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For anyone who has ever felt like they didn t belong.



CHAPTER ONE

ROSE

N ote to my past self: Do NOT, I repeat, do not say yes to
marrying the handsome stranger you happen to know
absolutely nothing about.

“Do you, Rose Coleson, solemnly declare to take...”
No. Nope.

“Jack Hawthorne to be your lawfully wedded husband?”
Hmmm. Let me think about that. I don't. Nope.

“Do you promise to love, honor, cherish, and keep him for
as long as you both shall live?”

Keep him?

Wide-eyed and a little shaky, I stared straight ahead as the
officiant said the words I was dreading. Was I really doing
this? When the silence in the mostly empty and sort of
depressing room stretched on and it was my turn to speak up, I
was on the verge of hyperventilating. I tried my best to
swallow the lump in my throat so I could speak, but I was
afraid the words that desperately wanted to break free weren’t
Yes, I do.

I wasn’t getting married in a lush green garden while the
few friends I had cheered us on as I had always imagined I
would. I wasn’t laughing or crying from extreme happiness as
every bride did at one point during the ceremony. I had no
beautiful wedding bouquet, only one single pink rose which
Jack Hawthorne had thrust into my hands without a word right
after we met in front of city hall. I wasn’t even wearing a



white dress, let alone my dream wedding gown. Jack
Hawthorne was wearing a tailored black suit that was quite
possibly worth a year of my rent, if not more. It wasn’t a tux,
but it was just as good. Next to him, I looked pretty cheap.
Instead of a beautiful wedding dress, I had on a simple blue
dress—it was the only thing I owned that was expensive and
appropriate enough for the occasion, yet somehow it was
still...cheap—and I was standing next to the wrong man, one
who did nothing but frown and glower.

Also, there was the handholding, his grip surprisingly tight
around mine, especially compared to my loose hold. Such a
simple act, but holding a stranger’s hand while you’re getting
married? Not fun. Hell, forget about handholding—I was
about to be the wife of a man I knew nothing more about than
what a quick Google search had provided.

Yet I had willingly and knowingly agreed to this, hadn’t 1?
“Miss Coleson?”

As my breaths started to come faster and panic began to
take hold of me, I tried to pull my hand out of Jack
Hawthorne’s grip only to feel his fingers tighten around mine
even more. | didn’t know what I was thinking or what /e
thought I was going to do, but I couldn’t lie and say running
away hadn’t crossed my mind.

His tight hold was a small warning, and then it was gone.
My gaze jumped to his face, but he was staring straight ahead,
eyes on the officiant, his sharp features set in stone. Cold. So
cold. I thought I saw a muscle in his jaw ticking, but then I
blinked, and it was gone.

The man showed his emotions about as much as a cement
block did, so I tried to do what he was doing: focus on the
present.

“Miss Coleson?”

Clearing my throat, I did my best to put steel into my voice
so I wouldn’t cry. Not here. Not now. Not every marriage is
about love. What had love offered me anyway other than
heartbreak and late-night emotional eating?



My heart was beating loud and fast in my chest. “I do,” I
finally replied with a smile I was sure made me look deranged.

I dont. I think I really, really don t.

As the smiling man repeated the same words for my non-
smiling almost husband, I tuned everything and everyone out
up until it was time for the rings.

God, to think I had been planning my wedding to a
different guy only a few months earlier, and more than that, to
think I’d thought weddings were always romantic... This
wedding felt more like I was about to skydive from 13,000
feet, something I would much rather die than try, and yet there
I was. Not only was I not in a garden surrounded by greenery
and flowers, the only piece of furniture in the room was a
couch that was a rather ugly shade of orange, and for some
reason, that single piece of furniture and the color of it
annoyed and offended me the most. Go figure.

“Please face each other,” the officiant said, and I followed
his instructions like a robot. Feeling numb, I let Jack reach for
my other hand, and when his fingers gave mine a tiny squeeze,
this time I met his questioning eyes. I swallowed, tried to
ignore the little jump my heart gave and offered him a small
smile. He was truly striking in a cold, calculating sort of way.
I’d be lying if I said my heart hadn’t given a small jump the
first time I’d laid eyes on him. Completely involuntarily. He
had the strong-and-silent thing down pat. His equally striking
blue eyes dipped to my lips and then came back to my eyes.
When I felt him slowly push a ring onto my finger, I looked
down and saw a beautiful wedding band with a half-circle of
round diamonds staring back at me. Surprised, I looked up to
meet his eyes, but his attention was on my finger as he gently
rolled the ring back and forth with his thumb and index finger.
The sensation was as alien as it could get.

“It’s okay,” I whispered when he didn’t stop playing with
it. “It’s a little big, but it’s okay.”

He let go of my hand and the ring then looked at me. “I’ll
take care of it.”

“There 1s no need to do that. This is fine.”



I didn’t know if Jack Hawthorne ever smiled. So far—the
three whole times I’d seen him—I hadn’t been a witness to it,
at least not a genuine smile, but I would have assumed if he
was marrying someone he was in love with instead of me,
there would at least be a small playful grin on his lips. He
didn’t look like the grinning type, but surely there would be a
hint of it. Unfortunately, neither one of us was the picture of a
happy newlywed couple.

I reached for his hand to put on 4is wedding band, but call
it nerves, clumsiness, or a sign, if you will—before I could
even touch his hand, the cheap, thin ring slipped from my
shaky fingers and I watched it fly away from me in slow
motion. After the surprisingly loud clinking sound it made
when it hit the floor, I ran after it, apologizing to no one in
particular, and had to drop to my knees so I could save it
before it rolled under the ugly orange couch. Although the
light blue dress I had chosen to wear was by no means short, I
still had to put one of my hands on my butt to cover myself so
I wouldn’t flash everyone as I caught the damn thing before I
had to crawl on my knees.

“I got it! I got 1t!” I yelled a little too enthusiastically over
my shoulder, holding the ring up as if I had won a trophy.
When I saw the unimpressed expressions around me, I felt my
cheeks turn a bright shade of red. I dropped my arm, closed
my eyes, and released a very long sigh. When I turned around
on my knees, I noticed that my ringless, almost husband had
made it to my side, already offering his hand to pull me up.
After I got back on my feet with his help, I dusted off my
dress. Looking up to his face, I belatedly noticed how stiffly
he was holding himself—jaw clenched, the muscle tick
definitely back.

Had I done something wrong?

“I’'m sorry,” I whispered, thoroughly embarrassed, and got
a curt nod in response.

The officiant cleared his throat and gave us a small smile.
“Shall we continue?”



Before he could drag me back, I discreetly leaned toward
my soon-to-be-maybe husband and whispered, “Look, I’m not
sure about...you look...” I paused and released another long
breath before gathering enough courage to look straight into
his eyes. “We don’t have to do this if you’ve changed your
mind. Are you sure? And I mean really, really sure you want
to go through with this?”

His eyes searched mine as we ignored the other people in
the room, and my heart rate picked up as I waited for his
answer. As much as I was reluctant to do this, if he’d changed
his mind, I’d be screwed six ways to Sunday and we both
knew that.

“Let’s get this over with,” he said eventually.
That was all I got.
Lovely.

What an encouraging start to a new marriage—a fake one,
yes, but still.

We walked back to stand in front of the officiant and I
quickly and successfully managed to push the ring onto his
finger on my second try. It fit him perfectly. Next to the beauty
he had gotten me, the flat wedding band I had picked up for
him just the day before looked just as cheap as my dress did,
but it was the only thing I could afford. It didn’t look like he
cared anyway. I watched with curious eyes as he stared down
at the ring and then made a fist of the hand I’d just put the ring
on, his knuckles whitening with the force of it before he took
my hand again.

My attention shifted as I caught the end of the officiant’s
words: “...I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may
kiss your bride.”

That was it? I was married? Just like that?

I looked at my now official husband and didn’t know how
to react for a second. His eyes caught mine. What was a
simple kiss after saying I do to a stranger, right? Thinking he
was waiting to see what my move would be and wanting to get
it over with so we could get the hell out of there, I was the one



who took the first step. Our hands still clasped together, 1
avoided his eyes, rose up on my toes, and brushed a small kiss
on his cheek. Just as I let go of him and was about to back up,
his now free hand grabbed my wrist in a gentle hold and our
eyes met.

For the sake of the few people around us, I forced another
smile on my face and watched him slowly lean down to press
a kiss to the edge of my mouth.

My heartbeat quickened because I thought he had lingered
for a second too long, and that was a little too close and too
long for comfort, but considering we were playing a part, I
supposed an innocent kiss didn’t mean too much. It didn’t for
me, and [ was sure it definitely didn’t for him.

“Congratulations. I wish you two a happy life together.”
The officiant’s voice broke us apart, and I reached for the
man’s waiting hand.

As our only witness, who I knew for a fact was Jack
Hawthorne’s driver, shuffled around to congratulate the man
who was now my husband, I closed my eyes and willed my
heart to take it easy and look on the bright side of things. This
whole charade benefitted me more than it did Jack Hawthorne.
It didn’t matter that I had been engaged to another man,
Joshua, just weeks ago. This particular marriage to this
particular man had nothing to do with love.

“Are you ready to leave?” my very real and official yet
still fake husband asked, and I opened my eyes.

[ wasn’t. Suddenly I was feeling all hot and cold, which
wasn’t a good sign, but I met his gaze and nodded. “Yes.”

Up until we exited the building, the driver following us
from a safe distance, we didn’t utter a single word to each
other. Then the driver disappeared to get the car and we just
stood there, watching the people around us in an awkward
silence as if neither one of us knew how we’d ended up out on
the street exactly. After a few moments, we both started to
speak at the same time.

“We should—"



“I think—"

“We should get back,” he said firmly. “I need to be at the
airport in an hour if ’'m gonna make my flight.”

“Okay. 1 don’t want to hold you up. I’'m gonna need to
change first before I get back to the coffee shop, and I can
easily take the subway back to my apartment. I don’t want you
to get stuck in traffic just because [—”

“It’s fine,” he answered distractedly. His eyes were not on
me but on the black car that had just pulled up to the curb.
“Please,” he murmured, and I felt his palm briefly touch the
small of my back before it was gone then he moved to open
the door to the car.

Shoot!

I didn’t know him enough to argue about how I'd get
home, not to mention arguing was the last thing I had in me to
do. In the time it had taken us to walk outside, I had started to
feel sick to my stomach with each step. As he stared at me
expectantly, I tried not to drag my feet too much as I took his
unspoken offer and got in the car.

When he got in after me and closed the door, I shut my
eyes with the finality of everything.

Fuck me, I'm married. Didn’t matter how many times I
repeated it to myself, I still couldn’t believe I’d agreed to this.

“Everything okay?”

The hard, rough tone of his voice broke me out of my
jumbled thoughts, and I turned my head to look at him with a
small smile. “Of course. I should really say thank yo—"

“You don’t need to.” He gave me a curt nod before I could
even finish then focused on his driver. “Raymond, change of
plans. We need to drop by the apartment first, and then we will
head to the airport.”

“Yes, sir.”

I swallowed and fisted my hands on my lap. Now what? 1
thought. Now do we talk? Do we not talk at all? How does this



work? Surprisingly, he was the first one to break the bleak
silence.

“I might be out of reach for a few hours each day,
depending on my meetings, but I’ll get back to you as soon as
I can.” Was he talking to his driver or me? I couldn’t tell. “If
something comes up with Bryan or even Jodi, if they give you
any trouble about our marriage, leave me a message. Don’t
talk to either one of them until you hear back from me.” Me
then. He was staring straight ahead, but he was talking to me
because Jodi and Bryan were my cousins. “If everything goes
as planned, I’ll be back in a week at most.” He paused. “If you
wish...you can accompany me.”

Nope.

“Oh, thank you, but I can’t. I need to work on the coffee
shop, and as much—"

“You’re right,” he interrupted before I could finish. “I’d
rather go myself as well.”

Well, then...

I nodded and looked out the window. I wasn’t sure if I’d
managed to hide my relief well enough. Him being away for a
week meant seven more days I could take to come to terms
with my decision. I’d take every extra minute I could get.

“Where are you going again?” I asked, realizing I had no
idea.

“London.”

“Oh, I’ve always wanted to visit London—anywhere in
Europe, really. You’re lucky that you get to travel. I don’t
know if lawyers do a lot of traveling, of course, but...”

I paused and waited for him to say something, if nothing
else just to help me make pointless conversation, but I had a
feeling it wasn’t happening. I wasn’t wrong.

“Do you have a client in London?” I tried again, but I
knew it was hopeless.

Jack lifted his arm and checked his watch while shaking
his head as an answer to my question.



“Raymond, take the next turn. Get us out of here.”

When there was nothing but silence in the back of the car,
I closed my eyes and pressed my temple against the cold glass
of the window.

Ever since 1’d said okay to this crazy plan, I had done my
best not to think about it too hard. Now it was too late to do
any kind of thinking. We hadn’t even had time to discuss
where I would live. With him? Without him? Would we even
get along if we lived together? Joshua... Would he hear that 1
had gotten married? And so soon after our breakup, too.
Suddenly, every single question I had and ones I hadn’t even
known I had all rushed into my mind all at once.

Ten minutes had passed where no one in the car had
uttered a single word. For some reason, that was causing me to
panic more than anything. What had I gotten myself into,
really? If I couldn’t even manage to have a simple
conversation with the guy, what the hell were we gonna do for
the next twelve or twenty-four months? Stare at each other?
Feeling sick, I pressed my palm against my stomach as if |
could hold it all in—all the emotions, disappointments,
forgotten dreams—but it was too late for that. I felt the first
tear slide down my cheek, and even though I quickly tried to
brush it away with the back of my hand because there was no
reason for me to cry, I couldn’t stop all the others that
followed. In just a few minutes, I was full-on silently crying,
the tears a quiet stream I didn’t know how to stop.

Very aware that my mascara had probably made a mess of
my face, I cried without making even a peep until the car came
to a stop. When I opened my eyes and realized we were
heading toward the wrong side of Central Park, I forgot about
my tears and looked at Jack.

“I think...” I started, but the words died in my throat when
I saw the expression on his face.

Oh shit! If I thought he had been angry when I dropped the
ring, I was sorely mistaken. His brows snapped together as his
eyes roamed my face and the tension in the car tripled.



I tried my best to wipe the evidence of my tears away
without looking into a mirror. “This is the wrong side—"

“Take her to the apartment, please. I’ll get to the airport on
my own,” Jack said to the driver. Then his expression closed
up, his face blanking as he addressed me. “This was a mistake.
We shouldn’t have done this.”

I was still staring at him in shock when he got out of the
car, leaving his bride—AKA me—behind.

This was a mistake.

Words any girl who had gotten married only thirty minutes
earlier would want to hear, right? No? Yeah, I didn’t think so
either.

After all, I was Rose, and he was Jack. We were doomed
from the very beginning with those names. You know... the
Titanic and all that.

The number of times Jack Hawthorne smiled: zero.



CHAPTER TWO

JACK

A fter spending days trying to ignore what I had done, I
was finally back in New York and still nowhere near
ready to face the clusterfuck I had created. Exiting the car the
moment Raymond pulled up in front of my building, I walked
past the doorman and stepped into the elevator. As I was
checking my voicemails, I tried not to think about who and
exactly what kind of situation would be waiting for me in my
apartment.

Would I have to carry on a conversation with her? Answer
more questions?

I certainly hoped not because talking to her was the last
thing I wanted to do. Not if I was planning on sticking with
my plan of keeping her at arm’s length.

The moment I stepped through the threshold, I knew she
wasn’t there. Feeling both relieved and annoyed at the same
time—relieved because 1 was alone just as I liked, annoyed
because she wasn’t where she was supposed to be—I dumped
my luggage in my bedroom and slowly walked through the
apartment, just to make sure. Turning lights on and off, I
checked every room, inspecting everything, looking for
anything that was out of place, looking to see if someone had
even been there after I left. When I reached the last room—the
room she was supposed to be staying in—and found it just as
it had been when I'd left for London, I rubbed my neck,
hoping it would help with the headache I could feel coming
on. Walking through the room, I stepped out onto the terrace to



stare down at the busy city, wondering what I was supposed to
do next.

What have [ done?

A FEW WEEKS EARLIER...

As soon as I got the call from the lobby, I walked out of
my office to wait for her in front of the elevators. My main
goal was to intercept her before she could get to the meeting
room where her remaining family members would join her in
another thirty minutes. A few minutes later, the elevator doors
slid open with a ping and Rose Coleson stepped out. Her
brown hair was down in waves, her bangs long enough to
almost cover her eyes. She had minimal makeup on, and she
was wearing simple black jeans and an even a simpler white
blouse. | waited as she walked over to the reception desk.

“Hello. How can I help you?”” Deb, our receptionist, asked
with a practiced smile on her face.

I heard Rose clear her throat and saw her fingers grip the
edge of the front desk. “Hi. I’'m here for the Coleson mee—"

Before she could finish her sentence, Deb noticed me
waiting and, ignoring Rose completely, turned her gaze to me.
“Mr. Hawthorne? Is there anything I can do for you? Your
two-thirty appoint—"

“No, there 1sn’t.” Ignoring Deb’s surprised look, I focused
on Rose Coleson. “Miss Coleson.” When she heard her name,
she glanced at me over her shoulder and let go of the desk to
face me. “Your meeting is with me,” I continued. “If you could
follow me.”

Deb cut in as Rose took a step to follow me. “Mr.
Hawthorne, I think you are mistaken. The Colesons’ meeti—"

“Thank you, Deb,” 1 interjected, not caring whether she
took offense at my tone or not. “Miss Coleson,” I repeated,
maybe a bit harsher than I’d intended. I needed to get this
meeting done and move on with my day. “This way, please.”



After a quick glance at Deb, Rose moved closer. “Mr.
Hawthorne? I think there might be a mistake here. I'm
supposed to meet with Mr. Reeves—"

“I can assure you there are no mistakes. If you wouldn’t
mind stepping into my office for some privacy, there are some
things I’d like to go over with you.” I watched, impatiently, as
she thought it over.

“I was told I was needed to sign something and then I
could leave. I have another appointment in Brooklyn, so I
can’t stay for too long.”

I gave her a curt nod.

After a brief hesitation and another look at our
receptionist, she followed me toward my office in silence.

After a long walk, I opened the glass door for her to step
in. [ reminded Cynthia, my assistant, not to forward any calls,
and then I waited until Rose was settled in her seat. Holding
her bulky brown handbag on her lap, she gave me an expectant
look as I took my own seat behind my desk.

“I thought the Colesons’ lawyer was Tim Reeves, at least
the estate lawyer. Has there been a change?” she asked before
I could utter a word.

“No, Miss Coleson. Tim is the one who drafted the will,
and he is the one handling everything at the moment.”

“Then I’m still not sure—"

“I’m not an estate lawyer, but I did help the team who was
handling your late father’s corporate cases on a few occasions
last year. Can I get you anything to drink? Coffee, maybe? Or
tea?”

“No, thank you. Like I said, I have another app—"

“Appointment you need to get to,” I finished for her. “I
understand. That’s—"

“He was my uncle, by the way.”
“Excuse me?”

“You said father. Gary Coleson was my uncle, not father.”



I raised an eyebrow. This was something I already knew
about, but apparently I was too distracted to remember every
detail. “That’s right. I apologize.”

“That’s okay... I just wanted to mention it in case you
weren’t already aware. I’'m afraid it’s also the reason why I
wasn’t mentioned in the will, which brings us back full circle,
Mr. Hawthorne. I’m not sure what you could possibly want to
talk to me about.”

This wasn’t going like I had planned. Granted, I hadn’t
given how I wanted to do this much thought, but it was still
not going smoothly enough.

“I read the will,” I admitted after taking in the stiff way she
was holding herself: sitting on the very edge of her seat,
impatient and ready to bolt. Maybe she’d appreciate a more
straightforward approach, which was something I excelled at.

“Okay,” she prompted, raising an eyebrow.

“I’d like to talk to you about the property on Madison
Avenue that was owned by your uncle.”

Her shoulders stiffened. “What about 1t?”

“I’d like to know what your plan is going forward
regarding the property. I believe you and Gary had signed a
contract a little while before his death indicating that you
would have use of the property for a short time period,
something like two years, and would only pay him a small
amount of rent instead of the actual worth of the place. At the
end of the two years, you would relocate. Correct?”

She frowned at me but nodded.

Satisfied that she was following me, I continued, “The
contract was entered into the will, but Gary chose to add a
stipulation I believe you only recently learned about. In the
case of something happening to him during those two years, he
wanted ownership of the property to transfer to your husband

29

“If I were married,” Rose finished, her chin held high.



“Yes.” I pointedly looked at her left hand and she followed
my gaze. “If you were married, that is.”

Her eyes lifted back to mine in the next second and I
watched a frown form between her brows.

“I already know about all of this,” she explained slowly.
“Gary was excited about me marrying Joshua, my fianceé. They
got along well, and he liked him—we both had a business
degree, but evidently it looked like he trusted Joshua more—"

“Your ex-fianceé, you mean,” I reminded her.

She paused at my words, but her fingers finally let go of
the death grip she had on her handbag as she tried to follow
my meaning. “Yes. Right. Of course, ex-fiancé. It’s still a
habit. We only broke up a few weeks ago. I’m sorry, but how
do you know he’s my ex-fiancé?”

I paused, trying to be careful with my words. “I do my due
diligence, Miss Coleson. Please continue.”

She studied me for a long moment as | waited patiently. “I
wasn’t even aware that he would enter our contract into his
will. T was also never supposed to have ownership of the
property, that wasn’t in the contract. He was letting me have
use of the property for two years only, after the time limit, I
was to leave. Then my uncle and his wife, Angela, died in the
car crash and I learned that in the will he was planning on
leaving the property to my husband.”

“Maybe that was his way of giving you something. A
surprise maybe. A wedding gift of some kind.”

“Yes. Maybe. Maybe that was his way of leaving us the
place, but I’'m not married to Joshua at the moment, am 1? So |
get nothing.” She shrugged. “I only knew that Gary thought
Joshua’s presence would be necessary if I was serious about
opening my own coffee shop. I disagreed with him. It didn’t
matter that we’d started discussing the possibility of me using
the space a year prior to Joshua even coming into my life. He
didn’t think I could handle the work on my own, and Joshua
was in between jobs so he thought it made sense. I didn’t. |
believe he trusted Joshua more than he trusted me because he



went to a better school. Also, can’t forget about the fact that
I’m a woman and Joshua is a man. He was old-fashioned and
didn’t believe women could handle themselves in the business
world. However, when we talked about it again and I told him
about my plans for the place, he agreed to let me use his
property. Joshua wasn’t a part of the conversation then—or the
contract, for that matter. He never made stipulations other than
the fact that I’d only be able to use the space for two years and
then I’d have to find myself a different location. That was all
the help he was willing to give me. Nothing more, nothing
less. I was thankful either way. I have no idea why he felt it
was necessary to add Joshua in his will regarding something
concerning me. And why am [ telling you all this?”

I leaned back in my seat, getting comfortable. Now we
were getting somewhere. “He still isn’t part of the
conversation.”

“I... Excuse me?”’

“Gary never used your ex-fiancé’s name. He never
specified who would be the owner of the property in case he
passed away. There is only the mention of a ‘husband.””

“I don’t see how that matters. I was supposed to get
married to Joshua sometime this year and he knew that, but in
the end, I didn’t. Joshua broke up with me two days after their
death. So, because I’'m not married, Mr. Hawthorne, and I’'m
not planning on marrying anyone any time soon, I don’t get to
use the space let alone own it. I talked to my cousins, Bryan
and Jodi, but they aren’t interested in honoring the contract I’d
signed with their dad, which means I’'m not going to be able to
open my coffee shop. At this point, I’'m just trying to accept
the fact that 1 threw away fifty thousand dollars—fifty
thousand dollars that | managed to save by working for I don’t
even know how many years at this point—on a space that was
never going to be mine anyway. All that aside, I lost two
people who were important to me in the same car crash that
day. Even though I was Gary’s niece, they never saw me as
their own flesh and blood, but they were all I had after my dad
passed away when I was nine. Whatever the case may be,
instead of letting me get lost in the system Gary agreed to take



me in and that’s all that matters. So, to answer your previous
question, I have no plans regarding the property because I’'m
not allowed to use it anymore.”

A little out of breath and, from what I could tell, a lot
pissed off, she stood up and hooked her bag over her shoulder.

“Okay, I really don’t want to be rude, but I believe this was
a waste of both our time. I was a little curious when I was
following you here, I’ll admit that much, but I don’t have time
to go over things I already know for no reason at all. I have a
job interview I need to get to, and I can’t afford to be late. |
think we’re done here, right? It was nice meeting you, Mr.
Hawthorne.”

Thinking our conversation was done, she extended her
hand over my desk, and I stared at it for a second. Before she
could decide to walk away, I let out a breath, rose from my
seat, and looked into her eyes as I took her hand.

This was it. This was the part where I should’ve said I was
nice meeting you and gone on with my day. I didn’t.

In a calm and collected voice, I said what I’d been waiting
to say. “You’re not being rude, Miss Coleson, but before you
go, I’d like you to marry me.” Breaking our connection, I
pushed my hands into my pockets, watching for her reaction.

After a short moment of hesitation, she replied, “Sure, how
about we do that after my job interview, but before dinner.
Because, you know, I already made plans with Tom Hardy and
I don’t think I can postpone—"

“Are you mocking me?” I stood absolutely still.

Her narrowed eyes moved across my face, searching for an
answer, I presumed. When she couldn’t find what she was
looking for, the fight went out of her, and right in front of my
eyes, her entire demeanor—which had hardened the second I'd
started asking questions about her ex-fiancé—softened and she
puffed out a breath.

“You weren’t making a bad joke?”

“Do I look like someone who jokes?”



Making a noncommittal sound, she shifted in place. “At
first glance...I can’t say that you do, but I don’t know you
enough to be sure.”

“I’1l save you the trouble—I don’t make jokes.”

She gave me a baffled look like I had said something
astonishing. “O-kay. I think I’m still going to leave now.”

Just like that, she surprised me and turned away to leave.
Before she could open the door, I spoke up.

“You’re not interested in hearing more about my offer
then?”

Her hand was already on the glass knob when she stopped.
With stiff shoulders, she let go of the door and turned to face
me.

After opening and closing her mouth, she looked straight
into my eyes from across the room. “Your offer? Just so we’re
on the same page and I can make sure I didn’t hear you wrong,
could you repeat said offer?”

“I’m offering to marry you.”

Hiking her bag higher on her shoulder, she cleared her
throat. “Mr. Hawthorne, I think...I think I’'m flattered that
you,d_,9

“Miss Coleson,” I cut her off bluntly before she could
finish her sentence. “I assure you, my marriage offer is strictly
a business deal. I’'m sure you’re not thinking I’m expressing an
interest in you. I was under the impression that you could use
my help—was I wrong?”

“Your help? I don’t even know you, and I definitely don’t
remember asking for any—"

“If you accept my offer, you’ll have enough time to get to
know me.”

“If T accept your offer...which is a business deal disguised
as a marriage. I don’t think I’m following you here.”

“Maybe if you explained what you’re having trouble
understanding, I could help you.”



“How about everything? From where I’m standing, that
sounds like a good place to start.”

“Right, of course. If you’ll take your seat, I’d be thrilled to
go into more details. For example, I can make sure your life
savings, which you already spent on a coffee shop that’s not
happening, won’t go to waste.” I was guessing she could see
from my expression that [ wasn’t thrilled about any part of our
conversation.

“How do you know that was my life s—”
“Like I said before, I do my—"

“Due diligence, right. 1 heard you the first time.” She
looked out, her eyes scanning the busy hallway outside my
office. It took her a few seconds to make a choice between
walking out and staying. Then, reluctantly, she moved back
toward my desk and me, and equally as reluctantly sat down
on the edge of the seat again. Her untrusting eyes had all my
attention.

“Good.” When I was sure she wasn’t going to jump up and
run away, [ took my seat as well. “Now that you’re staying, I’d
like you to consider my offer.”

Briefly closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and let it
all out. “See, that’s not really explaining anything to me. You
keep asking the same thing, and I keep experiencing the same
urge to get up and leave.”

“I’d like us to get married for a number of reasons, but the
one that would interest you most is the fact that you’d get to
open your coffee shop on Madison Avenue.”

When she didn’t make any comments, we remained silent.

“Is that 1t?” she finally asked, her tone impatient. “You
want to marry me—sorry, make a business deal with me by
marrying me so I can open my coffee shop?”

“Sounds like you understood me well enough.”

After another baffled look, she leaned back in her seat then
got up, dumped her handbag on the chair, and walked over to



the floor-to-ceiling windows to gaze at the skyline. A whole
minute passed in silence, and my patience started to wear thin.

“You’re insane then,” she said. “Are you insane, Mr.
Hawthorne?”

“I’m not going to answer that question,” I replied tersely.

“That’s nothing new. You’re not answering my questions,
you’re not explaining things.”

“I want to help you. It’s that simple.”

She glanced at me with her big brown eyes, staring as if |
had lost my mind, and when I didn’t go on, she raised her arms
and dropped them. “That simple? Could you be helpful right
now and explain further, please? You want to help me, for
some insane reason—me, someone who incidentally doesn’t
even know your first name.”

“My first name 1s Jack.”
She studied me for a long moment, our gazes holding.

“You’re serious, aren’t you? Is this a service you offer to
all your clients, Jack Hawthorne? Offering to help them by
marrying them?”

“You’re the first, Miss Coleson.”
“So, ’'m the special snowflake.”
“In a way, yes.”

Turning back to the view, she dropped her head and rubbed
her temples. “Why?”

“Are you asking me why you’re a special snowflake?”

Snorting, she glanced at me over her shoulder. “No, I'm
not asking you... Can you give me more information, please?
Like actual sentences that explain things and actually makes
sense? I’m pretty sure you’re not asking me to marry you just
to help me out. What’s in it for you? What are all those
reasons you mentioned?” She looked around my office, taking
everything in, me included—all the expensive furniture, my
clothes, the view, the clients and lawyers walking by. “I’'m



gonna go out on a limb and say it isn’t about money, because I
don’t think I have anything to offer you on that front.”

“You’re right, I don’t need money. Like I said before, this
is strictly a business deal. It means nothing else to me. When
we go ahead with the marriage—"

“You’re awfully sure of yourself while I'm still trying to
figure out if you 're the one who is mocking me.”

I ignored her assessment and continued. “It’ll be nothing
more than a business transaction between two people.” 1 got
up and walked toward her. “I made partner this year, Miss
Coleson. I’m thirty-one years old, the youngest partner in the
firm, and to properly deal with some of my current and future
clients, I need to make a good impression. There are formal
and informal dinners, events I need to attend. Although it’s not
a requirement to be in a serious relationship or to be a ‘family
man’, as they put it, I believe I can use the illusion a marriage
will provide to my advantage. I don’t want to lose any of my
clients or any potential clients to other partners.”

Crossing her arms against her chest, she faced me, and we
looked at each other. I couldn’t even begin to guess what was
going through her mind. My own damn mind, however, was at
war with my conscience.

“Why not marry someone you love? Someone you’re
dating? Someone you actually know? Why would you even
consider asking me? You know nothing about me. We’re
nothing but two strangers.” Seemingly trying to hold back her
emotions, she took a deep breath. “Call me old-fashioned, Mr.
Hawthorne, but ’'m a romantic. I believe in marrying someone
for love and only for love. Marriage is... Marriage means
something completely different to me than what I think it
means to you. I don’t want to be insulting, I don’t know you,
but you don’t strike me as someone who necessarily puts
much meaning...”

“You can finish your sentence, Miss Coleson.” I jammed
my hands back into the pockets of my pants.

“I think you get where I’'m coming from.”



I nodded because I did get it. “I don’t have time for
personal relationships at the moment, and I’'m not going to
marry someone who’ll end up expecting more than what I’'m
offering. I’'m not offering you something I’m not ready to give,
and you can’t be that naive, can you? You can’t think I only
want to marry you to have someone hang on my arm on
appropriate occasions and pay me a small amount of rent.”

Her spine straightened, her eyes shooting daggers at me.
“Naive? Trust me, Mr. Hawthorne, I’m not that naive. If I was
married my husband would own the property, that’s what the
will says. So if you’re my husband...” She paused and then
shrugged. “I get that you’re after the property as well, but I’'m
still waiting to hear about the part where you’d help me. So far
all I’ve heard is you getting everything you want out of this.
I’m failing to see how marrying you will help me save the—to
you, very meager, I’'m sure—life savings I’ve already spent to
buy everything for the coffee shop. Where does me opening
the coffee shop fit? In this scenario, you get the fake wife and
the property, a property I’'m assuming you can buy from my
cousins if they’re considering selling it, if that’s what you
want.”

“I don’t think they’re interested in selling. Even if they
were, why would I spend so much money on something I can
get for free? And to give you more context on the subject, |
wasn’t actively searching for someone to marry, but when I
was asked to read the will to advise on a few subjects, I found
out about your situation and thought we could help each other
out. To expand on another thing you mentioned, we’re not
complete strangers. We did meet before—once, a year ago. It
was just a brief encounter at one of your uncle’s parties, but it
still helped me put a face to your name. As vague as it was, |
had an idea of who you are, and as for the rest...I had enough
time to learn what I needed to learn about you, and I’m sure
you’ll have the same opportunity regarding me.”

“We met? Where? I don’t remember.”

Uncomfortable, I shifted in place and, not wanting to go
into too much detail, waved her question off. “If you don’t
remember, there is no point in repeating it. Like I said, it was



nothing more than a brief introduction anyway. Anything else
you’d like to know?”

“You’re genuinely being serious about this? Really?”

I glanced at the clock on the wall. Time was wasting. “I’m
not going to keep repeating myself, Miss Coleson. If you
accept, we’ll get married and the property will be transferred
to me. After that, I’ll honor the initial contract terms and you
can go ahead with your plans.”

She sighed and seemed to mull my words over. “That’s it?
That’s all? The property, attending events, and acting like
we’re married in front of other people? Nothing more?”

“That’s exactly it, and only for two years. Nothing more,
nothing less.”

Glancing away from me, she worried her lips between her
teeth. “Two years—right, because that’s nothing. Isn’t this
illegal? Wouldn’t it be illegal?”

“Why would it be?”

She gave me an exasperated look. “Fine. What about Jodi
and Bryan? There is no way they’ll believe it was a real
marriage. Can’t he dispute, challenge, or whatever it is people
would do in this situation to stop me from opening the coffee
shop and you having ownership?” With a frown on her face,
she shook her head. “I’m not saying I’d do this, but if for some
insane reason I accepted your offer... I can’t even believe I'm
thinking this, let alone saying it out loud.”

It wasn’t hard to see the hopeful look on her face.
Knowing it was the right time, I gave her another small push.

“It’s not a hard decision, Miss Coleson. If I suspected there
would be blowback, for me or for you, I wouldn’t make this
offer. I’'m the best at what I do, and no one will be disputing
anything. If you accept, I’'ll handle your cousins. They won’t
be an issue, I can assure you of that.” I lifted my shoulder in a
careless shrug. “It’s no one’s business but ours, and you don’t
owe anyone any explanations.”

Her eyes focused on the ground, she kept shaking her
head. I already knew what her answer would be—she was



asking questions, which meant she was considering it. It was
already a done deal. If I hadn’t already been sure of the
outcome, I wouldn’t have come to her with the offer. She had
spent all her savings on her dream, and I didn’t see her passing
on my offer, which would benefit us both. I also knew it didn’t
mean [’d get her answer with no resistance.

Startled, we both looked at my assistant, Cynthia, when
she knocked on the glass door and stepped inside. “Your next
appointment is here, Mr. Hawthorne, and you wanted me to
inform you when the other meeting had started.”

“Thank you, Cynthia. I’'m going to need a few more
minutes here.”

As Cynthia nodded and closed the door, Rose Coleson
headed back to her chair and picked up her bag. “I’m going to
leave...and I’ll think about—"

“I’m afraid you’ll have to give me your answer now.” I
didn’t move from my spot.

She stopped messing with her bag and met my gaze.
“What? Why?”

“Because as Cynthia just let us know, your cousins are in
the meeting room at the moment, discussing how to handle the
properties. If you accept my offer, we’ll go join them and
announce our situation. If you don’t, you’ll lose your last
chance.”

“You can’t really expect me to decide right now. Do you
think they’re just going to believe we fell in love at first sight?
And then decided to get married in a week?”

“And how would they know that? How would they know
when or how we met?” I took my hands out of my pockets and
shrugged, moving back toward my desk. “It’s not our problem
if they assume we met weeks or months ago.”

“My fiancé just left me a few weeks ago, Mr. Hawthorne.
Out of the blue. For no reason whatsoever. They know me
enough to know I wouldn’t marry someone else that quickly.”

“Your point being?”’



“My point being?”” Frustrated, she shook her head. “I can’t
believe this 1s happening right now.”

Overwhelmed and looking confused, she dropped down on
the chair. I felt like a bastard for forcing an answer from her,
but I had a million things to do and not enough time to do
them. If we were going to go forward with this, I needed to
know immediately because I wouldn’t put myself in this
situation again. “I’m going to need that answer from you, Miss
Coleson.”

“And I need to know more details, Mr. Hawthorne. Also,
could you please stop calling me Miss Coleson?”

“The details aren’t important at the moment. It’s either a
yes or ano.”

“You’re pressuring me. I don’t like it. I don’t like this.”

“I’'m doing nothing of the sort. You can walk out of my
office at any time—after you give me a definitive answer, that
is. You don’t have to say yes, but when you do answer, don’t
forget that this is completely your own decision. I have
nothing to lose in this. If [ don’t end up with that property, I’ll
find something else on Madison Avenue. Can you say the
same?”’

Her hands resting on her lap, palms down on her jeans, she
lifted her head and looked up at me. “This is insane. If I do
this, I’m insane. You’re insane.”

“I think I’'m quite clear on what you think of me.” Half
sitting on my desk, I crossed my arms. “This will benefit us
both, Miss Coleson. If we sign that simple piece of paper that
states we’re married, you’ll get to open up your coffee shop,
and nothing else will change for two years. If we don’t, you’ll
lose all your money on furniture and equipment you’ve bought
that you can’t use at the moment. From where I’m standing,
there 1s no decision to make. I’'m offering you a lifeline. If
you’re okay with losing all that, we have nothing more to
discuss.”

“We’re not a good fit, Mr. Hawthorne. Surely you can see
that.”



“No, I guess we’re not. I completely agree with you, but
then again, I believe it’s good enough for what we have in
mind. If your answer is no, please let me know so I can get on
with my next meeting.”

Seconds ticked by as I waited for her answer, and I could
see the exact moment her dream of opening her own coffee
shop swayed her decision, just as I’d suspected it would. “I
can’t believe I’'m saying this. I can’t even believe this is
happening right now, but if we’re going to make them believe
we’re getting married, I think you should start calling me
Rose.”

“Good. We’ll discuss the details at another date. In the
meantime, [’ll draw up a marriage contract that covers
everything.” Straightening from the desk, I crossed to the door
and opened it for her.

“Six months,” she blurted out.

I arched an eyebrow as she got up and turned around to
meet my gaze.

“Six months?”

“Yes. I want you to give me six months before I start
paying you the amount of rent that was discussed in the
original contract.” She nodded with a frown, as if she wasn’t
so sure what she was asking. “I know that was not in the initial
contract I made with my uncle, but since you’re going to end
up with the property anyway, I want those first six months to
be rent free so I can at least try to make some profit.” She
paused, thinking. “I think you can afford it. And truth be told,
I can’t. Sure, the rent I’ll be paying you is nothing for a place
on Madison Avenue, but with everything going on, I won’t be
able to afford it. But those rent-free six months will help me
get a good start.”

I studied her more closely. “You’re right, I can afford not
getting rent from you. Deal. Is that all?”

“I... Yes, that’s it.”

“You could ask me for the half of the property. If you had
gotten married to Joshua, you’d get the half.”



“Would you give it to me?”
“I’m afraid the answer would be no.”

“I thought so. Not paying rent for six months will help
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me.
“Good. Then we have no problem. Let’s join the meeting.”
“Just like that?”
“Do you have any more questions?”’

“Only about a hundred.” She stopped next to me and met
my eyes.

I arched an eyebrow. “I’m afraid we can’t go through them
all at the moment. Maybe next time. You’ll have plenty of
time to ask me anything you want after we’re married. Let me
do the talking in the meeting and we’ll be fine.”

Paler than she’d been when she had first entered my office
and maybe a little shell-shocked, she nodded and followed
behind me as we headed toward the meeting room.

I cursed myself for the bastard 1 was with every step I
took.

When we were only a few steps away from the meeting
room and I could see Bryan and Jodi Coleson sitting next to
each other, their backs to us, I glanced at Rose and saw her
breathing was a little out of control, her eyes huge and unsure.

“Ready?” I asked, already guessing what her answer would
be.

“Can’t really say that [ am.”
I nodded. That was good enough.
“When was the last time you talked to your cousins?”

She rubbed her temples before looking up at me. “Last
week, maybe? Maybe more? Why?”

“Leave 1t to me.”

We stepped in the room. Standing side by side. She had
that particular death grip on her handbag that was hanging on
her shoulder again.



“Tim,” I interrupted and everyone in the room, including
Jodi Coleson and Bryan Coleson, turned to look at us. “I’'m
sorry for being late to the meeting.”

Tim shuffled the pages he held in his hand, stood up and
took off his glasses, his eyes on Rose. “Hello Jack. Miss Rose,
I’'m glad you could join us. I won’t hold you for too long, we
just need you to—"

“Tim,” I said again and waited until his gaze met mine. “I
thought you’d like to be informed so you can make the
necessary changes. Rose Coleson is my fiancée and we’re
getting married in a few days.”

“You’re...you’re getting married to Miss Rose? What?”
While Tim stood there staring at me and Rose with a stupefied
expression, Bryan slowly pushed himself up and faced Rose.

“What’s going on here?” he asked, his already hard gaze
jumping from Rose to me. “Explain.”

“Bryan, Jack and I are getting married.” She forced out a
laugh and shifted on her feet. “I know that sounds a little—"

“It sounds like you’re fucking with me, cuz.”

I took a step forward and left, putting myself in front of
Bryan and forcing Rose to take a step back.

“I know this is a surprise to your family, Mr. Coleson, so
I’11 let that one go, but I’d suggest you watch your words when
you’re speaking to my fiancé.” I looked away from him and
addressed the room. “I proposed to Rose last week, and we
thought this would be a good time to share the news with you.
We couldn’t do it before because we wanted some privacy to
celebrate. Tim, I believe this will change the situation
regarding the property on Madison Avenue.”

“This 1s complete bullshit,” Bryan burst out as his sister,
Jodi, sat there and watched it all unfold with a bored
expression. “This situation, whatever the hell this act is,
changes nothing. She still isn’t getting the property. How
stupid do you think I am?”

“Oh, I couldn’t say, Mr. Coleson. We’ll be family shortly
and I wouldn’t want to insult you.” I watched as the color on



his face darkened. “Also, in the will, Gary Coleson clearly
states that, in the event that he passes away, the ownership of
the property on Madison Avenue will transfer to Rose’s
husband. The time limit was until 2020, I believe, but we can
always check. I’'m only explaining this for your sake, Mr.
Coleson, because I’'m not marrying your cousin for a property.
My feelings for her has nothing to do with what’s going on
here.”

“Jack, maybe we should—" Tim started.

“If 1t has nothing to do with what’s going on here, you’ll
lay no claim on the property,” Bryan forced out through
clenched teeth, his eyes sliding to Rose.

“The property, I believe 1s Gary Coleson’s last gift to his
niece. I’'m sure you’re not trying to ignore your father’s
wishes.”

Bryan’s hands slowly balled into fists and he took one
more step forward.

Tim cleared his throat and rubbed his eyes with his thumb
and index finger. “Jack maybe this wasn’t the best time to...
uh, share the good news. Maybe we can schedule another
meeting for—"

“Yes, | think that would be better. Rose and I will expect to
hear from you soon.”

“I will contest the will,” Bryan said, his eyes glittering
with anger before I could get us out of there. He was talking to
Rose, his eyes on her. “I won’t let you have this. You’re doing
this because I wouldn’t let you use the place and told you I had
other plans.”

“If you contest, you’ll have to wait a long time to get your
own share. I fight back Mr. Coleson,” I warned.

“Bryan,” Rose said from behind me. “I’m not marrying
Jack for the property. I know the timing is...awkward, but it
isn’t what you think. We met when...” She stepped up next to
me and pushed her arm through mine.

I forced myself to relax.



“You don’t have to explain anything to him,” I said,
glancing at her.

Her mouth pressed into a thin line when her eyes met
mine. “Yes, I do, Jack. Of course, I do.”

“I’m not listening to one more word from you,” Bryan cut
in. “This is not happening. If you force my hand, I will fight
this.”

With that, he strode out, making sure to bump his shoulder
against mine.

Finally, Jodi got on her feet. “Well. Well. Our pretty little
Rose finally does something interesting.” Her eyes took me in
from head to toe as Rose let go of my arm. “Not bad, little
cousin,” she said. “Not an upgrade from Joshua, but since
you’ve lost him, I guess this one will do.”

When I arched my brow, she smiled as if she had a secret
and shrugged. “Not my type. Too serious, too stiff, but oh,
well who am I to talk about your fiancé?”

Stopping in front of Rose, she leaned in to kiss her cheek
and I felt Rose stiffen next to me, pulling a little back.

“You know I don’t care about the property stuff, I got my
millions and the home from the will, but you knew Bryan had
his eyes set on this. I don’t think this little marriage scheme
will change anything.” She lifted her hand and studied her
pink fingernails. “May the best one win, I guess. It’ll be fun
for me either way.”



CHAPTER THREE

ROSE

Present

I was trying to paint the wall behind the counter and doing
my best not to fall asleep midsentence as I was talking to
Sally, my very own employee. It’d been a long day, just like it
had been a long day every day for the last week and a half, but
[ wasn’t complaining—how could I when it had been my
dream to open my own coffee shop for so long? Not even
attempting to stifle my yawn, I dipped the paint roller in more
dark-ish green paint and ignored the humming ache in my
shoulder as I kept painting.

“You sure you don’t want me to stay longer?”” Sally asked,
going through her backpack as she looked for her phone.

“You’ve already been here longer than you were supposed
to, and I’'m almost done for the day anyway. I only need
another fifteen minutes or so just to add a last coat. Somehow I
can still see a hint of red underneath it.” I sighed and it turned
into a groan. “As soon as this is done, I’ll head home too.”

Glancing over my shoulder, I gave her my most stern You
better listen to me look and watched her burst out laughing.

“What?” I asked when she looked at me with a wobbly
smile.

“You have green dots all over your face, and I’'m not even
gonna point out the state your t-shirt is in—or your hair, for



that matter. I’ll only say this: you’re officially a work of art
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now.

I could imagine the mess I’d made on my t-shirt, but my
face was news to me. “Oddly, I'm gonna take that as a
compliment, and...well, paint splatters,” I mumbled with a
sigh as I wiped my forehead with my arm. “Even my face
muscles are tired—how the hell did that happen?”

“Beats me. My face is fine, but my ass is pretty sore.”

“Well,” I started, making a face. “I’m not sure what you’ve
been doing when my back is turned, but...” Before I could
finish, I saw Sally’s expression and couldn’t hold back my
laughter.

“God, that came out wrong!” she groaned, looking at the
ceiling. “We sat on the floor for almost two straight hours, it
was inevitable—"

“I know, I know. My ass is hurting, too, and it’s not just
my ass—every inch of my body hurts. I’m just heading toward
delirious, so I’'m gonna laugh like a lunatic regardless of
whether what you’re saying is funny or not. Get out of here so
I can finish and get to my beloved shower and bed.”

Sally was a dark-haired, dark-eyed, always smiling twenty-
one-year-old and had been the fifteenth applicant for the
barista/everything-else-I’ll-need-you-to-do job. It had been a
love-at-first-sight kind of thing. To save myself from the
headache, I"d opted not to post about the job online, or
anywhere, really. I’d only mentioned it to a few friends so they
could ask around to see if someone they knew needed a job,
and I’d also asked a few other people I’d worked with at my
last job as the manager at Black Dots Coffee House before I
had quit when I thought Gary was going to let me use the
place. Word had gotten out, and I’d ended up talking to a lot
more people than I’d anticipated I would. None of them had
felt like the right person, though.

Sally, however, was a complete stranger who had just been
walking to her apartment after a dreadful blind date and had
seen me struggling to carry boxes from the curb into the shop.
She had offered to help, and in return, at the end of the day I’d



offered her the job. It didn’t hurt that we had bonded over our
mutual love of and obsession with coffee mugs, puppies, and
New York in winter. If those things didn’t prove we were a
perfect fit, I didn’t know what else would.

If there was one thing I wanted the most for Around the
Corner—my coffee shop!—it was for it to be inviting, warm,
and happy. Popular wouldn’t hurt anyone either. Even though I
was well aware I was going to be the boss, I didn’t want to
work with people I couldn’t get along with just because their
resumés were impressive. If we were happy and friendly, I
believed it’d have a different kind of pull for the customers,
and Sally’s personality and cheerfulness checked all the boxes
for me.

“You got it, boss.” She wiggled her newly found phone at
me in goodbye and backed away toward the door. “Oh, when
do you want me to come in again?”

I put the paint roller down and groaned as I straightened
back up with my hand on my waist and gazed at my almost
finished work. “I think I’ll be fine on my own this week, but
I’1l text you for next week if I have a lot of stuff going on.
Would that work for you?”

“Are you sure you don’t need help with the painting this
week?”

“Yeah, I can handle it.” I just waved her off without
turning because I didn’t think my body was capable of doing
anything that complex at the moment. “I’ll call you if anything
changes.”

“Got it. You be sure to go home before you drop dead.”
With her lovely parting words, she unlocked the door and
opened it. Before I heard it click shut, she called my name and
I glanced at her over my shoulder, which took some serious
effort on my part.

“Only two weeks or so now,” Sally said, grinning. “I’m so
excited,” she squeaked, bouncing up and down.

I gave her a tired but genuinely happy smile and managed
to pump my hand halfway into the air. We only had five years



of age difference between us, but I was feeling every single
one of the years I had on her. “Yes, definitely yay! You
probably can’t tell from my face right now because I can’t
move it much, but I’'m excited too. Can’t wait. Woohoo.”

Her body disappeared behind the door, and all I could see
was her head. “It’s gonna be great!”

“I’m crossing my fingers in my mind because I don’t think
I can do it in real life.”

After she gave me an even bigger grin, her head
disappeared too and the door slid shut. Since we’d boarded the
windows up, I couldn’t see outside, but I knew it was already
dark. Reaching for my phone in my back pocket proved to be
harder than I’d expected, but I was able to check the time. I
was pretty much moving in slow motion, but who needed
speed on a Monday night?

Eight o’clock.

I knew I shouldn’t take a break, but my legs, feet, back,
neck, arms, and everything in between were killing me. Left
with no other choice, I slid down behind the counter, right
where the cash register would be in just a few days, groaning
and whimpering the entire time it took my ass to reach the
ground. Then I dropped my head back with a loud thud and
closed my eyes with a heavy sigh. Now, if I could only
manage to get up, finish the last coat on the wall, and make
sure I couldn’t see any damn red anymore, I could lock up
then move my feet enough times to get to the subway so I
could get home and step straight into the shower. If I didn’t
drown myself in the shower, getting into my bed would be
nice, too—and food. At some point, I’d need food.

Then it hit me again. If you ignored that I was dying a
slow death from all kinds of aches, Sally was right—I was
getting really close to the opening day. Ever since | had taken
a job at a local coffee shop when I was eighteen, I knew I
wanted to open my own place. Something that belonged just to
me. Not only that, but it would also be where I belonged. And
that would be a first as well. As cheesy as it sounded, there



was something about the idea of my own place that had always
lifted my heart when I daydreamed about it.

Just as I felt myself drifting off, the front door opening and
closing with a soft click jolted me awake. I had completely
forgotten that I hadn’t locked it after Sally left. Thinking she
had left something behind, I tried to get up. When my legs
didn’t want to cooperate, I had to get on my hands and knees
with much effort and then held on to the counter to pull myself

up.

“What did you forget?” I asked, and it came out half as a
groan and half as a whimper.

Finding my cousin, Bryan, just on the other side of the
counter was not the best surprise I could’ve wished for. At his
unexpected appearance, I tried to come up with something to
say, but I was completely tongue-tied. He tapped the counter
with his knuckles and took a good look around. So far, I had
ignored every single one of his calls and had even turned off
my phone when his threatening texts had started to get a little
out of hand.

CCBryan.’,

His eyes only moved to me when he was done with his
perusal and you could easily see that he wasn’t happy.

“I see you already got comfortable,” he said, the anger
obvious in his voice.

“Bryan, I don’t think—"

“Yes,” he interrupted, taking a step forward. “Yes, you
don’t think. You didn’t think. I’'m not going to let this go,
Rose. Surely, that’s obvious. You don’t deserve this place.
You’re not family, not really, you know that. You’ve always
known that. And having that lawyer behind you will change
nothing.” His gaze fell to my hands. “I see you’re not even
wearing a wedding ring. Who do you think you’re fooling?”

I gritted my teeth and balled my fists behind the counter. If
I could just hit him once. Just once. Oh, the pleasure it would
give me.



“I’'m working. I’m not gonna wear something so precious
to me while I’m painting. This is pointless, I think you should
leave, Bryan.”

“I will when I’m ready.”

“I don’t want to argue with you. You don’t see me as
family so that makes us strangers. I don’t have to explain
myself to a stranger.”

He shrugged. “Who is arguing? I only wanted to drop by
to let you know that you shouldn’t get comfortable here. We’ll
be seeing each other more. Your lawyer might have managed
to stop me from taking this place from you, for now, but I
don’t give up that easily. Since I already know that your
marriage is nothing but a lie, all I have to do is wait and prove
it.”

“I know you think—"

“Good luck with that,” someone said and with a jolt, I
turned my head and locked eyes with Jack. The one that was
my husband.

Oh, jeez.

It was not my night, that was for sure. If Jodi had walked
in with bouquets of roses in her hands to congratulate me on
the coffee shop, I didn’t think I’d have been as surprised as I
was. I had successfully continued to ignore the memory of the
day I’d gotten married to this specific stranger, and since he
hadn’t been in the city for eight or nine days, it’d worked well
—up until now. To be fair, it shouldn’t have come as a
surprise. We were, in fact, married so I knew I’d eventually
have to see him again, but his timing was the absolute worst. If
I’d had the option to choose, I’d have much preferred a phone
call where I could make my case much more easily before we
had to face each other.

Before I could say anything, he focused on Bryan. “Since I
don’t think you’re here to congratulate us, I’'m asking you to
leave my wife alone.”

Bryan had to take a step away from the counter when Jack
almost got in his face.



“So you do know you have a wife then. From what I heard
you weren’t even in the country.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Coleson, my apologies. I didn’t know by
marrying your cousin I’d have to share my schedule with you
as well. I’ll remedy that as soon as possible.”

I really wanted to snort, but managed to hold it in.

Jack continued. “Since you’re already here I like to take
this opportunity to repeat what I told you before. I noticed that
every time you’re around my wife you’re making her
uncomfortable and unhappy. I really don’t think I like it,
Bryan. I’'m not sure how many times you need me to repeat
myself. But I’ll say it again: I don’t want to see you around
her.”

Since I couldn’t see Jack’s expression with his back to me,
I watched the muscle in Bryan’s jaw twitch and then he forced
a smile onto his face.

“I was just on my way out anyway. I said what I came here
to say, right, Rose?”

I said nothing.
Jack said nothing.

Bryan let out an insincere chuckle. “I’ll leave you two love
birds alone. And later you and I will have a chat, Jack.”

Jack followed Bryan all the way up to the door and made
sure to lock it after him.

Groaning, I closed my eyes.

“This was a good lesson on why I should never forget to
lock the door.”

I opened my eyes and he was standing right there. Right in
front of me where Bryan had stood only a few minutes ago. I
wasn’t sure if he was the better option.

“Rose,” Jack said as a greeting. Just Rose.

For a brief moment, I didn’t know what to say. I was fairly
sure it was the first time he had called me by just my name and
not Miss Coleson when we were alone. When we had attended



that meeting with Jodi and Bryan, I was just Rose, but the
second he’d walked me to the elevators after we were done
there, I was back to being Miss Coleson. I supposed since |
wasn’t technically a Coleson anymore, using my first name
was the appropriate choice.

Also, dammit, what a sight he was for my sore eyes.
Despite the late hour, he was wearing a suit: dark grey slacks
and jacket, white button-down, and a black tie. It was simple,
but it still packed an expensive punch. Considering what I
looked like in that moment, it was a pretty hard punch, too.

In that first glance, he was nowhere near being my type. I
wasn’t into the broody and aloof who didn’t like using their
words all that much, as if you weren’t worthy of a
conversation in their eyes. Definitely wasn’t a fan of the fancy,
rich types who came from money and grew up assuming they
owned everything and everyone in their vicinity; I’d met my
fair share of them living with the Colesons, and we just didn’t
mesh well. Other than that, I had nothing personal against
them. So, yes, Jack Hawthorne wasn’t my type. However, that
didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate how good he looked with
stubble, that sharp jawline, his unique and captivating blue
eyes, or the fact that he had a body that wore suits extremely
well. No, my issue with my new husband wasn’t his looks—it
was his personality.

That’s how the universe works: it gives you the one thing
you said you’d never want.

“Jack...you came back.” Given my half-dead state, that
was the best answer I could come up with, pointing out the
obvious. Considering I hadn’t seen or talked to him since the
day he left me in that car, I felt like I had every right to be
surprised.

With the look he gave me, like I was so beneath him, a
knot of dread formed in my stomach. I had plenty of self-
confidence, but guys like him always excelled at making me
feel less than. Dealing with Bryan hadn’t made things easier
either.



“Did you think I would disappear? Was this the first time
he showed up here? Your cousin.”

I nodded.
“Good. He won’t come back.”
That didn’t sound ominous at all.

“We need to talk,” he continued, completely unaware of
my nerves.

Hands gripping the counter for support, I nodded again and
tried my best to stand straight.

The guy didn’t beat around the bush, that was for sure. He
wasn’t exactly a conversationalist, either, from what I’d
learned so far. Thankfully, that would work in my favor this
time around, because even though I had not been looking
forward to seeing him, I’d been getting myself ready for this
conversation ever since his parting words to me after the
ceremony. A lot of mirror practice sessions had taken place. I
was sure, he was there to tell me he wanted a divorce, and I
was dead set on changing his mind.

“Yes, we do need to talk,” I agreed once I was sure my
knees wouldn’t give out on me.

I didn’t know if it was because he wasn’t expecting me to
agree so quickly or because of something else, but he looked
taken aback. I ignored it and started my speech.

“I know why you’re here. I know what you came to say,
and I’m gonna ask you not to say it, at least not before I finish
what [/ need to say. Okay, here goes nothing. You’re the one
who came to me with this offer. Well, / came to your office,
but technically you were the one who lured me to your office.”

His eyebrows slowly rose. “Lured?”

“Let me say this. You started this thing. I was making
peace with the situation, was even looking for a new job, but
you changed things. Your offer changed things. I’ve come here
every day since we made our deal. I’ve been working nonstop
and now it’s too real to let go. So, I can’t do it. I’'m sorry, but |



can’t sign the papers. Instead, I have a different offer for you,
and I really want you to consider it.”

With every word out of my mouth, his brows furrowed
deeper, his expression turning murderous. I still pushed
through before he could get a word in, call me on my bullshit,
and mess up my thought process.

“I’ll go to as many events as you want me to go to, no
limits—as long as it’s after I close the coffee shop, of course.
I’1l also cook for you. I don’t know if you cook or not, but I
can cook for you and save you the trouble. Free coffee,” I
added excitedly when the thought randomly crossed my mind.
How had I not thought of that? “Free coffee for two years.
Whenever you come in, whatever you want, however many
times a day. Pastries would be free, too. And, I know this is
going to sound a little silly, but hear me out. It doesn’t seem
like you’re the most...sociable person—"

“Excuse me?” he said in a low voice, cutting me off.

“I don’t know, maybe that’s the wrong word to use, but |
can help with that, too. I can be a good friend, if that’s
something you need or want. I can do—"

“Stop talking.”

The harsh tone he used was unexpected and shut me up
pretty quickly.

“What the hell are you talking about?” he asked, putting
his hands on the counter and leaning in.

I leaned back. “I’m not divorcing you, Jack.” I dropped my
head and let out a long breath. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I hate myself
for saying this, but I’'ll make trouble for you.” God, as threats
went, it sounded pretty weak even to my own ears.

He blinked at me a few times, and I thought maybe my
threat was working. ““You’ll make trouble for me,” he repeated
in a detached tone, and I closed my eyes in defeat. He wasn’t
buying it. If one of us was going to make trouble for the other,
it would be him making my life miserable. He had all the
power. “Just out of curiosity, what kind of trouble would you
make for me, Rose? What did you have in mind?”



I looked up to see if he was making fun of me, but it was
impossible to tell anything from his stony face. When I
couldn’t give him an answer, he straightened up and pushed
his hands into his pockets.

“If I was planning on divorcing you why would I say the
things I said to Bryan? I came here to ask why your things
aren’t at my place, why you haven’t moved in.”

Oh.

“I...what?”

“You were supposed to move in when I was gone. You
didn’t. Even though this isn’t going to be a real marriage,
we’re the only ones who know that, and I’d like to keep it that
way. From everything you’ve said, it sounds like you don’t
want a divorce. If that’s true, we need to live together. Surely
you could’ve guessed that, especially with your cousin coming
around.”

That was not what I had been expecting to hear from him
at all. Had I spent almost two weeks worrying about nothing?
“You said, before you got out of the car...you said we
shouldn’t have done this and didn’t call or contact me in any
way for the entire time you were gone.”

“And?”

I found the strength to get a little pissed. “And what was I
supposed to think after that remark? Surely you knew 1 would
think you regretted your decision.”

“And you wanted to get married that day?” he retorted.
“No, but—"

“It doesn’t matter. Didn’t Cynthia call you about moving
into my place?”

Momentarily rendered speechless by his audacity, I closed
my eyes and barely managed to lift my hand high enough to
rub the bridge of my nose. “I didn’t get any phone calls.”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. I have work to do, so we need
to leave now.”



Meeting his eyes, I frowned at him. “What do you mean
we need to leave now?”

“I’1l help you pack a few things from your apartment and
then we’re going back to my place. You can get everything
else later.”

My frown deepened and I shook my head. “You can leave
if you want to, but I also have work to do, as you can see, and
I’m not going anywhere before it’s done.”

If he thought he could order me around just because we
were married, he had another thing coming. Before he could
come up with something else and piss me off further, I turned
my back to him and gently bent down to pick up the paint
roller, quietly wincing as I tried not to whimper or make any
other sound though my back was actually killing me. Just as I
started on the first wet roll, I heard some rustling behind me.
Not thinking anything of it—because, in my humble opinion,
if he wanted to leave, he was more than welcome to do so—I
kept painting. It was at a much slower pace than before, but I
was getting the work done, and more importantly, I wasn’t
backing down.

Only a few seconds later, his palm circled my wrist and
stopped my movements. I only felt the heat of his skin for a
quick second, and then it was gone.

Taking the roller from me, he put it back down and then
started to roll up his stark white—and extremely expensive—
sleeves. I’d always thought there was something irresistible
about watching a man roll up his sleeves, and Jack Hawthorne
was just so meticulous and thorough about it that it was
impossible for me to take my eyes away.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked when he was
finally done and in the process of picking up the paint roller.

He gave me a brief glance and started painting. “Obviously
I’m helping you finish what you were doing so we can get out
of here faster.”

“Maybe I have other things I need to get done here.”



“Then I’ll help with them too.” 1 thought that was
uncharacteristically sweet of him—annoying, but in a sweet
sort of way.

“I don’t need—" Another quick glance from him had the
words dying on my lips.

“You look awful.” He gave me his back while I was still
staring at him in shock. “Didn’t you like how the professionals
painted it?” he asked.

Maybe he wasn’t so sweet after all, just plain old rude. To
be honest, that comment hurt a little. “Thank you. I tried my
best to look awful today—glad to hear it worked. Although, if
I had known you were coming, I would’ve tried harder. Also,
what professionals are you talking about? I’'m painting the
place myself.”

That confession earned me another indecipherable look,
this one longer.

¢ thy?’ b

“Because I have a budget and I can’t blow it on things I
can easily do myself. Does it look bad or something?” 1
narrowed my eyes and looked at the wall more carefully. “Do
you still see that damn red underneath?”

The roller stopped moving for two seconds, but then he
continued painting. “No. Considering you painted it on your
own, it looks fine. Is this the only wall you’ll be painting?” he
asked, his voice tighter.

“No. Tomorrow I’m starting on the rest of the place. I was
only going to do one more coat for the green then call it a
day.”

I moved forward, grabbed the small paintbrush, and dipped
it in the paint bucket that was sitting at the end of the counter.
“I’ll do the edges—it’ll go quicker.”

“No,” he replied in a clipped tone, blocking me. “You look
like you’re about to keel over. I said I’ll get it done.” Without
touching me, he pried the brush out of my hand.



“You don’t know how I want it done,” I protested, trying to
take the brush back.

“I think it’s a pretty straightforward process, wouldn’t you
agree? Sit down before you—"

“Keel over. I got it.”

It was tempting to stand upright the whole time as he
painted my wall, but he was right—if I didn’t sit my ass down,
I was about ready to pass out. Since the chairs hadn’t arrived
yet, the only thing I could sit on was an old stool I had found
in the back room and had cleaned just that morning.

After a few minutes of quiet where the only sounds you
could hear were the traffic outside and the wet sounds of the
paint roller, I couldn’t take it. “Thank you for helping, but Mr.
Hawth—"

He stopped and turned around. Even with a paint roller in
his hand, he looked attractive, not that it was any of my
business. An attractive jerk didn’t hold much appeal.

“Jack,” he said quietly. “You need to call me Jack.”

I sighed. “You’re right. I’'m sorry. It...it still feels weird. |
just wanted to say that I can’t stay in your apartment, not
tonight,” I added quickly. “I’m really tired and I need to go
home, shower, and...it really isn’t the best time for me to pack
and move my clothes. Give me a week and I’ll—"

“Do you want to stay married?”” Nonchalantly, he leaned
down and dipped the roller into more paint. I didn’t reply; it
wasn’t necessary—he knew the answer. He got back to
painting and spoke toward the wall. “Good. We’ll go to your
apartment and I’ll wait for you to grab a bag. If you don’t want
your cousin to create problems down the road, you need to get
rid of the apartment as soon as you can.”

I gritted my teeth. I knew he was right, but that didn’t
mean [ liked what he was saying. I still thought letting him

know my thought on the matter was a good idea. “I don’t like
this.”

That got him to look at me. “Really? I’'m so surprised to
hear that. And here I was having the time of my life.”



My lips twitched, but his face was unreadable—as always.
I shook my head. “I’m glad I was able to provide that for you,
and I know you’re right. It’s just that...I have a million things
to do here in the upcoming days, and packing my stuff on top
of all those things...I’m not sure I’ll have the energy. So, since
I’d be more comfortable in my own space, how about I’ll keep
paying my rent at least for another month or so and go back
and forth while I’'m working on the coffee shop and move
slowly—"

“That’s not gonna work. You can pack whatever you’ll
need for a few days, and I’ll send some people back to your
apartment to pack your furniture.”

Send some people? What the hell was he talking about?

“I... The furniture isn’t mine. It’s a one-room studio
apartment, a very small one. All it has is a Murphy bed, a
small couch, and a coffee table, basically, and none of it is
mine. Also, I don’t need someone else to pack my stuff. I'll do
it myself.”

“Good. Then after we drop by your place, we’ll head back
to my apartment. In the next few days, you’ll bring the rest of
your stuff.”

Just like that, I was out of excuses, so I closed my mouth
and gave myself permission to sulk in silence for a few
minutes. It lasted until he picked up the small paintbrush and
started on the edges.

“I don’t know how to do this,” Jack stated quietly with a
slight touch of anger tinging his voice.

My elbow was on the counter and I was resting my head
on my palm when he spoke up. I opened my eyes to check his
progress.

“It looks good from here. Again, you don’t have to do it,
but thank you.”

His movements with the brush faltered for a second, but he
didn’t stop. “I’m not talking about the painting. I’'m saying I
don’t know how to do this with you. I don’t know how to be
married.”



I stared at the back of his head, blinking and trying to
make sure I’d heard him right. I took my time trying to figure
out how to answer. “I’ve never married a stranger before
either, so I think we’re on the same level here. I’'m hoping we
can figure it out together along the way. Can I suggest one
thing, though? I think it would make our lives easier.”

“Can I stop you?” he asked, glancing at me over his
shoulder.

Did he mean I talked too much? “You’d have to try and see
for yourself, but I’'m pretty sure you can’t, so I’ll just go right
ahead and share. You’re not very talkative, and that’s okay. If |
tried, I could talk enough for both of us, but even though we
won’t be in each other’s faces all the time, we’re gonna have
to figure out a way to...communicate, I think. I don’t think I’d
be too off the mark if I said you seem like a guy of very few
words.”

He turned to look at me with an arched eyebrow, and I
gave him a small smile and a shrug before continuing.

“It’s gonna be difficult to get used to each other. This
whole situation is awkward and new. Plus, living with you is
going to be...to be honest, a little weird for me, not to mention
the fact that you’re gonna have to live with a stranger in your
apartment, too. I’ll try to stay out of your way as much as I
can. I’ll be spending most of my time here, anyway, so I think
you’ll barely notice my presence. And we’re helping each
other out, right? You get the property and the every-now-and-
then fake wife, and I get two years in this amazing location. |
promise, I’ll do my part.”

His eyes holding mine, he gave me a small nod.

“Despite what you saw tonight, I’'m pretty easy to get
along with,” I continued as he focused on dipping the brush
into more paint. “You won’t even know I’m in your home. I’1l
be wherever you need me to be when you need me, but other
than that, I’ll stay out of your hair.”

“That’s not what I’'m worried about.”



I was having a really hard time keeping my eyes open.
“What are you worried about then?”

Instead of explaining further, he shook his head and turned
back to the almost finished wall. “This is almost done. If there
is nothing else to do, we should leave.”

“There are a million things to do, but I don’t think I have
the strength to lift my finger, let alone do anything. I’ll get my
things from the back then we can go.”

“Your ring,” he said as I pushed myself up, his back to me.
“You’re not wearing it.”

“I...” I touched my finger where the ring was supposed to
be. “I left it at home because I’'m working here. I didn’t want
to lose it or damage it with all the work I need to do.”

“I’d prefer you to wear it from now on.”

He didn’t turn back and look at me, but I did notice the
band I’d bought him was on his finger.

“Of course,” I mumbled quietly before going to the kitchen
to get my things.

The number of times Jack Hawthorne smiled: none.



CHAPTER FOUR

JACK

T he car ride to her apartment was silent. After she said a
quiet hello to Raymond after entering the car, neither of
us said a word to each other. I didn’t have anything else to say,
and she didn’t look like she had any strength left in her to
string two words together. That saved us from trying to make
small talk, which was something I didn’t do willingly anyway.

Sooner than I expected, we came to a stop in front of her
old apartment building in the East Village. I offered my help,
but she politely declined. After promising she wouldn’t take
long, she quickly—as quickly as she could drag herself away,
that is—exited the car. Thinking she’d take her time to pack no
matter what she said, as every single female I’d known to that
day would have done, I focused on answering some emails
while I waited in the car with Raymond.

Twenty minutes later, just as I was about to send out my
sixth email, I looked up from my phone and saw Rose coming
out with just one small duffel bag. She’d also changed out of
her paint-splattered clothes into blue jeans and a white t-shirt,
and she looked freshly showered with her damp hair framing
her face. If [ wasn’t mistaken, she was favoring her right leg.

Before I could do anything, Raymond opened his door and
rushed to help her. Following a brief push and pull between
them, which 1 watched in confusion and unexpected
amusement, Rose gave up and let Raymond carry her bag.

“Thank you,” she said quietly when he opened the door for
her after putting it in the trunk.



“You’re welcome, Mrs. Hawthorne.”

I froze. With her hand on top of the open door, Rose froze
as well.

“Uh, that’s really not necessary. Please call me Rose.”

As she finally got in and Raymond closed the door, I
locked my phone and put it back into my pocket.

“Will that be enough?” I asked.
She glanced at me with a small frown. “Excuse me?”
I gestured to the back with my head.

She followed my gaze. “Oh, yes. I can’t do much tonight.
I’1l pack everything tomorrow. I’m sorry if I took too long, but
I had to jump in the shower because of all the paint.”

“It’s fine. I took care of some emails.”

She nodded and we fell silent for a few minutes until she
spoke up again.
“That was a little weird for you too, right? It wasn’t just
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me.
I quirked an eyebrow and waited for her to explain.

“Mrs. Hawthorne,” she whispered after a quick glance at
Raymond. She put her right hand on the leather seat between
us, leaning her upper body toward me as if she was sharing a
secret. “That’s the first time I’ve been called that. It’s gonna
take some getting used to. I’'m Mrs. Hawthorne now.”

“Yes, you are,” I agreed curtly then looked out my window
as she leaned away. In the reflection on the glass, I saw her
lose the small smile that was playing on her lips and straighten
up in her seat. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. This
whole fake marriage thing was going to be harder than I’d
initially thought, especially since I seemed to be doing a bad
job of it already.

I only looked at her again when Raymond stopped the car
in front of my place on Central Park West. She glanced out the
window and I watched her release a long breath.



“This 1s 1t?” she asked, peering back at me.
“Yes.”

[ got out of the car. Rubbing my temple, I made it to
Raymond’s side just as he opened her door and then walked to
the back to get her bag. It seemed like the little fight she’d had
in her back at the coffee shop had deflated during our car ride,
and she just stared up at the building.

After smiling at my driver softly and thanking him when
he held out her bag, she walked a few steps away from us.

“The usual time tomorrow, Mr. Hawthorne?” Raymond
asked quietly, both our eyes on the woman standing just a few
feet away from us.

Sighing, I pushed my hands into my pockets and shook my
head. “I’ll call you in the morning.”

Giving me a quick nod, he got back in the car and drove
away, leaving me alone on the sidewalk. Taking the few steps
to close the gap that separated me from my newly acquired
wife, I stood beside her.

“This 1s it then,” she repeated, but this time it wasn’t posed
as a question.

“This is it,” I agreed, and we stood side by side like that
for a few agonizingly slow seconds.

“It’s really close to the coffee shop. I was afraid you lived
around Bryant Park, closer to your office.” She gave me a
quick look then faced forward again. “I take the subway from
my apartment so I could’ve still done that, but this is better, of
course.”

“I did live close to the firm at one point. I moved here two
years ago. Shall we go up?”

She nodded. I opened the door for her, and we finally
entered the building we’d been staring at. I ignored the
doorman’s greeting and walked straight toward the elevators.

With each second it took us to reach the top floor, I could
almost feel her drawing away from me more even though we
were physically only inches apart. So far every interaction I’d



had with her was turning out to be a disaster—not that I was
expecting anything different. This was the bed I’d made for us,
and now the time had come to lie in it.

Eventually, the elevator doors opened, and I stepped out
ahead of her. After unlocking the apartment door, I pushed it
open and turned back to look at Rose, really look at her. The
quick shower she’d taken had helped with the paint splatters
on her face—most of them—but not the fatigue. Her pale skin
only accentuated her big and dark eyes and her long lashes.
Despite looking like she had been done with the day some
hours ago, somehow she still looked strong. She was a
determined one and I respected that. Quite. She was clutching
the handle of her bag with one hand and gripping her own
elbow with the other. She met my eyes and offered me a small
and unsure, but pretty smile.

Pretty.
Christ, Jack.

“Please,” I murmured, gesturing to the inside of the
apartment with my hand and taking a step aside so she could
enter. Just as she was passing me, I reached for her bag, and |
supposed I managed to surprise her because she let it go
without a struggle.

bJ

“Thank you,” she muttered quietly, looking around the

space.

I closed the door after her, locked it, and took a deep
breath before I faced her again. I was starting to feel like,
somehow, the quiet had gotten louder behind the locked doors
now that we were there and alone.

“Would you like to look around or would you prefer to see
your room first?”

I wasn’t sure if she was feeling up to a tour—I was
actually confident she’d want to pass on anything I would
offer that would force her to spend more time with me—but |
wanted her to feel comfortable since we had two years of this,
of us in our future.



“Thank you, but you don’t have to do that. If you could
show me where I’ll be staying, that’ll be enough.”

“l wouldn’t offer if I didn’t want to, Rose. For the
foreseeable future, this will be your home too. You should feel
comfortable.”

“I appreciate you saying that, I really do, but still, can |
take a rain check on the tour for tonight? I have to be back at
the coffee shop tomorrow morning and I’m really tired, so...”

“Of course.” Walking through the foyer, I gestured toward
the staircase to our right and followed her silently as she took
the lead. Her hand held on to the black steel railing as she
slowly and very carefully climbed up to the second floor. As
soon as she was up on the landing, she stepped to the side and
waited for me.

“This way,” I offered, taking her to the left. The penthouse
I had bought only two years earlier had four bedrooms, three
of them being on the second floor. One of the rooms was set
up as a home gym. The second, which was my bedroom, was
on the other end of the hallway, and the third would now be
Rose’s. Just hours earlier it had been way too much space for
only one person, but with Rose in the apartment, it seemed to
shrink in size.

At the end of the short hall, I opened the door to the
spacious room that would be hers and placed her overnight
bag just inside before backing out again. Giving me a quick
look, she stepped inside and took everything in. I had asked
the interior decorator to keep it simple and functional, so there
were only a few pieces of furniture in the room: a king bed, a
neutral-colored headboard, nightstands, a small sitting area
with one soft nude velvet chair, and another chocolate brown
one next to a simple white and gold floor lamp.

“You have your own en suite through the right door,” I
explained when she didn’t say anything. “The left door is the
walk-in closet. If there is anything you don’t like, let me know
and I’ll take care of it.”

After looking around for a few seconds, she finally faced
me and tucked her damp hair behind one ear. “This is... I think



it’s bigger than my entire apartment.” When my expression
didn’t change, she cleared her throat and continued.
“Everything looks great, Jack. I hope you didn’t go to too
much trouble for this.”

“I believe every guest room has a bed and a chair. I didn’t
do anything special.”

“Of course they do, but considering your guest room is so
massive...” She trailed off. I waited for her to keep going, but
she just shook her head. “Thank you. That’s what I’'m trying to
say. This is beautiful, so thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Is there anything else I can do for you,
or would you like to be alone?”

“I think I’ll just try to get some sleep. I...” Pausing, she
lifted her wrist to check the time. “I need to get up really
early.”

“Everything going okay so far? I don’t want to keep you
for long, but did you hear anything from your other cousin?”

Shaking her head, she moved closer to me, holding on to
the door between us as if she didn’t have enough strength to
keep herself upright.

“A few days ago, she called, but I think she was just
curious if [ had gone through with it or not.”

I frowned, not following. “Gone through with what? The
coffee shop?”

She offered me a tired smile.

“No, she doesn’t really care about that. She was trying to
learn more about...us, I guess—you and me and the marriage.
She isn’t like Bryan, she rarely cares about things that doesn’t
concern her. And so far, so good with the coffee shop. There is
a lot of work to be done as I’m sure you saw yourself, but 'm
not complaining.”

Satisfied with her answer, I reached for my tie and
loosened it, noticing the way her eyes followed my
movements. “Good. And you don’t have to worry about Bryan
either, there is nothing he can do at this point and if he does,



I’1l take care of it. Good night, Rose. If you need anything, my
room is at the end of the hall, across from you.”

Straightening, she nodded. “Thank you, and good night...
Jack.”

It took me a second to move. I wasn’t sure why I was
reluctant to leave, it couldn’t possibly be because I wanted to
talk to her more, but there I was just standing there like an
idiot. I took a deep breath, trying to think of a parting word so
I could leave, but all I managed to do was notice her smell and
drown in it. Coconut and some other mysterious fruit I
couldn’t quite figure out. It must’ve been her shampoo since
I’d noticed it in the car first. | gave up on trying to think of
something else to say, gave her a quick nod and walked away
from her before I did something stupid. Midway down the
stairs, | heard Rose’s door gently click shut.

For THE HUNDREDTH TIME, | checked the clock on my
nightstand, and finally when I saw it was four AM and I still
hadn’t managed to fall asleep, I sat up. Rubbing my face, |
sighed and got up. Not wanting to get dressed and go down
yet, | stayed in my pajama pants and put on the grey t-shirt
that was already hanging on the back of the chair in the corner
of the room then headed toward the black steel doors that
opened up to the terrace. I breathed in the cold air as soon as I
stepped outside and took in the city.

It didn’t take a genius to understand why I couldn’t sleep,
yet I’d still tried my best to ignore the fact that I wasn’t alone
in my apartment, that everything was just as it should be. The
only issue was that my mind was determined not to let me
forget about it, to forget about my wife’s presence in my
home. Ever since I’d left her crying in the car, it had been all I
could see when I closed my eyes at night—she was all I could
see, the look in her eyes. So lost and confused. The fact that
I’d practically pushed her—us—into this wasn’t helping at all.
Hell, I didn’t even know what to feel anymore, other than guilt
that is. I was drowning in guilt. And living under the same
roof with Rose...it was helping nothing at all.



Looking down at Central Park as I leaned on the railing, I
tried to clear my mind so I could get back to bed and get at
least a few hours of sleep in order to actually face and survive
the next day and the upcoming days. But, after standing out
there for God knows how long, I decided it was a futile
endeavor. Just as [ was turning around, I saw Rose turn the
corner at the end of the terrace and let out a loud gasp when
she spotted me.

One hand against her heart, the other on her knee, she bent
down. Letting the blanket she was bundled in hang from her
shoulders, she started to cough as if she was choking on
something. Without comment, I moved toward her, and before
I could decide whether I should try to help her or not, she
straightened up. Her face was completely flushed, her chest
falling and rising rapidly.

A second later the cause of her reaction became more clear
when she opened her fist and showed me a half-eaten Snickers
bar. “You almost killed me,” she wheezed out, her words
barely making any sense.

“Excuse me?”’

“I was dying,” she mumbled after attempting to clear her
throat again. Finally regaining her composure, she released a
long breath and pulled the blanket around herself.

“I saw that.” Thinking it’d make her feel more
comfortable, I turned away from her and faced the city in front
of us.

After another deep breath and a cough, she took the last
few steps to stand next to me. “It’s getting chilly,” she
commented quietly, and I automatically glanced down at her
feet. She was wearing socks, but she was resting one of her
feet on top of the other.

“You might want to wear thicker socks,” I commented, and
her gaze followed mine down to her feet and she shifted in
place. “But, yes, the weather is changing. You couldn’t sleep?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her look up at me and
shake her head. I kept my eyes on the city.



“Nope. You couldn’t either?” she asked, filling the silence
between us.

“I tend to wake up early.” That was what I was telling
myself, and I certainly didn’t want her to think I was
struggling with having her in my space.

She hugged the blanket tighter.
“I hope your bed was comfortable.”

Another quick glance at me. “It was. It’s really
comfortable and big. It’s my first night here and it’s a strange
place, you know. I thought I heard something when I woke up
and couldn’t go back to sleep.”

“I understand.” I didn’t prod for more details, but she kept
going.

“I’1l get used to it. I did manage to pass out for two hours
—1I was too tired not to—but then I woke up and my stomach
decided it was a good time to remind me that I hadn’t eaten
anything in twelve hours, so...” Lifting her hand from under
the blanket, she showed me the remaining few bites of her
candy bar. “Here I am with the Snickers I found in my bag. I’d
give you a piece, but...”

“I think I’ll live. You should’ve told me you were hungry
when we first came in. We do have a kitchen downstairs.”

I glanced at her then and she looked up at me with a smile.
“A kitchen? What a novelty. As tempting as that sounds, if I
eat anything more than this, I’ll stay up all night and T won’t
be able to do anything tomorrow. I need to start getting ready
in a few hours anyway, so this will hold me over. Plus, nothing
beats chocolate.”

“You should go back to bed then.”

“I will,” she murmured, agreeing easily. “I’ll go back
inside in a few minutes.”

I nodded, but I knew she couldn’t see me; she was
watching the night sky. We fell into another long stretch of
silence and, not sure what I should do, I crossed my arms
against my chest and leaned back against the wall at the same



time she moved forward and propped her forearms on the
railing.

29

“The lake looks beautiful from up here,” she whispered.
Glancing at me over her shoulder, she waited for an answer.
“You must love the view.” I nodded in agreement, and a small
sigh fell from her lips as she faced forward again. “The leaves
will start changing color in a few weeks. I love Central Park in
fall, and the lake is one of my favorite spots. It’s so cool that
you can see it from here. Do you have a favorite spot, Jack?”

“In Central Park?”
“Yes.”

As the loud sound of sirens filled the night, I took a few
seconds to answer so I wouldn’t have to raise my voice. All
bundled up in her blanket, she faced me, ready to hear my
answer. She was definitely an insistent one, my wife.

“I never thought about it. I guess the lake is all right.”
She arched an eyebrow and just stared at me.

I returned her stare. “Is there anything I can help you with
at the coffee shop?”

She cocked her head and studied me as if she could figure
me out if she only looked hard enough. I had no idea what she
was thinking. Not only that, I had no idea what I was doing out
there, pulling her into more conversation when 1’d decided the
moment after we’d said / do that I didn’t want to get too close
to her. The only thing I had to do was keep reminding myself
that this was going to be a business deal and nothing more.

“You already helped. If it wasn’t for you, it would’ve
never happened. When I got Gary’s permission to use the
space and we signed that contract, I started ordering the
furniture, the machines, and all the other bits and pieces I’ll
need. I knew it would take time for everything to get here, so |
thought I was being smart. When...Gary and Angela passed
away, I completely forgot about the whole thing. Then things
started to arrive, but I no longer had a coffee shop to put them
in, so I had to rent a storage place for the items from the
companies that couldn’t hold my orders for the foreseeable



future, like the chairs. Some things I bought were from sales
and other deals, so they wouldn’t cancel my orders, either.
When I came to your office that day, I had no hope of things
going my way. [ was on my way to another job interview.”

Uncomfortable with her admission, I shifted in place and
cleared my throat. Before I could stop her, she kept going. Not
only was she insistent, she was turning out to be quite the
talker.

“So, as weird and awkward as this marriage i1s and
probably will be for quite some time as we get used to having
each other around, I’'m really thankful for it. I know we made
a deal and obviously it’s not gonna be a one-sided thing, but
I’m still very thankful that you decided not to get a divorce.”

“You don’t have to keep thanking me. It’s a business deal.
I’m getting a free property out of this. We’re both benefiting.”

Her eyes steady on me, she nodded and rearranged the
blanket on her shoulders. “I know. I just wanted you to know
the details, too.”

I already knew the details surrounding her situation, but I
didn’t think it would be wise to let her know that.

“Why do you want it then? What are you planning on
doing with it once our deal runs its course?”

I didn’t know how to answer that question, so I took the
easy out.

“I rather not share.”

“Oh. Okay.”

When I didn’t comment further, she took a deep breath and
looked toward the corner where she had appeared from. After
giving Central Park another quick look, she sighed. “You
probably want to be alone, so I'll just go back to my room.
Tomorrow is gonna be a long day of painting anyway. Good
night, Jack.”

I watched her in silence up until she turned her back to me
and took a few steps away. Sighing, I straightened up from the
wall and took her spot at the rail. Turns out I didn’t like



putting that hurt look on her face. Raising my voice, I asked,
“You think you’ll be able to go back to sleep?”

“I don’t think so, but I’'ll rest a bit.”

I’d thought as much. I didn’t think I was gonna get any
sleep either. How are you handling their death?”” The question
rolled off my tongue before I even thought about what I was
going to say to keep her out on the terrace for longer. So much
for not wanting to talk to her.

The amount of time it took for her to reappear at my side
was unmistakably shorter than the time it had taken her to
walk away.

“Can I be honest?” she asked into the night as I studied her
profile.

“Usually, I prefer people lying to me, but if you insist...”
That earned me a side-eye look.

“I’m not sure exactly how I feel,” she responded finally. I
thought I heard a small smile in her voice when she started to
speak, but I didn’t know her enough to be sure. “Obviously,
I’m sad about it. That’s not what [ mean, but it just doesn’t feel
real. We didn’t talk every day, or even every week, after |
turned eighteen, I moved out of their house and after that
barely even saw Angela. That’s how she wanted it anyway.
But, I talked to my uncle about once every two weeks or so,
and sometimes he even had enough time to have lunch with
me. He always seemed to tolerate having me around a bit
more. Since you worked with them before, you probably
already know this story, but they took me in when I was nine.
My dad had just passed away. Cancer. And even though Gary
and my dad were only half-siblings and they hadn’t been in
contact for more than fifteen years, Gary agreed to become my
guardian.”

“What about your mom?”’

“I don’t remember her. She left us when I was two. |
believe they looked for her, but from what my uncle told me
she had disappeared. Maybe changed her name, who knows.
So they took me in. I can’t say they were always nice to me, |



remember too many nights I’d cried myself to sleep, but at
least I didn’t go into the system. I didn’t have anyone, not
really.”

“Your cousins?”’

“Bryan and Jodi. Ah. I think they just took their cues from
Angela and stayed clear. They’re just a few years older than
me, yet they barely talked to me. I was the very unwanted and
bothersome niece.”

I was watching the park when she started her story, but my
eyes went back to her when I felt her gaze on me.

“That was probably a little more personal information than
you were looking for.”

“It’s okay,” I replied simply, not giving her anything else.
“I think for the marriage to look believable to everyone around
us, we need to know personal details like these.”

“Okay then. To give a more definite answer to your
question: I’m doing better—not great, but better. There are
days I wake up and completely forget it happened because
they haven’t really been super involved in my life for a long
time, but I think it’s okay to admit that I have days where I
miss hearing my uncle’s voice.” I heard a small chuckle and
genuine happiness in her next words. “He used to read me
bedtime stories for a few years in the beginning, once or twice
a week. If you know him at all, you also know how unlike him
that is, but he worked pretty hard and it was the only time I’d
get to see him. He was always a little gruff about it and tried to
read super quick as if he was racing against time, but then he’d
get into the story and read longer than he had promised. I used
to really look forward to that when I was little. ‘7 only have ten
minutes for you tonight, Rose.” He’d always start with that.”
She paused, but before I could even comment, she turned the
tables back onto me. “What about your parents? Are they
alive?”

“Yes.”
“How is your relationship with them?”

“We’re not close.”



“Oh? You had a falling out?”
“You could say that. I haven’t seen them in years.”
“Do they know you got married?”” she asked.

“I didn’t inform them, no, but I’m sure they’ll hear it from
someone soon enough.” I glanced at her and our eyes met for a
brief moment before I looked away. “I’m afraid they wouldn’t
approve of my choices, so I didn’t feel the need to let them
know.”

“I understand.” There was an awkward pause. “Wow. I
really needed that confidence boost, so thanks for that.”

I didn’t think she understood at all, but I didn’t correct her.

“And can I say two peas in a pod? Look at us, we don’t
really have any family.”

“Looks like that.”

She huffed out a breath and leaned on the railing,
mirroring my stance. After a peaceful stretch of silence
between us, an ambulance passed with the sirens blaring and
screeched to a halt somewhere down below us, interrupting
my thoughts. Having a heart-to-heart conversation with my
wife under the night sky was absolutely not the best way to
keep my distance.

“When do you think you’ll be opening the coffee shop?” I
asked, shifting the subject to something safer.

“I’m mostly ready, mostly being the operative word. When
I finish painting, I’ll have all the big things out of the way. The
chairs and the sign that will go outside are coming soon, and I
need to buy a few more kitchen things.” She sighed and rested
her chin on her propped-up hand. “I think three weeks? It
depends on a lot of things. All the paperwork is ready, so there
1s no reason not to jump right in. Thank you for that, too—you
know, for handling the paperwork stuft.”

I noticed her trying to cover a yawn.

“Don’t mention it. You can’t paint to save your life. You
know that, right?”



“Excuse me? | paint beautifully,” she shot back with a
frown on her face.

“From what I saw today, it was patchy. I could still see the
red of the old paint underneath. That’s not an indication of
beautiful painting.”

She snorted. “Again, excuse me, but that was a very bright
red—it would show no matter what I did with only one coat of
new paint over it. Everyone knows that. First coat is always
patchy. I did the hard part then you came at the end and stole
my work.”

“Everyone knows that?”” I asked with an arched eyebrow.
“Yes! Ask any professional painter.”

“How many professional painters do you know exactly?”
“How many do you know?”

I met her eyes and shrugged. “A few.” Relaxing a little
further, I waited for her comeback.

“Fine. You win that one. I don’t know any, but it still
doesn’t change the fact that I paint beautifully.”

“If you say so.”

“I do say so. You did one wall, but ’'m gonna paint the
whole place. Say I don’t paint beautifully after you see that.”

“Actually, since you’ll be painting my property, I’d like to
make sure you’re not ruining my walls. I’ll be there tomorrow
to keep an eye on things.”

“You’re kidding.”
“NO.”

“Fine. Keep an eye on things then. The property might be
yours now, but those will be my walls for the next two years.
[’m not letting you mess anything up.”

Trying to cover my unexpected smile, I cleared my throat.
“Thank you for the permission. If you’re planning on doing
more of your ‘beautiful’ painting, as you put it, you need to
get some more rest.”



“Are you provoking me?”

“Why would I want to do that?” And wasn’t that the truth?
Why the hell would I want to do that? Too bad I didn’t have an
answer to my own question.

She faced me, and I was forced to return her gaze.

“You really think you can do a better job than me?” she
asked.

I arched an eyebrow. “I did do a better job than you.”

“Right. Instead of just keeping an eye on things, pick up a
paint roller then.”

Apparently, I was canceling my meetings for the next day
or so. “We’ll see how it goes.”

She paused.

“I know it looks pretty bare right now, but wait until you
see everything together. More importantly, I'm really good
with coffee, and the pastries will be to die for. If I can manage
to do everything that’s in my mind, it’ll look great in about a
week or two.”

“What else is on your mind?” I asked, genuinely curious,
her enthusiasm catching.

She smiled up at me. “I think I’'m gonna keep the rest to
myself, just in case I screw it up or can’t get it done in time.”

“Sounds like you have everything planned and under
control.”

“There are so many more things I need to deal with
though, a million little things. Are you going to be there on
opening day?”’

“Do you need me to be there?” It didn’t matter what her
answer was—I knew | was going to be there anyway.
“I wouldn’t say need—"

When the wind kicked up, pushing at her hair, she lifted
her hands to get it out of her eyes and the blanket started to
slip down from her shoulders. I straightened and caught it



midway to her waist. Suddenly we were standing too close and
she was trapped between me and the damn blanket. My eyes
met her surprised big, brown ones, and I halted, not so sure
what to do with the blanket and /Zer.

I cleared my throat. She dropped her hands after having
pulled all her hair to one side, and I let her grab the edges of
the blanket from me.

“Thanks,” she murmured as I took a step back.

Goddammit!

After a brief pause, she went back to answering my
question. “It’s not so much a need, but it would be good just in
case Jodi or Bryan show up. I don’t think they will, but after
tonight who knows.”

“I’ll try to free up my schedule if you think I need to be
there.” A quick glance at my watch, and I noticed the time:
almost five. After not wanting to talk to her, I had spent an
hour doing the exact opposite. I straightened up. “I’m heading
back inside.”

“Oh, okay,” she mumbled, still holding on to the blanket I
had almost reluctantly let go of just a few seconds earlier.

“If I’'m going to paint an entire coffee shop, I need to get
some sleep,” I added at her puzzled expression regarding my
abrupt exit.

“Wait a minute—you were serious about that?”

“I’m not sure how many times I’ll need to repeat this, but
if I say something, I always mean it.”

“I thought you were just...”
I raised my brows. “You thought I was what?”

“Never mind. You won’t be painting an entire coffee shop,
though—TI’1l be painting too.”

“We’ll see how you do first before I let you do that.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Fine. I’'ll show you how it’s done
tomorrow then.”



“Meet you downstairs at seven? Or would that be too early
for you?”

“Seven is perfect.”
“Right. Good night then, Rose.”
“Good night, Jack.”



CHAPTER FIVE

ROSE

I wo weeks later

I HAD OFFICIALLY MOVED in with Jack Hawthorne, AKA my
beloved fake husband, the night he had returned from his
London trip, which could also count as the beginning of my
sleepless nights. The next day, just as we had discussed, he
accompanied me back to the coffee shop because he didn’t
trust me with the walls of his newly acquired free property.
While I did get him to agree—after a very convincing and long
talk—that I could, in fact, do a beautiful paint job, he ended up
painting most of the place himself, souring my victory.

He exasperated me to no end the entire time and I had no
clue what to do with him.

He also wanted me to clear out my apartment in the East
Village right away, but I ignored his wishes and slowly packed
everything during the painting business. The hell with Bryan’s
threats.

Sitting alone in the middle of the coffee shop, munching
on a sandwich I had put together in the back, I was waiting for
the IKEA delivery guys to bring me my bookcase. Soon after,
they arrived, but before I could tackle that project, the chairs
were delivered.

When everything was said and done—the bookcase
assembled, the chairs where I thought they should be—hours
had passed, and I’d only just then sat my ass down for the first
time. I groaned and leaned my head back against the wall. 1



thought closing my eyes just for a few seconds wasn’t a bad
idea because my eyesight was starting to get alarmingly blurry.

Of course doing that only reminded me of how much I
needed more sleep. Every morning, I quietly got dressed and,
as if I were an intruder, tiptoed out of Jack Hawthorne’s little
mansion to get to the shop. At night, I chose to disappear into
my room the moment I stepped into his apartment.

All my attempts at talking with my husband had failed, one
after another, so I had stopped after attempt number four. The
more questions I asked, the more I tried to talk to him, either
the quicker he annoyed me or the quicker he walked away
from me. The short conversation we’d had on the terrace that
first night had been our longest one.

Yet...yet, even after the painting was done, he had shown
up every single night to pick me up on his way to the
apartment. Was it to check on the property?

To say I was confused about my husband would’ve been
an understatement. | had no idea what to think about the man.

He had been the one to make the marriage offer, but with
the way he was acting, so cool and distant at all times, you’d
think I’d held an invisible gun to his head to make him say /
do.

I didn’t see things changing any time soon if I didn’t do
anything about it.

I also had no idea how we were going to keep this charade
up if we actually had to stand next to each other and talk to
people as a married couple. If anyone had seen us working
together at the coffee shop, or even on the terrace that first
night, they would’ve thought we were out on a never-ending
blind date, forced to endure every minute instead of making a
quick escape.

I must’ve been on the verge of falling asleep because when
I heard a loud knock, I leaped up and somehow managed to hit
the side of my thigh on the edge of the table in front of me.
“Jesus Christ!” Pressing my hand to my leg to ease the pain, I



hopped over to the door just as another loud knock filled the
coffee shop.

Feeling a little drowsy and maybe a little jumpy too, I
lifted the side of the newspaper that was protecting everything
going on inside from wandering eyes. My heart rate somewhat
slowed down when I saw it was just Jack Hawthorne standing
on the other side of the glass. Lifting my finger to indicate 1t’d
be a minute, I taped the newspaper back in place and let out a
long breath before I started unlocking the door.

Here we go, I thought.

When he stepped inside, I closed and locked the door
behind him. “Jack?” Massaging my leg with my left palm, I let
my eyes wander his body from head to toe. If someone had
forced me to say one positive thing about my husband, it
would be that he was born to wear suits. I would have been
lying if I’d said I minded that. The black suit, white button-
down, and black tie he was wearing at that moment somehow
managed to make his ocean blue eyes stand out even more,
and I stared at him a little longer than necessary or acceptable.
“What are you doing here?”

“That’s a great question. I wondered the same thing,
because it’s not like I come here every night or anything. |
called you an hour ago. You didn’t answer.”

“What?” 1 asked, confused. Rubbing the bridge of my
nose, I tried to snap out of my still half-asleep state. If I was
checking him out and noticing how his suit accentuated his
intense eyes, how his stubble looked so amazingly good on
him, I must have still been in dreamland. Instead of giving an
answer, he went with another question, looking all kinds of
exasperated with me.

“Where is your phone, Rose?”

Taking care not to bump into him, I walked around his
perfectly muscled body and perfectly stubbled face back to the
counter and leaned over to get to my phone, which I had left
on one of the lower shelves a few hours earlier. “I haven’t
touched it since the chairs got here, and I must have put it on
silent by mistake. Is something wrong?” I looked down at the



screen and saw two missed calls from Jack Hawthorne and one
from Sally. Sally was gonna have to wait while I dealt with my
husband.

“Are you okay?” he asked with a frown on his face.

Glancing up at him, I was finally starting to get it together
—only [ still didn’t have it together enough to realize he’d
asked a question, so I didn’t answer. I just kept staring. For
several long seconds, I was thinking he’d somehow managed
to look better at the end of the day, every day, while 1 looked
worse as the day went on. Not one single light brown hair was
out of place on his head. The longer I looked, the deeper his
brows dipped, which added this weird appeal to him that |
shouldn’t have noticed. He looked amazing when he frowned
—which happened often, as 1 could attest to—and 1 was
starting to like that expression on him more and more. He
didn’t need the frown to make him look all intense and broody,
but it definitely worked in his favor.

“Rose?”

“Hmm?”

“What’s wrong with you?”’
g y

Accepting the fact that [ had long ago lost my mind since I
couldn’t stop thinking about how truly attractive he was, I
chose to act like nothing was wrong and nodded. Then I
realized that was the wrong direction for my head to move and
quickly shook my head instead. Flustered at being caught, 1
moved to stand behind the counter to put some space between
us. I wasn’t planning on throwing myself at him, but still.

“I fell asleep for a few minutes so I'm a little out of it,
that’s all. Why did you say you called again?”

“I was heading out for dinner and was going to ask you if
you’d like to join me. I ate already.”

I yawned. “Oh, no. Was it a work thing? Did I miss the
first work thing? I’m sorry if—"

“No, it was just me. I thought we could go over a few
things and have dinner.”



That was a first—him voluntarily offering to talk and have
dinner. “Go over things...like?”

“We’ll do it another time. I’'m assuming you’re done here
since you were sleeping?”

The guy didn’t budge. He didn’t smile. He certainly didn’t
laugh or look happy or look...anything other than broody and
serious, really.

“I didn’t mean to fall asleep. 1 was just taking a break,
resting my eyes and I guess I dozed off for a little while.”

Looking around the shop with disapproval, he shook his
head. “It’s not safe for you to be here alone at night, let alone
fall asleep. What if you hadn’t locked the door, which you
forgot to do before? It could’ve been anyone walking through
that door and finding you sleeping.”

“But I didn’t forget to lock the door. It was just that one
time. I’ve been making sure it’s locked no matter what time it
18,” I countered. I wouldn’t admit that for a brief moment
when I’d heard his hard knock, I’d been just a bit scared.

My reply earned me another disapproving look. “I see you
finally got your chairs,” he commented, his gaze taking
everything in.

“Yes. The delivery was delayed, but I finally got them a
few hours ago. What do you think?” I asked. Even I could hear
the hopeful tone in my voice. He was the first one to see the
place filled with the furniture and so close to what it would
look like on opening day. I was desperate to hear from
someone that it wasn’t just my imagination and it actually did
look good.

Our eyes met as [ held my breath, waiting.
“About?” he asked.
I tamped down the urge to groan.

He couldn’t find any fault in them—there was no way.
They looked perfect with the color scheme. Elegant, chic,
comfy, inviting—all the good stuff. So, I smiled instead and
tried again. “Everything. The chairs, tables, everything.”



He followed my gaze, but his hard features stayed exactly
the same, not a single smile in sight.

“Is it done?”’

“Not yet,” I said slowly, my smile dimming. “I’m working
on it, but it’s pretty close now.”

All eleven—I hated that it was an odd number—of my
wooden round tables were exactly where I wanted them, and
I’d placed the brownish nude cotton-velvet chairs that looked
gorgeous with the flooring and the freshly painted walls in
their places. I’d also taken out the black steel bar stools and
the dark green cushions from the kitchen where I’d kept them
stacked. They were the same material as the chairs, and I had
put them all in front of the coffee bar I had running along the
front windows. It already looked amazing, but apparently only
to my eyes.

“Never mind,” I said, breaking the silence in an effort to
avoid hearing Jack’s negative thoughts. His rigid body
language and disapproving gaze were telling me everything 1
didn’t want to hear anyway. “I’m sorry, you don’t have to deal
with this. If you need to be somewhere else, I wouldn’t want
to keep you. I’m gonna be here for another hour I think, to put
some stuff up.”

He opened his mouth to speak, but I got there before he
could.

“I know—TI’ll go to your place when I’m done here. You
don’t have to keep coming back here every day. I know the
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way.

His hands in his pockets, he walked toward the big
archway that connected the two sections of the coffee shop and
turned toward the back, out of my sight. I’d have bet money he
was shaking his head after noticing my bookcase sprawled on
the floor, or if not that, he was probably scalding the bookcase
with a disapproving look. I’d assembled it just fine on my
own, but I hadn’t dared to actually lift it and move it. That
would be the next day’s job, or the next. It all depended on
how my back was feeling.



“How are you planning to get in exactly?” he asked, his
voice just barely rising so I could hear him.

“Get in where?”
“Into my apartment—our apartment.”

Our apartment. Dear God. Exactly when would 1 get used
to the fact that I was living with this man now, and how, for
two entire weeks, had it not even crossed my mind how I’d get
back into his little mansion? Then again, since he came to the
coffee shop every night to pick me up, I had no reason to think
of keys.

To be fair, he had never acted as if I wasn’t welcome in his
home. Sure, he was curt and exasperating sometimes, but still,
every night, he offered to give the tour he had mentioned that
first night and asked if I’d had anything to eat. You’d think
that was sweet of him, but that was all he would say. Still
sweet though.

“I tried to leave a set of keys with you this morning, but
when I knocked on your door, you were already gone and I
had to leave for work,” he explained. Surprised, I couldn’t
think of anything to say. Then he reappeared in the archway
and came back to stand in front of me, patiently waiting for an
explanation.

It hit me, and I winced. “Ah, is that why you come here to
pick me up every night?” I blew out a breath and sighed. “I
was just thinking I shouldn’t keep apologizing to you, but for
the last time, I’'m sorry. I hope you haven’t been cutting your
plans short and coming here just because I don’t have a key.”

“No need to apologize. I only thought about the key last
night, and no, I’m not coming here every night just because
you don’t have a key. Today, I was already on the east side,
and when I couldn’t get in touch with you, I thought I’d come
here and give you a ride back.”

What about all the other nights? 1 wanted to ask but kept
my mouth shut.

“I'm still having trouble sleeping. I’'m not exactly sure
why, but I always wake up at four or five. I wait until six and



then leave. Instead of tossing and turning in bed, I try to do
something useful around here.” I met his gaze, out of words,
out of explanations.

“I know what time you leave, Rose.”

As soon as he finished his sentence, he started to take off
his suit jacket, and my attention shifted again.

“Uh, what are you doing?”

“I’'m assuming the bookcase won’t be living on the floor
and you want it up, correct?” He looked around and then
pointed to the exact spot I’d planned to put it, right next to
where my humongous espresso machine was going to happily
take up residence in just a few days. “There?”

“Yes, that’s wha...”

He unbuttoned his cuffs and my gaze dropped to follow his
movements. This again? Then he started to roll his sleeves up,
and I couldn’t remember what I had been about to say—which
was becoming annoying, if nothing else—but also his fingers
looked really long. Apart from having strong features, insanely
beautiful eyes, a very enjoyable-to-look-at face, and a jawline
that worked extremely well with that broody personality he
had going on, he also had very manly hands. That must’ve
been nice for him. They were easily twice the size of mine.
They looked strong. The kind that made you look twice, if you
were into that sort of thing. Apparently I was. Very.

Jeez, Rose.

I mentally shook myself out of it, looked away, cleared my
throat, and spoke up. “I was planning on doing that tomorrow.
You don’t have to get your clothes dirty, Jack. I can handle it
myself.”

I wasn’t one of those people who would reject help at all
times, but getting help from Jack...I didn’t want to be indebted
to him more than I already was.

Ignoring me, he moved toward the bookcase while still
working on those sleeves, for Christ’s sake. I followed him in
quick steps, my eyes—the traitors—stealing glances at his



hands rolling those sleeves up. He was still wearing his ring,
he never took it off.

“Jack, I can take care of it. You really don’t have to—"

“You don’t have to handle it all on your own. I’m here. I’'m
capable of moving a bookcase.”

“I know that. Of course you are, but I’m saying you don’t
have to do it. I'm used to handling things on my own, and
that’s what I’m comfortable wi—"

The sleeves had been rolled meticulously, so he lifted his
head to give me a long look. I shut up.

Fine.

If he wanted to get his expensive suit dirty, he was
welcome to do so. After scolding me with a simple stare, he
started to walk around the bookcase.

“It might scratch the flooring,” he said as he glanced up at
me and then back down.

“No, 1t won’t. I put four of those soft thingies under the
legs, so it won’t scratch.”

That got him to look at me. “Thingies,” he deadpanned.

I couldn’t help it—my lips slowly curved up and I smiled,
with my teeth showing and all. “Sure, it sounds ridiculous
when you say it.” If one of us didn’t relax around the other, I
was surely going to commit murder before the twenty-four
months ended. Since I didn’t think Jack ever relaxed or had
ever relaxed before, it looked like I was going to be the lucky
winner in this marriage.

I was going to try my best to loosen up around him and
ignore the fact that he was the type of guy I always stayed
away from.

Because we were complete opposites.
Because we had very different outlooks on life.
Because, because, because...

He was standoffish, prickly, arrogant at times, aloof.



He gave me a quick unimpressed look and turned his back
to me. “That’s because it is a ridiculous word.”

When he wasn’t looking at me anymore, I took a deep
breath and glanced up to the heavens, though I couldn’t
actually see them. “Your suit is gonna get dirty,” I said for the
last time. When those hard eyes met mine, I lifted my hands
up. “Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Oh, wait!” Before he
could give me a sarcastic answer, I rushed out of the alcove,
all the while yelling over my shoulder, “Give me a second and
I’ll wipe it down first.”

He didn’t say anything so I assumed he was waiting for me
to come back. As soon as I had a wet dish towel, I hurried
back only to see he already had the bookcase up and standing.

“It’s not a big thing, but I want you to meet some of the
partners in my firm,” he started as I stepped aside with the
towel in my hand and he started to push the bookcase toward
its new home. “There is a dinner tomorrow with two of the
partners and a potential client, nothing formal, just a simple
meal. They know we got married and asked me to bring you
with me. I know you’re working day and night to open this
place so if you can’t spare the time, you don’t have to join us
for this one. I’'ll explain it to them.”

I put the towel down on one of the tables and pulled the
two chairs and another table that were in his way to the side.
“No, I’'ll come.”

He stopped pushing and tilted his head to look at me from
the other side of the bookcase. “Are you sure? Like I said, you
don’t have to.”

“We made a business deal, right? And you keep helping
me when you come here. I have to do something in return,” I
answered as I gripped the other end of the bookcase and
started helping him turn it around so we could push it the rest
of the way with the back facing toward the wall. A dinner
wasn’t such a bad thing as long as we didn’t freeze up and he
didn’t go all cold on me in front of other people—which
wasn’t my problem.



“Right,” he said in a clipped tone, and we both started
pushing.

The only problem about going out to dinner with Jack and
his partners was that I could only imagine what kind of
restaurant partners at a high-profile law firm would go to, and
unfortunately, I didn’t have anything nice enough to wear to a
place like that. Every cent I had earned up till that day, I’d put
aside for the dream coffee shop I would open in New York.
Now that dream was actually coming true, and when you were
working as hard as humanly possible to do that, other things
usually suffered, like my fashion choices.

“So, I'll come. Okay, stop. Just give me a sec and I’ll
move the tables so we can push through.”

While I moved the table on the right, he took care of the
one on the left. Then we pushed the chairs aside, opening up
enough space for the big bookcase to go through.

“You want it to touch the wall? The dinner 1s at seven.”

“Yes, flush against the wall. I’ll be ready before that. Sally
will drop by for a few hours tomorrow to help so it shouldn’t
be a very long day like today was.”

With a small grunt from me, we started pushing again until
it was in place. After putting the tables and chairs back where
they’d originally been, we stopped.

I stepped all the way back to the archway so I could make
sure it was centered on the wall. Jack followed and silently
stood beside me.

“Thank you. That looks perfect right there.” I glanced at
him and caught his small nod.

“Sally?” he asked, his eyes still assessing the bookcase.

“My employee, the second and last one. I hired her while
you were in London. She’s been here a few times to talk about
what we’re going to do here, and she officially starts on
opening day.”

“Who is the first?”’



“Oh, that would be Owen. We briefly worked together at a
café¢ before, that’s where I know him from. His pastries are
amazing. He’ll be here part-time, come in around four-thirty in
the morning and start on the baking before I join him. Sally
will help me in the front.”

“What else needs to get done today?”” he asked.

Even though the bookcase was perfectly placed, the two
tables in front of it just didn’t look right where they were, I
retraced my steps to move them so they’d be on the sides of
the bookcase instead of in front of it.

When I looked up, Jack was already standing across from
me, grabbing the edge of the table and helping me lift it.
“What do you mean what else?” I asked as we put the table
down where | wanted and then moved the chairs.

“What else needs to be done?”

We went to the other table and repeated our actions. “You
don—"

“If you say I don’t have to help one more time—"

“As a matter of fact, | was not going to say that.” I actually
was. “You should listen first before accusing someone. You’d
think, as a lawyer, you’d know that.” When he looked at me, |
gave him a sweet smile without teeth. He didn’t return it, of
course. He wasn’t a fan of sarcastic comments; I had
discovered that much on my own, which was probably why I
enjoyed making them in the first place.

“I want to get this up.” I walked behind the counter and
stood directly in front of where I wanted the floating shelf to
be. “I drilled the holes, and the brackets are secured and
everything, but it’s a pretty damn big wooden shelf, almost
two feet I think, so I couldn’t lift it on my own.”

He joined me, and I moved to the side to give him space. It
was a big enough area for four people to work comfortably,
but still. After looking at his hands that much, I couldn’t trust
myself.

“You drilled these?” he asked, inspecting the brackets.



My feet were starting to kill me again, so I leaned against
the counter and waited for his disapproving comments to start.
I had some comebacks still. “Yeah. I borrowed a drill from the
chair guy and got them done quickly. Go ahead, tell me how
bad of a job I did. I’'m ready for it.”

He sighed and glanced at me over his shoulder. “Where 1s
the shelf, Rose?”

I straightened and squatted. There was a lot of pain
involved in that process. “Here.” I pulled just one side of the
wood from under the counter so he could see it. He held on to
the other side and we lifted it up with a small grunt from me
then placed it on the counter. The damn thing was extremely
heavy, not to mention expensive, but it was going to look
perfect with the dark green walls.

There were a few seconds of inspection on his side then he
grabbed his end again. “Ready?”

I released a long breath, nodded, and gripped the edge
tighter.

He paused and gave me a new look I couldn’t interpret.
“On three. You ready?”

My exhaustion was coming back in full force so I simply
nodded again, heaving it up when he said three. I was pretty
sure he was taking most of the weight because my arms didn’t
hurt as much as I expected them to, and in a few seconds, he’d
slid the shelf onto the brackets and we were done.

Facing me, he studied my face. “Can we leave now?”
Again, I just nodded.
He strolled out into the open area in front of the counter.

I went into the kitchen and grabbed my things from the big
island. Coming out of the kitchen with one arm in my jacket, I
struggled to get the other one in.

Jack was rolling down his sleeves. “You don’t have
anything else heavy that needs to be moved, do you?”



Frowning and trying to think as I watched him, I shook my
head. “No. That was the last one, I believe.”

Then he put his suit jacket back on, and he looked just as
he had when he’d showed up earlier, minus the tie.

“You look like you’re about to crash.”
He wasn’t even looking at me—how did he know?

“I think I can make that happen.” Feeling a little silly after
his comment and about the fact that I was still struggling with
the other jacket arm, I cleared my throat. “The crashing, I
mean.” He came forward and, with a long-suffering sigh,
pulled the jacket off, freeing my arm. Then he held it up for
me and | felt myself blush as I successfully got both arms in.

“Thank you,” I muttered quietly.

“I’ll call Raymond so he can park out front.” He was
looking down at his phone, but then his eyes met mine for a
brief second. “You look worse than you did last week.”

I opened my mouth then decided to close it. I looked down
and noticed that my knees were covered in dust. Nice fouch,
Rose. Really nice touch. 1 gently dusted myself off, all the
while thinking who knew what other substances I had on my
face or what said face actually looked like. Jack apparently did
know, and it so happened to look worse than it had the week
before. No biggie. Every husband made comments like that to
their wives...I thought. Essentially, we were settling into
married life. I thought he was broody male perfection, and he
thought I was...well, to be honest, [ was too scared to ask and
hear his answer.

I sighed and looked up so I could meet his gaze. “I can’t
believe I'm saying this, but I think I’'m actually starting to
consider keeping you around as my husband, permanently,
Jack. I’'m really liking these compliments so far, but I'm
warning you, you can’t blame me when all these pretty words
start to go to my head.”

I thought I imagined his lips pressing together in an effort
to hold back a smile, though maybe it was a lip twitch. I would
never know, but I squinted to make sure I was seeing right.



Then again, my eyesight was still kind of blurry, so I was
almost certain it had been just a trick of my eye.

When he commented in his businesslike tone, I knew for
sure there were no smiles involved. “Would you like me to lie
to you instead? I’m not sure I can be that guy for you.”

“Oh, no. I know you’re not that guy. Like I said, I'm
content with my choice of husband right now. We’re settling
into married life. When I ask you if I look fat in my jeans one
day, I will always count on you to give me your honest answer.
I’m sure it’ll come in handy.”

“If you have everything you need, we can leave. Raymond
1s waiting out front.” After pocketing his phone, he met my
eyes. “You’re not fat.”

And right when I thought he wasn’t even listening to a
word [ was saying.

I grabbed my handbag from the counter where I had left it
while I was struggling to get into my jacket then I followed
Jack outside.

“I could lose a few pounds, actually—ten, maybe fifteen.
Chocolates are great for your soul and happiness, but they
don’t tend to be good for the hips. You know how the saying
goes, right? A moment on the lips, forever on the hips.”

He stepped out onto the sidewalk as I turned off the lights
and set the alarm.

“If you can’t give up chocolate maybe you can work out
more.”

After locking everything up, I turned to him and caught
him looking at my ass. My face heated, but thankfully, the
chilly air prevented it from being obvious. Trying to ignore
where he had been looking when he’d said his last words, I
tried to play it cool by placing my hand on my heart and
saying, “See, now you’re just trying to spoil me. If you keep
this up, I’ll never want to leave you when the time comes.”

His eyes focused on my hand and I knew, I knew what he
was going to say before he even parted his lips.



“You’re not wearing your ring.”

“It’s in my bag. It’s a very expensive ring, Jack. I don’t
want anything to happen to it while I’'m working.”

He gave me an unimpressed look then turned around and
left me standing on the sidewalk. His ring was on.

We were settling into married life just fine.
At least I thought so.

The number of times Jack Hawthorne smiled: nil.



CHAPTER SIX

ROSE

¢ ‘R ose! Your phone is ringing!” Sally shouted from the
main area where she was unloading some old books
I had bought from the cutest bookstore earlier that day.

“Coming!” I yelled back from the kitchen where / was
unloading a huge amount of baking and sandwich-making
staples. Putting down the half-empty sugar bag I was getting
ready to pour into a huge glass jar, I came out of the kitchen.

“It just stopped ringing,” Sally commented, her eyes still
on the book in her hand. Then she resumed her humming to
the soft music coming through the speakers.

Even though she wasn’t looking at me from her spot on the
floor in front of the bookcase, I nodded and scrounged in my
bag to find my phone. Just as my hand connected with it, it
started to go off again. Pulling it out, I saw his name flashing
on the screen.

Jack Hawthorne.

I thought maybe I should change it to Ball and Chain
sometime.

I checked the clock on the wall and hesitated. I was sure he
was calling about the dinner with the partners.

My finger hovering over the green button, I made an
unintelligible sound in my throat. I wasn’t sure if I really
wanted to answer a call from Jack at that moment. I clicked on
the side button to silence it and put it on the counter, just
staring at it as if he would magically appear on the screen and
give me a scowling look.



It stopped ringing and I sighed. I was being stupid.

After we’d headed home the night before, he had given me
the keys for the apartment, and I had gone straight up to my
room again. Since I was up at five AM again, I’d pulled the
same disappearing act I had all the days before. It wasn’t that
he wouldn’t guess where I’d gone if he came looking for me
again, but I was starting to think maybe I was being impolite
by not hanging around.

With Jack being proper and polite at all times, every one of
my actions was...well, I was sticking out like a sore thumb.
The guy had moved my bookcase, helped me with the wooden
shelf, and painted my walls, for crying out loud. Men like Jack
had people to do stuff like that for them. He had a driver. His
house was perfect. He always wore expensive suits, day in and
day out. He was distant with everyone. Again, men like that
had other people do their dirty work. Living with the Colesons
I had seen people like him plenty of times.

When I was a teenager, I would go out with the family
when they wanted to show me off to their friends—not
because they loved me like their own or anything remotely
close to that, but because they wanted their rich friends to
think they were generous and big-hearted people.

Look at us, we saved this girl.

I remembered going to fancy restaurants and dinner parties
‘as a family’ but ending up being completely ignored by
everyone, including Gary, who was the only one who cared
about me even a little. All I did was wear what Angela wanted
me to wear, show up, eat what was put in front of me, be quiet
and look happy.

However, my happiest memories were not born in those
places with those people. They were born in the kitchen of
their home where I spent most of my time when I wasn’t in my
room, and they were made with the housekeeper, Susan
O’Donnell, who I had breakfast and dinner with every day.
Some days, Gary wanted me to join them in the dining room,
but they weren’t like Susie, who made me laugh with her
stories. They didn’t have easy conversations even when it was



just the four of them. They didn’t laugh from the heart, didn’t
love from the heart.

Still, there was one fact we’d all agreed on: Gary had
saved me. Reluctantly or not. I was thankful, just like they
wanted me to be, and I would be for the rest of my life.

However—and that is a loaded however—I couldn’t say
I’d forgotten about those dinners, the house parties, the get-
togethers, and tonight’s dinner with the partners was one of the
last things I wanted to do, but I had made a deal. Playing
pretend was something I wasn’t so bad at. Didn’t mean I
enjoyed it, but I wasn’t bad at it.

When the screen lit up with a new text message, I picked it
up.
Jack: Answer your phone.

For some reason, that simple text had me smiling harder
than a text that short should have. It definitely drew Sally’s
attention.

“What’s going on? Good news?” she asked, her neck
stretched so she could see what I was doing.

I waved her off. “Nothing. Just a text.” A text that was
pure Jack Hawthorne.

“Oh! Share with the class, please. Love stories are my
favorite kind of stories.”

“Unfortunately, no love story here.” I still hadn’t told her |
was married, not because 1 was trying to hide it but because I
didn’t know how to explain my husband. “Maybe you’ve
spent enough time with the stories there. Wanna switch out
books for sugar and flour?”

“Sure.” In one quick move, she was up and sauntering
toward me, her ponytail swishing from side to side. “You mind
if I turn on the music back there, too?”

“Not at all. Go for it.”

[ grabbed my phone and headed toward the books that
were scattered on the floor. I lowered myself onto the cushion
she had been sitting on, crossed my legs, and took a deep



breath. As Sally started another playlist on Spotify, I called
Jack back instead of waiting for him to call me once again.

He answered on the third ring. “Rose.”
“Jack.”

I kept waiting for him to say more since he was the one
who had called first, but he said nothing. “If you’re busy, I can
call later.”

“No. I wouldn’t answer if | was busy.”
“Okay then. Why were you calling?”
I was hoping maybe dinner had been canceled.

“It’s almost five. We need to be at the restaurant at seven.
I’m heading out of the office in a minute—would you like me
to pick you up?”

“Oh, yes please. Around six, maybe?” My eye caught on a
book that was still in one of the cardboard boxes, so I grabbed
it and checked the back cover.

“That won’t work. With the traffic, i1t will take us at least
forty-five minutes to get to the restaurant. Add to that the drive
from your coffee shop to the apartment, and we wouldn’t
make it in time.”

“No, you can just pick me up on your way to the
restaurant.”

He said nothing.

“I’1l get dressed here. I bought the dress today, so I don’t
need to go to the apartment. I’ll be ready when you get here.”

A few seconds passed where neither one of us spoke. I
placed the book in my hand on the third shelf and picked
another one up from the floor. “Jack?”

“Why didn’t you tell me you didn’t have a—never mind.
I’1l be there at six.”

“Okay. I’ll be ready.” I hesitated for a moment, not sure if
it was my place to ask. “Is everything okay?”

“Of course. I’ll see you at six. Goodbye, Rose.”



“Okay. Go—”
And the line went dead.

It was going to be a long night for sure.

WHEN SaLLy LEFT around five-thirty after sitting around and
chatting with me, I went straight back to the kitchen to get
ready. Since my wardrobe didn’t include a dress fancy enough
to go with one of Jack’s expensive suits, I had gone out and
looked for something I could wear that wouldn’t look too
cheap while I was standing next to him. I didn’t want a painful
repeat of the day we got married. Thankfully, I’d found
something in the second store I rushed into when I headed out
on my lunch break.

It was as simple as a black dress could get. It was made of
a thin material, the name of which I had no idea whatsoever,
and had short sleeves. It hugged my hourglass body lightly
from what I could see after craning my neck to the left and
right in the dressing room, and it ended about six or seven
inches above my knee. The front V was a bit deeper than I was
accustomed to, but it wasn’t bad enough to look for something
else. More importantly, since it wasn’t exactly a winter dress,
it was on sale. I didn’t have the time to search every store in
the city for just the right thing. I tried it, it fit, so I bought it. It
was also a bit pricier than I would normally pay for a dress,
not a luxury brand or anything like that, but again, I was going
for a look that wouldn’t make me feel extremely cheap next to
Jack. So, I accepted that this specific look came with a price
tag.

I was able to get ready in twenty minutes and had even
managed to turn my light makeup into something more
suitable for evening. In other words, a whole lot of concealer
was covering the dark circles under my eyes, and my cheeks
were touched with a little blush—quite a bit, actually.
Checking the time, I rushed through my eyes by applying a
little black pencil along my lash line and smudging it with my
finger until it resembled something smoky and acceptable



instead of a complete mess. Just as I was done applying
mascara, my phone pinged with a new message.

Jack: Open the door.

I snorted; my husband had such a way with words. I
looked at myself in the mirror we had on the inside of the little
bathroom in the back. Smoothing my dress and trying to tame
my boobs, which looked bigger because of the deep V, I
inspected my makeup closer. I didn’t look like a complete hot
mess, which meant I looked okay. “Shit!” I exclaimed,
noticing I’d completely forgotten about my hair. I had braided
it two hours earlier so I could have something that resembled a
wavy look, so I tore off the hair tie at the end and started to
unwind the strands in a hurry. Before I could finish, my phone
started to go off.

I ran back to the counter, and after confirming it was Jack,
I ran to the door, my hands in my hair, trying to tame it down
and mess it up at the same time. It was a very special look.

Stopping next to the door, I ran my hands through my
bangs for the last time, unlocked the door, threw it wide open
and ran away before he could get a good look at me.

“We’ve been waiting for you outside. You’re late,” Jack
said as soon as he stepped inside.

“You’re five minutes early,” I countered over my shoulder
without looking back as I kept running straight back to the
kitchen to put my jacket on. After tying the thin belt around
my waist, I grabbed my handbag and rushed back to Jack.
“I’'m ready,” I mumbled, a little out of breath. My eyes were
down as I was struggling to open the front zipper on my bag so
I could throw my phone in. When it was done and 1 finally
looked up, all the white noise coming from the city outside my
door seemed to disappear. I couldn’t think of anything
intelligible to say.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

My favorite curse word was the only thing that came to my
mind, and I didn’t think it would be appropriate to say out loud
in this situation.



Jack was wearing black slacks, which wasn’t anything
surprising, but it was definitely the first time I was seeing him
without a button-up shirt on. Instead, he was wearing a thin
grey sweater with the arms slightly pushed up, giving me a
view of the watch on his wrist.

A simple grey sweater and a watch had rendered me
completely speechless. Like the jackass I was, I let my eyes
wander from his fitted sweater to his belt and down to his
black shoes. His face was just as it always was: same sharp
jawline, same deep blue eyes, same rough stubble, a no-
nonsense look in his eyes and the usual frown between his
eyebrows. His hair looked like it had been roughly raked back
with his hands with some sort of matte product.

Overall, he looked...okay. Fine, maybe a bit more than
okay.

Staring into his eyes, wanting to play it safe, I waited for
him to say something. I didn’t want to give it away too much
that [ might actually be attracted to him.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

I shook my head.

He studied me some more. “Ready then?”
I nodded, not saying a word.

“What’s wrong with you?”

I released a long sigh. “Nothing is wrong with me. What’s
wrong with you?”

His stare intensified, so before I could get myself in
trouble, I reached past him and opened the door, lightly
bowing like an idiot who didn’t know what to do with herself
and gesturing for him to leave. He stood there for another
moment then, shaking his head at me, walked out. Taking care
of the lights and pushing in the code to the alarm, I locked
everything up and closed the door. Resting my forehead
against it, I quietly murmured to myself and faced Jack, who
was waiting for me with his hands in the pockets of his pants
just a few steps ahead. I looked down the street a short ways
and saw his car waiting for us.



As soon as I was next to Jack, he walked ahead and opened
the door for me. I got in and scooted to the other end. “Hi,
Raymond. I’'m sorry for making you wait.”

Jack got in after me and closed the door. I was fairly sure
Raymond was the only person who knew about our fake
marriage. He had been our only witness at city hall, and even
if he hadn’t been there, there was no reality where he would
believe we were a newly married couple who were crazy in
love after seeing us together for the last two weeks.

Since I was looking at the rearview mirror, I saw his small
but genuine smile. “It’s all good. We didn’t wait for too long.”

I smiled back.

See, 1 thought as I gave Jack side eye. Why can't you be
like Raymond and smile at me just once or twice?

He started talking to Raymond and then we were on the
way to our destination. I closed my eyes and breathed in, only
to be assaulted by Jack’s cologne.

Dear God.

Dear God! That was all I could think of as I slowly let it
all out and tried not to breathe much. His other cologne, the
one I’d smelled on him every day for the last two weeks, was
not as deep and musky as this one. This one would pretty
much knock anyone off their ass and make them start
salivating, fake wife or not. I pushed the button on the armrest
to roll the window down a bit and let a little fresh air snap me
out of my idiocy.

“How far away is it, Raymond?” I asked when I found my
voice again. ‘“The restaurant, [ mean.”

“Half an hour, maybe a little more, Mrs. Hawthorne.”

I groaned on the inside and looked at Jack. “Did you
change your cologne?”

¢ ‘Why?, b

“I’m not sure if I like it.” I loved it. I loved it too much.



He rolled his watch around his wrist and looked away from
me. “Too bad for you.”

How had I known he would say something along those
lines? I faced the window and smiled. He was starting to grow
on me. If [ had learned one thing about Jack Hawthorne, it was
how unwilling he was to make small talk, and since I wasn’t
eager to spend almost an hour in silence, I decided I’d have to
be the one to start talking. Yet, when I glanced at Jack and saw
him sitting so relaxed and looking out his window, I couldn’t
come up with any interesting topics. I thought I was really
good at pushing his buttons, but for some reason, I decided the
cologne comment was enough for our car ride.

Giving up on every idea of small talk that came after that, I
rested my temple on the cold glass window and closed my
eyes. I didn’t know how many minutes passed in silence, but
when I heard Jack’s soft voice, I forced my eyes to open with
some difficulty, not having even realized I’d fallen asleep.

“Rose?”

I glanced to my right only to find him watching me
carefully. The car wasn’t moving, so apparently I’d dozed off
for longer than I’d thought. “Are we there?” I covered my
mouth with the back of my hand and yawned.

His frown smoothed out and he shook his head. “We’re at
a stoplight, almost there. You’re tired.”

At least that was better than You look awful. You're tired
was just a fact and I could live with that. “The makeup didn’t
hide it enough, then,” I muttered. I was a whole lot of things,
not just tired. I dropped my head back and took a deep breath.
“Sorry for dozing oft.”

The light turned green.
“I take it you didn’t get any sleep last night either?”

“I did, actually—five hours this time. I’'m hoping tonight is
the night I’1l sleep my usual amount.”

Two police cars with their sirens blaring passed us and my
eyes followed them.



“Are you sure you’re up for this dinner?” Jack asked when
it was quieter—as quiet as New York got.

Sitting up straighter, I turned to him. “Of course. I won’t
disappoint you, Jack.” At least I wouldn’t make things worse, I
was sure of that much. If all else failed, I’d just be silent and
moody like Jack, and they’d think we were a good fit.

The frown came back in full force. “That’s not what I
asked.”

“No, I know, but I’'m up for it. I got ready, and I’m here. I
just wanted you to know...that I wouldn’t disappoint you.”

After we shared an awkwardly long look as the passing
city lights illuminated his face, we both fell silent.

Too soon, Raymond stopped the car and I looked out the
window. We were parked in front of the restaurant where we
would meet with Jack’s partners.

“Try to look half alive at least,” Jack said.

It was going to be a complete disaster. They were never
going to believe we were in love. There was no way.

“Such pretty words. If you want half alive, that’s what
you’ll get. If you had asked me to look fully alive, I would’ve
definitely disappointed you. Half alive, though? You’re in
luck.”

The butterflies in my stomach instantly started a riot. I
didn’t even notice Jack had gotten out of the car until he
opened my door. Snapping out of my private panic, I scooted
forward to exit. Noticing the bulky handbag clutched in my
fingers, I paused and met Raymond’s gaze. “Would it be okay
if I left my bag in the car?”

“Of course, Mrs. Hawthorne.”

[ met his eyes in the rearview mirror again and gave him a
pleading look. “I’d really feel so much better if you would just
call me Rose. Please.”

He gave me a small nod and a barely there smile. “I’ll do
my best.”



I forced my lips to curve up and got out of the car without
my purse. Brushing my hands on the fabric of my jacket, I
waited for Jack to close the door. Then Raymond pulled away
and it was just the two of us, standing on the edge of the
sidewalk right in front of the double doors of the very brightly
lit and full restaurant.

“No handbag?” he asked, noticing my empty, nervous
hands.

I stopped the fidgeting and shook my head, my eyes still
on those big double doors—the gateway to my hell. “I didn’t
have one that was elegant enough. This is better.” I caught
Jack’s tight expression right before he took a step forward.
Before I knew it, my hand was clutching his arm. I gave him a
desperate look. “Jack, we forgot!”

His eyebrows drew together. “We forgot what?

“We don’t have a story. I was going to ask you, but your
cologne confused me and then I dozed off.”

“My cologne did what?”
“Forget about the cologne!”
He sighed. “What story are you talking about?”

For someone who was about to lie to a bunch of his work
friends, he looked oddly relaxed, which only made me more
nervous and slightly angry. “A story about how we met! How
you asked me to marry you!” I burst out and then lowered my
voice. “They will ask something, if not those questions,
something about us—you know they will. Everyone asks those
questions.”

He shrugged, and this time it was me who looked
confused. “We’ll come up with something if they do. Just act
natural,” he said. “Are you nervous about this?”

Just act natural?

I gave him an exasperated look. “Of course I’m nervous
about this. How can you not be? They’re your work friends.
And what do you mean act natural?”



“They’re not my friends, Rose. We’re partners. And act
natural means act natural. What else is it supposed to mean?”

He was driving me into madness with his cold demeanor.
“What difference does that make? You’re partners, so you
must at least be friendly, and if we’re acting natural, does that
mean you’re gonna frown and be silent the entire evening?
What am I supposed to do then?”

“I don’t frown.” He frowned as he said it.
Surprise, surprise.

I tilted my head. “Really? You’re gonna go with that? Why
don’t we walk a few steps so you can stare into the nice, shiny
glass windows and see for yourself.”

He sighed. “T’ll keep my frowning to a minimum, if it’ll
please you. It’ll be fine. Come on. They’re not going to ask
questions. Stop worrying. Remember, I told you, a potential
client is joining us, too. They’ll be too busy with him.”

“So this is a schmoozing dinner. All the attention will be
on him.”

“Schmoozing...”

“What?” I asked. “What?!”

He shook his head and sighed. “Your choice of words
fascinate me. Are you sure you’re up for this?”

Maybe I was worrying over nothing. Either way, I was
going to go into that restaurant and try to look like a happily
married couple with a man who never smiled. And eat. I’d also
eat. If my mouth was full or I was fixated on my dinner, they
couldn’t ask questions. It wouldn’t be too hard to achieve
either because I could already hear my stomach growling.
Taking in a deep breath and letting it out, I thought I might as
well get it over with as soon as possible. Only the first one was
going to be this painful. After this one was over, I’d be a pro.

“Okay. Okay, you know them. I trust you.” I smoothed
down my subtle waves and my bangs as Jack followed the
movement of my hands.



When I met his eyes, he turned and walked away, leaving
me behind. I looked up at the skies.

God, please help me.

I rushed to catch up until we were side by side. When
someone opened the door for us to step in, Jack gestured for
me to walk in ahead of him. I was trying my hardest to look
like T fit in with the crowd, so I didn’t notice when Jack
stopped in the entryway just before the hostess. Backtracking,
I stood next to him again and tried not to fidget.

After he let the girl know about our party, someone helped
me take off my jacket, and I started on the smoothing down
process all over again.

“Rose?”
I looked up and got caught in Jack’s deep blue gaze.
“What?” I asked, leaning toward him.

“I...” His eyes moved all over me. A/l over. He’d already
seen my tired face, yet he lingered the longest there. My lips,
my eyes. My gaze caught in his and we stood still.

Stop looking, Rose. Stop staring.

Blinking, I broke the weird connection and felt my face
heat up.

I cleared my throat. “Yes?”
He took a step closer. Standing too close for my comfort.

“You look beautiful,” he said out of nowhere, softly, but
loud enough that even though there was laughter and soft
music spilling out from the dining area, there was no way I
could’ve misheard that compliment. I ran my hand up and
down my arm to get rid of the goose bumps his gaze and rough
voice had caused. The way he’d just blurted it out, I wasn’t
sure 1f he had been waiting for a good moment to say it where
other people could hear him or if it was an actual compliment.

“I...Thank you,” I whispered.

There was this weird feeling in my chest, this unreasonable
excitement. Before 1 could process the unexpected shift



between us and come up with an answer, his gaze dropped
low. I followed his eyes and my heart started to beat faster—a
whole lot faster when I saw his raised hand between us.

Tilting my head back up, I met his gaze and slowly,
uncertainly placed my hand in his open palm for the first time
since the ceremony. His hand was warm as he gently closed
his fingers around mine. And my heart...my heart was having
some issues.

The number of times Jack Hawthorne smiled: zilch.



CHAPTER SEVEN

JACK

C losing my hand around Rose’s much smaller one, I
followed the hostess and had to pull a bit when Rose
didn’t move with me. As the woman guided us through the
front tables and deeper into the restaurant, I quickly glanced
down at Rose. She looked a little flushed and unsettled with
that small frown plastered on her face. I was unsettled too.
Hell, maybe even more than her. The only difference was that
I was better at hiding my emotions. You could read everything
from just looking into her face, her eyes.

Her dress, and the way she looked in the dress had
blindsided me, that much was apparent. And I hadn’t been
able to keep my mouth shut. But that red flush on her cheeks,
the widening of her eyes, the goose bumps she had tried to
hide. Those little facts were really interesting.

“Are you okay?” I asked, leaning down close to her ear
and giving her hand an involuntary squeeze as we took a turn
to the right that led to the private area of the restaurant.

Jumping a little at my words, she looked at our clasped
hands then up at me and nodded.

“It’s just dinner, Rose. Relax.”

Before she could even respond, we reached the round table
where George and Fred were already sitting, but there was no
sign of Wes Doyle, the potential client. As soon as they saw
us, they stood up.

“There you are, Jack,” Fred said, pushing his chair back
and walking around the table to get to us. “There’s a first time



for everything. I never thought I’d see the day you were late
anywhere.”

“We’re right on time,” I commented, and watched as
Fred’s eyes dropped to Rose’s hand in mine. Instinctively, |
gave her hand a little pull until she was plastered to my side.
Rose gave me a quick surprised look then turned back to Fred.

Fred shifted his focus to her and his smile got bigger. At
forty-five years old, Fred was the only one of the partners I
could stand to spend more than an hour with. “Usually, he is
the first one through the door whenever there is a meeting or
work dinner,” he said to Rose. “And you must be the very
unexpected but beautiful bride. Fred Witfield, pleased to meet
you.” He extended his hand to Rose, and I had to let go of her.

I looked down at my hand. Still feeling the warmth and
shape of her hand on my skin, I flexed my fingers.

“I’'m pleased to meet you, too, Mr. Witfield. Jack has said
lovely things about you,” Rose lied.

Fred laughed and finally let go of her hand. “Oh, I highly
doubt that.”

I stood where 1 was, just a step behind her, and greeted
George with a short nod while still listening in on their
conversation.

“We’re really sorry for being late—it is completely on
me,” Rose was saying.

“We weren’t late. We’re right on time,” 1 repeated as I
pulled out her chair. “The client isn’t even here yet.”

Ignoring me, Fred pulled out the chair next to the one I had
just grabbed, thinking she’d sit to my left, with me between
her and Fred. Since she had her back to me, she couldn’t have
seen that I was waiting for her, so she accepted his offer and
took a step forward. Before I could comment, Fred was
introducing her to George. When everyone was done with their
introductions and niceties, we all sat down. I waited until Rose
was settled and then took the seat I had originally pulled out
for her. Fred sat down to her right, all his attention still on her.



George, being the oldest partner, wasn’t as curious about my
new marriage as some others in the firm.

“So, Rose, you have to tell us how you convinced Jack to
marry you,” George started as soon as everyone was settled.
Maybe I was wrong. Maybe every damn person on the firm
was curious about my marriage.

A waiter leaned down between Fred and Rose and filled
their glasses with water, causing the table to fall silent.

I couldn’t see her face, but I could imagine she was
smiling and trying to come up with a lie. Done filling her
glass, the waiter came to my left. I put my hand on the small
of Rose’s back and spoke up before she could. Her spine
straightened, but she didn’t move away from my impromptu
touch. “Actually, it was the other way around, George. I was
the one who had to convince her to marry me. Where is Wes
Doyle?”

“Oh, I didn’t miss the big proposal story, did 1?”

I pulled my hand back from Rose and turned my head to
look at the owner of the unexpected voice: Samantha Dennis,
the only female partner in the firm and someone who’d had no
plans to attend this dinner.

“I didn’t know you’d be joining us, Samantha,” I said
lightly.

“They only arrived a minute ago. You’re just in time,”
Fred jumped in.

George’s phone started ringing and he excused himself
from the table. “I’ll be right back.”

“You know how Wes Doyle is,” Samantha replied to me.
“He always has more questions and wants everyone to cater to
his needs. We want to get him on board. The more partners he
sees, the more likely he is to sign the contract. Plus, my dinner
plans fell through, so I didn’t want to miss the chance to meet
your wife.” Samantha put her hand on the back of my chair
and looked between me and Rose. “You don’t have a problem
with me being here, do you, Jack?”

“Why would I have a problem with it?”



“All right then.” Her red lips curved up in a smile as she
leaned down and pressed a kiss on my cheek. I stiffened, and it
didn’t escape her notice. “Relax, Jack.” Rolling her eyes, she
laughed at herself. “Old habits, sorry.” Putting down her black
clutch on the table, she leaned forward and, in the process, her
breast pressed against my shoulder. As she shook hands with
Rose, I pushed my chair back and moved a few inches to my
right, closer to Rose to leave more space for Samantha.

“Samantha Dennis,” she said. “The fourth partner in the
firm.”

Surprising me, Rose didn’t even hesitate before
responding. “Rose Hawthorne. I would be the wife, as you
already know.”

“Yes, I do know. I actually didn’t believe it when I first
heard he had tied the knot, but here you are.”

Rose’s smile turned up a notch, matching Samantha’s.
“Here I am.”

Dismissing Rose, Samantha pulled her chair out and
looked at Fred, giving him a more genuine smile. “Fred,
Evelyn 1sn’t joining us tonight?”

“The kid caught some stomach virus from one of his
friends, so she stayed home with him.”

I was still annoyed with Samantha’s kiss so I didn’t even
think what I was doing. “Samantha has been dating the district
attorney for the last year and a half,” I blurted out to Rose
quietly then frowned at the table and picked up my water
glass. This wasn’t a real marriage, I didn’t have to tell her
about my old relationships. If sleeping with someone a few
times four years ago would count as a relationship that is.

What the hell is wrong with you?

“That’s good. I guess. Good for her?” Rose whispered in
confusion.

I put my arm around Rose’s chair. She stiffened even
further, so I leaned down to speak into her ear. “This is not
acting natural.” She was reaching for her glass, and as soon as



the first word was out of my mouth, she almost knocked it
down. Maybe I was too much in her face.

“Oh, sh...oot,” she exclaimed quietly. A little color
touched her cheeks and she apologized to Fred, who had
reached forward to catch her glass.

“Wes 1s pulling up—he was stuck in traffic,” George
explained as he returned and took his seat again. “Samantha,
glad you decided to join us.”

“Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

As the three of them started to talk among themselves,
Rose scooted back in her chair, met my eyes for a quick
second, and leaned sideways toward me. I leaned down until
her mouth was closer to my ear to make it easier for her and so
no one else could hear what we were saying.

“I am acting natural,” she whispered.

“You haven’t looked at me once since we sat down. At
least try to act as if you don’t mind my company.”

Her head was bowed as I was whispering into her ear, but
as soon as I finished speaking, she pulled back a little and
looked up into my eyes with surprise.

“Got caught up in New York traffic. There was a small
accident a few blocks away—a guy rammed into a cab. Please
forgive me,” Wes Doyle said as he rounded the table. “Good
evening everyone.”

Rose and I had to pull away from each other to start
another round of handshaking, and as soon as the introductions
were done, everyone finally settled down.

The waiter showed up again, and the next few minutes
passed with everyone ordering their drinks.

“No menu?” Rose asked discreetly when everyone was
distracted.

“This restaurant is known for the prix fixe menus. The chef
changes it every few nights. He is supposed to be very good.
It’s seafood night, I believe.”



She nodded and pulled away from me. Before I could
catch her attention and ask what was wrong this time, the first
course arrived: seared scallops with an almond vinaigrette
served on a half shell.

Because Wes Doyle was someone who would be
considered a big fish, everyone around the table started with
their promises and assurances that he’d be on the list of people
who were number one priority to the firm, but I was occupied
with something else. I was watching Rose’s movements as she
placed her napkin in her lap and stared at the scallops on her
plate. Taking up her knife and fork, she cautiously cut a small
piece and slowly brought it up to her lips. Oddly fascinated, I
watched her chew it longer than was necessary and then force
herself to swallow it down. Softly coughing, she reached for
her glass and took a sip of water. For anyone looking at her,
she’d look elegant as she enjoyed her dinner, but to me, she
looked like she was being forced to eat garbage.

“Jack?” George called, and I had to shift my attention as
they all stared at me—everyone except Rose. “Don’t you want
to add something?”

It took me a second to shift gears. “I think Wes knows my
opinions on this subject.” I glanced at Wes and he gave me a
small nod. He had built an incredibly successful tech company
from nothing in the last few years and had recently decided to
change his law firm when his previous lawyers lost him a case
that was being splashed all over the media and tarnishing his
company’s reputation. It should’ve been an easy win, but they
had made massive mistakes along the way, mistakes I had
pointed out to him. “I can assure you, just as I did yesterday, if
you decide to go with any other firm, you’ll be making a big
mistake. | think after what happened with the last one, you’re
done taking chances with the company you worked so hard to
get to where it is today.”

I’d explained everything I would do for Wes and his
company when he had dropped into my office the day before.
He had taken his time to ask every little question he had, and I
had answered every one of them with full honesty. If he
decided to go with us, he knew what he’d be getting from me.



I didn’t find it necessary to add anything else—he’d either
make the right decision or he wouldn’t. He had all the facts,
and the rest of it was up to him.

Everyone at the table focused on me, though my wife still
didn’t. She stopped with the fork halfway to her lips for just a
second, a slight hesitation, then resumed eating.

Samantha cleared her throat. “I think what Jack is trying to
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Wes cut her off with a wave. “Oh, no. You don’t have to
cover for him, Samantha. I like that he doesn’t hold back his
thoughts. I need that honesty. And yes, we talked more about
this yesterday in his office, and he is right. I can’t afford to
make bad decisions about the people who are supposed to
protect me and what I’ve built all on my own.”

Fred joined in and they kept the pointless discussion going.
If I wasn’t mistaken, Wes had already come to a decision, but
it seemed he wanted to hear more assurances. However
pointless it was, I understood his reservations. Everyone loved
getting pampered, and he was someone who seemed to enjoy
being the focus of attention.

I took a few bites of my dinner and discreetly kept
watching Rose even though I knew what a bad idea that was
considering our situation. This was a work dinner, not the time
to ogle my fake wife as if she was the most interesting thing in
the world. But the more I couldn’t take my eyes off of her, the
more I realized that she was doing her best to act like I wasn’t
sitting right next to her. Then her quietness started to get to me
as well. By helping her at the coffee shop I’d realized how
much she loved to talk. About anything and everything. As
much as she gave it her best shot she hadn’t quite managed to
pull me into her conversations, not yet. The more she failed
the harder she tried, as much as I admired her for it, I hadn’t
lost my damn mind that much.

I didn’t want to get used to her. Didn’t want to get close.

Not anymore than I already was. That was not the plan. Not at
all.



When I couldn’t keep quiet anymore, I stopped thinking
and placed my hand on her leg, my thumb and first finger
making contact with her bare skin. She jumped in her seat, her
knee bumping the underside of the table, rattling the dishes. |
forced myself to relax and tried to keep still. After apologizing
to everyone profusely, she put down her knife and fork and
finally looked back at me with murder in her eyes. If she’d had
any idea how much I enjoyed her reactions, she would have
acted differently just to annoy me. I was sure of it. I leaned
toward her, and our shoulders and forearms lined up on the
table as she met me in the middle.

“What are you doing?”” she whispered harshly.

“Why are you avoiding me? What’s wrong?” 1 asked,
pulling my hand away.

She pulled back a little, but we were still huddled together
as we looked into each other’s eyes as if in a challenge. Her
brows drew together before she whispered back, “What are
you talking about? How can I be avoiding you when I’'m
sitting right next to you? What’s wrong with you?”

She straightened up, took another small bite from her plate,
and started the slow chewing process again. 1 leaned closer
and my lips got dangerously close to her neck, so much so that
I got more intimate with her smell. A fresh flowery scent
mixed with a fruit, maybe citrus. “I...” It took me a moment to
remember what [ was going to say and I faltered. “Just relax a
little. Don’t you like your appetizer?”

I pulled back, and this time she leaned toward me.
“I’m not a big fan of seafood. Is it too obvious?”

After a quick glance at everyone else around the table to
make sure we didn’t have their attention, I turned my body
completely toward Rose and put my arm around her chair
again. My chest rubbed against her shoulder. I thought she
would flinch or even pull away, but this time she stayed put.
We were supposed to be newlyweds. As much as I was trying
my best to stay away from her when it was just the two of us,
while around other people, I knew we needed to act more
intimate if we wanted to seem believable as a couple. “Yes,



Rose. The whole menu is seafood—why didn’t you say
something?”

“It’s a prix fixe menu—I didn’t think we could change
anything.”

“Doesn’t mean you have to eat something you don’t like.”
Still keeping my arm on her chair, I looked around the
restaurant. “Stop forcing yourself to eat.” Not finding who I
was looking for, I drew back from Rose, even managing to
push my chair back a bit before she put her palm on my thigh.
I pause