss could be when I had lived in New York.
“You should go, darling,” my father had told me.
We had been standing on our porch, looking out at these beautiful mountains, when he saw the letter in my hand. I was not sure what had prompted me to apply to the New York University other than some wistful thinking and wanderlust. But that morning, my acceptance letter had been in the mail, and my father had not hesitated to push me to go.
“But it’s so far away. And plane tickets are not cheap,” I had argued.
It is one thing to dream of a future in a faraway place. It is a different thing to be confronted with the opportunity for that dream to become a reality. And when the chance to leave Norway and see the world presented itself, I was terrified.
“We will figure that out, Agotia. You worry too much,” he had told me, chuckling at my obvious distress. “You applied because you wanted to go. So, go. If you do not like it, there is always a place for you here.”
It had all seemed so logical. My father helping me pack my things and register for classes had smoothed the transition, and it felt like the best possibility. Never once had he questioned why I wanted to go. Never once had he asked me to stay home and work with him. And it was after he had put me on the plane with all my things shoved into three suitcases that I saw him shed a tear. He had not realized I was watching him from the plane window, my own tears a mix of sadness, fear, and excitement streaming down my face, mirroring his. 
For the first few months, we talked every day on the phone. I would call during my lunch break while he was eating dinner, and it almost felt like we were together again. The first semester had been the hardest. New York was different from what I had expected, and neither were the people. 
It had been a huge cultural shock, and I cried most days, often from missing my father. It had been just the two of us for as long as I could remember. Not having him by my side at every turn was almost as hard as getting used to the American culture. 
Eventually, I made friends in the introductory business class. My lunches turned into time to chat with them, and phone calls with my father dwindled from daily to once or twice a week. I did my best to fly back for the holiday breaks, but more often, I didn't have the money for a plane ticket. During the summer, I found internships, one of which turned into a job; by the time I graduated, there was no reason for me to move back home. 
“I am so proud of you, darling,” my father had said during the phone call when I told him about my new job. “They are lucky to have you.”
"You don't mind me staying here? I know the plan was for me to come home after I graduated and help you with the farm."
“Of course, I don’t mind. Plans change, Agotia. You must do what you think is best.”
His words had left me torn. Part of me was thrilled with having a position at one of the biggest marketing firms in the city. But the other part wished that my father had told me how much he missed me and wanted me to come home. He never did, so I stayed until I got the phone call from the hospital.
One of the benefits of a small town like this is that there are no such things as strangers. At least, I have never met one here. Dad's nurse, Ingrid, had been an old family friend. She had called to tell me to come home without my father ever knowing. 
It had taken me a few days to quit my job, sell what I could, and pack the rest. I wish I had pulled out my phone to snap a picture of my father's face when he saw me walk into the house. At that moment, our time apart flooded me with a wave of regret. The man I had come home to was no longer the man I had left. 
Our last week together was not enough. I am convinced that there is never enough time to spend with the people we love. I am equally confident that there are wounds that time does not heal, despite widespread belief. Three months after my father breathed his last breath, I still could not suck in enough air when a wave of grief came, regardless of how clean the air was.
Deciding I had waited long enough, I blew out a breath and headed inside the shop. The floor creaked loudly underneath me as I walked down the aisles, halfheartedly scanning for the things I needed. I could not focus on much and had trouble remembering what I needed so badly from the hardware store so early in the morning. I shut my eyes briefly, trying to recall why I came. 
“Excuse me.”
The warm voice wrapped around me like a blanket on a cold rainy day. It was the kind of voice I could listen to narrating a dictionary and still hold me in rapt attention. My eyes shot open in surprise, and I started to skitter in one direction as I swiveled my head searching for the owner of such a magnificent voice.
Eyes so dark I could have sworn they were black met mine. I froze like a deer in headlights. The man was a good foot taller than my mere five feet five inches frame, and I had to crane my neck to look at him. A corner of his wide, full lips picked up into an arrogant grin that proved devastating on my nerves. He took a step forward, not breaking eye contact with me, and I mirrored his step backward. Again, he stepped, his long legs giving him a wide stride. But as I retreated further away, heat searing my cheeks, I felt the shelf pressed into my back. It was my only warning for the tower of paint cans that tumbled to the ground in a loud crash.
He chuckled as I spun around to take in the damage. My cheeks burned hotter as I swore under my breath. This man was going to think that I was an imbecile, incapable of conversation or controlling myself. I knelt and began stacking the cans one by one. 
“I’ll go find someone to help you,” he said to my back.
“You could do it yourself,” I called over my shoulder, but he was already gone. 
Surrounded by a heap of scattered paint cans, I sat on the floor, contemplating how my life had gotten to this point. No man had ever unsettled me so thoroughly. I could not remember a time in my life when I was speechless in front of anyone. Yet this stranger, another oddity to add to the mix, had completely unraveled me to the point of being clumsy. 
When a store clerk found me, the cans had stopped rolling, but I still had not moved. The cans were righted, and I peeled myself off the floor and left, not bothering to get whatever I came in to buy. I needed to clear my head. Reliving my relationship with my father, not remembering what I came to get from the store and the man in the aisle…Here in Voss, everyone knows each other…who is he? 




Chapter three
Alexander


"It has been a week, Alexander. Are you planning on hiding in this office for your entire visit??" 
I pulled my attention from the screen toward the woman standing before me.
“No, Asta," I tell her, my words coming out in a snap. "But seeing as there is a business I must run, there is not much I can do about my current use of time, is there?"
The older woman does not flinch at the tone I have seen make grown men cower. I doubt there is anything that could bring her to her knees. 
"Alex," she softly chides, "I am only worried about you. You have not spoken but three sentences to me. You have only left the house once, and that was to go to the hardware store two days ago. I would be remiss in my duty to your grandfather if I did not verbalize my concerns. Even he did not work this much."
With that, she spun on her heels and left the way she came. I shook my head, my nerves grated by my own presence. It had, in fact, been two days since I had been at the hardware store…that encounter in the aisle. What an eye-catcher she was. She had stolen some of my focus. But as much as I hated to admit it, Asta was right. I had locked myself in this office long enough. If there were anyone who knew my grandfather well enough to comment on his routines, it would be her.
She had been the housekeeper of this estate since my grandfather had first bought it decades ago. She and her husband, Igor, had spent their entire lives running this place. It had been his job to maintain the property, but no one had replaced him since he died a few years ago. 
After arriving last week, I decided to take a few days off from my usual business work. Within two hours of arriving, I was stalking around the house, my mind running in circles over how to solve the issues I was observing. I usually think better when my hands are busy, so I got to work pulling weeds and nailing down the porch. That had been days ago. When Asta saw the haphazard job I had done on the porch, she suggested I call her nephew. 
"I know the house is not in the condition you expected," she explained, "but I have had the hardest time finding someone to do the work since my husband passed. The young men here always seem to run off searching for opportunities bigger and better than Voss had to offer. Luckily, my nephew just moved back to town. He has been helping at the Ottestad farm when he can. I am sure I could ask him to help here too. I hate to take him away from that poor girl."
Absently I asked, “what girl?”
“Oh, the young Ottestad. She was working day and night to save her family farm. What does she know about farming anyway? She is all sophisticated…" Asta did not finish her sentence; she ran to the kitchen as the oven started ringing.
I wondered if it could be the woman from the hardware store. 
Running my hands through my hair, I pushed back from the desk, rose to my full height, stretched, and walked to the kitchen, following Asta. Regardless of the work that needed here, this lodge was still one of my favorite places. Memories lined the hallways in black and white frames. Every inch of the house felt lined with history about where the Fredericksons came from and what they built. The only downside to being here was that I couldn't stop thinking that my grandfather would come around the corner at any minute with a book tucked under his arm and a ready smile.
The thought made me stop in my tracks. That was what this house needed, and no amount of work on the stairs or replacing the stove would fix that. My grandfather was a warm kind of man. He made a point of making whoever he was talking to the most special person in the world to him. 
An intelligent, cunning businessman was tucked in somewhere, but he never let it tarnish how he cared for people. I wondered how I would stack up if someone compared us; I doubted it would go favorably for me.
“You miss him,” Asta said from behind the kitchen counter, a bowl of who knows what in her hands. The smells of whatever she was cooking spread throughout the house.
"Yes," I answer.
“Your grandfather was a great man,” she continued, reading my thoughts. “Do you think he would be proud of the man you have become?”
I turn to look at the housekeeper then, taking her in as I cock my head. Her pale skin still showed her age and a life spent laughing. Her blue eyes felt more like steel than the sky. The white hair she wore in a loose knot at the nape of her neck made her look more elegant standing in a rundown kitchen with an apron around her waist than most women I had seen in gowns at galas. She was more than a foot shorter than me, but her slender, petite frame did not hide the confidence in her even if she wanted to. It was the kind of fire that pushed her to ask impetuous questions like the one I was now avoiding answering.
“I do not know,” I finally say.
She has no response to that other than a hmph. Her attention was drawn back to the bowl in her hands and I, having been dismissed, continued to my room. 
[image: image-placeholder]Asta and I continued our pattern for the next few days. I worked long hours, tied to my computer or phone, fighting off daydreams of the blonde-haired, blue-eyed beauty from the store. The housekeeper would eventually call me for meals or snacks, and I would leave my desk. As we shared a meal, she recounted stories about her family or stories about my grandfather. Sometimes, she asks about my family back in New York. 
It was a slow, monotonous routine that, most of the time, kept my mind focused on other things. Inevitably, Bridget and the three years we spent together occupied my mind. 
She had been everything I thought I wanted in a partner. She was kind and beautiful and never demanded much of me. She understood that my focus had to be on the businesses as I learned more about my role as CEO. At every event, she had been the picture of grace and poise, giving everyone a glimpse of her dazzling smile. I had been so sure that she was it for me, that she was the woman with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my life. 
The shrill ringing of my phone pulled me out of my thoughts. I sigh and set the paintbrush down before removing the noisy screen from my pocket.
“What?”
“That is always a pleasant greeting. It’s good to hear your voice, cousin.”
“Hello, Callum. I thought you were supposed to be on your honeymoon. Trouble in paradise already?”
"Not in mine, but I've heard there has been in yours."
I passed my fingers through my hair. 
“There can be no trouble if there is no paradise. What is it that you want?” I bark. “I am in the middle of work here.”
"Okay, okay. No need to get so defensive. If I'm honest, I'm glad she is gone."
“Ha ha, very funny. Now tell me whatever it is you called to tell me, or I will hang up."
“I think you need to get married. You need a wife. And not a crazy woman like Bridget. Someone who can make your life better.”
Immediately, the woman I encountered at the store came to mind. I waited for several seconds for my cousin to start laughing or for him to tell me he was kidding. But I had to assume the man was serious when he did not.
“I’m hanging up now.”
“I’m just saying,” he rushed out. “My life felt like a total mess before I met Glorietta. Now, I cannot imagine anything better. It has changed everything for me, and not just personally. I cannot tell you how many business meetings and lunches have turned into talks about Glorietta and our recent marriage. I have even had a few older gentlemen tell me to my face that I won a bid simply because I was tied down, and they felt like they could trust a married man."
“This is ridiculous,” I bark out. “We are not living two hundred years in the past. Why does it matter if you are married or not?”
"It doesn't make sense," he agreed, "but my partners have mentioned it here and there, and I think it counts for something." 
“Yeah, I’m hanging up now,” I tell him, annoyed at where this conversation had wound up.
“Just think about it and -”
I ended the call before he could finish his sentence. After how things ended with Bridget, the last I wanted to talk about was dating someone else, let alone getting married. I had seen how marriages ended. My parent's marriage was a perfect example of marrying someone you love, for them to betray you with a string of affairs. As far as I was concerned, I was better off never getting married.
[image: image-placeholder]Two days later marked the end of my second week in Norway, and I was no closer to fixing the mess back home than I was when I arrived. I had assumed the media storm surrounding me and my split from Bridget would have disappeared from the news, but it was not. The media likes to kick a person when they are down; taking a story and turning it in their favor to sell is what they do. I was annoyed. 
Most of my meetings now consisted of doing damage control, reassuring my clients that things will come down soon, and reminding them that this is a tactic the media uses to make sales, which is true.
My phone dinged with another text message containing the link to yet another article about my relationship with Bridget titled "mysterious billionaire who broke her heart." I wanted to go back in time and never let myself fall for her. 
Unable to sit at my desk and work any longer, I pushed the leather office chair back from the large mahogany desk and strode out of the makeshift office. The screen door slammed behind me as I walked outside, needing a distraction. Just as I decided to take a long hike through the mountain the lodge backs into, something at my feet tripped me. I stumbled but kept myself from falling face-first into the gravel beneath me at the last second. 
I sucked in a second deep breath to quell my frustration and turned around to see what had gotten under my foot. A little ball of fluff sat, perched on top of the rocks, a pair of green glowing eyes staring back at me.
"Meow," the cat cried as if I had been the attacker in our clumsy introduction.
“What are you doing, sitting in my driveway like this? Don’t you have an owner somewhere?”
The feline didn’t respond to me, but his tail flicked out and wrapped around him like a shield. I looked for a collar, but with the huge tufts of tan and black hair, I could not find one. I stood there for a moment longer, looking down on this minor interruption, and tried to decide what to do. Eventually, I waved the cat off and turned back towards the trail ahead.
“If you made it here, you could certainly find your way home,” I called to the cat as I walked away.
The air turned crisp under the shade of the tall trees, and I shoved my hands in my pockets as I continued deeper into the forest. Leaves crunched under my feet with every long, purposeful stride. The dark, damp atmosphere of the trail was an appropriate backdrop for my foul mood. The situation back home has only worsened, and I wonder if coming to Voss was the right idea.
“Meow.”
I stopped mid-step, my boot falling into the dirt hard as my head whipped around, and I searched for the cat again. He sat two feet away from me, in the same curious position he had been in on the driveway. His head was cocked as his fluffy tail curled around him.
“What do you want?” I asked, my voice slicing through the silence of the woods.
Again, I got no response, so I shrugged and continued my hike. The cat trailed after me for the entirety of my fury-induced walk. When we returned to the lodge, I was convinced that this cat thought he was my keeper. He followed me inside as if he had done this his entire life, and I watched, astonished, as he pawed over to the nearest sofa, leaped onto it, and curled into a ball. He settled with his head on his paws, eyes wide as he watched the room.
“What is that?” Asta asked, surprise in her voice.
“A cat.”
“Yes, Alex. I can see that. But what is it doing inside?”
“The same thing I am,” I told her. “Trying to figure out what to do next.”




Chapter four
Agotia


“Are you sure this is a good idea?”  
I bit back my laughter as I watched Lucas struggle to wrangle one of the ornerier lambs into the pen sitting on the back of the old farm truck.
"I promise it will be worth it," I told him, unsure who I was trying to convince. 
“Remind me again what the plan is?” 
We had been over this a hundred times last week, but I didn't mind running through things again.
"I will set up a little corral beside the booth for the goats. I have built a backdrop out of scrap wood from the shed; people will take pictures in front of it; it also has the company name. I will charge just a few bucks for people to pet and feed the goats or take their pictures with a lamb. It is a way to get the farm name out there a little bit more."
Lucas nodded as he closed the tailgate and dusted off his hands.
“Anything else?”
"That is everything. Thank you for being so helpful. I don't know what I would do without you."
“You would probably come up with some crazy plan to get all this done anyways,” he said, nudging my shoulder gently. “But I am glad I can help you.”
I shot him a shy smile, a little uncomfortable with how close he was standing and how intently he looked down at me. I was starting to feel that Lucas wanted more from me than a friend, which was how I considered him. It would be a difficult conversation to have if he ever braved broaching it. With any luck, this is just a boyhood crush that sparked after I came back that would fade quickly.
"I should get going. It will take me some time to get everything set up before the festival starts. I will see you later?" I asked.
“Yeah, of course,” he assured me. “I’ll stop by after I get off of work.”
He held out an arm for a hug, and I twisted into the side of him. I could tell he was disappointed with my evading maneuver, but I didn't stop to think about it as I pulled open the truck door. 
The hinges squealed with the weight of the metal; I cringed and hopped into the cab. The fabric on the bench was worn and dull, and the entire truck smelled like my father. I inhaled, allowing memories of him to float as I started the car and pulled out of the driveway. 
It took only a matter of minutes for me to make it to the wide-open field, where people had already begun to set up their booths. I waved as I drove by the familiar faces. It was still early in the morning, and dew coated the sea of emerald grass. 
Excitement thrummed in my veins as I went through my mental checklist of everything I needed to do before the festival opened this afternoon. If it all went according to plan, I would have enough by the end of today, to pay the most pressing bills and keep the water running.
Determined to make the most of this opportunity, I flounced out of the truck, the layers of skirt swishing around my legs. While I loved wearing the traditional dress, sometimes it was more of a nuisance than anything else. With the black embroidered skirts down to my ankles and a red satin sash wrapped around my middle section, wrangling goats was no easy task. I tied a once-white apron around my neck and waist and got to work.
Leaving the animals for the end, I decided to set up the booth section first, pulling out the long table and standing it up in my designated spot. I covered the stained tabletop in cream-colored linen and began piling on the products. I tossed a bag of ice in an old bucket that now seemed on brand rather than obsolete before setting the glass bottles of goats' milk down. 
Using old crates from the barn, I sorted and stacked the cheeses and jars of butter we had spent the last two weeks making. I organized the labels in a straight line, making them easy to read. For the next hour or so, I tweaked the details of the booth, doing my best so that everything was as appealing as possible. I literally could not afford today to be anything but a tremendous success. 
Even with the pressure to make today go well, I could not help but think about what I heard this morning. Some farm workers had been talking about the big house up the mountain being occupied. That could explain the man from the hardware store, seeing as this was the first in a long time any stranger was seen around here; tourists rarely stayed this far out. At least now I had some semblance of an idea of who he was.
With nothing left to do, I turned my attention to the goats that had been bleating at me all morning to let them out. I pulled the makeshift corral out of the truck's bed and set it up in front of the backdrop. I carried the goats one by one over the few feet that separated them from the pen. A little lamb squirmed in my arms, and my grandmother's voice filled my mind.
“What are you doing, Agotia? A young lady such as yourself should not be carrying livestock.”
I was no more than six years old and determined to prove myself helpful to my father. He would carry the full-grown animals, and I the babies. 
“I am helping Dad, Nana,” I had told her, so sure of myself.
“But you are getting your dress covered in dirt and muck. This will not do.”
At first, I had not known what to make of my grandmother's admonishments. My father had always seemed so proud when it came to me helping around the farm. At such a young age, I didn't understand why my clothes made any difference. 
"Don't you see, dear, the lamb is dirtying your new dress, and we do not have time for you to run into the house and find another for you to wear."
"Why can't I just wear this one?" I had asked; my eyes were wide.
“You cannot wear a dirty dress into town because, Agotia, you are part of a family that extends for generations. You must have some pride in yourself, in your name, when you go out into the world."
Her words had stuck with me all these years, and it was those words I thought about now as I hauled one goat after the next into the miniature petting zoo I had erected. When the animals were situated in the pen, I wiped my hands across my apron, grateful for the cloth that kept the streaks of dirt off my dress. I had enough determination to do whatever it took to save the family farm, but I also had enough pride to ensure I didn't dirty myself in the process. 
I spent the little time I had left setting out the little paper bags of feed I had put together late last night. When I stepped back to look at my work, I couldn't help the surge of satisfaction that rose in me. It had been hard work and long hours, and the festival had not even started. But I knew that regardless of the outcome of today, it would not be because of my lack of effort; I put everything I had into making this a success. 
With one last nod, I jumped back into my truck to pull it around to the parking lot and out of the way. On the walk back to my stand, I perused the other vendors, smelling their candles and sampling various kinds of cheese. The cheese festival has always been my favorite event of the year. I love the traditional clothes everyone wears and the wail of the violins that play throughout the festival. 
There was a distinctive special feeling about being a part of this culture; coming together to celebrate our custom brought us the most joy. 
This had been my father's favorite festival too. He always seemed to need more time to catch up with his friends; the cheese festival gave him the perfect opportunity to do just that. He would staff the booth for a few hours, breaking now and then to talk to a neighboring vendor and sample their slices of bread and cheese. He would always tell me how much I looked like my mother when wearing her dress. Those days I held tightly in my heart, clinging to them so I wouldn't forget even the smallest detail. 
Music started playing somewhere, signaling the festival's official opening, and drawing my attention back to the present moment. I hurried back to my booth and got ready for what I hoped would be an onslaught of customers. With a broad smile, I pulled off my apron and greeted those who walked by.
The hours passed quickly, and the goats proved to be a more significant success than I had initially hoped. People loved petting and feeding them, especially the lambs. The corresponding cheeses were a hit too, but more was needed, not yet; next time. 
“Agotia!”
I heard my name from the crowd and scanned the faces to find its owner. When my eyes landed on Lucas, an earnest grin spread across my face. 
“Look at you,” I said, taking in his plaid vest and knee-high stockings. “I am surprised to see you all dressed up.”
"Well," he said sheepishly, "my aunt refused to let me leave the house unless I obliged her. You know how she is."
I laughed at his vexed expression. He took in the booth that sat proudly behind me, and I could see the shock in his eyes.
“Wow, Agotia. This looks amazing. I know I shouldn't be surprised with the incredible things you have pulled off over the years, but I still think you've outdone yourself."
“You think so?” I asked as I scanned the table.
Seeing some products out of place, I moved back to my spot behind it all and started adjusting things here and there. 
"Of course. Just look at this," he said, gesturing with his arm in a grand sweeping motion. "How has everything been so far? It seems you have sold a good amount of the things you brought."
“I have,” I told him with a sigh. “It’s been good, really good. I don't know if this is enough. I might be able to pay off a couple of things, but there is no way I can make enough money to save the farm from today alone. So yes, this was a good idea, but I don't know if it's enough."
Lucas nodded solemnly; his mouth half opened as if he were going to say more when a matronly voice sounded from the crowd behind him.
“There you are, Lucas. I have been looking everywhere for you. You forgot your hat.”
He turned slowly to face his aunt as he accepted the hat she held out for him.
“Thank you, Aunt Asta. How could I ever go without my hat?” 
“Agotia, my dear,” she exclaimed, ignoring her nephew. “How are you? It has been so long since we last saw each other. There is so much to catch up on. I want to hear all about your adventures in New York City.”
I reached across the table and wrapped my arms around her neck, squeezing tightly. As good friends as Lucas and I had been in school; his family became my own. I loved Aunt Asta deeply and had not realized how much I missed her until now.
“It has been too long,” I agreed. “I’m sorry, time just keeps slipping away from me.”
“Don’t you worry about that,” she told me, patting my hands, “I am here whenever you are ready.”
I could see my grief mirrored in her eyes, and it dawned on me that she, too, had lost her most important person.  Igor had passed away several years ago while I was in college; the two of them had been inseparable even after decades of marriage. I found it a strange comfort that there was someone else around me who could understand what I was feeling, even if it were a bit different.
I squeezed her hands again and gave her a grateful smile. Visiting her was sure to be next on my list of things to do.
“Agotia,” Lucas called, “did you bring New York home with you and just not tell us about it?”
“What are you talking about, Lucas?” I asked, confusion heavy in my brows.
“Look.”
He nodded toward a man who stood half a foot taller than anyone else, but that was not what drew everyone's attention. The fact that he was the only one not dressed in traditional clothing was. His cream-colored sweater contrasted with the black jeans that hung tightly to his legs. It was the same man from the hardware store who had not left my thoughts since the first time I heard him speak.
I could say nothing as I watched him approach right for us. His dark stare held me captive. The breeze tugged at his wavy brown hair, and I was sure I had never seen a more attractive man.
“Oh, Lucas. You are so dramatic sometimes. That is my boss,” Asta explained, gesturing for the man to come closer. "He flew in a few weeks ago from New York himself."
Lucas muttered under his breath, but I didn’t hear him over the thundering of my heart. 
“Allow me to introduce you all,” she said when the man had stopped to stand by her side. “This is my nephew, Lucas.”
“Nice to meet you,” Lucas said, shaking the man’s hand.
“He’s the handyman I told you about,” Asta told him. “I am sure he would be more than happy to help get the yard back under control.”
The man said nothing as he nodded slowly in Lucas’ direction. I bit my lip to keep from laughing at the way Lucas puffed out his chest and tried to stand a little taller.
“And this is Agotia,” Asta said, pulling the attention to me. “She is a dear friend of the family.”
His eyes locked on mine, and I was sure I would melt into a pile of goo at that moment. I had seen many attractive men in my life, especially during my time in New York, but none of them compared to the stranger in front of me.
“Lucas, Agotia, I would like for you both to meet Alexander Fre-”
“Just Alexander,” he interrupted, his deep voice slithering over my skin. “Alexander is fine.”




Chapter five
Alexander


After days of trying to get her out of my head, the mystery woman from the hardware store was standing in front of me. Like everyone else in attendance today, she was decked out in the traditional Norwegian dress, but it didn't look like a costume on her. She had the same doe-eyed expression she wore in the grocery store. Asta’s nephew addressed me, but his words hardly registered in my mind. Like our encounter in the store, it took Agotia some time to get her bearings and form any words, but when she spoke, I was amazed. 
She didn't talk to me but addressed a customer who had approached her table. Her words were light and airy, dancing above the noise from the crowd. She enraptured me, and it was no secret based on the look Asta was giving me.
“How long are you going to be in town, Alex?” Lucas asked.
I begrudgingly pulled my eyes off Agotia and back to him, weighing him in my mind.
“It’s Alexander, and I don’t know yet. I will stay until I have a reason to return to New York.”
“Where in New York?” Agotia cut in, warmth and longing dancing in her eyes.
A thrill ran through me when I realized she was talking to me. 
“My headquarters are in the city. I live in SoHo,” I said, the words feeling forced and braggadocious. 
“Agotia just moved back from that city,” Asta informed me. "I would love to hear all about your schooling and job. Why don't you come to the lodge tomorrow for dinner? We can catch up. There are beautiful hiking trails on the land I know you will love."
I raised an eyebrow at Asta. She was up to something, and we both knew it. It was not like Asta couldn’t invite guests to the lodge - it was her home as much as it was mine. It was just that she so rarely did.
“I would love that,” Agotia said, smiling at Asta.
A rush of jealousy ran through me. Even though I had sworn off women, there was a yearning in me that wanted to claim all her smiles. 
“Aunt,” Lucas grumbled, “you know I must work tomorrow night. I won’t be able to join you.”
“Oh, that’s alright,” Agotia dismissed, “we will still have plenty to talk about, I’m sure.”
I cocked my head as my gaze flickered between her and Lucas. The way he watched her screamed of an envious possession, but she hardly paid him any attention. And the tension in his shoulders had not eased since I joined their conversation. Needing an excuse to talk to her, I turned my attention to the table between us. It was covered in individually wrapped cheeses and jars of butter with the strangest names. 
“Blossom?” I asked, holding up a cheese wedge.
She laughed, and I could have sworn that my traitorous heart stopped beating for a moment. It was an addicting sound that I knew I would do almost anything to hear again.
“Would you like to meet the goat whose milk made that cheese?”
My eyes went wide at her words; the delight on her face aided me in nodding. She motioned for me to follow her to a pen with bleating goats. I could feel Asta’s eyes on my back as she watched Agotia scoop up a rust-colored goat wearing a bell around its neck. The little beast squirmed in my arms before settling her head into the crook of my elbow, resigned to being held.
“She likes you,” Agotia chuckled.
I smiled, the muscles in my face lifting of their own accord. I had smiled more in the past five minutes than I had in the last two weeks. It was unnerving.
"It was her milk that went into the Blossom Cheese. You should try it. You will find that Norwegian cheese is unlike anything you've ever tasted.
"I have had my fair share of Norwegian cheeses," I said, unsure why I needed to prove to her that I was more than an American tourist here.
“Have you been to Voss before then?”
The open honesty in her eyes had me caught off guard. The women I am used to always have an ulterior motive for talking with me. But with Agotia, this is the kind of conversation she would have with anyone.
I nodded before telling her, “Several times. My grandfather grew up here. As a kid, I would spend summers with him. Family history was as important to him as the family business was.”
“He sounds like my father,” she admitted, but this time, there was a sadness to her smile. “My family has been here for generations. I was the first in decades to leave the country for longer than a vacation.”
“Alexander?” Asta called, cutting into our conversation.
I held Agotia’s gaze for a heartbeat longer before looking at my housekeeper over my shoulder. 
“I am heading back to the lodge. Is there anything you would like me to bring back with me?”
I twisted around and put Blossom back on the ground. Dusting off my hands, I looked Agotia in the eyes once more as I answered Asta - 
“Yes. I want one of everything Agotia is selling. And all the Blossom cheese she has.”
Agotia’s mouth swung open in shock. 
“You don’t have to do that,” she whispered.
"I don't do anything I don't want to," I responded. "Besides, Blossom and I have a connection, and I am not a man who likes to share. What choice do I have but to take it all?"
I gave her a wink before I spun back to Asta to help her put everything I had just purchased into a bag.
[image: image-placeholder]When Asta had shoved me out of the office that morning, telling me that getting out of the house would be for my good, I had no idea that the day would turn out the way it had. 
After leaving Agotia’s stall, I wanted to return to the lodge as soon as possible. If she was coming over tomorrow for dinner, I needed to ensure the crew I had hired to do the repairs on the lodge was on time. I had arranged with Lucas for him to start working on the landscaping, but there was nothing to be done before Agotia visited that account.
If Asta noticed my nervous pacing and irritation with the renovation crew today, she refrained from commenting. I had woken up an hour earlier than usual and had gone on a run to try to burn off part of my energy. When that didn't work, I powered on my computer and spent half the day sorting through emails and contracts that needed my attention.  Just as I could truly focus, the phone in my pocket started to buzz. I picked it up and answered without looking at who was calling.
“Alexander.”
My eyes popped open at the familiar matronly voice. I did not need to see her face to know that my mother was just as concerned for me as Nori.
“Yes, mother?” I asked with a warm smile.
“What are you doing?” she asked, her words painting the picture of her icy blue eyes, the lines in her forehead becoming more pronounced the longer I held the silence.
“Working. Is there something you need?”
“You know that is not what I am asking. Do not be coy with me.”
I chuckled warmly at her directness. No one else would dare to speak so candidly with me, but no one else was my mother.
“I have no doubts that you have already heard of my conversation with Nori. You know exactly what I am doing,” I told her, arching an eyebrow at the voice on the other end of the phone.
"I know you are in Voss, and you claim it is to take care of your grandfather's house and strategize. But there is more to it than that. Otherwise, you would have just hired someone to do the work."
I shut my eyes again, trying to decide what level of honesty I could afford.
"Bridget is refusing to leave me alone. She calls me constantly, showing up at the offices and my condo. I cannot think, work, or be productive with her acts, and the media picked up the story too. I just needed space to clear my head before acting rashly and causing regret."
The words were angry but truthful. I had reached my breaking point, and if I wanted to maintain any semblance of decorum, I needed space. My mother said nothing for several seconds as she processed the information. I am sure she had heard of Bridget's behavior, but I doubt my mother realized what a nuisance she had become.
"She's threatened to go to the press and sell them some salacious stories about me if I don't change my mind about our breakup. And I will not. It's going to get a lot worse before it gets better, and the chaos will die down much quicker if I am not around to be hounded with questions and photographed at every opportunity. Here, I am just another face in the crowd, and that is exactly what I need right now."
My mother stayed quiet for a moment before saying, "alright."
It lacked her usual conviction. For the first time since I packed my bags last night, I wondered if I had made the right decision, leaving New York for the summer.
“What is it, Mother? What’s wrong?”
She huffed out a laugh, the sound tired and a bit forced.
"You were always the noble one of my children, always ready to jump in and save the day if you suspected anything was out of place. I hate that the Fredericksons name is being dragged through the mud. I can only imagine what your father would say if he were here.”
"If he were here," I say, "none of this would have happened. He was smart enough to see through Bridget and would have warned me against her. He was smart enough not to share family secrets with anyone who was not family. It is a mistake I will not repeat."
My words were stiff and cold, but I was angry with myself more than anyone else. 
“It is not your fault, Alex. None of this is. You could not have seen that this would happen.”
It was my turn to laugh at my mother's words. 
"Sometimes we never really know people until they show us. Eventually, the media will get bored, and you can return to a normal life."
“That’s the plan.”
We ended the call after a few more minutes, and I remained in the room's silence, pondering my mother's words. It was not the advice that stuck with me but rather the fact that my thoughts were no longer circling Bridget for the first time in a long time. Instead, they had been around a Norwegian native with the most beautiful blue eyes and blonde hair - Agotia. 




Chapter six
Agotia


“Are you listening to me, miss?” 
The bank teller's nasally voice cut through my thoughts like an ax. I had been here for an hour, trying to make sense of my financial mess with no luck. 
As I had expected, while the Cheese Festival had been a success, I needed more. What I hadn't expected was being so worked up over my dinner with Alexander tonight. It was more like dinner with Asta, but there was a good chance he would be there too, which meant that he had yet to leave my thoughts. It was all the wrong timing. I should be focused on my family's farm, not some eye-catcher, tall, dark, and handsome stranger.
“You are not taking this seriously,” the teller chided.
“I am,” I argued back, “I just have a lot on my mind.”
"With only two weeks separating you from your property being taken by the bank to pay your debt, you would be more focused on our meeting."
"Two weeks?" My heart dropped as I thought about what that would mean. 
I would be without a home, without the dusty picture frames or even that worn old couch on which I'd spent countless hours watching old movies with my father. Beyond that, all the farm workers would be without jobs and would have to scramble to find a way to support their own families. 
“What are my options?” I asked, hopeful that this sour old man would have a compromise for me.
“Find a rich man and marry him. Otherwise, you will have to produce at least fifty thousand dollars between now and the end of the two weeks.”
I walked out of the bank in a fog. I stayed another hour, demanding the teller run the numbers multiple times. But no matter how he presented it, there was no avoiding the obvious truth. Between my father's medical bills, the cost of repairing the farm on top of the usual bills, and the cost of running everything, there was no way I could afford everything on my own. The insane idea of marrying someone rich started to sound less and less insane the more I thought about it. 
I was tempted to stop for a coffee on my way back to the farm, but even such a little gesture to myself felt out of reach at the moment. I had already blown through all my savings, and the Cheese Festival had been the only idea I'd had thus far. 
As I wove through the mountains and valleys of Voss, I started to think through all the things I could sell. Even I needed more than that to cover half of what I needed. The thought made me grip the steering wheel tighter. I couldn't lose my father and the farm at the same time. There had to be more that I could do; I racked my brain trying to come up with a solution, but my thoughts kept drifting back to Alexander.
When I first saw him in the hardware store, I assumed he was just an American tourist needing supplies for his travels. I had convinced myself that it did not matter if I made an absolute fool of myself in front of him; there was a slim chance that I would ever see the man again. 
If I had been honest with myself, the idea of never seeing him again was more than a little disappointing, but it saved my pride. For him to show up at the Cheese Festival, smirking and sticking out like a sore thumb, had me rethinking everything. I still am. 
I pulled around the corner, and the farm came into view. The old house and the barn that was one gust of wind away from collapsing was a bittersweet sight. It reminded me of my enormous task while simultaneously getting my mind off Alexander. I shook my head, hoping to shake my thoughts loose of him. So, what if he had brown wavy hair that hung around his head like a riotous mess? So, what if he was hands down the most attractive person I had ever seen? I had work to do.
[image: image-placeholder]The afternoon had gone the same as the first part of the day. I had stumbled all over myself, spilling half the bucket of chicken feed. Then I got lost in my thoughts while cleaning the stalls and made an even bigger mess. Eventually, the farm hands grew frustrated with my inability to accomplish anything and sent me inside. 
I didn't have much luck there, either. I had tried to tidy up the house, which led to a broken vacuum. I also sprayed water all over the kitchen floor in an attempt to do the dishes. And the pie I baked for dinner was a charred heap currently sitting in the trash can, too burnt to even give to the animals. I could not focus on anything. Well, anything but dinner tonight.
Around four o’clock, Asta called to confirm tonight's plan and reminded me to wear hiking boots for the trails later. The idea of a late-night stroll was as enticing as seeing Alexander again. 
He was the true culprit behind today's disasters. I couldn't get the picture of him in his dark jeans and cream-colored sweater strolling through the festival as if he owned it. Whenever I closed my eyes, I could hear his raspy voice like a faint whisper dancing across the back of my neck. I had only talked to the man twice, and the first time, he had done all the talking. There was no way tonight was going to go well.
Regardless, I took my time getting ready. I figured this would be my last chance to enjoy a night before throwing myself at doing whatever I must to save the farm. Yes, I might as well enjoy it.
I scrubbed off the remnants of today's messes in the shower and toweled myself off, trying to decide what I would wear. It needed to be casual enough for a hike but not so comfortable that I looked like a slob. I settled on my favorite pair of black leggings and a thin, cropped white sweater. I took more time than usual with my makeup, allowing the dark brown eyeliner and black mascara to highlight my bright blue eyes.
Finally deciding this was about as good as it would get, I slipped into my black tennis shoes and headed for the coat closet. Opening that door was like opening a bottle of memories. 
I had put almost all my father's things away in his room. Out of sight, out of mind, and that was that. This was the one closet I had not been able to empty. His flannels and work jackets hung in a line, each proudly covered in one stain or another; several had holes. As I looked at them, allowing the memories of him wearing them to wash over me, I noticed how old and threadbare most of his things were for the first time. 
I stood there, jaw open and heart aching, for a few minutes as I thought through things. My father rarely bought himself anything new but every Christmas, sending each farm worker home with gifts for their children. 
The only thing in relatively good condition was a cable knit sweater I gave him three years ago for his birthday. These were other signs of how tight things had become. The kitchen stove only had one burner that worked anymore, the television was over fifteen years old, and the truck rattled anytime you went above forty miles an hour. 
“How could I have been so blind?” I asked myself as I gripped the sleeve of a jacket from the closet.
It was clear now that the problem I was facing, the desperation I felt for a solution, was the same thing he had been fighting for years. The thought almost crushed me, but it also gave me hope. If my father could make ends meet and keep things together this long, I would figure something out too. 
Reaching around my father's old things, I pulled my favorite denim jacket out of the closet and slipped into it. I shut the door with renewed determination and glanced at my clock. I still had more than half an hour before leaving for dinner. Wanting to heed the restlessness I could feel creeping in, I went to the barn. I could afford to do chores and make up for my lack of productivity from today. 
I moved to the first stall where my horse stayed and let myself in. Muscle memory kicked in, and I brushed the horse from top to bottom, allowing my hands to feel the animal's strength beneath my palms. 
As I worked, the thoughts in my head started to turn, trying to come up with a solution. I went back through the list of things I could sell. I added to it the things I could fix instead of replacing. It was not an easy task to consider getting rid of the things my father loved, but I would lose it all if I didn’t deal with it the dilemma at hand. 
As I was about to move to the next stall, my phone started ringing. Lucas' name popped up on the screen, and I answered him, curious as to what he wanted since he was never one to call instead of text.
"Hey, Lucas," I greeted. "What's up?"
“Finally,” he said with an edge to his voice. “I have been trying to get in touch with you all afternoon. I started to think the worst and was one missed call away from coming to get on you.”
"Oh," I chuckled, a little embarrassed, "I didn't see any of your messages. I have been a little preoccupied today."
"Yeah, I am sure. That's what I was calling to ask about.”
My brows furrowed as I tried to figure out how he had known I had been thinking about Alexander all day. Surely, he couldn't have known.
“Ask about what?” I finally asked.
“Your meeting with the bank,” he told me with suspicion in his voice. “Wasn’t that today?”
“Oh! Yes, it was. I am surprised you remembered.”
Of course, that's why he was calling. I told him that my meeting with the bank was today. Any good friend would call to see how that went. Any good daughter would be focused on that instead of dinner with some guy.
"I just knew how anxious you were about it. I had expected you to call me to talk about whatever happened. But it's almost six thirty, and I am still waiting to hear from you. I was worried."
“Did you say it was six thirty?” I asked, already rushing back to the house, my heart pounding.
“Yeah, I thought we could go to dinner and -”
“I’m sorry, Lucas. I have to go. I’m going to be late.”
I ended the call without waiting for him to say anything else. As much as I had been thinking about dinner tonight, I couldn't believe I was about to be late. In less than two minutes, I was tucked into the truck with my bag and a little thing of flowers in the seat next to me, pulling out of the driveway. I followed the directions Asta had given me earlier, and with every mile, I grew closer to his house, the more nervous I became.




Chapter seven
Alexander


“Sit down,” Asta told me for the dozenth time. "You are pacing like a caged animal, making me nervous." 
I tugged my hand through my hair, wanting to do anything to ease the tension. I had been on alert since I had left the Cheese Festival. Knowing that Agotia would be in my home tonight made me nervous, which irritated me more than anything. This is out of character for me. A New Yorker billionaire who affronts anything.
I came here to work to focus on the things that needed my attention. I flew across the Atlantic to devise a plan on how to deal with the press and ex-girlfriend, not be consumed by a local woman. This kind of distraction was the last thing I needed right now. I musted come up with a solution and moved on with my life. 
“I have never seen you so worked up. What has gotten into you?” Asta asked, concern etched on her face. "Is it dinner tonight? I am happy to host her in my private quarters. Or I can reschedule if it is that much of an inconvenience."
“No,” I told her, the word sharper than I intended. “There is nothing wrong with dinner. I told you I wanted you to host her here. This is your home just as much as it is mine. I am not bothered by our dinner guest. I am simply trying to figure out what to do about the mess back home.”
She nodded understanding, staring at me intently for a moment before returning to the stove.
“You know,” she said, her back turned, “your grandfather used to tell me there was no problem he couldn’t solve because he had a secret weapon.”
“Oh really?” I asked, not quite believing her.
“He used to say that if there was ever a situation that he could not fix, he had reinforcements.”
“And who was that?”
“Your grandmother.”
I watched the back of my housekeeper's head, unsure where she was going with this and if I wanted to hear it. My grandparents had an amazing marriage, and I knew that much. But it was the only marriage I had seen that had not ended in disaster. And even though they loved each other until the end, I watched how much my grandfather struggled after her death. That was probably the worst outcome of all. 
“What’s your point, Asta?”
“A good woman is a solution for her husband. She helps him just as much as he helps her. Bridget is not a good woman. You do not hurt someone this way if you genuinely love them. All I am saying is that I hope you can find a good woman.”
I stood there, stunned by her response. Asta was never one to give advice or butt into things uninvited. She was never the person I thought to turn to for advice, yet her words were the most comforting I had been offered thus far. 
“Agotia is a good woman. Now, fix your hair. It would help if you looked neat when she arrived. A good woman deserves a little more effort than that."
As mulled over Asta words, I walked to my bathroom in a haze. Despite how frequently I thought of her, Agotia was one step away from being a stranger. I didn't know if she was indeed a good woman or not. I also didn't see how Agotia being a good woman, would influence my life. Frustrated by the circle of questions, I splashed cold water on my face hoping that would be enough to pull me out of it. Then, following Asta’s advice, I pulled a comb through my hair, urging it to sit cleanly against my head. 
With one last spritz of cologne, I turned back to the kitchen but was stopped by the buzzing of my phone. I changed directions and headed for my office as I answered the call.
“Yes?”
“Mr. Fredericksons, you instructed me to call if there were any new developments with Bridget."
“Ah. Hello Mr. Morrison,” I greeted my public relations manager. “Thank you for calling. What is it this time?”
He paused for a moment. I was curious to know if my cordial greeting caught him off guard or if his news would be especially troublesome. Either way, I regretted answering his call. There was no way I would enjoy whatever he was about to say.
“We have received word that she is planning on releasing another story in next week’s paper,” he said slowly.
“Yes, well, what is the story this time?” I asked, my patience already wearing thin.
I could hear him sigh before he responded.
“She is pregnant. And she is claiming the child is yours.”
"What?" I exploded, slamming my hand on the desk in front of me as I stood in a fury. "Who told you this?"
"Bridget did. She called, knowing that I would be able to get in touch with you. She wanted to give you a week to think about it and return so you two could announce the child and your reconciliation."
“How considerate of her,” I bit out through clenched teeth.
"It would be remiss of me if I did not warn you that this could all be a dramatic stunt to trap you back into a relationship with her. She was not in her right mind when I spoke with her last."
I scrubbed a hand over my face, the entire situation wearing thin on my already stretched nerves.
“I suspect it is a ploy. What is your suggestion for what I should do?”
“My-my suggestion?”
"You are the public relations expert, are you not? If you cannot answer my question, find someone who can."
"No, no. I can answer. You should stay where you are. She knows we will demand a DNA test, and that could ruin her entire scheme, especially if you are not around to be manipulated further."
"So, stay put, and you will request a DNA test. Anything else?"
"It might sound crazy, but I think you must tell the public your own story. Right now, all they have is her story. If you came back and didn't engage with Bridget but presented someone with whom you are happy some great love story, the public would lose interest in Bridget."
A knock sounded at the door, and immediately, I no longer wanted to continue this conversation. Especially considering he was telling me to find someone else, which was the last thing I wanted to do right now. 
“That is a big task to think about,” I told him dismissively. “I’ll be in touch.”
I tossed my phone onto the stack of papers cluttering my desk as I let the situation sink in—Bridget - pregnant. I wanted kids someday, but I didn't know that now was the time. She was not the person I wanted as the mother of my children. And while I doubted Bridget was indeed pregnant, the idea of becoming a father still appealed to me. Asta might have been right- and I needed a good woman. 
The sound of laughter floated up from the kitchen, reminding me of the dinner guest who was now in my home. Asta’s commentary on the kind of woman Agotia was, came back to mind. 
I was curious to find out more about her for myself. Even if she was not the kind of distraction I came here for, there was no harm in becoming friends with the woman. As much as my housekeeper nagged me to get out of the lodge more, it would be good to have someone else to talk to while I am here. 
With that thought in mind, I stepped away from the desk, content to leave my phone there for the evening. I rarely stepped away from the device for longer than a few minutes, but I didn't think I could handle any other phone calls tonight.
“Alex?” Asta called from the kitchen. “Will you be joining us for dinner?”
I rolled my eyes at the redundant question. She knew very well that I intended to eat with them. She had requested that I do so. This was her polite way of telling me to get into the kitchen so I did not appear rude. 
I straightened my simple black tee shirt and slicked my hand over my hair, urging it to stay in place before I pulled open the door and stepped into the hallway. 
“I apologize for my tardiness,” I called as I strode into the kitchen. “I had to take a work call.”
As I stepped into the room, Agotia’s presence enveloped me like the warmth from a winter’s hearth. The plain white sweater she wore hung across her shoulders like it was knitted for her. She looked so casually confident in her natural beauty that I stumbled over my words.
“I-it’s nice to see you again, Agotia.” 
Doing my best to exude her calm confidence, I walked up to her, picked up her tiny hand, and pressed a kiss to the back of it in greeting.
“Hello, Alexander.”




Chapter eight
Agotia


My heart pounded hard against my chest; I was sure it would fall out of my ribs at any moment. I had been nervous about seeing Alexander again since I woke up this morning. Every hour closer to dinner increased my anxiety. Butterflies danced in my stomach as I pulled into the gated driveway and the huge house came into view. I tried to talk myself up, to convince myself everything would be fine.  
And then he waltzed into the room like he owned the air I was breathing. Technically he did since we were standing in his kitchen, but it was more than that. It was as if he wanted to claim the breath from my lungs. The way he stared at me put me in the spotlight, like a piece of art at a museum on display for a private viewing. When he kissed my head, my whole body flushed. He had been so sophisticated, and all I could say was, 'hello, Alexander.' I wanted to smack my forehead in embarrassment.
Neither he nor Asta seemed to catch on to my riotous emotions as he continued the conversation with practiced ease.
“Whatever you are making smells wonderful, Asta,” he complimented. 
"Thank you, Alex," she smiled at him, their closeness evident by the use of his nickname. “Could you fix our guest a drink while I finish this up?”
“With pleasure. What would you like, Agotia?”
His intense focus was back on me, and I wanted to squirm. I held myself still and forced myself to look him in the eye as I answered - 
“I’m not sure. What do you have?”
He motioned for me to follow him, and we walked through a door off the kitchen and down a spiral staircase. The temperature dropped quickly as we descended. Lights flickered on to showcase a wall of wine.
“Take your pick,” he said, gesturing to the expansive collection.
“Umm,” I murmured, more than a little overwhelmed with the options. “I wouldn’t know the first thing about any of this. Why don’t you choose for me? I am not picky.”
He nodded with a small smile before pulling two bottles out of their holes. We stood there for a moment, the silent tension growing. He didn’t take his eyes off me, and I shifted on my feet, wrapping my arms around myself to ward off the cold.
“Shall we?” he finally asked. “It is rather chilly down here.”
I regretted taking my jacket off so soon. My sweater, while warm, was short and covered nothing of my lower half. I was confident in my skin; typically, having someone's eyes on me didn't faze me much. But the man behind me was proving to be different in every category.
“Oh, Agotia. Please forgive me,” Asta said as soon as we emerged from behind the door. 
“What is it?” I asked, crossing to stand next to her.
"I completely forgot that I promised a friend I would help her with a few errands tonight as she is not feeling well. I cannot back out on her now. We could get together tomorrow and visit the flower market while we catch up.
I glanced back at Alexander, who had his arms crossed and eyes narrowed as he listened to Asta’s vague explanation.
"Of course. I will walk out with you," I answered. 
"Nonsense," she argued. "You should stay and eat. I have already cooked all this food. That way, neither of you would have dinner alone tonight."
“I don’t want to intrude,” I say, spinning around to face Alexander, “if it would be getting in the way of anything.”
The room was silent for a beat as he looked between Asta and me. His face was cold and unmoving, giving no hint of his thinking. And then, my stomach growled, breaking the silence. He chuckled, closing his eyes and shaking his head before he finally said - 
“I guess that answers that question. It is no inconvenience to have dinner with you, Agotia. I would appreciate it if you stayed.”
“Wonderful,” Asta said, clapping her hands together. "With that settled, I will grab my bag and be off. If you are still here when I return, we can decide on a time for the flower market. If not, I will call you tomorrow; there is also a needlepoint presentation for traditional Norwegian clothing at the end of this week."
She kissed me on both cheeks and dashed out of the room, leaving me feeling like I was just tossed about in a storm. My cheeks were still hot and red from the unladylike noise my stomach gurgled, and I hesitated to face Alexander just yet.
“The plates are already on the table!” Asta called to us before I heard the front door open and promptly closed behind her. 
I still had not moved when Alexander cleared his throat.
“I don’t bite, you know.” His voice was low and teasing but still set me on edge.
I turned back to face him, and whatever words I had been about to say were stolen from me as his smile dazzled me. 
“Shall we?”
Nodding slowly at his question, I walked towards the table as he gestured. He followed closely behind me, and when I got to the table, he reached around my waist and pulled out the chair. He was close enough that the warmth from his body radiated off him, penetrating through my sweater. It was going to be a long meal.
[image: image-placeholder]“Two sisters? I bet it was always a fun house trying to wrangle them,” I joked.
We had gotten through the salad and the first glass of wine before the conversation grew comfortable, and now we spoke freely.
“That is one way to put it,” he quipped, a playful grin on his face.
“My middle sister, Agneita, is as stubborn as a mule. She has been known to get herself into more than one difficult situation. We used to be closed before she got married."
"Do you not like her husband?" I asked, curious about the resigned sadness in his gaze as he spoke of her.
He sighed and cocked his head at me before pushing pieces of the creamy pasta around his plate. Eventually, he set his fork down and steepled his fingers under his chin.
"It is not that I do not like him," he explained. "It is that I think she deserved better. She outworks him every day of the week while single-handedly taking care of their four-year-old son, Ashton. I tried to help by giving Sam a job, but he cost us major clients and millions of dollars. I had to fire him. It is safe to say that I am not her favorite person right now."
"It could be challenging to mix family and work. It is hard to get people to understand that what happens in a business is nothing personal, and if you make it personal, you risk ruining the relationship and the business."
“Exactly. I tried to explain that to her, but she was not ready to hear it. Especially since it is technically a family business, and they are all involved in one way or another. He is just her blind spot.”
“Tell me about your other sister,” I suggested, trying to distract him from what was obviously a difficult topic.
"Nori," he sighed with a smile. "She was the unplanned baby my mother cherished and spoiled, although I can't blame her. Nori brings a certain kind of balance to the family. She is currently in Peru on an archeology dig as an intern. When she has good phone reception, we talk mostly about the recent skeleton discovered at the archeology site and why it is significant, which I don't get at all…"
I laughed then, getting a clear image of the kind of spunky young woman his sister was. I envied his affection for his siblings, and I told him so.
"As an only child, I always dreamed of having a sibling. I thought it would be fun to have someone besides my father or the goats with whom to play. Now more than ever, I wish I had more family."
I couldn’t hide the wistful longing in my voice, and he caught on to it.
“Don’t you have any relatives left? Asta mentioned that your father passed not too long ago. I can only imagine how difficult it has been to go through that alone.”
I blinked back the tears gathered at his soft words and took another sip of wine before answering.
"It's just me now. My mother died when I was a baby and my father never remarried. He always said I was enough for him, but I think he couldn't stand the thought of finding someone else. He was also an only child, so when my grandparents passed, the two of us left. Now it is just me. But I have not been alone. I have a handful of unwaveringly loyal farm workers and friends, like Asta, who help wherever possible. There are just some things that friends can't do that a family can."
"I don't know what I would have done without my family when my grandfather died. Nori's relentless positivity was probably the only reason we all survived," he admitted.
“Were you close with your grandfather?” 
"Very. This was his house. The home he grew up in was on this plot of land, and when he became successful, he moved back and built this place over it. The best summers of my life were spent here with him. He taught me everything I know."
I looked around the room a little more closely now. The beams in the ceiling were knotted and nicked but beautifully stained to match the hardwood floors. The kitchen featured sleek white marble countertops and brand-new appliances that looked state-of-the-art. There were touches of history everywhere, from the frames on the walls to the notches on the doors that highlighted a growing child. Despite the elegant luxury of the lodge, it was well-lived in and well-loved.
“You must miss him very much,” I said, my eyes finding his once more. “Is that why you came here for the summer?”
“No.” 
The terse answer caught me by surprise. It carried the same uneasy tension that I thought we had moved past. I swirled another bite of food on my plate and then chewed slowly. It was a poorly disguised excuse not to continue our conversation, and we both knew it. For a few more minutes, we ate in silence. It was not an awkward kind of quiet, but it also didn't carry the same ease our conversation had earlier. 
When both plates were cleared and my wine glasses emptied, Alexander rose from his seat and took the dishes to the sink again. I carried my glass over to where he stood, readying myself for an uncomfortable departure. 
He made no effort to move out of my way so I could place the wine glass in the sink. Once again, the warmth of his body wrapped around me, as did the smell of cedar and musk. It was intoxicating, and standing close to him had more of an effect on me than the wine had.
"Would you like to see the property before the sun sets?" he offered, his face half a foot away from mine, his warm breath on my cheek.
His dark eyes consumed me, and something in the back of my head warned against the idea. Part of me knew that if I went on this walk, there would be no going back. But I nodded my agreement anyway.




Chapter nine
Alexander


The answer flew out of my mouth before I knew what was happening. After seeing how quickly she grew distant and deflated again, I kicked myself for how coldly I had answered the question. Of course, she would ask why I was here. It was a reasonable thing to ask. It was good conversation. And I couldn't begrudge her for not knowing the truth about why I returned to Voss. Anonymity was the entire reason I came. 
I could see that with every passing second of silence between us, the likelihood of an early evening grew, and I hated the idea. Asta had mentioned how much Agotia loved to hike, so I figured that suggesting we traverse the property was the easiest way to get her to stay. But now that we were out here, the silence had returned like a heavy cloak, and I couldn't seem to escape from under it.
“This is breathtaking,” she said, her words filled with awe.
"It is my favorite place in the world," I agreed. "I have been to many beautiful places worldwide, and nothing compares to this."
"I missed this view the most when I lived in New York. When I could scrape together enough time and spare change, I would get out of the city just far enough away to see the sunset."
"Why did you move to New York City?" I asked, hoping that we would ease ourselves back into the conversation.
"School. I applied to New York University in high school, never thinking I would go. But I was accepted on a full ride, and my father pushed me to go. So, I did. I love it there, and after an internship in my junior and senior years, I was lucky enough to get a job. It wasn't much, but there had been many growth opportunities, and that was what I loved the most about it."
“What brought you back?”
Perhaps it wasn't a fair question since I had been so unwilling to share what lured me here, but I wanted to keep her talking so I could keep listening.
"My father," she said with a sigh. "He hid his illness from me for a long time, knowing I would have moved home sooner if he had told me. I am grateful for his nurse calling me to tell me how bad things had gotten. By the time I came back, we had a week left together. He still wanted to get up and check on the farm every day and had argued with his nurse for days so he could be on the ride to pick me up from the airport. Nothing has been the same without him."
I scrambled for the right words to say, but I knew there were none. I knew the pain of losing someone you loved so dearly, and the only thing that could heal that was time. Not knowing what else to do, I stepped closer to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her into my side. She was tense for a moment, but eventually, she relaxed into my embrace, and I squeezed her tighter.
Nori would have been shocked if she had been here to see this. I was never overly affectionate, but the way Agotia talked about her father drew me to hold her close. She took a deep breath before pulling out of my embrace. She didn't step as far away from me this time, though.
The mountains were the perfect backdrop for the rest of our walk. We traveled down the usual path I took for my runs, and I showed her my favorite spots with the prettiest overlooks. There was still half an hour of daylight left when we got back to the house. She stopped at the old rope swing in the front yard. 
"This place was built for children. It must have been a dream to come here growing up," she said, lowering herself onto the seat and kicking out her legs. 
“It was. Being here was like an escape. I hated when school would start again because it meant leaving.”
"What were you escaping from?" she asked, her voice gentle and unsure as if she was hoping to avoid another cold response.
"My parents had a volatile marriage. My father had a wandering eye and hands, and my mother had a hot temper. They were probably the worst things for each other. Our home was rarely peaceful between their arguments and my sister's bickering. Being out here, it was often just my grandparents and me. The house was quiet, and I had their undivided attention. I cannot tell you how many times I wished I could have lived with them, no siblings, no parents."
“It’s funny how we always wish for the opposite of what we have.”
“What are you wishing for right now?” I asked, leaning in to pull the rope swing to me.
She said nothing as our faces grew closer. Her blue eyes were wide as they flickered between my eyes and the rest of my face. I could tell she was still trying to figure me out just as much as I was trying to figure her out. I let go of the swing, sending her flying backward higher than she had been before. The tension between us snapped, and she giggled. The sound brought a smile to my face.
It had been a long time since I felt this way. There was a certain kind of peace and ease in the house with Agotia here. Even on the swing from my childhood, she exuded grace and elegance, unlike anyone I have ever seen. The way she was able to read my thoughts and give me an understanding I didn't even realize I was missing was like
the first breath in Norway off the plane after a year in New York City. It was fresh and revitalizing; I never wanted to leave. 
"I wish to see the rest of the lodge," she answered, slowing the swing to a stop. 
I smiled at her, loving how her hair was now windswept, matching her carefree personality. I offered a hand to help her up, relishing the way her tiny fingers tucked into my palm as she pulled herself up. Once again, we were closer than we ought to have been, and when she didn't immediately let go of my hand, well-being spread through me. It was unfamiliar and intimidating, but I loved running toward a challenge. 
[image: image-placeholder]We walked through the lodge, room by room. I pointed out the details in the door hinges, at least one hundred years old, and the marks on the walls where I ran into them with a toy as a kid. She took it all in with wide eyes and a warm smile. I told her stories about growing up here and the kind of man, my grandfather had been. I loved reliving each of those memories more than I thought I would have. So many details had become hazy as they sat out of focus for years. 
When I was here, there was no one to tell my stories to - Asta had been there for all of them. My family didn't understand the sentimentality I had developed towards this place and had no interest in hearing the same stories for decades. And everyone else couldn't picture what I was describing to them and couldn't appreciate the beauty of it all. But, as in many things, Agotia was different. She clung to my every word as if it was some missing puzzle piece that helped create the picture of who I was. Maybe it did, I needed clarification. But I did know that I never wanted tonight to end. 
“What’s in here?” she asked, opening the door before I had time to stop her.
“That’s my grandfather’s office,” I told her, leaning against the doorway. “I have not been in here in over a decade.”
She stopped in her tracks, suddenly aware of the chord of grief she had just hit.
“I’m so sorry. We can go somewhere else. I didn’t mean to pry. I shouldn’t have just walked in here like that. I got so caught up in the tour that I didn’t stop to think that this might be a private space. And it is. Gosh. I’m sorry.”
The words poured out of her as if I had turned on a faucet. Each sentence made my smile grow wider and wider as I crossed the room to stand in front of her. I placed a gentle hand on the side of her cheek to get her to slow down. My touch stopped her entirely.
"It's okay. You don't have to apologize," I reassured. "It was time I looked in here anyways. We've been renovating throughout the lodge to bring it into this decade, and I would have had to open the door eventually. I'm glad I can do it now with a friend."
“Is that what we are now? Friends?” she asked, her eyes searching mine.
“I’d like to think so,” I told her honestly.
“I would like that.”
She smiled at me, not for the first time tonight; I was stunned and speechless for a moment.
“There’s a lot of history in this room,” I said after another heartbeat, breaking the silence.
“Oh?”
"My grandfather built the family company into the huge success it is today from this room. As soon as the business was stable enough to be managed from a distance, he moved back, knowing how much my grandmother missed her home. Beyond that, he was a history buff with the wealth to collect rare artifacts. I'm sure they are around here somewhere."
"I'd love to see them. With a family business to run, I understand the importance of success. It's more than just making money or paying the bills. It's about continuing in the family legacy, wanting to leave a generational heritage behind for your children."
As she spoke, she moved out of my touch and wandered over to the bookshelf. It was spotless, kept in the same pristine condition as when my grandfather had been alive. That was evidence of Asta’s presence here. I doubted the house would run at all without her here. I took a mental note to give her a raise. While she claimed to be content, there was no telling the last time she had been given what she was worth, and I wanted to remedy that. 
“These must be worth thousands of dollars,” Agotia whispered as she ran her hand over the gilded bindings of the books.
“My grandfather loved to read. It’s a hobby I wish I did more of.”
“Gosh, me too. When I was in college, I read all the time. Now it seems like I never have the time or energy to.”
“What keeps you so busy?” I asked, wanting to know more about her life. 
It was not lost on me that I had never asked Bridget so many questions. I assumed her world revolved around shopping and taking pictures for social media. The few times we did go out for dinner and talked, she never had much to say about anything. Again, Asta might have been right; she was just the wrong woman. 
“Blossom.”
My brows furrowed as I tried to make sense of her cryptic response.
“Don’t tell me you have forgotten already? She will be heartbroken.”
“I’m sorry?” I asked, hoping for more clarification.
“The goat from the festival the other day, her name is Blossom.”
“Oh! Yes, of course. Blossom and her delicious cheese,” I said, recollecting it all now. “So, you have goats and a farm?”
Agotia laughed at my overly simplistic summation.
"That's about it. At least for now. Like you, my grandfather started a business that has been passed down to me. I inherited it all when my father died. Unlike you, that business is rich in manure and not much else."
“What do you mean? You have a tough time making a profit?”
“Currently, I have a hard time keeping the lights on,” she admitted, her vulnerability shining in her eyes.
“You need to find a scalable product that is fast and easy to produce. That will create a stream of passive income so you can focus on the other areas of growing the business without worrying about paying the bills.”
The gears started to turn in my head as I sifted through what might be a solid solution for her. This was the part of running a business that I loved. Problem-solving stimulates my brain to work in a way that I crave.
"Okay," she said while nodding her head. "Like what?"
"The cheese you sold was a great start, but it takes a lot of work to make, package, and ship them out if you want to reach an international network. Have you tried anything like cosmetics? Lotions, skin care products, soaps, and even candles. People in the big cities will spend a lot of money if they think whatever they're buying will help them look younger, longer."
“I have looked into it before. But the capital it would take to fund the research to do cosmetics is way above the farm's current budget."
"Then start with the more straightforward stuff. Soaps and candles. Those are easy to start, and there's always a market for them. Tying a scent to a specific goat, like Blossom, is a great marketing strategy too.
She started to nod as the idea sunk in. A slow smile spread across her face as I watched her crunch the numbers in her head, calculating the costs and profits. 
“You have no idea how helpful this is,” she said after a moment. 
I shrugged off the compliment.
“This is what I do. I should be good at it. Now, let’s come up with a plan.”




Chapter ten
Agotia


I laid in bed that night, my mind whirling and body thrumming with energy as I replayed tonight's events in my head repeatedly. By the time Alexander had walked me to my truck and tucked me into the cab, I had an entire business model planned out in my pocket. That gut feeling had been right - that walk had changed everything. 
We had spent hours in his grandfather's study, thinking through each step and how I could pull this off. He asked one question after another, needing to know how many farm workers I had and how many hours a day I could afford to work on a new project like this. The only thing I had not mentioned was that I needed a massive, miraculous profit within the next two weeks, or all this work would be for nothing. 
Despite the hours of conversation we had shared, I did not mention the dateline given me by the bank; that was not information I was ready to tell just anyone yet. The last thing I wanted was for him to think I was asking for his money. 
While I was sure fifty thousand dollars was a drop in the bucket for someone like him, I valued our newly established friendship more than that. Although, if this plan didn't work out the way he thought it would, I might have to ask after all. 
The idea of being friends with a man like that sent a flush through me. He had labeled us so quickly, and I wasn't sure if that was his way of keeping me at arm's length or pulling me in closer. There was a moment tonight when I felt so sure that he would kiss me. 
"I think this could work," he had said.
At one point in the evening, we had shifted the conversation from standing in front of the bookcase of my dreams to the couch on the opposite wall. He had pulled a notebook out of a drawer in the desk and was jotting down notes as we talked. 
“Do you mean that? I don’t know that I could afford false hope.”
My words had been hushed but honest. I expected him to detail all the potential pitfalls of the plan. Instead, he inched closer on the cushions until our knees touched. We faced each other, one leg tucked under the other, mirroring the other's posture completely. 
"Hey," he called, the hand resting on the back of the couch reaching up to squeeze my shoulder gently. "I would not do that. I would not lie to you about this, okay?"
I nodded but didn't say anything. 
“Agotia,” his hand moved to my cheek, cradling it the way he had done earlier, “I would never do anything that would jeopardize your family business. I know how important they are.”
“I trust you.”
Those three words had slipped out of my mouth, bypassing my brain entirely. Alexander had been caught off guard by them just as much as I had been. It was unlike me to trust someone so quickly, but that gut feeling told me he was someone I could trust. Those words had shifted the air between us, pulling us closer and closer to each other. 
With his hand resting on my cheek and fewer inches of space separating us, it felt inevitable that a kiss was coming. His eyes had grown darker and shifted between my eyes and lips. Anticipation was high, and my heart was racing. So much so that I shot off the couch when Asta burst through the front door, making plenty of noise.
Alexander had just laughed, but I could sense an underlying air of disappointed frustration. He had wanted to kiss me just as much as I had wanted to kiss him. 
I only stayed briefly after that. Asta offered to make coffee, but it was already late, and I knew I had a long day ahead of me tomorrow. With a third person in the room, the ease and familiarity we had developed between us were gone. 
I had driven home on autopilot, my head lost in the clouds as I went through my nightly routine of washing my face and locking up the house. Despite the late hour, I was wide awake, tossing and turning endlessly. It would be a long day tomorrow as the morning would come sooner than I would have liked. 
[image: image-placeholder]Even with only a few hours of sleep, I woke up that morning ready to take on the day. I didn't stop to bother with doing my hair or putting on any makeup. There was too much I wanted to get done today to spend time on beauty. 
I quickly completed my routine chores, making up for the time I lost yesterday. Having a renewed sense of direction helped me to focus. When lunch rolled around, I had already accomplished everything I needed to do, leaving me free to experiment with the soaps and candles I wanted to make. 
A quick trip to the store for supplies and a quick lunch prepared me to dive into the experiment. I watched videos and read articles about the best way to proceed with this and felt as ready as I could to start making new products.
The time rushed by as I stayed bent over the dining room table, the massive stack of bills shoved onto the floor. Batch after batch of trials failed. After my fifth attempt, I was out of supplies and patience. Irritated and more than a little discouraged, I tossed down my gloves and walked out of the house. 
The air had cooled, and the sky had darkened during the time I had spent inside. The cool air washed over me, giving me a reprieve from the stuffiness of the house. Needing to feel a sense of accomplishment, I headed for the barn, knowing I could at least see to the horses. The repetitive, habitual practice of brushing them down, pouring out their oat dinner, and making sure they had plenty of water soothed my ruffled feathers. 
And then Lucas called.
"What is going on between you and that man?" he demanded, not bothering to say a greeting.
"Well, hello to you too," I answered sarcastically. "What are you talking about, Lucas?"
"You had dinner with that Alec guy my aunt works for last night. That's why you shot me down for dinner and then hung up on me."
His words were accusatory and harsh, unlike the Lucas I had come to know.
“First of all, his name is Alexander. Your aunt is the only one who calls him Alex. Secondly, I did not turn you down so I could go out with another guy. Asta had invited me over for dinner to catch up. I got there, and she had to leave to help a friend. Alexander invited me to stay, so I did. That is all there is to it."
The line was quiet for a moment. I stood in the middle of the barn, one hand holding the phone to my ear while the other rested on my hip. All the peace I had from caring for my animals was gone.
"Why didn't you invite me to go with you? You think going to some strange man's house alone is safe?"
"Lucas, can't you hear how ridiculous you sound? It was not a strange place. I was going to the house where your aunt and uncle have worked and lived for decades. And I didn't invite you because it was not my dinner. You will have to discuss your lack of an invitation with your aunt. She orchestrated everything."
"So, you're telling me you went over for dinner, ate, and left right after?" 
His line of questioning was starting to grate on my nerves.
"I ate, and he offered to show me the house and the property. We went on a walk, we talked business, and then, yes, I left. I don't know why I bother to tell you anything because it is not your business. You are not my keeper."
“I’m just trying to look out for you,” he defended. “Have you looked this guy up? Done any research on him? Because you should.”
I rolled my eyes at Lucas' accusations, doubting that any article could tell me more about Alexander than I had found out for myself last night. 
"Aren't you working for the guy? Doing his landscaping?" I knew I had struck a nerve when Lucas didn't answer my question. "I don't have time for this right now, Lucas. I have work to do. I will call you in a couple of days."
Despite my words being an excuse to end the call with him, what I told Lucas was the truth. I had other things I needed to focus on that did not include Lucas or Alexander. Now I just needed to figure out how to get the latter man off my mind.




Chapter eleven
Alexander


Alex: Do you know where I could find out more about grandfather's old snuff boxes?  
Nori: Who are you trying to impress?
Alex: What makes you think I’m trying to impress anyone?
Nori: The fact that you have never, not once, asked about any of the historical artifacts in that lodge.
Alex: Just tell me where to find them.
Nori: I will tell you after you tell me her name and three facts about her.
I stared at my computer screen, rereading the email thread I had been exchanging with Nori this morning. I couldn't remember the last time I had been so excited to get an email. Whenever my computer dinged, I rushed to see if she had responded. Only this time, her response showed me that I was very transparent; I scowled at that. I knew I could try to lie and say it was for some of the renovations, but I doubted she would believe me. My fingers hovered over the keyboard as I sifted through three things I would be comfortable sharing. Finally, I growled at the empty text box and stormed out of the room.
“Did last night not go well?” Asta asked as soon as she noticed my foul mood.
“It was fine.”
That had been a lie, and we both knew it. Last night had been one of the best nights I had had in a long time, but I was not going to admit that. 
“What has you so worked up then?” She pushed further, obviously unwilling to let this drop.
“Nori.”
“Ah,” she said, understanding enough with a one-word answer.
"Do you know where my grandfather kept any documents for his collection?"
I could see in Asta’s expression that my question came out of nowhere to her, but she didn’t ask about the seemingly abrupt change of subject.
“Somewhere in his office, I would expect. You might ask -” her sentence cut off as realization dawned on her. “Why won’t Nori tell you where they are?”
Asta tilted her head like a bloodhound hooked on a scent trail. 
“She thinks I am looking into it all to impress a woman.”
“Are you?”
I didn’t have an answer for that one. After a moment of silence, Asta nodded before returning to the pie she was making. 
"Why is it so hard to believe that I want to learn more about them for my own sake?" I asked, plucking an apple from the fruit bowl on the island and taking a big bite out of it.
“It is not. Or at least, it would not have been had you started asking about it before your dinner with Agotia.”
“That was supposed to be your dinner, by the way. Do not think I didn't notice how there were, conveniently, only two place settings on the table last night. Or your friend needed you urgently, but only once all the food was finished cooking. I don't appreciate you meddling with my life."
She put the whisk down at that.
“Have you ever stopped to think that I was not doing anything for your own sake? That maybe, I thought you and Agotia both needed a friend, that you could help her as much as she could help you?”
My phone started ringing, saving me from having to answer her, but as I walked back into the office, her words rang in my head. 
[image: image-placeholder]"So, they are having trouble paying my nephew's tuition," I paraphrased what I had just heard. 
I continue, "I will send a wire; the rest of the year will be taken care of."
“She doesn’t want your money. Don’t you think I offered to do the same thing?” My mother replied.
I ran a hand through my hair, exhausted from continually hearing about my sister and brother-in-law's financial situation.
“Okay. Then what does she want?”
“She wants you to give Sam his job back.”
"No. No way. Do you know how much his lazy incompetence cost us? Millions of dollars, not just some tuition money. Millions and several important clients. I can't just hand him that position again and hope he doesn't make the same mistake. Especially when he is not even prioritizing his household, blowing through his child's tuition money."
"Think about it, okay? There may be some other position where you can find him helpful.
“I’ll think about it,” I agreed.
The call lasted only a bit longer. I sank back into my leather office chair, my unwritten email to Nori still blinking on the screen. Opening a new tab, I made a direct transfer to Ashton's school, including a sizable donation. With an email to the principal explaining the transfer of funds, I knew my nephew would continue to get the best education he possibly could. Finally, I clicked back to my correspondence with Nori and typed - 
Alex: Agotia. She's from Norway; she used to go to school and work in New York City and owns a family business.
Less than a minute passed before my computer dinged again.
Nori: Top shelf in the cabinet below the bookshelf that has all his favorite books. There should be a couple of folders of research and documentation on each piece there. Is she pretty?
Alex: Yes.
Without waiting to see if my younger sister responded, I left my office searching for my grandfather's snuff boxes. Once inside the library, I moved to the bookshelf she mentioned and the cabinet under it. Unlocking it with the set of keys that sat in one of the drawers in his desk, I searched the dark recesses of the shelf until I spotted a stack of manilla folders. 
I sat at my grandfather's desk, flipped open the top folder, and sifted through the paperwork. I repeated this process folder after folder, scanning the information for anything interesting to Agotia. 
My eyes shot up to the glass case where the snuff boxes sat near the window in the office. They were some of my grandfather’s favorite pieces. I remember sitting in his car as a kid on a long drive one weekend to go pick up the newest box he had bought from an auction. 
He spent hours telling me the history of who used it and what materials were used in fabrication, such as porcelain, plaster, silver, wood, or gold. I wish now that I had paid more attention to those stories. 
Even from here, I could see how beautifully ornate each box was. Some had the traditional rectangular shape, while others were rounded. They all had gilded edges and delicate patterns. As I flipped through the appraisal reports, my eyes widened as I realized how much these boxes could be worth. Suddenly, a glass case did not seem safe enough to keep these valuable items. A safety deposit box seemed more appropriate.
The last piece of paper in the folder that had me put everything else down; was a letter, addressed to my father, from the National Museum of Norway, dated last year. It had been opened and read by someone who knew to put it here, but the letter's contents confused me.
Mr. Fredericksons,
It was recently brought to our attention that the Fredericksons have a snuff box collection formerly owned by King Haakon VII. This is a nationally significant artifact and has been declared as such. 
Simply put, it is a set that belongs to the museum, not in a personal collection. The snuff boxes were bought from the black market after being stolen from the museum several decades ago. As such, the National Museum of Norway is formally requesting that the pieces be returned to the museum. You have one year to oblige our request before we take legal action against the Fredericksons 
As I am sure you are aware, that snuff-box set is worth millions of dollars and is to be treated as such. We hope to find the pieces in pristine condition. I have attached pictures of the boxes to ensure a prompt return.
If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to reach out.
The National Museum of Norway
As the letter had stated, stapled to the page were printed pictures of the snuff boxes they had requested. There were eight total snuff boxes in the collection they wanted. It was difficult to imagine my grandfather buying stolen artifacts. I had to believe that he had been unaware of their status when he purchased them. Someone else knew about the content of this letter and had not done anything about it. 
With the allotted year the museum had given coming to an end very quickly, now was as good of a time as any to take care of this. It was also an excellent excuse to invite Agotia back and tell her to see the snuff boxes before they were packed and shipped to the museum. 
Picture in hand, I walked to the case to check that all the snuff boxes were there. I counted and counted again, bouncing between the pictures and the case. But no matter how many times I looked, there were two missing pieces, their indent in the red velvet cushion clear. This scenario was what I didn't need to have to happen right now. 
I could imagine it all now, Bridget announcing her supposed pregnancy, Sam ruining the company, and the entire family charged with stealing a royal artifact. 
“Asta?” I called out, hoping she had answers for me.
“Yes?” she answered from the doorway, drying her hands with a rag.
“Do you know anything about the two missing snuff boxes? Or this letter?” 
My eyes slammed shut as I massaged my temples, the stress building into a pounding headache. 
“No, I know nothing.”
"You mean you are cleaning and dusting in this room multiple times a week, and you haven't noticed the spots where two snuff boxes should be but are not?"
She shook her head. 
“What about the letter? Do you remember getting an envelope from the National Museum of Norway?”
“I cannot remember. The lodge gets so much mail. I only sort through the junk and either forward the rest or leave it on your desk.”
I shut my eyes again, not sure what to think. 
“The stove is on,” she said. “I must go check on it.”
She rushed out of the room before I could say anything else. Itching for freedom from stress, I ran up to my room, changed into my running clothes and shoes, and left through the front door. I would run until I had a plan or until this stress headache disappeared. 




Chapter twelve
Agotia


Loud bleating filled the air as I herded the goats into a pen with the farm hands. The ornery animals hated to be crowded and fought against us every step of the way, but by the end, only one goat had managed to escape. It was time to vaccinate them all again, and despite how low my funds had become, I refused to be an animal owner who didn't take care of her animals first. As much as I hated this part of the job, it had to be done. 
“You three start separating the goats one at a time for shots. When they have been vaccinated, turn them loose. I am going to find our stray and bring her back.”
The men nodded at me and got to work, moving like a well-oiled machine. The instructions I gave them were less for their sake and more so that I could prove that I knew what I was doing, at least sometimes. Many of them had worked for my father long before I was born and were more comfortable with the animals than I was. They all knew why I gave them instructions too.
I stopped at the barn for some rope and an apple, hoping to lure the stray close enough to harness her and walk her back to the corral. She had not wandered far and didn’t run off as I approached, which I took as a good sign. 
She eyed my apple curiously and stepped close enough for me to loop the rope around her neck, but she bolted as soon as she realized what I had done. With the other end of the rope wrapped around my hand, I was yanked off my feet and fell face-first into the mud. It was a foolish mistake to underestimate the goat's strength.
The embarrassment of the situation made me lay in the mud for longer than necessary. I could hear the jingle of Blossom's collar as she pranced around me, curious to know what I was doing sitting on the ground. The sound only added to my humiliation. Tears pricked my eyes as my mind began to list out my failures. Between my inability to make soap, wrangle a goat, or pay the bills, defeat had become a constant presence these past few days. 
“Agotia?” 
I would have been thrilled to hear that low, rumbling voice call out my name in almost any other circumstance. But right now, he was the last person I wanted to see. 
“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”
"Only my pride," I answered, pushing myself off the ground.
When I turned around to face him, I was almost grateful for the mud covering my face as it kept him from seeing how pink my cheeks were. He was dressed in gray sweatpants and a white tee shirt that was almost transparent from the sweat that soaked it. His wavy hair hung limply around his face, similarly drenched in sweat.
"I didn't expect to see you here today, Alexander. What are you doing?"
“I was just about to ask you the same question,” he answered, shooting me a playful grin.
His smile was contagious, and I was grinning right back at him before I knew it. 
"I thought I would try out a mud bath. I have heard they do remarkable things for your skin.”
He laughed then, really laughed, hard enough that he was doubled over and gasping for air in a few short seconds. It was infections, and I quickly found myself in a similar position, mud dripping off me. I tried to wipe the tears from my eyes, but that only smeared the mud more, sending another wave of laughter through us. When we finally caught our breath, the tension I had felt earlier was gone.
"Though, Agotia, are you okay?” he asked again.
"I am fine. Blossom likes to be stubborn. Even for a small goat, she has no problems giving me a challenging time. I do need to rinse this off and change. Are you going to stick around for a bit?"
"Is that okay?" he asked, looking very out of his element in his name-brand running gear and expensive sneakers standing outside of my rickety old barn.
“I would never turn down some help,” I told him, giving him a wide grin.
He returned the smile and gestured for me to lead the way.
“What do you need help with?” he asked as we walked towards the house. 
"Well, can you help me rinse the mud off me? I want to get as much of it off out here before I go inside."
He shot me an edgy look but didn't balk when I passed him the water hose. I turned on the faucet and waited for the water to spray out. Running his fingers under the water, his eyes widened as he looked at me.
“This water is freezing. You are going to be so cold in this. Why don’t you just run inside and rinse off there?”
"There is no hot water inside either. I would be warmer out here in the sun anyway. It won't take me long."
He didn't say anything but held up the hose so I could start scrubbing the mud off. We worked together to wash away as much of the muck as possible. The water was cold, sending pinpricks all along my skin, but I felt warm enough, especially considering the heat I felt from his gaze on me the entire time we worked. 
I left Alexander in the kitchen with a glass of water and rushed through the shower, wanting to pull on clean, dry clothes as soon as possible. When I emerged from my bedroom, I found him hovering over my mess of a dining room table.
“Do you feel better?” He asked me.
“Much.”
A beat of silence, and then he cleared his throat.
“So,” Alexander said, shifting his attention back to the pile of letters under my dining room table, “you want to tell me what all these papers are about?”
"I know it doesn't look like it, but I just sat down and went through it all. You and I know this farm is not exactly raking in the profits. Those letters are just proof of that."
“Ahh,” he mumbled, sipping on his water as he eyed me over the rim of his glass.
"I wish my father had told me how tight things had gotten. I could have been sending him money from New York. I could have helped him come up with a better business plan. I could have done much more if he had just told me."
“He was a stubborn, prideful man, Agotia,” Alexander remarked. “I think, in that way, you two are alike.”
I nudged him in the side at that, but I knew he was right. 
“I guess so,” I conceded. “I doubt he would have accepted my help anyway. He certainly would not have taken my money. But now, I am left with a debt that will take me a lifetime to pay off.”
“Surely it can’t be as bad as all that? Especially not with the new products we talked about.”
I appreciated his optimism, but with my failed attempts of soap-making covering the top of the table and more red stamped envelopes showing up by the day, I was beginning to lose hope. I shrugged him off and skirted around where he stood, thinking that if we left the table behind, he would stop asking about it—no such luck.
"How far behind are you? Your father's medical treatment could not have been cheap, especially if he didn't have insurance. And running a farm comes with a lot of day-to-day expenses. Not to mention the extensive repairs this place could use. How much money? One hundred thousand dollars?"
“I don’t know for sure, but fifty is a pressing amount,” I answered with a sigh.
“Where do you want me to send it?”
My eyes shot to him at that question. I searched his face for any sign that he was playing some? kind of sick joke on me. There was no way this man I had had one dinner with was happy to hand over fifty thousand dollars. 
“I can’t let you do that,” I told him, adamantly shaking my head.
“Why not? I have the money. I just donated that much today to a school. Why shouldn’t I give it to a local business that I want to support?”
I shook my head again before saying, “I appreciate what you are trying to do, Alexander, but -”
“Alex. Please call me Alex.”
“Okay. Alex, I am not going to take a handout. I couldn’t ask that of you.”
He opened his mouth to respond, but my front door opening stopped him. We both spun towards it. I didn't miss how he moved slightly to the left to stand partially in front of me, guarding me against whatever was about to come through the door.
“Agotia? Are you here?” 
Lucas' voice echoed throughout the house, seeming loud and intrusive. I did not care for the way he had walked in multiple times without knocking first. It spoke to ownership that he did not have.
“Lucas. What are you doing here?” I asked, my voice cold with anger.
“What am I doing here? What is he doing here?”
Alex said nothing, but he did not move from the protective stance he held. 
“He was invited in,” I said pointedly. “What are you doing here?”
“I came to offer my help and company, but I can see that you already have that covered. I must say, Agotia, I am surprised at you. I never imagined you to be a woman who would sell herself for money. You never really know a person.
“That is completely uncalled for,” Alex interjected, his voice laced with fury. “Apologize. Now.”
I wished I could have seen Alex's face because something in it prompted Lucas to backtrack out of the door as he muttered an apology. When the door slammed shut, I sagged. 
Alex’s arms looped around me, the scent of me comforting as I tried to wrap my mind around what had just happened. 
"That is why I can't take your money. People would assume the worst of me. And of you. Not to mention, I don't want money to impede our friendship."
I could feel him nod against the top of my head.
“I understand.” A beat and then, “can I ask you a clarification?”
I pulled out of his grip to lean back to see his face. His eyes were dark with an emotion I couldn't name.
“Of course.”
“Are you and Lucas dating?”
“What? No. What gave you that impression?”
"He seems very possessive over you. I could understand an angry significant other storming in here and saying those things. But for a man who is merely a friend, that was severely out of line. I don't want someone who acts that way on my payroll."
"Please don't fire him. He is a hard worker; he's just hung up on a boyhood crush. I agree; he should not have said those things or burst into my house. I will talk to him about it."
“Okay, but if he does anything else, will you let me know?”
“Alex, he is not going to hurt me. You don’t have to worry about that.”
"I know I don't have to. Remember I don't do anything I don't want to do?"
I chuckled then, feeling like a sunflower soaking in the sun’s rays with the way he was smiling at me.
“Well, do you want to help me figure out how to make some soap?”




Chapter thirteen
Alexander


I had never spent a day more covered in dirt and grime, working as hard as I had. I had also never had more fun. Agotia made mucking out the stalls and hauling buckets of water around an enjoyable way to spend the afternoon.  
It had taken my mind entirely off the snuff boxes and the problems back in New York. As we laughed at each other throughout soap making, our jakes diffused our frustrations. 
Still, I couldn't help but think about the bills she had piled under the kitchen table. I had meant it when I had offered her the money. It would make a slight difference to me, but it would probably change her world forever if she had agreed. At the same time, I respected her for wanting to work for it.
Her stomach grumbled for the third time in the last hour, and I slipped my phone out of my pocket.
"What are you doing? Did I keep you from your work?"
"I'm not working. I'm ordering us some food," I told her, tapping away on my screen.
“You don’t have to do that. You have been out here all afternoon working. I cannot ask for you to feed me too.”
"You are not asking, and I am offering. Remember what I told you earlier? I don't do anything I don't want to do. So don't even consider apologizing for whatever you have convinced yourself you've done wrong. Besides, it is a meal, Asta has readied. I am just having one of the workers bring it down here.”
She tucked her chin at my admonishment, but not before I saw her smile. The food arrived shortly after, and we decided to pause our soap-making efforts.
“Let’s eat in the living room,” she suggested with a dubious look at the haggard dining room table. “The couch is more comfortable anyways.”
She gestured for me to follow as she walked into the similarly worn space. The couches were old and well-used, and that was what made them so comfortable. The fireplace was an old stone hearth that took up a considerable chunk of the back wall. The last time anything had been updated or renovated was in the nineties, but I could tell she did her best to keep it clean and cozy.
The silence between us was comfortable as she ate. Neither of us felt the need to fill it with pointless conversation. More than anything, I felt like we were both lost in our thoughts. I was amazed at how easy everything was when I was around Agotia. I didn't feel like she wanted anything from me other than me. She didn't expect me to be impressive or to have all the answers. She enjoyed being around me. 
We worked well together. That much was evident by the amount we accomplished today. And the pull of chemistry between us was undeniable. I wasn't sure what to make of it all because, after this mess with Bridget, I had sworn off dating for a while. But Agotia was making me reconsider that perspective.
“You’ll never believe what I found out today about -” 
My phone started ringing, cutting off the rest of my sentence. I answered after seeing that it was Asta calling. 
"Hello?" I said, excusing myself to the other room, unsure why Asta would call me.
"Alex, there is a woman here claiming to be your fiancée. She is frantic, demanding that you come to see her. I don't know how she snuck past the gates, but when she knocked on the door, I answered without thinking twice about it. I don't know what to do. She is emotional and dramatic -"
“Asta,” I said firmly, “Take a deep breath. It is all going to be okay. Now, can you tell me what her name is?”
I had a sneaking suspicion I already knew who it was, but I just wanted to confirm it. 
“I think she said her name was Bridget.”
"Is there someplace else you could stay tonight? I don't know how long it will take to deal with her."
“I-I can go stay with a friend. But what about the lodge?”
“Leave it. It is not worth your peace. I will be back as soon as possible.”
I hung up and strode back into the living room, Agotia pacing.
“Is everything alright?” she asked as soon as I stepped into view.
"No," I sighed. "My crazy ex-girlfriend has lost her mind, showed up at the lodge, and scared Asta. She is not dangerous, just hyper-emotional, and refuses to believe that I have moved on."
She looked at me for a few seconds. "Oh…I have heard of this type of story before," she told me. "The man couldn't be free until he started dating someone else."
As she spoke, I suddenly understood the big task my public relation mentioned. She must have seen the light bulb go off over my head because she stopped pacing and stood in front of me with her hands on her hips.
“What is it? What is that look for?”
I've come up with a way to solve both of our problems.
“How?”
“Marry me.”
She froze for several seconds. I had begun to worry she had quit breathing until her eyebrows furrowed.
“What?”
"It's just like you said. Bridget will not believe it's over between us unless she sees I've moved on. Just getting a girlfriend will not be as convincing as the word "Married" would; even my public relations manager suggested I find a way to give the media a whirlwind romance story so that we move past these difficulties with Bridget."
“Okay…” she drawled. “And how does this plan solve my problems?”
“As my wife, you would have access to my money. Your farm bills will be paid, and you could consider it payment for the work you put in to help me quell this media storm.”
“What? Like some business deal?” she asked, an incredulous look on her face.
“Exactly like a business deal. We would only have to act like we are married in front of others. Of course, I would have to announce it to the media, and you would have to live at the lodge. But other than that, it is a symbiotic business relationship.”
“I would have to live with you? But my home is here.”
"For this to work, we must convince everyone that we are married. That includes Asta and Lucas, and everyone else in Voss. So yes, you would have to live with me. Don't worry; my room is big enough for us."
"Alex, I have not agreed to this yet, and you are talking as if I had. Slow down. Let me wrap my mind around this."
Her words gave me pause. I knew that while this was undoubtedly an unorthodox arrangement by modern standards, the idea of marriage was centered around a man and woman providing each other with what they needed. Indeed this was not all so different.
“Tell me what it would take to convince you. A weekly allowance? A team of people to turn your family’s farm into a thriving business? A new car? Money is no issue.”
Even to my ears, I sounded a bit desperate; perhaps I was. I was beyond ready to get rid of the Bridget problem, and even Callum mentioned how much getting married helped his business. It seemed the best solution for everyone if I could convince her of that.
“You cannot buy me, Alexander.” 
"I'm not trying to. I just -"
"Yes, you are. You are offering new cars and who knows how much money to persuade me to do what you want to accomplish. You didn't even stop to ask if this was an idea I was interested in or wanted to do."
I ran my fingers through my hair, flustered by this entire situation. It bothered me more than I wanted to admit that she called me 'Alexander' again; it tells me she is distancing herself. I was unprepared and needed to think about how to communicate this arrangement well. She was correct; I sounded more like I was making a purchase. 
"You are right. I'm sorry," I admitted. "I was unprepared for this turn of events, and I did not gather my thoughts before speaking. I still think it is a way for us to help each other in these difficult situations. But, if you don't want to marry me, I understand. I know it is a huge thing to ask of someone, and I do not undertake it lightly. While it may be more of a business deal than a marriage, I think it is a way out of our dilemmas; it would benefit us both."
She nodded slowly as I spoke. I could tell she was seriously contemplating what I was offering, so I stopped there, not wanting to push my luck.
"I hear what you're saying, Alex. We would not work well together in such a close quarters.
She could be right; we don't know each other enough, but I argued against it anyway.
“We worked very well together today,” I said, my voice low and husky, “and we were in close quarters all day.”
She stuttered then, her cheeks turning the most enchanting shade of pink. I smiled to myself at her reaction. It wouldn’t take much to convince people that she was infatuated with me.
“That was working on the farm. Living together is an entirely different thing. What if you snore? What if I snore?”
“Do you snore, Agotia?” I asked, chuckling at her nervous questions.
“No.”
Her cheeks were an even brighter shade of pink now. 
“I don’t either. Does that solve the problem?”
"It is more than snoring, Alex. I - I don't think this is a good idea. I think you should go."
She looked at her shoes as she spoke, but I could see the determination on her face. She had decided, and I doubted anything could change it.
“Okay,” I surrendered, “I will go. I am sorry if you felt uncomfortable. That was never my intention. Can we still be friends?”
I was hopeful as I asked; the question hung in the air for the three heartbeats of silence. In the end, all I got was a headshake.
"Thanks for putting up with me today. I needed the distraction," I said as I walked out the door. "Oh, and Agotia?”
“Hmm?”
“It’s okay to let someone else take care of you. Think about my offer. You don’t have to decide right now.”




Chapter fourteen
Agotia


My heart thundered at the words Alex had just said while my head screamed at me for letting him walk out of the door. He was providing the perfect solution to all my problems. Even the teller at the bank had suggested that I find a rich husband. The one man I knew who could fill that position had offered, and now he was leaving.  
My eyes slammed shut as thoughts swirled around me. I tried to sift through them and make sense of it all. It bothered me that he thought he could buy me with a new car or some other meaningless material good. On the other hand, marrying him would save my farm. 
I had said repeatedly that I would do anything to save this place - did I mean that? I blinked my eyes open, and they immediately drifted to the ever-growing stack of red stamped bills. Maybe Alex couldn't buy me with a new car, but he certainly could pay for hot water, feed for my animals, and most importantly, the farm workers' salary.
“Wait,” I called, rushing outside after him. “Alex, wait.”
His pace slowed to a stop as he turned to face me, dejected hope in his eyes.
“Okay.”
“Okay?” he echoed, not understanding my words.
“Okay, I will marry you.”
His eyes widened, exposing a little circle of amber surrounding his dark chocolate brown irises. 
"Are you sure? I don't want you to feel like you had been cornered but that you're making the right business decision."
His concerned tone made me realize I had done a complete one-hundred-and-eighty-degree flip in the past thirty seconds. 
"I'm sure it is all things we can figure out together. I-I could use the help. I have less than a week to produce part of the money to save this farm. I am out of ideas and time," I confessed. "And if I can help you in return, I will feel better about involving myself in this arrangement." 
He nodded and pulled out his phone. My brows lowered in confusion as I watched him tap on the screen a few times before holding the phone to his ear.
“Asta, take the next few days off until I sort out this problem. It should only take a few days." He paused, then continued, "don't worry about me. We can discuss it once we are all settled back at the lodge."
Ending the call, he looked at me with a mischievous smile, and I wondered what exactly I had gotten myself into.
"I think you need to tell me more about this entire story from the beginning," I told him. 
[image: image-placeholder]Three hours and two cups of coffee later and I felt sufficiently caught up on the entire situation between Alex and Bridget. She was the definition of a crazy ex-girlfriend, from the rumors she spread about Alex to her stalking tendencies. When he finished telling me his story, it was clear why he felt the need to take drastic measures, such as fake marriage, to solve this situation. If I were him, I would do anything to get rid of her. 
Part of me felt bad for Alex. It was clear to me that he honestly thought he loved her. It ends so poorly; his trust is broken, and it has to be painful. But he didn’t show it. Even as he detailed how he found out she was cheating on him, he showed no emotion. Being a billionaire businessman meant developing tough skin for any situation.
"So now that I'm aware of everything, what will we do next?" I asked, unfolding my legs from under me and rising to bring our empty coffee cups to the kitchen.
"It's late. There is nothing we can do now."
“I know that, but what about tomorrow?” 
“We start by heading into town in the morning to run errands and sort through things. For now, let’s get some sleep.”
Too tired to ask for any more clarity, I deposited the coffee cups in the sink and then went down the hall to my bedroom. I started my nightly routine, halfway through brushing my teeth, when Alex strode to the bathroom. He stopped at the doorway, filling the entire frame as he leaned against it.
“Can I help you?” I asked through a mouthful of toothpaste.
I was not used to having someone else in my space, let alone a man as attractive as Alex. It put me on edge. And I was still trying to figure out this business deal we had.
“Do you happen to have an extra one of those?” he asked, chuckling.
Feeling foolish for my combative mood, I yanked a few of the drawers open until I found the half-used package of toothbrushes. He took it with a quiet 'thanks' and moved to stand beside me, stealing the water and toothpaste as he went. I was nervous from his closeness; our arms brushed, and I edged further away, not wanting to choke and embarrass myself.
As he was blocking the entrance, I had to wait for him to finish. I used the time to look at him with a new perspective. His broad shoulders pulled his shirt tight and hung loosely around his waist. He had already slipped out his shoes and padded around in dark socks. It was a small gesture that made me feel more intimate with him, although I couldn't explain why. 
His chestnut brown hair shifted around his face as he leaned over the sink. There was no doubt that there were hordes of women who would have happily signed up to be his fake wife. He was handsome, confident, and easygoing. He liked to tease, worked hard, and cared about his family. Then you factor in all the zeros in his bank account. It was a dizzying combination.
“Are you done gaping at me, or should I stand here a little longer?”
His question sent pink flames through me. I had been caught staring, and there was no excuse I could give. I tried to clear my throat and think of what to say next, but he only laughed and walked across the hall to my bedroom.
“What are you doing?” I demanded as I followed him in.
He pulled off his shirt, revealing thickly corded muscles in his arms, stretching across his chest. It took all my willpower to keep eye contact with him, and he knew it from the smirk on his face.
“Going to bed. What are you doing?”
"This is my room," I answered, ignoring his question.
“Where else am I going to sleep, Agotia? I didn't think you would want me in your father's room, and that couch in your living room is too short for me. Besides, we have to share the bedroom. 
I scanned him head to toe, realizing he was probably half a foot too tall for the couch. I sighed, exhaustion creeping in further. I was ready to concede, but fluttering panic replaced all signs of tiredness when he reached for the button on his pants.
“Woah, woah, woah,” I cried, throwing my hands over my eyes. 
He laughed, but I didn't move my hands. 
“What do you suggest?” 
"We are not married yet; even if we were, it's a fake marriage. 
“Agotia,” he said, “you can uncover your eyes. I am still dressed.”
I carefully peeled back my fingertips, peeking through the cracks to ensure he was telling the truth. He laughed. Satisfied, I continued where he had stopped me.
"This isn't a real marriage. You say we must share the room to convince people it is real. Fine. I will go along with it. But we are not going to share the bed. Tonight is the exception. We will put a couch or an air mattress in your room. And I expect you to be clothed. I will do the same."
Alex stared at me for several seconds as he pondered what I had said. Finally, he shrugged and slid under the covers. Relieved, I grabbed a sweat and an oversized tee shirt out of my dresser before rushing back to the bathroom to change. He was waiting for me when I returned to the room. His eyes found mine as soon as the bedroom door opened, his hands tucked behind his head, showcasing his broad chest.
I tiptoed into the room, suddenly uncomfortable in my room. He did not comment about the pink walls or the decorations that adorned the walls from my teenage years. I tried telling myself that it did not matter. The bed was clean, and the blanket was warm, so he had little to complain bout. Keeping to my edge of the bed as much as possible, I eased under the covers and turned my back to him. He chuckled softly, and I wanted to curse. It was going to be a long night.
“I don’t bite, you know.”
“I know,” I murmured back.
"Then why are you tucked away over there?"
I sighed deeply. I knew this conversation was inevitable, but I still did not want to have it. Unfortunately, I doubted Alex would let it go, so there was no other option. 
"I've never done anything like this before," I admitted, flipping over to lie on my back.
"And you think I have?" he asked his tone light and teasing. "Faking a marriage is not an everyday occurrence."
“That is not what I mean. I have never shared a bed with a man. I have never even had a boyfriend.”
“Surely that’s not true,” he said, his eyes wide with shock.
"When you grow up in a small town, there is either someone here for you, or there isn't. I fell into the latter category. And when I moved to New York, I was so busy with school and work that I didn't have time to date."
“So, you’ve never been on a date?”
“No.”
"You've never had a boyfriend?"
“No.”
A pause as he tried to form his next question.
“Have you ever been kissed?”
This time, his voice was much softer and gentler, as if he knew I hated the answer.
"No." Another deep sigh slipped from my lips. "In every other area of my life, I am successful, confident, and capable. Even this mess with the farm didn't seem so impossible, at least not all the time. But when it comes to dating or relationships, I am hopeless. I am like an adolescent teenager who daydreams about happily ever after." I decided to tell him where I stand intimate relationship-wise, so I don't have to talk about it again. 
“Do you daydream about me?” 
His suddenly husky voice caught me off guard, and my head twisted around so I could see his face. His eyes had gotten darker somehow, and he now lay on his side, his head cradled in one hand, his entire attention focused on me.
“I’m done having this conversation.”
That reply seemed like a worse option than telling the truth as it sent a wide grin across his face.
"Okay, okay. But can I ask you one more thing?" He was serious again, and I was intrigued, so I nodded. "Are you going to kiss me tomorrow when we are pronounced husband and wife?"
“I don’t know.”
[image: image-placeholder]"What have you done?" I muttered to myself as I moved through the kitchen. 
I felt as scrambled as the pan of eggs I was in the middle of making. After Alex's final question last night, I had tossed and turned for hours, suddenly unsure of what I would do. Kissing him was a part of the arrangement I didn't consider.  
I knew I would have to play the part of his wife and convince people that we were married. I had assumed that meant holding hands or attending fancy dinners together, not that there were any of those in Voss. But kissing had not even crossed my mind. Now it was the only thing on my mind.
I needed to call this whole thing off. I couldn't do this. t might solve some problems in the short term, but it was sure to create a distinct set of issues eventually. The way my stomach fluttered every time he looked at me told me that much. I knew this was the right thing to do for the farm business, yet I had still gotten up this morning and made him breakfast. I told myself that it was easier to accept rejection when you are not hungry, but even I doubted that was my true motivator. 
A rumbling of noise pulled me from my thoughts, and I peeked around to the back door to see what all the fuss was about. The farm workers have gathered around, their heads together in a tight circle. They all seemed so excited that I couldn't help but step outside to see what was causing all the commotion.
“What’s going on out here?” I called, a warm smile on my face.
“Oh, thank you, Agotia. Thank you for being so generous.”
“Yes, thank you. This is amazing.”
“A simple thank you is not enough.”
Each of the half a dozen men went around and thanked me in turn. What for? I had no clue. Warm hands wrapped around my middle, startling me. The smell of leather and fresh soap filled my nostrils as I tried to turn my head to see who was behind me, although I already had a pretty good idea of who it was. 
“Agotia is very generous," Alex agreed, pressing a soft kiss to my cheek.
I could feel my face redden as the farm workers took in Alex's comfortable closeness and the fact that neither of us was fully dressed. Despite the morning chill, he had chosen to forego a shirt this morning while I had not bothered to change out of my pajamas or brush my hair. I wriggled out of Alex's grasp, so I could spin around and face him, but his arms wrapped around me once more, only tighter this time. 
“Play along,” he whispered against my skin as he bent down to nuzzle my neck.
Suddenly remembering that he did not know that I had changed my mind and wanted to call off this arrangement, I stopped trying to pull away. Instead, I leaned up to whisper in his ear.
“Can I talk to you inside?”
“Excuse us,” Alex said to the still gaping workers, confidence and command radiating from every part of him.
He threaded his fingers through mine and pulled me inside. I didn't stop to consider what my workers would think about the little show Alex had just put on. I just needed to make Alex understand why this would not work. I would handle the workers later.
"Whatever you're cooking is burning," he said, untangling himself from me once in the kitchen.
I rushed to the stove, flustered than I would have liked to admit, and moved the pan off the heat. Bracing my hands on the counter, I dropped my head, searching for the right thing to say. 
"I hope you don't mind, but I transferred the money to cover your bills. I didn't see any point in waiting any longer."
“Is that what the workers were so excited about?” I asked, still not facing him.
"I assumed so. Although I think they are more excited about the bonus you gave them for their hard work and loyalty."
I spun around then, only to find Alex closer than I had expected. He stood less than a foot away from me, leaning against the counter with his hip. His bare chest was more distracting than I remembered from the night before. 
“What are you talking about? We never talked about any bonuses,” I said, folding my arms in agitation. 
"I think you will find that any employee of Fredericksons is handsomely rewarded for their efforts. And your workers are well overdue for a raise. So, I took care of it.” He shrugged the words off like they didn’t mean an entire person’s livelihood had just been changed by his decisions.
“I-I don’t know what to say,” I told him earnestly.
"You don't have to say anything. This is part of being my wife. My responsibility is to take care of you and all your ventures."
I turned to the stove, pretending to be preoccupied with the eggs, but his words captured my attention. He had mentioned last night that part of the deal would be that my farm would be taken care of, but I had not realized it would mean what is happening right now. I couldn't take this money away from my workers and their families now. I couldn't ask them to give me another week of arduous work and then eventually be out of a job. I couldn't back out of marrying him.
"They're watching us again," he said as he stepped behind me, his arms tucked around me again.
If I was not careful, this could be an embrace I could get used to.
“Breakfast is ready,” I told him, changing the subject, trying to act casually. 
He chuckled, and with his cheek pressed against mine, I felt it rather than heard it.
"I thought that we could grab a quick bite in town. We have an appointment with the judge from the next town this afternoon. If we leave now, we will have time to get breakfast and a new dress for you."
“I don’t need a new dress, but the rest sounds great.”
“You don’t want something new to wear to our wedding?”
His question made my heart skip a beat. If this had been a real wedding, I would have wanted a big white gown and a fancy ceremony with hours of dancing to follow. Because this was a business deal framed as a marriage, I didn't see the point. I shrugged out of his grasp and went to my room.
“I am sure I have a dress that will work. It doesn’t have to be anything fancy.”
Alex growled, his hands tugging his hair out of place, sending a wave of heat through me.
“I am getting you a new dress, Agotia. You are to be my wife. You need to wear more than just anything to our wedding. These are the pictures that will be sent to the American media. They have to look believable, and no one would believe we got married in jeans and sweaters."
His pointed look at the cream-colored sweater I had pulled out told me that he was done arguing about this. I sighed, relenting. It was his money to spend anyways; who was I to stop him if this was what he wanted to do?
“Fine. A new dress. Is this suitable enough to wear into the shops?” I asked, an edge to my voice.
He only grinned before telling me that it was.
[image: image-placeholder]Thirty minutes later, with much huffing on my end, we were speeding through town in his luxury car. I slunk down further into the leather seats, hoping to avoid eye contact with any curious passersby. I couldn't shake the feeling that I was being bought and that these people I had known my entire life would think the same thing. I was not the kind of woman who reveled in fancy cars and new dresses every week. I was the kind of woman who was covered in dirt from the farm more often than not. I felt sorely out of place here.
"You're hiding again," Alex commented as he took in my hunkered-down posture. 
“I am just not used to all this yet. It is going to take me some time.”
Alex nodded, contemplating my words but saying nothing more. The silence was not as comfortable as before this marriage business. I was suddenly longing for my easygoing friendship with him yesterday morning. He seemed to have the same idea as he started a conversation with a partially forced air of casualty.
“My family is going to lose their minds over this sudden marriage. I’m dreading all the phone calls I’m sure will soon start coming.”
“Do you think they’ll like me?” I asked, insecurity welling at the thought of meeting his family. If they looked anything like him, I was sure to pale in comparison.
"What's not to like?" he responded, eyeing me with sidelong glances. "Besides, they are not all that intimidating. They are kinder than one might think. I would bet they will be more caught off guard by the impulsiveness of it rather than the fact that I got married. Just be yourself, and I'm sure they'll love you."
Before I had the chance to respond, we pulled into the main street of the neighboring town, a much bigger town that boasted of shops and more than one restaurant. And it was not as neatly tucked away in the mountains as Voss was.
"I called ahead and ordered a dress for you, a pair of shoes, and anything else you might need. This should be a quick stop. You can change in their dressing rooms."
"How did you get my sizes?" I asked incredulously. "And when did you have time to plan all this? First, the bills, and now you're ordering me clothes?"
"Darling," the nickname took me aback, but he seemed to pay no heed, "I was in your room alone for three hours this morning. Don't think I didn't notice that you got up before dawn. It's not hard to find sizes when your closet is within arm's reach. The rest of it was done on my phone. Now, are you done arguing with me? Can we please go inside?"
I cringed as I realized that this scene in the car was exactly like that of a married couple. He walked around to my side of the car and opened the door. 
"It's all been so quick, and I'm still trying to wrap my mind around it all."
He nodded his acceptance as he stretched out a hand to help me out of the low-sitting car. 
"I know this is not easy for you. It isn't for me, either. I am trying to make the best of it, okay? Now, remember, you are madly in love with me."
If his brilliant smile had not knocked the wind out of me, the wink he sent me certainly had. I squared my shoulders as he tucked my hand into the crook of his arm, trying to look the part of a blushing bride.




Chapter fifteen
Alexander


“I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.” 
The judge's words echoed throughout the cavernous room, and Agotia’s eyes widened. The day had been a whirlwind. From the second we walked into the shop, we were surrounded by people, which meant fake flirting, constant little touches, and ridiculous pet names passed between Agotia and me. 
At one point, it had started to feel like it was the most natural thing in the world to hold her small hand in mine. It had started to feel real. 
“You are stunning.”
My compliment to her this morning after she walked out of the dressing room in her simple white dress had been genuine. It wrapped around her curves perfectly, showcasing her flawless figure, and I had stood there, suddenly jealous of the fabric. Her alabaster cheeks had flushed with a pretty pink at my words, and I had savored every second of it. 
“I can’t get the zip,” she had explained, giving me her back.
I had been motionless at the little sliver of skin peeking out from behind the dress. I had seen more of her neck in the tee shirts she wore around the farm, but this was different. It had been a moment that suddenly felt too intimate, too personal. But the thought of someone else touching her, even one of the attendants, had me moving towards her until less than a foot separated us. 
She wrapped her blond curls up off her neck and then froze. With one hand on the small of her back, I used the other to tug the zipper closed, and without thinking, I pressed a kiss to the back of her neck. Surprised by my actions, I stepped back again, not yet removing my hand from her back. She dropped her hair, and the cascade of curls sent the smell of lemons and the freshness of Norway through me. It was an addicting scent.
“Thank you,” she had whispered, spinning back to face me, shyness in her eyes.
It was the same shyness I saw now as I stared at her with an authentic smile. We had not discussed this moment after her last night's confessions. I could feel her nervous energy bouncing off her as I leaned closer. I squeezed her hand, which the judge had already placed in mine, letting her know everything would be okay. Then I wrapped my arms around her, one across her shoulders and the other supporting her waist as I twisted her into a low dip, blocking our faces from the photographer's view, and pressed a chaste kiss to the corner of her mouth. It was close enough to look like a real kiss, especially with how her arms had instinctively wound around my neck; this was one thing I would not take from her.
Spinning her back to an upright position, the judge announced us as Mister and Missus Alexander Fredericksons, then slid a form across his desk for us to sign. Ten minutes later and a handful of formalities later, we were on the courthouse steps, posing for the official wedding photos that would be sent out to the media and my family. 
“You didn’t have to do that,” she told me as the photographer moved us around to stand in another position.
"I want your first real kiss to be with someone you care about. I want you to want to kiss him, not feel backed into a corner about it."
"I think we have got it. That last shot was perfect," the photographer called. "Gosh, how you two look at each other is charming and fairy-tale-like. I hope it translates onto the film."
“What?” Agotia asked, surprise in her voice.
"I can tell you two are really in love with each other. These kinds of photoshoots make me believe in love again."
Agotia’s wide eyes gravitated toward mine; I was unsure how to respond. I shrugged my shoulders and handed the photographer a tip, effectively dismissing her, hoping that would ease the tension I could see in Agotia’s face.
“Now what?” she asked as we walked down the street and back to my car.
“Now, we go tell Asta the news and confront Bridget.”
[image: image-placeholder]The drive back to the lodge felt different than our trip into town. There was an odd heaviness to the solid gold band on my left hand. It wasn't the suffocating weight I had expected but rather the calming pressure of a heavy blanket on a cold night. I twisted the band around and around my finger as I drove in silence.
“Have you told Asta anything?”
“No,” I answered, “I’ve only told her to meet me at the lodge for some exciting news.”
Agotia nodded, but I could tell she was nervous.
“You don’t have to worry about Bridget. I won’t let her hurt you.”
“Oh, I - I wasn’t thinking about that. I was more worried about how Asta would react. I've known her my entire life, and I don't want her to think I've purposefully hidden a supposedly 'important day in my life' from her."
“We’ll just have to tell a really good story then.”
[image: image-placeholder]“You what?!” Bridget screamed and started berating me with all types of accusations.
“That’s enough.” My words were cold and commanding. It was a tone I had never used with Bridget before, but I wouldn’t have her continue these insulting accusations. 
“I can’t believe you would do this,” Bridget cried, forcing tears to roll down her cheeks. “I can’t believe you would leave me stranded with a baby. I love you, Alex.”
Her words held less sting than I had expected. A month ago, hearing that she loved me would have reeled me. Now, it was just an annoyance. Bridget had taken enough space up in my life, in my mind, and now in my home. I was done. 
“Bridget, you made it clear to me that you didn’t love me when you cheated on me. I doubt that baby is even mine. I will not believe anything you say until I get a DNA test.”
“Alex,” she crooned, crawling across the covers of my bed on her knees to me. 
"I believe I have spoken clearly," I said, stepping out of reach so she wouldn't touch me. "And I would appreciate it if you would leave our bed. It is inappropriate for you to be in this house, especially in this room."
“Are you really going to talk to me this way, Alex?”
"It's Alexander to you. You are invading our house. Now, you need to get your things and leave."
Bridget took one second to look at me, trying to judge my seriousness. Then she slowly got off the bed, gathered her things, and walked out the front door. I followed her down the hall to the front door. 
“Good riddance,” Asta said as I stood at the kitchen door from her usual spot behind the counter. "How did you manage to get rid of her?"
From where Agotia and I were standing, Asta couldn’t see Agotia behind me. So, I stepped to the side, revealing my bride still dressed in white, and said -
“I had a little help.”
“Agotia? What are you doing here?” Asta asked, setting the mixing bowl down. “And why are you both dressed so nicely? 
“We have some news,” Agotia answered shyly.
She fit her hand into mine, for encouragement, before looking up at me with a smile that I wanted to etch into memory.
“Agotia and I are married.”
"What? Are you? When did this happen?" 
Her questions were like a rapid-fire cannon, blasting one after another, but it was nothing I hadn't expected. I calmly responded
"How about you make some tea with your famous almond cake and some sandwiches for lunch while we talk."
Asta set to work while Agotia and I hovered by the table. It took less than two minutes before Agotia moved through the kitchen beside my housekeeper, helping her with everything. 
“I thought you two barely knew each other,” Asta said as we sat around the table.
“We do, or we did,” Agotia answered. "But we talked for hours at that dinner a few weeks ago, and I walked away feeling like I had known Alex forever."
"Yes, exactly," I echoed, surprised at how true that statement was. "Then one thing led to another, and I fell in love with you."
Our eyes caught each other, and I had to remind myself that this was all a ruse. The pounding in my heart took a little more convincing. 
“That is just the sweetest thing I have ever heard,” Asta said, wiping a tear out of the corner of her eye. "Igor and I were married less than two weeks after we met. Of course, it was a different time then. I am just so glad to see you two so happy."
I threw my arm around the back of Agotia’s chair and slid her seat closer to mine. She giggled, and Asta’s smile grew even wider. My arm dropped from the back of Agotia’s chair to her shoulders, and I squeezed. Her eyes twinkled as she smiled up at me again. It was a view quickly becoming my favorite, although this was all a business deal.
“Well, tell me about the wedding and the ring! I want to see the ring.”
“We decided on simple wedding bands,” Agotia answered as Asta looked disapprovingly down at my wife’s hand. 
"I was planning on letting Agotia go through my grandmother's jewelry. She can pick out from the vault which piece, or pieces, she wants to turn into her wedding ring."
“Oh, that’s wonderful,” Asta complimented.
“That’s too much. I can’t let you do that,” Agotia argued.
“Yes, you can, and you will. All the women in my family wear heirloom pieces. It is part of the tradition. It would seem out of place if you didn’t.”
Agotia took the hint from my words and dropped the matter with a curt nod. 
“Speaking of heirloom pieces, did you ever figure out what happened to the snuff boxes?”
“Snuff boxes?” Agotia said, echoing Asta. 
"I was coming to tell you about them yesterday when I found you sitting on the ground with a muddy face." My phone buzzed, interrupting my train of thought. "I need to talk to my team about these exciting changes. You will need to be added to the will, and the license needs to be filed. Could we talk more about this at dinner tonight?"
“Sure. There are few things I need to get from home, I mean, the farm, anyways.”
“Any requests for your first dinner together as a married couple?” Asta asked, her smile still wide.
"Whatever you have planned, I'm sure, will be fine," I assured her.
“Excuse us.”
With my hand on Agotia’s back, I walked her outside and handed her the keys to my car, to her surprise. Keeping up the act as I could feel Asta’s eyes on my back, I pulled Agotia in for a hug and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. She gingerly wrapped her arms around me and squeezed.
"I shouldn't be gone long. I will check on the workers, do my chores, and grab some clothes. I will be back in plenty of time for dinner."
“That sounds great. Be careful in my car, okay? It is much faster than that old beater you drive.” 
“I promise I won’t hurt your fancy car,” she teases as she slips into the plush leather seats.
“I don’t care about the car. I care about my wife. So be careful.”
I stood in the driveway for several minutes, watching her drive off, wondering what I had gotten myself into.




Chapter sixteen
Agotia


There was nowhere to park as I pulled into the driveway of my farm. The entire street was lined with construction equipment and pallets of supplies. People were everywhere, working on one part of the farm or another. Someone was painting the house; another pair was painting the barn. More people were ripping off the old roof and replacing it with a new one. My usual group of farm workers was carrying on with their routine tasks. 
"What is going on?" I asked the group of men, unsure what to make of the activities in front of me.
"We were told the farm was getting those repairs we have all been talking about doing for ages. A man came by right after you left, asking us to show him around the property, claiming he worked for your husband. I didn't even know you had a husband. Anyways, he drew a list of everything that needed to be done. Shortly after he left, trucks with workers and supplies arrived. They have all driven over from neighboring towns."
"The goats and horses are a little agitated by all the noise," another worker informed me, "otherwise, the construction hasn't interfered with anything. They have just been asking how changing the set-up of some things might make life a bit easier for us."
I nodded, taking in the onslaught of information, twirling the new gold band around my finger without thinking about it. This was only my first day being Alex's wife; I wondered what tomorrow or the next week would look like. 
"I'm sorry I didn't tell you what was happening. It has been such a whirlwind," I explained. "The man you met this morning, Alexander, is my husband. We have not been together for very long, but when you know, you know. This is his wedding gift to me."
A round of congratulations passed through the farm workers. They all wanted to hear more details about Alex, but I was ready to get to work and return to a semblance of normalcy. Sending everyone away, I hustled inside to slip out of my white dress and into one of my work clothes, but before I could make it to my room, Lucas burst through the door.
“What is wrong with you?” he seethed.
"Lucas, you need to start knocking. I was about to change. You cannot barge in here like this anymore. 
“Is that your wedding dress?” he spat the words like they were foul of poison.
“As a matter of fact, yes, it is.”
I crossed my arms and squared my shoulders. While I didn't understand what had gotten Lucas so worked up, I was very annoyed with him for ignoring my boundaries and walking into my house like it was his all the time. It didn't matter that we were friends; he needed to knock.
"You must have completely lost your mind to have married a stranger. You don't even know Alexander, yet you have signed away your life to him."
"That's not true," I argued, "I do know him. I know about his work, his family, and why he is in Voss. I even know what side of the bed he sleeps on."
I don't know what prompted me to add that last sentence other than that I wanted Lucas to believe that I had made my choice knowing everything I needed to know. The sound of the men working in the yard filtered into the house, and Lucas's eyes went wide before narrowing into tight slits.
"I see. You have sold yourself to him. You couldn't produce money on your own and decided it would be easier to marry someone rich enough to disappear all your problems. How utterly disgusting. Your father would be appalled."
My eyes burned with unshed tears that I refused to let fall.
“How dare you. I didn’t sell anything. I love him and am lucky enough that he loves me too. I didn't ask for him to do any of this. He did it as a gift. My father would have been thrilled to know that I found a man who loves me and works hard for me. I don't even know why I am defending myself to you," I said, throwing my hands up in the air. "It is time for you to go, Lucas. I have heard more than enough from you."
He walked back towards the front door, stopping just before opening the door. He looked over his shoulder at me with a sad, disdainful expression haunting his eyes before he said -
"I would have married you, you know. I would have done anything to help you. And instead of asking a friend you have known and trusted for years, you turn to a stranger. I do not understand you, Agotia.”
The door slammed behind him, making me jump. A few deep breaths later, I was back in my room, doing everything I could to unzip my dress, but to no avail. I was going to need help again. Too embarrassed to ask one of the workers to help, I gave up. With everything that was going on, I could skip my today. 
With one last halfhearted attempt to unzip my dress, I gave up and fished an old duffle bag out from the bottom of my closet. Throwing things haphazardly into it, I tried to think through everything I would need for the night, sure I would be back here in the morning for my usual chores. I did my best to ignore Lucas's visit's sting, but his words kept echoing through my head.
The idea of selling myself…I felt sick to my stomach. Didn't I thought the same thing this morning when I half convinced myself to call the whole thing off? But it was so much more than that. I had my worker's families to consider, not to mention the entire legacy of my family history. I would have been left with nothing if I had not found a solution in time. I was convinced this was the right choice.
Not only were all my father's medical bills paid and all my outstanding debt on the farm, but we were finally getting the repairs and replacements we had needed for years. There was no way I could have done this on my own. I was still convinced this was the right choice. 
And then there was how he managed the kiss at the wedding this morning. Any other man would not have thought twice about kissing me. But he did. He wanted more for me than a fake relationship. For that, I respect him even more. 
Regardless of how things stood with Alex, Lucas, who had barged into my home multiple times, was not the friend I remembered. His time away from Voss had changed him; he was no longer the kind of friend I wanted to have around me.
[image: image-placeholder]I had returned to the lodge faster than any of us had expected. Alex stayed locked in his office most of the afternoon, stepping out only long enough to kiss my cheek and tell Asta to clear a space for my things in his room and closet.
I had been in his room once before, earlier that day when he confronted Bridget, but I had been so focused on her and Alex that I did not take the time to look around. Without Alex's all-consuming presence, the room felt enormous. The dark blue walls, the high ceilings, and the floor-to-ceiling windows gave the room a feel of light and airy. 
Two chairs sat in front of the windows, a cozy spot to curl up with a good book. A large black marble fireplace was on the wall opposite the bed. The furniture was dark and heavy, with leather accents and a few plants scattered around. It was everything I expected from the room of a bachelor. 
The headboard contrasted with everything else in the room, wrapped in cream-colored linen; it had an imposing presence. Its color matched the footboard. Pillows were stacked against the headboard, creating a cascade of fluffy squares that looked soft enough to jump into. The comforter was from the same linen material in a charcoal gray with a white quilt folded around the bottom. It was the bed you could spend days in and never want to leave. The idea of sleeping in there was exciting, but remembering who it belonged to, and my heart started pounding, I shied away from it quickly. 
"Find everything, okay?"
Alex’s deep voice came from right behind me, making me jump.
"You scared me," I said, covering my racing heart with my hand as I spun around to face him. "I thought you had work to do."
“I finished. Besides, Asta would be suspicious if I kept myself tucked away all day with you here. Newlyweds don’t do that.”
He crept closer step by step as he spoke.
“She can’t see or hear us in here,” I reminded him, putting a hand on his chest to stop him from coming any closer.
He chuckled as he peeled my hand off and brought it to his lips.
"You never know," he murmured against my already too-hot skin. "She sent me here to tell you that dinner is ready."
[image: image-placeholder]Dinner was turning into an uncomfortable affair. Asta had used her day to plan a list of questions neither Alex nor I could answer. She wanted to know about having a formal wedding and our plans for a honeymoon or if we wanted kids. It was exhausting trying to answer. Luckily, Alex had managed to steer the conversation to his grandfather's snuff boxes, filling me in on the entire situation.
"What do you mean you can't find them?" I asked, not understanding the twist his story had taken.
"I mean, after I found the letters, I went to the glass case where they have always been kept, and two pieces are missing. I've looked everywhere."
“As have I,” Asta called from the kitchen. 
"I can help you look for them," I offered. "Let's dig into the history of the missing pieces to see if your grandfather documented moving or selling them."
“What about your work at the farm?”
“Well, seeing how someone hired a few extra workers and is covering all the needed repairs, I can spare some time here, helping out my husband.”
Alex reached across the table and covered my hand with his.
"Thank you, babe. I would appreciate your help."
His casual use of those terms of endearment still caught me off guard, but I did my best to hide my reaction. 
“Why don’t you two make yourselves comfortable in the library while I finish here? I’ll bring coffee and dessert in a few minutes.”
Alex sent me one of those devastating smiles before he said, “after you, sweetheart.”




Chapter seventeen
Alexander


“I want to change out of my suit. I will be back in just a minute. Make yourself at home,” I told Agotia, opening the door to my grandfather’s library and gesturing for her to go inside.  
Dashing to my - our - room, I tugged the tie free and slipped out of my jacket. I decided to buy it earlier today while Agotia was changing her dress. I didn't want to be underdressed at my wedding, but now, the suit felt out of place. 
Dinner had left me feeling on edge. Asta had hounded us with questions that neither of us could answer; I didn't know what to do now about the fake marriage. I planned on keeping the ruse until I could get a DNA test back on the baby, at the very least. And I wanted to wait long enough to ensure Agotia’s farm was a thriving business again. But after that, I had no clue. And I was curious to know how long those things would take.
We certainly did not discuss having children or taking a honeymoon, although now it was clear that we should plan to discuss those topics and have better answers for when I take her to New York to meet my family. 
All the day's events rushed through me as I changed into my favorite pair of gray sweats and slipped on a white tee shirt. Usually, I would not dress so casually in front of another person, but Agotia wasn't just another person anymore. She was my wife. Wow, it would be nice to get used to saying- my wife.
I padded barefoot back down the hall to the library, oddly comfortable with my state of undress. I wanted to tell Agotia she could slip into her pajamas too, but all logical thought flew out of my mind as I saw the top of her head peeking out from behind my grandfather’s desk. I looked around the room, finding cabinets opened and drawers half closed.
“What are you doing? Already invading my privacy?”
She jumped at the surprise, hitting her head against an open desk drawer. Her eyes slammed shut in pain, and a hand started to rub the offending spot on her head.
"I was ahead, trying to find out more about these snuff boxes."
The sincerity in her words filled my mouth with the bitter taste of instant regret. I unfolded my arms from their spot across my chest and rushed to where she still sat, kneeling on the floor.
"Of course you are. I wonder why I thought you were doing anything different. Please forgive me. I am more wound up tonight than I thought I would be."
I held her hand and walked her to one of the plush leather couches. Brushing my hand on her head and felt a knot at the area she was rubbing.  
"No blood," I told her. "But it looks like this is going to swell. Can I get you an ice pack?"
“No, I’ll be fine. Just a little bump. Blossom has done worse to me before.”
In the silence that followed, I noticed how closely we were sitting. Legs folded under, she leaned against the back of the couch; I mirrored her position with one leg tucked under me, the other on the floor, wrapping us in. 
“Don’t mind me,” Asta called from the door. "I'm just going to set this tray down and retire for the night."
We both watched her tiptoe into the room with a tray laden with an entire cake and two cups of steaming hot tea. 
“Cake?” Agotia asked, her aching head forgotten as she leaped from the couch.
"It is not a wedding day without cake. You two enjoy it. Don't worry about the mess; I will get it in the morning."
And with that, Agotia and I were left alone once more. It was not the first time it had been just the two of us, but there was an unspoken tension in the room tonight. 
“Can you show me the files on those snuff boxes?” Agotia requested between mouthfuls of cake.
I chuckled at the sight, glad someone would enjoy Asta’s efforts.
"They're over here. My grandfather was an avid collector, especially of anything he felt was a Norwegian artifact. As such, he kept meticulous records of every piece he bought. He kept track of when there were repairs and when the pieces were last cleaned; he even noted how he stored them."
“And you’re okay with giving away one of his collections?”
"He e was always secretly hoped that some of his pieces would wind up in the museum. He would take me to visit it every summer, especially when they had a new exhibit. He just loved the history of it all more than anything. So yeah, it does not bother me. Besides, they are admired only by Asta, who more frequently complains about having to clean them than anything.”
"They'll get the attention they deserve in a museum," she finished. 
"Exactly. Plus, the museum has threatened a lawsuit if I don't return them. And with the media circus, Bridget has created, a lawsuit is the last thing I need."
“I guess we better find them then.” 
[image: image-placeholder]The hours passed quickly as we poured over each page in every folder. Her attention to detail surpassed my own, and she noted little things about each snuff-box I had never seen before. We sat closely on the leather couch, our legs brushing. When she returned from the farm, she changed into a mid-casual dress, honoring her wedding day. I admired her tenacity. 
“Look at this one,” she crooned. “It was the king’s favorite. I can’t believe this is one of the boxes that’s missing. It’s probably the most valuable piece in the entire collection. Do you think someone robbed you?”
"That's what I thought at first, too, but it doesn't make any sense. Unless the person was an avid historian buff or snuff box collector, would anyone know their true value? Who would come into the library to take two boxes, especially when there are many more valuable pieces in this office alone?"
“You are right. That doesn’t make any sense. And Asta never noticed them missing?”
"No. She noticed after I asked about it a week or two ago. When I first explored them, I did not pay enough attention to details; only after I found the letter from the museum did I look through the files and the box with new eyes.”
Is someone doing this as a personal attack against you?
“What do you mean?”
"Well, what if someone knew about the museum's request or threats and decided to use it against you? They could steal just enough of the collection to ensure you get in trouble with the museum. This does not look like grand thieves; they would have carried the entire box with them."
"Plausibly," I conceded, "But I don't know anyone who would want to do that and has access to the lodge. So few people even know about this place, let alone the collection. I don't see how it's possible."
She started to nod but was interrupted by a yawn. I checked the clock and was startled by how late it had grown.
"We should go to bed," I suggested, moving from my spot and stretching out my stiff arms. "It's late, and I'm sure we both have work in the morning."
"Yes, it has been a long day. You know you didn't have to send all those men to take care of the repairs today. I don't know how I could ever repay you."
"You don't have to repay me. That's the deal. That's part of being my wife. I will help you run the farm with the same effort I put into my businesses."
"Well, thank you," she repeated, and then she rose to the tops of her toes and brushed a kiss on my cheek.
I had done so to her several times throughout the day, but it was always when someone else was around and when someone else was watching. She had never returned the gesture, but when she had, it was clear that it was a gesture meant for me and me alone. Before I could react, she had already dashed out of arm's reach and was halfway out of the door.
I caught up to her in the bedroom where she was ruffling through her bag; I figured she was looking for a pajama; I leaned against the doorframe, enjoying watching her as she grew increasingly flustered.
"I can't believe I forgot them," she muttered, unaware I was also in the room.
Without saying a word, I walked over to where she stood, tugging my shirt off as I went.
“Here,” I said, announcing my presence with the word.
“What are you - oh.”
Her cheeks flamed as she took in my bare chest and the tee shirt I had been wearing dangling from my outstretched hand. I wanted to make a snide comment about her not needing pajamas, but I didn't want to make her uncomfortable, so I refrained from saying anything. Besides, the thought of seeing her in my shirt, with nothing else, was close to driving me to madness without even having seen it.
"I guess I forgot to pack pajamas," she explained, tugging the shirt out of my fingers. "I'll grab some tomorrow when I go over there."
I nodded, unable to swallow the lump in my throat. We stood there like that for a moment, the reality of where we were standing in full effect. 
“Can you, um - can you unzip me?” 
Her request dried my mouth instantaneously. I had to clear my throat several times before forming any words.
"Sure," I finally said, my voice lower and raspier than it was three minutes ago. This dress had a similar high back zipper as the wedding dress. The wedding dress store guessed correctly about her style. 
She twisted away from me; my hands found the small of her back and her zipper. I could have sworn that neither of us dared to breathe as I tugged the zipper down, lower, and lower, revealing each inch of her porcelain skin. She stepped out of my hold as soon as it was low enough for her to reach.
“Thanks,” she murmured before swiping my shirt off the bed and rushing towards the bathroom. 
I wanted to laugh at her skittishness, but I was too tense and just crawled under the cool sheets, hoping they would relieve some of the heat bouncing off my skin. 
Shortly, Agotia scurried out of the bathroom, my shirt covering her petite frame almost down to her knees. The darkness of the room hid whatever expression she was making. She walked to the couch, making me wonder what exactly she was doing.
“Why are you on the couch, Agotia?” I asked, ready for sleep.
"I told you last night I will not share a bed with you unless I have to. The couch will be fine for me.”
“That couch isn’t very comfortable. You’ll wake up sore and stiff. Just come get in the bed.”
My words were halfway between a command and pleading, but she didn't listen.
I laid there for a few hours, listening for any cues that she might be asleep, but instead, I heard her toss and turned on the cold leather couch. Eventually, she gave up the fight and padded over to the bed.
As she peeled back the covers and slid into the bed next to me, I was surprised to find that the muscles in my back relaxed, the tension slipping out of me. We were only on day one of pretending to be married, and I already enjoyed sleeping beside her far more than I should.




Chapter eighteen
Agotia


Wife, 
I hate that I could not wake up with you today and that we cannot spend the day together. Unfortunately, I will be trapped in meetings all day. Take some time to get comfortable in the house. Feel free to enlist Asta to help you gather the rest of your things, although I don't think you should bother with any pajamas - my shirts do the trick just fine. Expect some calls about some of the renovations at the farm. Next on their agenda is the house itself. I'll see you at dinner tonight.
Yours,
Alex
[image: image-placeholder]I found the note lying on his cold, empty pillow this morning. It was the latest I had slept in, in years, and my body had clung to the last remnants of sleep until I started reading. Even though I knew the note was part of the ruse, my heart still fluttered at seeing him call himself; mine. There was a part of me that wished this wasn't a fake marriage, and I didn't know how big that part was. That scared me more than anything. 
Remembering last night's argument, he was right. The leather couch was not comfortable for sleep. Well, I am as stubborn as my father.  
After getting out from under the warmth of the covers, the brisk morning air sent shivers down my spine as I went to the bathroom. I took my time showering and getting dressed. There was nothing particularly pressing that I had to do and nowhere to be. It was a feeling utterly unfamiliar.
“Well, good morning, my dear,” Asta greeted as I entered the kitchen. "I am glad that Alex is ensuring you stay well rested."
I blushed at what she was insinuating. Of course, to her, last night was our wedding night. That is what it would have been if we were a traditional married couple. I doubted anyone would suspect that we had stayed up late researching old boxes.
“Where is he this morning?” she asked, ignoring my red face.
“He had a lot of work to do today. He was in his office before I woke up,” I admitted.
"That gives us the perfect excuse to spend the day together, catching up on all our girl talk." She said excitedly as she slid a cup of coffee my way. "Now, I want to hear all about New York City."
[image: image-placeholder]I spent hours with Asta in the kitchen. We baked bread and pie, and I clumsily chopped vegetables as she made the rest of tonight's dinner. I forgot how much I loved being around her until this morning. Last night's awkwardness had melted away into easy conversation. She was what I had always pictured my mother to be like, and talking with her centered me.
"Well, it sounds like you had a grand adventure in the Big Apple. I hate that you had to come home for such a difficult reason. Your father was so proud of you, and I know he would be even prouder of you now."
Tears gathered in my eyes at her words. I felt silly as I tried to brush them away.
"He's been gone for almost five months, but it feels like no time has passed. All I could think about for days was him and our last memories together. I was haunted by regret and wished I had moved home sooner. And then Alex showed up, and the world seemed to spin again. I feel guilty for my life moving on without my father. I hate that he never spent time with me after I left."
"Oh, sweetie," Asta said, wrapping her arms around my shoulders tightly. "He would have wanted you to move on, and he would have loved Alex. I know it."
I squeezed Asta back before brushing away the stray tear that had managed to slip down my face. 
“Enough of that,” I told her, waving away the sadness. “How have you been these past few months?”
“It was hard for a while. Losing Igor was no walk in the park. And then Lucas left Voss right after. It felt like all my family was gone. But he’s back, as is Alex, so my world feels full again. Plus, I’ve been able to help Lucas find work around town. You know, Alex is very generous to his employees. Working here has been a real game changer for Lucas.”
“I forgot that Lucas was working here,” I admitted, my stomach starting to twist.
"Oh yes. When Alex first showed up, the house was in such disarray that he even tried to pull some weeds himself. The business was always his strong suit, so I suggested he hire Lucas to do the renovations he wanted to be done. Lucas did all the landscaping, replaced a few windows, and painted some of the rooms; he even hooked up my new stovetop. I'd say it's been a real success."
Asta went on bragging about all the impressive work Lucas had done, but all I could think about was his erratic behavior the past two times I had talked to him. When Asta mentioned his job, like painting, a knot in my stomach fully formed. The library was painted. 
“The library too?” I probed, trying to keep my tone light and unbothered.
"Yes! He painted the entire room, top to bottom. I think he also fixed some of the broken cabinet doors under the bookshelf. He gave the entire room a facelift. Alex was thrilled when he finished. He was always a resourceful kid, even if he had sticky fingers every once in a while. It was always to solve his problem, not that I condone it."
How long ago did Lucas start working on the lodge?
"About two weeks ago? No, it was three weeks ago because it took him a week to finish the work outside, and then he was given access to the rest of the house. I think Alex called it a 'trial run' or something."
And with that, the last piece to the puzzle fell into place. Feeling more than a little sick to my stomach, I excused myself from the kitchen and shut myself in the bedroom. I paced the room length as I tried to make sense of it. 
If what Asta had said was true, then Lucas started working for Alex right after we all met at the cheese festival, but he wasn't allowed inside until after my dinner with Alex. I had wondered at Lucas' sudden onslaught of jealousy and how he insisted on barging into my house, but none of that had worsened until my first dinner with Alex. 
And when they clashed at my house the other night, Alex's forwardness with Lucas reminded me that he was not talking to my friend; he was addressing an employee. With everything going on, I had not realized that Lucas might have played a part in the missing Snuff Boxes. But now I was convinced he was likely the person who stole the snuff boxes.  
[image: image-placeholder]I stayed in the room for the rest of the day. I had debated with myself whether I should tell Alex what I suspected. Ultimately, I owed it to Lucas and our decades-long friendship to give him a chance to say he has nothing to do with missing snuff boxes - this is really what I hope my childhood friend will say. Despite this confidence,  I was still anxious and heartbroken as the words of Asta's "sticky fingers" rang in my head. 
It didn't make sense to me why Lucas might do such a thing. He offered to help me around the farm, and I have taken him up a few times. But somewhere along the way, it started to feel like he wanted more from me than I wanted to give him. He was like a brother to me. I had done nothing to lead him on or make him hope that I cared for him in any way beyond friendship. And yet, I could almost hear him say that he had done this to prove himself to me. His recent temperament all showed me just what a volatile person he was. 
“Agotia?” Alex knocked on the door gently before pushing it open, his head popping around the corner. “Asta said you've been hiding in here. That you left after breakfast, claiming not to feel good. Is everything okay?"
The concern in his voice made my heart ache. Keeping what I suspected about the snuff boxes from him would be difficult. I tried to remind myself that this was not a real marriage, but that had the opposite effect on me, making me more upset than anything else. 
“I’m fine. Just a little run down. But I feel better now. Is dinner ready?”
I pushed past where he stood in the doorway, hoping he wouldn't catch my lie. His hand caught me around my waist, dashing all my hopes.
“Tell me, what’s wrong?”
The way he whispered his request solidified that he was not the kind of man to request anything. He demanded and accepted no excuses, yet he was asking for me to communicate with him, and I couldn't do it.
"I just didn't sleep very well," I lied. "New place and all. It's nothing."
The look in his eye told me he didn't believe me, but this time as I tried to step away, he let me go. As we entered the dining room, I could hear his footsteps echo behind mine. Asta was dashing around the room, setting food trays down and lighting candles. It was a beautiful feast that I hadn't been expecting. 
“What’s all this?” I asked no one in particular.
“Thank you, Asta. I can take it from here.”
His dismissal of her had my heart racing as I thought about our first dinner together. 
“Alex?” I questioned as he pulled out a chair for me.
“Is it not natural for a man to do romantic things for his wife?”
"Ah," I said, unable to keep the sadness from my response as I realized that this was all part of the ruse.
“Do you not like it? We could drive to another town if you would rather have something else for dinner.”
"No, this is fine. It's wonderful. Thank you." The words sounded forced, even to my ears, but I could do nothing now. "Tell me about your day."
I did my best to keep up with the conversation, but I could tell that he and I both knew there was a puzzle in the air. Even if this was a fake marriage, I hated the idea of keeping my concerns from him. Alex was my friend, too; he deserved the truth just as much as Lucas deserved the chance to make things right. It was just a matter of which one would come first. Just as I had decided to come clean with Alex, he pulled out a little velvet box and set it on the table.
"I know that marriage with me, like this, is not what you envisioned for yourself. You didn't get the proposal, the wedding, or the honeymoon you deserve, but I can at least give you a right ring."
He pulled open the lid of the box to reveal a sparkling diamond ring, emerald cut and so big, I was sure it would dwarf my finger. The gold band that matched the one already on my finger highlighted the tiny diamonds surrounding the central jewel. It was breathtaking and, by far, the most expensive piece of jewelry I had ever seen.
“Alex, I can’t accept this.”
“We have been over this, Agotia. Yes, you can. I insist."
He pushed back from the table, picked the ring out of the box, and crossed to stand beside me. 
“Your hand, please.”
It was the second time he made a request of me tonight, and I found I could not deny him this time. He clutched my hand in his and bent to one knee, making me gasp.
“There is no one else here, Alex. What are you doing?” I whispered, trying to still my racing heart.
“Agotia, when I asked you to marry me when we said our vows, I felt some things were left unsaid. I want to tell them now, and then you can decide whether you want this ring." He waited for me to nod before he continued. "As your husband, your problems will become my own. Your restless nights and hard days will be my responsibility to fix. Your laughter will be the tonic to my soul. I promise to be your friend before I am anything else. I promise to put your best interests above my own. And I promise that you will never have to walk through anything alone. Will you accept my ring?”
I tried hard to convince myself that this was all for the show. That Asta was secretly recording this from the living room, but as I looked around, I only saw Alex on his knee in front of me, offering promises I knew he could break because it was a fake marriage. I wished more than anything that he could give me his heart and a life together filled with children and memories. I hoped that this wasn't fake. 
“Yes,” I whispered.
And as he slipped the ring on my finger, nothing I felt for him at that moment was fake.




Chapter nineteen
Alexander


I rubbed my tired eyes for the thousandth time to refocus on the work in front of me. With the mess Sam had left and the barrage of well-wishers wanting to congratulate me on my newly married state, I didn't have time to be distracted. Yet, all I could think about was Agotia.  
She had tossed and turned all night before giving up on sleep at dawn. I was sure she was worried; What was the cause, and why she was not telling me-I didn't know. She had left the lodge early, whispering that she was headed to the farm to work. I had wanted nothing more than to wrap my arms around her and drag her back to bed. She needed sleep, as did I. 
My phone rang, pulling my thoughts away from my wife. For once, this was not a phone call I wanted to ignore.
"Hey, Nori. What's up?"
“Don’t ‘what’s up?’ me. Are you kidding me? You get married, elope with some girl none of us have even heard of in Voss, and I have to find out in an email from Mom?” 
I scrubbed a hand over my face, having forgotten that I had not talked to Nori about this yet.
"I am sorry you found out that way. It has been a whirlwind. By the way, you have heard about her. We talked about Agotia on our last phone call. In fact, you are the only one who’s heard of her before.”
"You really expect me to believe that in two weeks, you went from being unsure if you even liked this girl to being married to her? Oh, and how convenient for you that the media is now more focused on your marital status than whatever nonsense Bridget is spouting.”
“You can’t tell anyone,” I warned, giving up the act. “Not even our mother. No one can know that this is not real.”
“What are you doing, Alex? This is not like you.”
"I know. I know. It was a business deal. Agotia needed money and refused a loan. I needed a way to get the media's attention away from Bridget and my investors to trust me. It was the best we could come up with, and now, I don't think she wants it anymore, and it has only been a few days."
“Tell me what happened.”
I gave the snaps of the entire situation to Nori, including how tense Agotia had been last night at dinner. I had expected the ring to cheer her up, but it only seemed to make her sadder; I had no idea what to do about it.
“And then she left this morning, and I have not heard from her since. What should I do?” I asked once I had finished explaining everything.
"I think you both need to be honest with yourselves and each other," she said.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
"It means I doubt this marriage is as fake as you would like to pretend it is. You were never this worked up over Bridget. I don't think I have ever seen you so upset. You care about her."
“Don’t be ridiculous, Nori. I’ve known her for less than a month. I couldn’t possibly…” I trailed off, no longer sure Nori was the one being ridiculous.
“Mmhm. That's what I thought," she boasted. "Hey, how's your search for the missing snuff boxes going?"
“Not well,” I admitted, a little thrown off by her rapid change in discussion. 
"Well, good news on my side. We made a discovery here in Manchu-Picchu yesterday that has been an amazing breakthrough; I will tell you more about it another time. But briefly, we recovered layers of dirt that give us an idea about the Inca tribe's agriculture style. Now back to the snuff boxes, if I may suggest; go back to the beginning of how you found out about the missing pieces and retrace your steps. You might find a clue you did not see before."
“Good idea. I will try that.”
I attempted to hold the conversation for a few more minutes but was slightly relieved when Nori had to go. I was anxious and wanted to find Agotia; it seemed like she needed her space right now, so instead, I stalked off toward the library.
Taking Nori's advice, I wanted to retrace my steps which meant finding the letter and the envelope the letter came in. It was that stack of mail that had started this whole investigation, and I was ready to look at it with fresh eyes. 
"Alex, I was not expecting you out of your office quite early. Everything okay?" Asta asked as she moved around the room, stacking the papers across the floor.
“Everything is fine. Do you know what happened to that letter from the museum?”
"I just set it back in the envelope and put it on the desk over there. I am surprised I found it; you two tore this room apart."
"We were determined to get to the bottom of this whole snuff box ordeal, but our efforts proved in vain. I just got off the phone with Nori, and she suggested I try a few things."
Asta nodded, not listening as she finished picking up.
“I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything, dear.”
I grabbed the rest of the files and returned them to their spot in the cabinet under the bookshelf. If I was going to retrace my steps, everything had to be back the way it was. 
I wanted to see if my time here would be fruitful; because I was not productive in my office. After my call with Nori, I needed to focus on tasks to get my mind off the fact that I was in love with my wife and our marriage was a business deal. 
These snuff boxes provided just the right amount of distraction.
I sat at the desk, settling into my grandfather's leather chair, allowing the scent of the leather to drift into my nose. I closed my eyes and thought about exactly what I had done the day I opened the letter. 
I had been going through the new stack of mail when I noticed that the envelope from the museum was already opened, which was not that unusual, but enough to make me ask Asta about it. She had said not remembering anything about it, which at the time, seemed believable after the year she had had with losing Igor and all. But now, having one opened letter out of a stack seemed odd. 
I pulled the letter from the envelope and reread the contents for the dozenth time. I flipped through the pages, looking for a clue as to who had opened the envelope. 
Then, as I had done a week ago, I marched over to the case that held my grandfather's snuff box collection, only this time, I surveyed the carpet and the case itself. The lock was not damaged, and it was impossible to tell if someone had used the keys that hung on the bookshelf.
Again, I went to the files, searching the cabinet for any clues of tampering, and came up empty-handed. Nothing looked out of place or unusual. Even if it did, it had been so long since I was last here that I would not remember. 
"Go back to the beginning," I said, repeating what Nori had told me.
This time as I sat at the desk, I examined the letter and all its pages; I paid close attention to the envelope itself. Nothing looked unusual; it was creased in the corners and had my address and a stamp. It was clear from the Museum of Norway based on the watermarked stamp and the branded return address label. Even the wax seal on the back seemed on par with the rest of the envelope. 
The edges looked like someone had cut through the letter with a letter opener; the smudge appeared to be in a spot where one might hold the envelope as they tried to open it. It was too small to make out what it was. I assumed that if it was on their thumb, it was probably on the letter opener too.
I yanked the top drawer open, scooping pens and pencils from the tray where the letter opener went. The wooden-handled letter opener was at the back of the drawer as if purposefully hidden. The tip was gold and worn from a lifetime of use, but it did the job well. I remembered searching for it when I had first approached the mountain of mail and couldn't find it. Yet, here it was, tucked away. 
I stopped moving for a moment, sure that this would hold a clue. Taking a deep breath, I pulled it out of the drawer and looked closely at one side. There was no smear, nothing out of place. And then I flipped it over. A large, dark green stain had seeped into the ash wood handle; I noticed the contrasting colors. I held the stain next to the smudge on the letter, and sure enough, they were the same color. Now I just had to figure out what the stain was.
I set the letter opener on the desk next to the letter and looked down at them. So few people were given access to this room, yet I still came up empty. 
My fingers steepled under my chin as I tried to imagine where I had seen such a familiar color. It might have been some ink, perhaps a food stain. It was rich and smooth and seemed to chip away with my thumbnail and a little pressure like paint on a sealed surface. I slammed my eyes shut, trying to imagine what the colors of the lodge had been before I had had them repainted. And then, I mentally listed all the colors I had requested to change.
My bedroom went from mahogany red to caviar black; the kitchen from bright yellow to a muted sage green; the hallways now have a fresh creamy white; and the library from a faded tan to a…forest green.
My eyes shot to the walls around me. I felt foolish for not recognizing it sooner; the library's wall was mainly covered in books, and the forest green faded part of the background. That had been the whole point. I stood, wanting to compare the stain with the wall. It was a perfect match. And only one person had been in charge of painting this room - Lucas.




Chapter twenty
Agotia


The sun was warm on my face as I stood on my back patio and watched the workers move throughout the farm. The men Alex had hired had already accomplished so much in only a few days. The house and barn had been repaired and added a fresh coat of paint, making them look like they belonged in this century.  
The workers patched the fence in multiple places and serviced farm equipment, a fantastic accomplishment that had been on the to-do list since before I was born. It was everything I had ever hoped the farm would become, yet, I felt as though I could not enjoy it - not yet.
I sipped from the coffee mug I clutched in my hand, hoping that my third cup of caffeine would help get me through what was sure to be a long day. Even with the pillowy softness of Alex's bed, I still did not sleep much last night. That was the third night in a row that I had gotten less than half the sleep I usually got, and it was starting to wear on me. Only this time, it was not thoughts of Alex keeping me awake; it was Lucas. 
The more I thought about it, the more sure I was that Lucas was behind the missing snuff boxes. He was the only person with access to the library outside of Asta. The only piece of the puzzle I couldn't see was why he would do something like that. There were other things in the house more valuable than the snuff boxes, so it could not be for the money. 
I had messaged him this morning, telling him we needed to talk. He had yet to respond, and I was growing uneasy about it all. The worst part was that I felt stuck between Lucas and Alexander. I had no proof that it was Lucas, but I was almost sure it was him. As much as I wanted to tell Alex my suspicions, I also wanted to allow Lucas to deny it or confess. But in not telling Alex, I couldn't help but feel that I was lying to him in a way.
“Hello, wife.”
Alex’s warm words and hands wrapped around me in a tight embrace. The tension in my shoulders eased just enough for me to notice it. I didn’t hear him approach, but I was grateful he was here, nonetheless.
“Good morning,” I murmured back, leaning into his hug more than I should have. I didn’t care. After a sleepless night and the mounting pile of stress, I needed it.
I twisted around to face him, wanting to see his expression as he took in progress around the farm; there was a veil of concern over his face.  
“Are you alright?” I asked, studying his clenched jaw and lowered brows.
“Can I see you inside?” 
He evaded my question and then disappeared inside before I could respond. As soon as he walked away, I realized how much I missed his touch. I trailed after him, eager to know what was going on.
We went into the house far enough to be out of sight and earshot. It should have been my first warning sign - whatever he wanted to talk about; he did not want the others to see or hear it. He paced in the living room for a moment, not saying a word, leaving me tucked against the wall watching him wrestle to find the right things to say.
"I don't know how to tell you this," he finally said. "I think it might be challenging for you, so I want you to listen first, and then we can talk it through."
I nodded and waited for him to continue. It took him a few more moments before he sucked in a deep breath and spoke again.
"I talked to my sister, Nori, today, and she gave me good advice on how to solve the missing snuff boxes. I found clues that point us to a particular person."
My heart pounded harder and harder as he spoke. I knew I needed to tell him what I thought as well. I had just thought I had more time.
“Alex, I -”
“No, please. Let me get through this first.”
I nodded again, swallowing hard. I could see the tension knotted in his neck, and from the barely concealed anger, I knew he was more upset than he was letting on.
“I looked again at the envelope from the museum; the clue was so small that I didn’t notice it at first. It wasn’t until I found the letter opener that it all clicked. Here, see for yourself.”
He handed me the envelope and the letter opener. A fingerprint had stained the handle of the letter opener in paint: The evidence I had been looking for, and from the look on Alex's face, he knew who was behind this too.
“I know he is your friend and Asta’s nephew. That was the whole reason I even hired him in the first place. But he was the only person allowed into the library before the snuff boxes went missing. And he is the person who painted the library."
I stared harder at the thumbprint left behind on the letter opener. A part of me wished I had brought up my suspicions to Alex sooner, that I had told him what I thought last night. I knew why I didn't, but I was less sure it was the right decision as I stood before him. The other part of me was relieved that he had been the one to bring it up. I no longer had to convince myself every hour that not telling Alex was the best course of action.
“Are you okay?” Alex asked gently. My stomach turned. He was concerned about how I would handle the news when I had known the past two days.
I lifted my eyes to find his; they must have clued Alex.
“You knew.”
All hints of concern and compassion disappeared in those two words. 
“Alex, let me explain,” I pleaded, but he was already backing away.
“I have been such a fool.” He tugged at his hair as he spoke, anger and betrayal in his expression. “I don’t know how I didn’t see this before. Of course, you two were in on it together. It all makes sense now.”
“No, I didn’t -”
"He was always so possessive over you. I thought it was just some unrequited crush, but it was not. You have been working with Lucas this entire time, and my feelings so blinded me for you that I couldn't see it."
“What?”
His admission of how he felt made my heart pound for a different reason, but he didn’t seem to hear my question as he continued with his rant.
"It has all been too convenient. You both move back to Voss simultaneously and struggle to make ends meet. He cannot find consistent work, and you have all those bills from your father and the farm. Then Lucas finds out some rich guy is moving into town from his aunt, and you two hatch a plot to finance your deficit."
“I didn’t take anything,” I argued, desperate for Alex to hear me.
“Oh, don’t play innocent now. That is why you were snooping around in the library the other night - you were looking for anything that might have pointed me back to you and Lucas, only you didn’t look hard enough.”
“Alex, please -”
"I cannot believe I thought you were different. I can't believe I almost let myself fall for you. You are no better than the other women. And worst of all, Asta is going to be heartbroken. I will recover from this, but she will lose her only family because of you. And the sad part is, she really likes you. I mean, she considers you one of her own too."
“But I didn’t do -”
"Save it," he said, throwing his hand up, effectively cutting me off. "I don't want to hear any of your excuses, and I don't want you anywhere near me or my house."
Without another word, he stormed out of my living room. Each thunderous step was like a hammer to my heart. This was an even worse mess than I had anticipated. As soon as the front door slammed behind Alex, my phone started to ring. Foolishly, I ran to it, hoping for, I don't know what, the name on my screen was the last name I wanted to see right now. I declined Lucas' call and collapsed onto the couch.
I don't know how long I sat there. The farm workers had gone for the day several hours ago. The sky was dark, and I was sure I had missed at least one meal, if not two, but I was not hungry. My eyes burned from the weight of my unshed tears. I knew that if I allowed one to fall, I would not be able to get them to stop.
Alex thought I was behind it all and would hate me now. He did not even let me get in one sentence to try to explain myself, not that I could blame him. Looking back on it, I could see how I looked suspicious in this situation. I had been too worried about trying to protect Lucas, whom I was sure was not a friend anymore, so much so that I didn't stop and think about how Alex might feel.
It was devastating to know that any feelings he might have had for me vanished this afternoon. I couldn't keep my emotions in check around him. I had known him for a short time, yet he had changed my entire life. The renovations in the house were evidence of that, but it was more than just repairs and fresh paint. He gave me somewhere to belong and a relationship. And now it was all gone before any of it had started. 
I finally pushed off the couch and dragged myself to my bed. Despite the lack of sleep all week, I doubted tonight would be any better. The sheets felt rough against my skin, and the blanket could not keep the night chill away. I longed for the warmth and comfort of sleeping next to Alex. My tossing and turning last night felt foolish now. After all that Alex had said tonight, I was less concerned about Lucas and more disappointed that I would be sleeping alone tonight. Even the hard leather couch in Alex's room would be better than this. 
“What have I done?” I whispered, finally letting the tears fall.




Chapter twenty-one
Alexander


“Back so soon?” Asta asked as I sulked into the house. "I thought you would be back later and have Agotia with you.” 
Even hearing her name was like a knife to the back right now. I did not have the energy to explain it all to Asta. I knew she would ask a million questions and then want to get Agotia and Lucas over here so we could solve these issues. That was the last thing I wanted; instead, I just told her - 
“Agotia will stay at her own home for the indefinite future."
“What happened, Alex?” Asta asked, furrowed brows. "Agotia would not stay away for no reason.”
“I told her to stay away.”
“Why? What happened?”
I almost broke at the concern in my housekeeper's voice. She did not hide how much she genuinely cared about me and, in turn, Agotia. It was a quality I was beginning to appreciate more. But I held my resolve. She didn't need to know the details of it all right now, and I didn't have the mental energy to explain it.
“We got into an argument.”
It was as close to the truth as I was willing to go.
"So? You two can work it out.  You both care about each other. I see the way she looks at you. And I see the way you look at her. It is obvious that you two are truly meant to be together."
"I don't think it will work between us, Asta. We rushed into this marriage without thinking it through well."
That was an understatement, but she didn’t need to know that.
“That’s nonsense.” Asta shook her head vehemently. “Love pays no heed to common sense.”
“This isn’t about love, Asta. This is about trust. How can I stay married to her if I cannot trust her?"
Asta said nothing for a few seconds, understanding dawning on her face. She slowly set down the spoon she had been gesturing with and wiped her hands on her apron before facing me again. 
“I don’t think you were around enough to see the way your grandparents argued.”
Her comment did not make sense to me. I told her as much, and she continued to explain.
"The summers you spent here were always so peaceful. You never really saw them disagree. You were too young. If they did fight, they made sure to do it when you were asleep or out of sight. I wish you had seen it."
“Why?”
"It might help you to understand yourself better right now. You see, your grandfather was a strong-willed man. Once convinced of something, there was little anyone could say or do to change his mind. And in their first few years of marriage, your grandmother would do everything she could to convince him he was wrong. Most of the time, she could not get two words out before he would storm off and give her the cold shoulder."
“I knew he was stubborn,” I admitted. “I didn’t realize how far that went.”
"It took them years to figure out how to communicate with each other, especially when he felt he had been wronged. There's a lot that you see as a housekeeper. You learn a lot about the people you work for, and let me tell you this - your grandfather was a good man. As stubborn as he could be about the ideas in his head, he was always more stubborn about protecting his marriage. He eventually learned that listening to his wife was one of the best-kept secrets of being a successful businessman. He loved your grandmother enough to set aside his pride and be wrong now and then."
“What happened when he wasn’t wrong?”
"He listened to her anyway. And then, they work up a solution together. They both did a lot of apologizing throughout the years. And while their arguments never got any quieter, they did grow fewer and further in between."
I brushed my fingers through my hair, trying to absorb what Asta told me. I was unsure how to move forward, but I knew I needed to find a solution.
"You are a man a lot like your grandfather. I see him in how you run your business and treat your employees, but mostly, I see him in how you love people. If you love Agotia, you must follow in your grandfather's footsteps again. You will have to listen long enough so that the two of you can find a way through this."
[image: image-placeholder]The conversation I had with Asta rang in my head for the rest of the day. After the third time, I had retyped the same email; I decided to take the day off from work. I almost stopped in the library, wanting to curl up with a good book at the fireplace so I could lose myself in the story for a few hours, but as I walked in, all I could see was Agotia sitting next to me the way she had two nights ago. 
I decided to go on a walk instead. 
Asta’s words rolled around in my head repeatedly. I knew there was merit to the things she had said. I knew how much my grandparents loved each other. And for the first time, I was beginning to think that I wanted the same things they had. The only issue was that the woman I wanted was already my wife through a fake marriage, and I had just shot her off and told her so. 
I realized I wanted Agotia to be my life partner and business partner. I wanted to work through this with her and start everything over again. If only I could trust her.
The fresh mountain air did little to clear my thoughts as it usually did. I walked for a long time, reviewing the details in my head-the wedding, the envelope, and Agotia. It was a hopeless endeavor. Eventually, I gave up on walking and returned to the lodge. 
The tricks I would use to refocus didn't work. A shower did little besides washing away the sweat from my hike. The accumulated emails did nothing to hold my attention for the first time. So, I decided to give in to the misery clawing through my head and went into the library.
What was once my favorite room in the house suddenly became borderline unbearable. Knowing that Lucas had stolen from me here gave the whole space a feeling of invasion. The few memories I had of Agotia here were bittersweet. I wished I could wash them from the walls and my mind as much as I wanted to bottle them up and keep them forever.
Despite my angry words earlier, I wasn't ready to annul the marriage. Rushing into this situation without thinking it through first got me into this mess. I needed to get all the facts before making more decisions. 
With that in mind, I went back to researching the snuff boxes. I pulled out every file, determined to read each page this time. I wanted to know the history of the snuff boxes, when my grandfather first purchased them, what they were worth now, and who else knew about them. It took me a few hours before I closed the last files. Tired of thoughts swirling in my head, I drifted to sleep thinking of Agotia.
[image: image-placeholder]Sunlight streamed through the windows and into my eyes, rousing me from sleep. My neck and back were stiff from my uncomfortable position, and I realized I had slept on the couch. After all the reading last night, I felt like I had gotten a better understanding of why my grandfather did the things he did. The snuff boxes were not to accumulate wealth but to protect the history of his homeland. He did a lot of things to protect what he valued most. It was a character trait I hoped to develop, starting with my wife.
I dressed quickly, not slowing down for breakfast, and raced out of the house. I had a conversation with Agotia that needed completion. 
Yesterday I had done all the talking; today, I intended to listen. I decided that I was okay with being wrong and would listen openly to whatever Agotia had to say. 
The drive to her farm passed quickly; as I got closer, I became nervous. I couldn't pinpoint what made me nervous, so I decided not to think about it as I pulled into her driveway. Another car was already there, and the angry knot began forming like yesterday.
I eased out of my car, running my hands through my hair, unsure that this was a clever idea. Seeing the front door was wide open, I walked toward it. As I got closer, voices drifted out, it took a few more feet before the words started to make sense, and then I froze, listening to the conversation.
“How could you do this, Lucas?” Agotia berated. "He gave you a job, trusted you with his home, and you betrayed him."
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but it would be better for both of us if you would stop yelling.”
The unchecked edge in Lucas’s voice made my heart start pounding. He was threatening Agotia.
"I am not yelling, but I will be soon if you don't admit it. I know you took the snuff boxes, and so does Alex. You left a fingerprint of paint on the letter opener you used to snoop through his mail. He has enough evidence to charge you."
“You don’t know anything.”
“Then tell me. The Lucas I knew would never do this. Why?”
"Because of you," Lucas exploded. "You were and still are so infatuated with him from the first time you saw him. I knew what kind of person he was. I just had to find a way to prove it to you. So, when Asta helped me get a job there, I knew that if I could get inside, I could find proof that he was not a good man. When I found the letter from the museum, I saw my chance and took it. He cares more about his money than anything else. Losing those precious stupid boxes was sure to make him reveal his true colors. And it did, didn't it?"
Agotia’s silence rang louder than anything she could have said. This entire situation had brought out the worst in me, and she and I both knew it. I only hoped I would get the chance to make amends.
“But why did you do it, Lucas?” Her question came out in a whisper.
“Because you are mine. You have always been mine. Everyone used to tell us that we were meant to be together, and they were right. Can’t you see, I did this to protect you from him. I did this because I love you.”
Every word he said sounded more unhinged, but Agotia’s words brought me out of hiding.
“Let go of me, Lucas. Let go. You are hurting me. Stop!”
I stormed in, seeing red. Lucas had Agotia backed against the counter in the kitchen. She was leaning as far away from him as she could, but he had a tight grip on her hair, ruthlessly tugging her closer. His other hand wrapped around her back, pressing her into his chest. 
"Get your hands off, my wife."




Chapter twenty-two
Agotia


Relief coursed through me as I heard Alex's voice. I had never seen him so furious; it was anger not directed at me; it was anger for me. Relief turned into a sharp pain as Lucas yanked my hair back, taking my head with it before he shoved me away. With nowhere else to go, my back slammed against the counter, my face hitting the open cabinet. My vision blurred with tears as I heard a whack loud and clear. 
“Stealing from me is one thing,” Alex said, another hard hit following his words. “But invading my wife’s home,” another hit, “and putting your hands on her,” another hit, and Lucas stumbled to the floor, “that is going to cost you your life.”
I opened my eyes then, my hands clutching at my stinging cheek. Alex was towering over Lucas, curled up in a ball on the floor, laughing maniacally. Blood poured from his nose as a bruise started to form on his left eye. Alex calmly wiped his knuckles clean before continuing.
“Agotia was right, you know. I have more than enough evidence to charge you. Between the theft and the assault, you will spend most of your miserable life in jail. I will make sure of that."
Without a backward glance at Lucas, Alex stepped over him and crossed to me. His hands were instantly on my face, his eyes roaming my body, searching for injuries.
“You’ll never find them, you know.” 
Lucas's taunts drew our attention away from each other and towards him. He was standing at the front door but did not try to wipe the blood from his face. He looked insane.
“Get out.”
I could feel Alex shake with barely controlled rage. Lucas must have seen it, too, as he did not hesitate to sprint out of the house. His tires squealed shortly after, and the sound of his engine faded as he drove away.
“Are you okay? Let me see that.”
Alex blinked, and the fury was gone from his face. In its place was only concern.
"I'm okay," I said, but I couldn't hold back the hiss as Alex gingerly brushed a finger over my cheek.
"It's a small cut. You won't need stitches, and I don't think it will scar, but we need to clean it."
I started to argue with him, but he wrapped his arms around me as gently as possible and picked me up, silencing my thoughts. His arms were tucked under my knees and behind my neck, cradling me against his chest. It was warm and comforting, soothing my frayed nerves after everything that had just happened.
“What are you doing?” I asked as he carried me to the bathroom.
“I told you.” His chest rumbled against my ear as he spoke, “I need to clean this cut.”
I laid my head on him, allowing him to give me whatever comfort he would offer. I didn’t know how long it would last. 
He set me on the counter so that I was at eye level with him, and then he turned to find whatever he deemed necessary for my face. Holding a cloth in hand, he looped his arms around my waist, stepping into my space to wet the rag in the sink behind me. His presence was warm, and he smelled of the leather couch from the library. It had been less than a day, and I had already begun to miss him more than I could admit. 
“I didn’t invite him here,” I said, finding my words as he focused on washing away the blood from my face.
“I know.”
"I messaged him two days ago asking to talk. I started to put things together, but I wanted to give him a chance to explain it before I told you."
“Why?”
"I don't know anymore. At the time, I was protecting or giving my childhood friend a chance. But it's clear to me now that he isn't a friend. And he wasn't the man I should have been protecting."
His hand stilled as I spoke, and I watched as his eyes softened. 
"I'm sorry," he murmured, looking me in the eyes with a tendered expression. "I should have let you explain yesterday, and then you would not have gotten hurt. This is all my fault."
“No, it’s not. You are not the one who did this to me. How could this be your fault?”
"If I had listened to you yesterday, I would have known that you were not behind this. You would not have been here alone with him."
"Alex," I put my hand on his cheek, trying to draw his eyes once more, "this is not your fault. If I had told you what I suspected sooner, none of this would have happened. We both made a mistake, but it is no one's fault except for Lucas."
“They’re going to sue me, Agotia.”
His shoulders slumped a bit as he spoke, and then he was dabbing the cut. I stopped noticing the sting when I felt his fingers on my skin.
“What are you talking about?”
"If I don't find those snuff boxes and turn the complete collection to the museum, they will sue me. And with the media storm that Bridget has caused, a lawsuit is the last thing I need right now."
“I think I know where they are.”
[image: image-placeholder]Once Alex had decided my face was as doctored as he wanted, we left to search the snuff boxes. I spent the drive telling him the spot Lucas used to take me when we were young so he could show me the things he had stolen. I was no longer allowed to go out there once my father figured out what Lucas was doing.
“I’ve only seen it once or twice,” I hedged, “and it’s been more than a decade since I was last out here; I can’t think of anywhere else that he would hide them.”
“After you,” Alex gestured.
We trekked through the forest, staying on the hiking trail for most of the walk. It was quiet, but the air was tense and awkward between us. The moment we shared in the bathroom felt close and intimate, but now, it felt like a gulf between us. 
“Asta had a lot to say to me last night when I came home without you," he said, breaking the silence.
I chuckled, imagining her waving a spoon around as she gave Alex her unsolicited advice.
"I don't think I've ever been called an idiot so many times in such a short time." 
“She did not call you an idiot,” I called over my shoulder. 
"You are right; she didn't. But if she had, it would have been true." 
I wanted to respond, but the words got stuck in my throat.
“Agotia, I -”
“This is it!”
Our words came out simultaneously, and I whirled around to face him. For a split second, he looked vulnerable, like he planned to share his most secret thought with me but wasn't sure how. I wanted to tell him how much I missed him, how glad I was that he came around; as I opened my mouth to speak, he beat me to the punch.
“Let’s find those snuff boxes.”
The years between my memories were far apart, and it was almost impossible to tell which tree was Lucas’ hiding spot. So, we just started snooping around. We would go from one tree to another, searching for holes. It took longer than I had expected, but it was a good time spent; our shared camaraderie shrunk the chasm between us. 
Before long, we were back to laughing and joking the way we had been before this marriage business started. I realized how much my feelings for Alex had complicated this relationship. I didn't want this to be a facade anymore, yet I didn't know how to tell him that. 
I was deep in thought, contemplating what exactly I was hoping to get out of this situation, when a glint of brass caught my attention.
“Alex, come look at this.”
I knelt on the ground where a rock covered the base of a tree, everything covered in leaves and moss. I started pulling the foliage away when Alex bent beside me to help. 
“I think this is it,” he exclaimed, relief clear in his voice. 
“I think so too,” I echoed, digging faster until Alex rolled the rock away and revealed a carved-out hole in the bottom of the tree.
“That’s them!” I cried out, reaching in the notch to pull out the two priceless snuff boxes. We both stood as I handed them to Alex, excitement coursing through me. 
"I can't believe we found them. Now you would not get sued, and we can use this as further evidence against Lucas."
“I can’t believe you found them. Thank you, Agotia.”
Alex threw his arms around me and pulled me in tightly for a hug. I wrapped my arms around his middle and held him close, savoring the closeness. But when he tilted his head back to smile at me, something in the air shifted between us. His eyes darted from mine down to my lips, making the butterflies in my stomach swirl around. 
My heart pounded against my ribs hard enough that I was sure he could feel it. He didn't seem to notice as he leaned down, closing the gap between our faces. He hesitated, only an inch away from me, and without a second thought, I lifted myself onto the tips of my toes and pressed my lips against his.
The movement stunned him; he didn't move for several seconds, but his grip tightened around me, and he kissed me back. I poured every ounce of affection I had for him out in that kiss, allowing it to say all the words I had been trying to figure out all afternoon. I wanted him to know that I cared for him beyond the business deal and the fake marriage. I just wanted the man he is. His kiss was laced with the same heavy emotion I was feeling.
“What are you doing here?”
At the sudden voice, we jumped apart. Alex moved to stand in front of me as we scanned the trees for the owner of that voice. Lucas emerged from the bushes, his face still bloodied. He looked wild and unsettled. 
“We found the snuff boxes, Lucas,” I called out from behind Alex’s shoulder as gently as I could. “It’s over.”
Alex’s hands reached out to me, and he placed the boxes in my hands, his focus never leaving Lucas.
“It’s not over. Nothing is over until I say it is.”
“There’s no need for any of this. Don’t make it worse for yourself than it already is,” Alex warned.
That set Lucas off. He charged towards us, his hands balled into fists, swinging furiously. Alex dodged a hit and stepped to the side, pulling Lucas away from me and towards himself.
“No, stop this!” I cried out, not wanting to see any more violence, but Lucas refused to listen to logic.
The two men danced around each other in circles, but it was clear that Alex outmatched Lucas ten times over. His punches always landed, and he swung hard. It was over almost as soon as it had started. Lucas was on the ground, the contemptuous look he had been wearing wiped off his face. It was difficult to tell where the old blood ended and the fresh blood started. Alex, on the other hand, was left untouched. 
“Are you okay?” I asked, rushing to Alex’s side.
“Other than some bruised knuckles, I’m fine. We need to call the police.”
Lucas was taken, his hands in cuffs, by the local police. It was oddly relieving to know that he would not be interfering with anything anytime soon. But the thought of telling Asta about it all was gut-wrenching.
I rode with Alex back to the lodge. Neither of us had said much since Lucas first emerged from the woods. I was still reeling from our kiss, and Alex seemed equally lost. The distance between us grew wider again, even though we sat less than a foot apart. 




Chapter twenty-three
Alexander


After a week of chaos, the last two weeks of peace were so lovely to have. Asta was surprisingly coping well with the fact that her nephew was going to prison. She, of course, was worried about him, but she had also been concerned for Agotia and me. We all agreed that Lucas needed mental help more than anything else, so we collaborated with a judge to arrange that for him. 
Agotia and I had taken a day to drive to the museum and turn over the snuff boxes in person. We decided to stick around and enjoy the museum's exhibits. The director had been kind enough to show us the plans for the snuff boxes; an entire wing named after my grandfather made it all worth it. 
Otherwise, it felt as if we had all found our new normal. Agotia settled into the lodge well, providing Asta with the company on the days when she didn't go to the farm. Renovations at the farm were coming along nicely, and I hired enough workers, so she didn't have to be there unless she wanted to be. We would wake up together and enjoy breakfast with Asta before going our separate ways for work. Dinners were always at the same time, and often, we spent our evenings curled up in the library as we were now.
I ran my fingers through her hair, brushing them out of her face as she read. I pretended to be absorbed in my book, but I was immersed in her. We had not talked about our kiss or what that meant for us in the future. As much as I wanted the chance to kiss her again, I was content letting things take their course. If the rest of my life could look like this, I would die a happy man.
“Tell me what you’re thinking,” Agotia said, pushing herself up, so her head was no longer in my lap.
“What?”
“I can hear your gears turning from here. Tell me what you’re thinking.”
“I was just thinking about the future -" 
Right on cue, my phone rang. Every time we tried to have a serious conversation, there was some interruption that couldn't wait, and tonight would be no different. 
“I’m sorry, this is my lawyer. I need to take this.”
She nods and turns her attention back to her book while I excuse myself from the library. 
“Yes?” I answer, already itching to go back to Agotia’s side.
“I apologize for the late hour, sir, but I thought you would want to know this as soon as possible. We just got word back from the doctor from whom we have requested to do the DNA test.”
“And?” Now I was anxious to hear what he had to say.
“And she lied.”
"You mean the baby is not mine?"
“No, about being pregnant at all. She was never pregnant at all. Which means you have the power here. We have grounds to sue her for defamation if you want. The doctor has also not informed Bridget’s team of the results yet, which means we can break the news however you see fit.”
“Do nothing.”
“Sorry, sir. What?”
I felt as shocked as my lawyer sounded, but I was done with Bridget. No more allowing her to control my life.
"Do nothing. No lawsuit, and do not leak the results to the press. You can send a cease-and-desist letter informing her that she cannot mention my family or me to anyone without legal consequences. Otherwise, let her go."
It was another pause before he spoke again.
“And what about Agotia?”
“What about her?” I asked, no longer interested in this conversation.
“Do you want me to begin the divorce proceedings? Now that you are free from any threats Bridget might make, there is no reason for you to be married any longer. You can return to New York and run the company from here.”
It was my turn to be at a loss for words. This phone call was everything I had been working towards all summer. Breaking free from Bridget and waiting for all the bad press to die down was why I came to Voss and married Agotia. Yet, now that I had the opportunity to return to New York as a single man, I realized I did not want to. 
“Do nothing until I tell you otherwise.”
I hung up before he had the chance to respond. I watched Agotia from the library doorway as I thought about everything I had just learned, not only about the situation with Bridget but about myself. Deciding I needed a few more minutes to process everything; I walked to the kitchen. Asta, as expected, was there preparing meals for tomorrow; I allowed myself to concede that it was her I was searching for.
"Alex," she greeted fondly, "what can I do for you? Are you hungry? I still have some dessert in the fridge if you'd like."
"No, I'm not here for the food. I'm here for advice."
I had anticipated that my admission would stop her in her tracks, but she continued whisking away instead.
“Go ahead,” she prompted when I had stayed silent.
"I'm in a situation I don't know how to explain."
"Start at the beginning, and we'll go from there."
So, I did. I recounted the mess with Bridget and the media circus I had left in New York. I told her about my phone call with Callum and the agent, who both suggested a new, happier relationship was the way out of things. Then I told her about the first night I had spent with Agotia, how we were the answer to each other’s problems. 
Asta didn’t bat an eyelash when I mentioned that the entire marriage was a sham, only an effort to save our businesses and reputations. She didn’t interrupt either, so I continued. I gave her the sweeping details of the snuff box situation and how I had initially thought Agotia was in on it with Lucas. I even told her about our kiss in the woods, though I wasn’t sure why. 
I paused my story when I realized that Asta had stopped her movements and was listening to me with her full attention. After hiding the truth from everyone but Nori, it felt so freeing to get it all out in the open. It quieted the swirl of chaotic thoughts in my mind, at least a little.
"I must admit, Alex, I don't see the problem."
"I just got a phone call," I explained, "from my lawyer. As it turns out, Bridget was lying about the pregnancy. I have already decided to keep that information private and send her a simple cease-and-desist letter instead. I am free of her."
“So?” Asta drew out, not connecting the dots yet.
“So, there is no reason for me to be married to Agotia anymore. My lawyer said he could start the divorce paperwork, and I could return home in a few days and put this entire mess behind me."
I slumped in my chair, putting my head in my hands. I didn’t want any of that anymore. I didn’t want to separate from Agotia. Luckily, Asta didn’t need me to spell it out for her. 
“Have you told Agotia?”
“About the phone call?” I spoke into my hands. “No. I came down here as soon as I hung up.”
"No, not that. Have you told her you love her and want to turn this fake marriage into a real one?"
I looked up, still shocked that she seemed so-non-pulsed about this whole story. She continued. 
"Oh, Alex. I knew from the moment you walked in with her, declaring that she was your wife, that the whole thing was a ruse. I was not born yesterday, despite my appearance." She grinned while gesturing to her snow-white hair. "I know, and I think you do too, that your feelings for her go beyond a business relationship."
“How do you know that?”
"The way you look at her is the same way your grandfather used to look at your grandmother—adoration, respect, and love. You would not have been so upset at the thought of Agotia betraying you if you did not care for her. And you would not have walked down to my kitchen for advice if you wanted to divorce her. You are a smart man, so I will not treat you differently. You simply need to be honest with yourself."
“What do I do?”
"The same thing you do when any business deal goes south. Strategize, devise a plan, and then carry it out."
I nodded, the wheels in my mind already spinning quickly. 
“I think, Asta, that I need to date my wife. Starting now.”




Chapter twenty-four
Agotia


I looked up from my book, expecting to see Alex walking in at any moment. He had been gone much longer than I thought he would be. I waited a few more minutes before I put my book down and padded to his office. Perhaps, it was a business call that needed more of his attention. Either way, I wanted to ensure everything was okay and that he was returning to the library. These few precious hours we spent together in the evenings quickly became my favorite part of the day, and I did not want to give them up. 
I peeked around the corner of his office door, thinking I would find him at his desk, but the room was dark and empty, as were our bedroom and the bathroom. He seemed to have disappeared until I heard voices coming from the kitchen. I smiled, thinking he had gone in search of a midnight snack. As I got closer, his voice grew louder and clearer, and I found myself frozen at his words.
"I just got a phone call," he sounded tired as he said, "from my lawyer. As it turns out, Bridget was lying about the pregnancy. I have already decided to keep that information private and send her a simple cease-and-desist letter instead. I am free of her."
“So?” Asta questioned, and I was grateful for it. My heart pounded as I waited to hear his response.
Part of me wanted to push out of the shadows and demand a full recount of what was happening. But the more significant part, the part that won, prompted me to stay where I was so that no one else would see my reaction to whatever he said next.
“So, there is no reason for me to be married to Agotia anymore. My lawyer said he could start the divorce paperwork, and I could return home in a few days and put this entire parenthesis behind me."
My heart plummeted. I tried to suck in a breath, but it seemed like every part of me had stopped working from the moment he said the word ‘divorce.’
“Have you told Agotia?”
I didn’t wait this time to hear how Alex would answer Asta’s question. I sprinted down the hall to our shared bedroom instead, my heart thundering so loud that I couldn't hear much else. Tears rolled down my face as I pulled out a suitcase and threw my things inside it. I wouldn't be kicked out of the house if he divorced me. I had more pride than that.
As I packed, I started to berate myself. I don't know what else I had expected. I knew from the beginning that this situation was a business deal - nothing more. One kiss didn't change that. However, the last few weeks together were so harmonious; somewhere along the way, it had stopped feeling like we were playing pretend. It had started to feel like real couple life, and I wanted it to be that more than anything. It was clear from the conversation that I had overheard that Alex did not feel the same way.
Angrily, I wiped the tears from my face. I refused to cry about this, to allow Alex to break my heart. This was a business deal, and I was determined to act professionally until the end. 
As soon as I finished packing, the door to our, no, his bedroom swung open, revealing Alex in the doorway. He seemed relieved to have found me at first, but as I turned to face him head-on, he got a glimpse of my suitcase, and his relief melted into confusion.
“Agotia?” He questioned, inching closer with outstretched arms. “What’s going on?”
I stepped back, away from his touch, and hurt flashed across his face. He folded his arms across his chest as he waited for my explanation.
"I was going to ask you the same question. But don't worry," I said with a calm I didn't feel, "I overheard you telling Asta about your phone call.”
"What did you hear?" he asked, his face paler.
"I heard all I needed to hear. I decided to make this easy for you and see myself out. I would rather receive the divorce papers privately than be kicked out like a stray cat."
The iciness in my words hid my heartbreak. I couldn't tell him just how much this had affected me. I was grateful for my feigned bravery as Alex went from being confused to being angry.
"Just like that, then. After everything we have been through together, it is easy for you to pack up and move on without a second thought."
His words stung, but I didn’t let it show. I just shrugged and turned back to my suitcase.
"I should've known better," he muttered. "Fine, if this is what you want, then go. I won't stop you."
I paused halfway through zipping the bag closed. Those were the exact opposite words I wanted to hear. I wanted him to say that he had reconsidered the whole thing and realized he wanted this to be as real as I did. I wanted him to stop me. But he stayed true to his word as I swung the suitcase off the bed and rolled it down the hall behind me. He followed me every step of the way. The only mercy was that Asta had gone to bed and would not question why I was leaving. We moved through the house silently, but I could feel his frustration rolling off him in waves.
Outside, I went to my truck, and he pulled the bag from my hands, our fingers brushing for a split second. It was enough to make me long for our closeness in the library only an hour ago. He put my bag in my truck's bed and shoved his hands in his pockets, shifting from one foot to another. I opened my mouth to talk, not knowing how to say goodbye in this situation; I quickly slammed my jaw closed. We stood there like that for a moment before I finally climbed into the cab of my truck. 
He moved to stand beside the open window, and the expressionless mask he wore for business was firmly back on his face. I hated to leave like this, but I didn't know what else to do. I sat with my hands, unmoving, on the steering wheel.
“What will you do?” I whispered.
“I am leaving for New York in the morning.”
I nodded, feeling sicker with each passing moment.
“Goodbye, Agotia.”
He said the words like he was speaking over a casket, filled with grief and loss, unlike the angry man he had been a few minutes ago. I blinked back my tears and stammered to find the right words, but he was gone when I had gathered my thoughts enough to look up at him.
[image: image-placeholder]The days passed in a blur. I had driven home that night in a fog, and when I awoke the following day in my bed, I realized how lucky I was to have made it home safely. My eyes burned from the hours I spent crying. I knew I was worrying the farm workers and Asta too, who had called at least twice every day and stopped by a few times, but I didn’t care. They were not who I wanted to see.
I knew grief well. At least, I thought I did. I had lost both of my parents as well as my grandparents. The sharp pains of loss were not unfamiliar to me, yet this heartache was unlike anything I had ever felt before. I didn't eat and didn't sleep. I didn't do anything but wait around for the day the divorce papers would show up in the mail. Only, they never did.




Chapter twenty-five
Alexander


I tilted my head against the back of the seat, exhausted from what this week had been. I had landed in New York six days ago, and it had taken me less than two hours to realize that this was not where I wanted to be. I still had not called my lawyer to start the divorce papers, and with each passing day, I realized that divorce was a word I never wanted to hear again.  
Since then, I have worked furiously on setting myself up to be able to run the business from Norway. I wasn't sure if that was where Agotia wanted to stay, but when I told her how I felt, I wanted to reassure her that I would do whatever it took to make things work for us. 
My mother and sisters were not surprised by my efforts, only that Agotia did not fly back with me. Nori remained my only family who knew that my relationship with Agotia had started as a business deal. I could only hope that it would end differently. 
It had taken me longer than I wanted it to for me to wind up back on a plane headed for Norway. It was a constant battle with myself not to call her or message her because Agotia deserved more than that. She earned the grand gesture, the expensive wedding. She deserved all of me, not a watered-down version, and I was determined to give her everything I had. 
Life without her, even a week, was enough to make me realize that the feelings Asta had been so sure were real, not just an infatuation. I loved Agotia, and it was past time that she knew it.
[image: image-placeholder]When the plane finally landed, I was a bundle of nervous energy. I knew I was doing what I had to do, but after the way we parted, I was not sure how Agotia would react to me being back. I could only hope that Asta had been right in her assertion that Agotia cared for me even a fraction of how much I cared for her. 
Unlike the last time I drove to Voss, I didn't look at the winding tree line or the beautiful mountain scenery. Even the babbling water that rushed beside the road faded into the background. All I could think about was Agotia. 
Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her golden blonde hair blowing through the breeze, and her sterling blue eyes glimmered when she laughed. I thought about how hard she worked to save her family business and did everything she could to keep her dignity intact. I thought about the way she brought joy to Asta, about the warmth and life she brought back to the lodge, to my life. I didn’t know what it would take, but I would do anything to win her back.
The driver dropped me off at the end of Agotia’s driveway. It was a walk, but I wanted these last few minutes to think through what I would say. The cold mountain air whipped around my face as I approached her front door. The walk went by too quickly, and I had half a mind to keep pacing until I knew what I would say, but before I knew what I was doing, my knuckles rapped against her front door. 
“Asta, if that's you, I'm not in the mood for company," she called out from behind the still-shut door.
I could hear the floor creak as she crossed the house. The door handle turned, and my heart raced.
“Alex,” she said in a woosh, having tugged the door open just enough to see me.
I didn't know if she was relieved, I was here, or disappointed. I didn't give myself time to think about it.
"Can we talk?" I asked, my words coming out in a rush, afraid she would slam the door closed in my face.
She didn't say anything, but she opened it just a bit wider so I could slip through. She took a step back as I entered her home, careful, keeping her distance and not making eye contact with me.
“Are you here to hand me the divorce papers in person?” Her shoulders were tense as she asked the question. “I thought you could just send them in the mail.”
“I could, but that’s not why I’m here.”
That got her attention, and the weight of the steel blue eyes that had haunted me all week was almost too much for me to carry.
“Why are you here then?” she whispered, her voice raw and cracked.
"When we last spoke, you told me you overheard my conversation with Asta,” I said, and she nodded. “But I don’t think you heard the entire conversation otherwise; things wouldn’t have ended so bitterly between us.
“What do you mean?”
“I didn’t go to Asta that night for advice on how to tell you that I wanted a divorce. I went to Asta to ask her how I should tell you that I don’t want a divorce.”
“Wh-what?” she stammered.
She looked how I felt - bewildered and vulnerable.
“Agotia, I love you. Since you first told me you named your goats, I have been in a slow freefall. There is so much I admire about you that it would take a lifetime to say. And that is what I want, a lifetime with you. I am a selfish, prideful, and stubborn man. Once I have made my mind up, it is hard to change. I have made up my mind about you, which is the one thing I will never give up. I want your morning and your evenings. I want all your smiles and all your laughter. I want to have a family with you; I want to have a forever with you. And not one founded on a business deal but on the friendship we have built together. I want you to be my partner in every way. And I want to be your husband. I want to give you everything you could ever ask for."
Words I didn't realize I had, poured out of me as I had rehearsed them. I didn't stop until I saw the tears streaming down her face. I took a step forward, waiting to see if she would let me get closer, and when she did, I closed the distance between us. I brushed the tears away with my thumbs, not wanting to see her cry anymore. She gripped my shirt as if she was hanging on for dear life. 
“Can you forgive me, Agotia? For being such a fool and not realizing the precious gift I had been given in you?”
I asked the question and waited on bated breath for her response. It was the one thing I needed from her more than anything. 
"Yes, Alex. Yes, of course, I forgive you. Can you forgive me for not giving you a chance to explain? I should not have rushed out so quickly, but I didn't know what else to do. I thought - I thought you didn't want me."
She hiccupped the last words, and I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her into me. She melted against my chest, and I felt what I had been searching for since she walked out of my house a week ago - home.
“There is nothing to forgive. Let’s put this all behind us, okay, my love?”
She nodded against my chest and then tilted her head back to look at me.
“Say it again, please.”
“That there’s nothing to forgive?”
“No, the other part.”
I smiled as I realized what she was asking.
“My love.”




Epilogue 


Ten Months Later 
I twisted and twirled the white fabric in between my fingers. It was the most beautiful gown I had ever seen, and Alex had insisted on buying it for me. I still could not believe how quickly time had flown. We were already celebrating our first anniversary as husband and wife.
After Alex had flown back to Norway to confess his feelings for me, it took us some time to figure out the balance of everything. He arranged his work schedule so we would spend half the year in New York and the other half in Voss. Asta was promoted to running both the lodge and my farm in our absence, she had hired extra help, and business had never been better. 
We quickly fell back into step with one another, this time free to explore and admit how much we cared about each other. It has been the happiest year of my life. And when Alex suggested we plan a big ceremony to renew our wedding vows, I couldn't have been more thrilled. He said it would be his chance to make things right. 
That had been six months ago, and now I stood in the white ball gown of my dreams, more nervous to walk down the aisle today than I had been to go to court last year. So much had changed, and while I was not sure what this next year would hold for us, I was confident that I loved Alex more than I ever thought it possible to love another person.
Music started to play, and my nerves bubbled up. 
“That’s us, dearie.” 
Asta smiled at me as she looped my arm through hers. She had cried when I asked her to walk me down the aisle. But without my father here to do the honors, Asta was the perfect fit.  After all, if she did not talk sense into Alex, there would be no telling how things might have turned out.
We walked in time down the white runner, and my eyes dashed between the guests. Alex had flown all our family and friends to Voss for the occasion, and I cherished having so many wonderful people close. But when my eyes found Alex, everything else faded away. He smiled wide as he watched my approach; I could've sworn I saw a tear. Asta handed me off to Alex once we reached his side and his warm hand enveloped mine.
I didn't hear half of what the priest said. His words floated over me as I took in every inch of my husband. I heard every word Alex said, however, as he promised to love, listen, and cherish me for the rest of our lives.
The rest of the ceremony and reception passed by in a blur; I had spent the last six months planning this day, and it flew by faster than I could realize. We danced and ate and celebrated with everyone we loved. And even though the main events were over, I was still nervous. Alex seemed to notice as he whispered in my ear while we danced -
“What’s wrong, my love?”
I shivered as he spoke, loving the way it felt.
“Nothing is wrong.”
“Then why are you so nervous?” he asked, clearly not believing me.
“Because I don’t know how you’ll react to what I need to tell you.”
He stopped our swaying then and looked deep into my eyes.
"You can tell me anything. I just promised you in front of all our friends and family that I would listen to you and love you no matter what."
"I know we have not discussed this; you have mentioned wanting a family, but I didn't know if that meant now or later."
“Agotia. What are you saying?” he asked, excitement building in his voice. “Are you telling me what I think you’re telling me?”
I nodded slowly before saying the words, “I’m pregnant.”
He moved instantly, picking me up in his arms and swinging me around the floor, laughing the entire time. When he set me down, we had the whole room's attention, but neither of us seemed to notice as he bent to kiss me soundly.
"I told you I wanted everything with you, and I meant it," he said. "We have just begun our adventure, and I am so excited to see what's next."
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I HOPE you'll grab a copy of The Billionaire's Sweet Secret (The Waltons Heirs—Book 1) in A Sweet Small-Town Romance series to keep the adventure going!
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Lila Marlow writes Clean Contemporary Fiction Romances with a bit of spunk to them. These books feature a change of hearts, hidden little secrets, laughter, and building foundational relationships; in fact, books you can read aloud at your get-together dinner for fun. 
She started writing as a young adolescent; life happened and the next thing she realized, she had two degrees. A bachelor’s in nursing and a master’s in nursing degree each in Illinois. Her nurse practitioner work took her to California, where she now resides. 
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