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CHAPTER ONE
Valentina
“Declined?”
“Yes, ma’am. I tried it twice. Do you have another…”
The attendant's voice trails off as I glare daggers at him. I ignore the barely audible snort escaping from my friend Penelope’s lips. She’s standing directly behind me, no doubt because she doesn’t want to miss a moment of witnessing my card being declined. She must be thinking that all her Christmases have come in one impromptu visit to the day spa. In fact, I’m surprised she’s controlling herself as well as she is.
“Sure, give me a second,” I mutter, rummaging through my purse.
I thrust a diamond card at him and wave him off, making sure he knows how put out I am by all of this. He doesn’t meet my gaze as he mumbles a thank you, before he scrambles out of my sight. Taking a deep breath, I plaster on my most I-don’t-give-a-fuck smile before turning back to my friends.
“Sorry about that,” I say with a lazy sigh.
“I’m sure it’s just a mix up with the bank,” Holly offers, flicking her long dark hair away from her eyes. 
I smile as she reaches out and gives my hand a reassuring squeeze. I’m sure she’s right, because I know for a fact that there’s plenty of cash on the first card—it’s not called an infinity card for nothing. 
“Sure.” Penelope smiles at me too, but unlike Holly, there’s nothing sympathetic—or genuine—about her smile. “Though I can’t say I’ve ever had anything like this happen to me,” she drawls in a strong Southern accent, her lips parting into a wide grin. “Maybe banks are a little more attentive to their more notable clients?”
I open my mouth to fire back a reply, but I’m distracted by the sight of the attendant walking over. Even before he speaks, I know it’s not good. I dig through my bag for another card in preparation of what he’s going to say—if only to avoid the embarrassment of having to look at him when he tells me that the second card was also rejected. 
 “I’m sorry—”
“Here,” I bark, cutting him off as I shove another card in his hand. “Try that one.”
I’m doing my best not to show it, but I’m really beginning to panic now.
Sure, one decline can be explained away as a mix up at the bank, but two different banks having problems at the exact same time? Not likely. Still, I’m clinging to hope that it’s something so innocent, because the alternative is too horrifying to even think about.
 “I can pay my own if that helps?” Holly says, stepping forward. “You know how much I hate it when you try to cover me anyway.”
I look away, because the pity in her eyes is even worse than the look of excitement in Pen’s. This must be how Holly feels every time I try to pay for her. She’s the only one in our group that isn’t from a family of money. Before today, I’d never given much thought to how that might affect her. 
“It’s fine. I’ll pay.” Pen releases an overexaggerated sigh, before she steps forward to come to the rescue. She pulls out her card and hands it to the attendant. The huge deal she’s making this into makes me even less happy about letting her cover me, but I don’t have any other choice. “I hope it’s not declined.” She giggles as she glances over at me. “I’d simply die of embarrassment.”
Stop being such a cow and just pay the damn bill.
I swallow back my words, because I refuse to give her the reaction I know she wants. Instead, I stand back with Holly and wait while Pen fixes up the bill. I avoid meeting Holly’s gaze by pretending to type out a text. What I’m really doing is trying to log into my banking, but it keeps giving me an unauthorized error. I jump when Holly rests her hand on my back. I glance at her and slide my phone into my pocket. 
“I’m sure everything is fine, V.” 
I nod and force a smile back.  
“’Kay, girls, we’re all fixed up,” Penelope declares with a dramatic wave of her hand. Her darks eyes fixate on mine. “You won’t need to spend the rest of the day washing dirty, stinky towels now,” she calls over her shoulder with a giggle. “Although that would’ve been kind of funny to watch.”
I roll my eyes at her back. If she rubs it in any harder, she’s going to break a nail. It doesn’t matter that I’ve paid her way the last fifty trips here; she’ll be milking this for as much as she can. Fighting back tears, we step outside. I take a deep breath, the cool air burning my lungs. The last thing I want is for them to see me cry. 
“Oh, sweetie, relax. I’m just messing with you.” Pen laughs, wrapping her arms around me. “Don’t be so sensitive. You don’t even have to pay me back.”
“Because forty-nine more trips and we’re even?” I retort with a fake smile. 
“I didn’t realize you were keeping score,” she murmurs, tossing Holly a look. “Anyway, I’d love to hang around and chat, but I have a date to get ready for.”
I hug her and then Holly, then I walk over to my car—a two-seater red Fiat Spider that Daddy got me when I graduated from SCAD. Going to college was something my grandmother had insisted on. I’m not sure why. It’s not like I was ever going to need to put it to use.
Buckling myself in, I head home. I try calling Daddy along the way, but it rings out. I frown and try again, but there’s still no answer. That’s weird. Daddy always answers, even if it’s just to bark down the line that he’s busy with something more important than me. Actually, that’s always how the conversations go. 
If he’s not going to answer the phone, then I’ll just have to go over there.
***
Thirty minutes later, as I pull into the long, sprawling driveway that leads up to my father’s mansion, I know something isn’t right. It’s probably the ten police cars that are giving me that impression. They're not just ordinary police cars either. These are shiny black vans, the kind that you associate with high profile chases or big sting operations—words spoken from someone who has obviously been watching too much Criminal Minds.
I park alongside one of the vans and get out. My heart races as I walk down the path as fast as my $4000 Christian Louboutin heels will take me. Men in suits swarm around me, which I’d ordinarily be pretty happy about, but not today. Not when I know something is seriously wrong.      
Pushing my way through the front door, I look around in shock. There are people everywhere. They file in and out, carrying everything from computers, to stacks of files, right down to a stack of notebooks and folders that I recognize as my own from my senior year of high school. 
“Hey,” I say, stepping into his path. He stops in his tracks and looks at me impatiently. “What are you doing?”
“Following orders,” he says, frowning at me. “And you are?”
“Valentina Rossi,” I say, straightening as I announce my name, just like the years of charm school taught me to do.
“Ah.” He glances over his shoulder and calls out to someone. A woman looks up, glances at me, and nods. She walks over to us then leads me out of the room and into the formal living room.
“Miss Rossi, I presume?” 
I nod, my throat dry. “Where is my father?”
“He’s been taken into custody on suspicion of fraud. We’re here collecting anything that might hold evidence,” she explains.
I look at her and laugh. She can’t be serious, can she? 
“Do you know who my father is?” I ask, lifting an eyebrow. 
She looks me square in the eye. “We know exactly who he is, which is why we’re taking this so seriously.”
“So, you’re taking everything?” I ask, still in disbelief. “And his accounts?” I demand. “Have they been frozen too?”
I flush, realizing how shallow I must sound. She probably thinks I’m just another spoilt little trust fund baby, living off Daddy’s money. Okay, so she’d be right, but it’s hardly my fault. I’m a product of my upbringing.
“Your accounts aren’t frozen, Miss Rossi. They’re empty.”
“What do you mean empty?” I snarl. “My accounts have never been empty in my life. I have a trust fund—”
“You had a trust fund,” she corrected. “Your father moved everything to an unknown location, and we’re doing everything we can to try to find it.”
He emptied my trust fund? 
My heart thumps in my chest. He wouldn’t do that to me … would he? No, there has to be some kind of explanation. He’s probably trying to protect me from all of this by moving my money somewhere safe. I’m sure talking to him will clear everything up.  
“I want to see him,” I announce. “Where is he?”
She shakes his head. “Sorry, you can’t. Not until we’ve finished collecting our evidence.” She reaches into her pocket and produces a card. I take it and stare at it, feeling numb. “Call me tomorrow. I’ll arrange for you to see him as soon as you can. In the meantime, I’m sorry, but you can’t stay here. I can help you find an alternative accommodation—”
“I have an apartment,” I cut in, shoving the card into my pocket. “I was just here because…” I trail off, giving her a tight smile. At least I now know why my cards were declined. “Thanks for your help.”
I wander to my car and get in. I sit there for a while, staring at the house, watching them file in and out like worker bees. Fraud? I shake my head. It doesn’t make any sense. My father is many things, but not this. 
Or maybe I don’t know my father as well as I thought I did?
***
I walk out of the elevator of Sorrel Towers to the penthouse I’ve called home for the last year. All I want to do is curl up into a little ball on my bed, but just as I reach my front door, I hear someone cough behind me. I turn and find the building manager. He smiles awkwardly at me as he shifts on his feet.
“Valentina,” he mutters, a trickle of sweat rolling down his forehead. “I’m sorry, but the accounting manager called and asked that I speak with you. It seems that your last rent check bounced…”
“Oh?” I say and frown at him, like I have no idea why that might have happened. “Okay. I’ll go to the bank and get it sorted out for you, ASAP.”
Relief floods his face. “Thanks.” He breathes, and then he hesitates, like he’s weighing up whether to say what else is on his mind. I lift my eyebrows expectantly. “It’s just that … is everything okay? I saw your father on the news, and then when the check didn’t go through…” He breaks off again, looking embarrassed.
I stare at him coolly, tilting my head slightly. 
“In the year I’ve been living here, have I ever missed a payment, Andreas?” I ask. He shakes his head, his cheeks flushed. “Exactly. And I don’t intend to start missing them now.” I give him a stern look. 
“Of course. I didn’t mean to offend you,” he mumbles. “It’s just … I was worried…” He laughs uneasily as he rubs the back of his neck. The way he looks like he might pass out at any moment has me almost feeling sorry for him.
“If you’re worried about how I can afford this place, you needn’t be,” I assure him. “I have a trust fund that could comfortably buy this building and its tenants too.” Which is saying a lot considering Sorrel Towers homes some of the wealthiest elite in all of Savannah. I pause long enough to slide my key into the lock, then I look back and quirk my brow. “Was there anything else?” I add, hoping I’ve made it clear that our conversation is over. 
“No, I’m sorry to have bothered you with this. Have a good night, Miss Rossi.” He nods at me, then scampers around the corner in the direction of the elevators.
I let myself inside and lean my back against the door until it snaps shut, then I slide down to the floor, hugging my legs up against me. This morning I woke up, and it was like any other day. How did everything change so much in the space of a few short hours? More importantly, how the heck am I going to come up with rent money? There's no way I can come up with that kind of cash. 
My stomach churns at the thought of moving, because I love my apartment. Located in the heart of the historic district, it’s the optima of opulence and luxury. From the million dollar view of the historic district to the hot tub on the balcony, it’s the home I always dreamed of. Price wasn’t a factor and my father was more than happy to get it for me, like everything else I asked him for. I guess years of emotionally neglecting your daughter makes you harbor some guilt. I breathe in slowly, trying to stem the panic attack that I know is looming. 
Everything will be fine. I just need to get by until my father sorts this out. 
I laugh at how naïve I’m being. How can everything possibly be fine? The only money I have is in that trust fund, which is apparently now empty. When you take that out of the equation, my entire worth totals a whopping ten dollars. Getting a job is pointless, because it wouldn’t even cover my rent, let alone all my other living expenses. Hell, even ten jobs wouldn’t come close to getting me out of this mess. 
What the heck am I going to do?
 



CHAPTER TWO
Hudson
“Looking good there, sexy.” 
I turn around and laugh at Matty as he lets out a low wolf whistle. He tosses his bag on the chair near my trailer and then wanders over to the worksite, fixing his toolbelt in place along the way. I put my hand up to shield the sweltering, hot August sun from my eyes as I smirk at him.
“Half an hour late is better than not turning up at all, I guess,” I yell out. “What’s your excuse this time?”
“Traffic,” he says with a shrug. I snort, because I-95 is an absolute bitch during tourists season. “Admit it,” he adds. “You took that shirt off just for me, didn’t you?” 
“Yeah,” I chuckle, running my hand over my smooth, chiseled abs. I spread my hands out and shrug. “You caught me. This is all for you. It’s got nothing to do with the fact that it’s a hundred degrees, and I've been out here covering your ass.” 
“You’re always talking about my ass,” he complains, a gleam in his eye. “That could be considered sexual harassment, you know. Especially when you’re dressed like that.” 
 “Just don’t tell that wife of yours that I’ve been hitting on you.” I chuckle. 
I don’t doubt for a second that Marisa could pack a mean punch if she thought I was trying to cut her grass, especially with those pregnancy hormones kicking around. I jump off the ladder I’m standing on and then saunter over to my trailer, ignoring the chuckles of Matty as he takes my place to help James fit the rest of the frame for the window. 
Matty and I have been friends for years, so when I started this business, asking him to come and work for me was a given. I was a little worried that me being his boss might damage our friendship, but it hasn’t. It doesn’t seem to matter how much time we spend together, it’s like nothing can come between us. Though, that might change if I have to screw the guy over when my business folds. 
“Ooh, it looks like someone can’t handle the heat,” Matty jeers, while the other two guys laugh.
“I handle the heat just fine,” I retort. “It’s you I need the break from.”
I disappear inside the trailer and slam the door shut, just in case any of them get any ideas about joining me. I’ve been on the site since five this morning, and I'm exhausted. Almost too exhausted to find the energy to think. I grab a bottle of water from the cooler on the floor and then sit at my makeshift desk—some wood offcuts expertly nailed to an old door—and flick open my ancient laptop. I shift as the plastic crate I’m using as a seat digs into me, while my eyes scan the room. It’s funny how often I used to dream of having a real office, instead of this beat up trailer that doubles as a break room. Now I’d just settle for being able to pay my bills. 
I unscrew the cap of my drink and take a gulp, not realizing how thirsty I am. The moment the icy cold water hits my stomach, I start to feel better—right up until my eyes fall on the stack of unopened bills piled up next to the wall. I frown and pick one up. This is a surefire way two depress me, but I guess I have to open them eventually. At least, that’s what the debt collectors who are starting to circle keep telling me. And they’re right. I need to suck it up and deal with this. 
Sighing, I open the first letter. Final notice. The next two are the same. With a shake of my head, I toss the bills back over with the rest of them.
It turns out checking my email is even more depressing. The first two are from suppliers, letting me know that my latest checks had bounced. Lucky for me, I have a good enough relationship with both of them to buy me some extra time. Not that it’s going to help much. I could have a month to fix all of these up, and I still wouldn’t be able to cover them. Shit just keeps getting worse.
“Fuck,” I hiss. 
I stand up, the crate shooting from under me and against the wall. I have to refrain from picking it up and tossing it harder into the wall. The only thing stopping me is that would be sure to attract the attention of the guys. I pace the cramped trailer, raking my hands through my hair in a bid to try to figure out a solution, but there isn’t one. 
This is ridiculous. 
It's not supposed to be this hard. Starting my own business was supposed to be a step up. I really thought I could do it too, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe I'm not cut out for this. 
My parents were so proud of me. My family has been through a lot, so for me to break free from that and build my own business from nothing was a big deal. Maybe there was something I could've done differently. Maybe I went in too fast, without letting myself get my head around what it took to run a business. I should have been more focused on the business side of things and not let things fall behind. The more I owe people, the harder it is to catch up. I kept telling myself a big job would come along and everything would be okay, but it never did. I even went around knocking on doors, trying to solicit business, but that went nowhere. It’s like every step forward I end up taking two steps back. I'm sick of it. I’m sick of everything.
The worst thing is when I look around, all I see is people who take what they have for granted. Half the people in this goddamned town have more money than they know what to do with. 
Hell, some of Holly's friends spend more in a day than I could in a year, and they do it without a second thought. I try not to be jealous, because it's not my style, but sometimes it gets to me. Here I am doing everything I can to save myself from drowning, and they don't think twice about spending a grand on a pedicure. 
“Then snap out of it and do something about it,” I mutter to myself. 
So what if life isn’t fair? Sitting around here whining about it isn’t going to fix anything. I need to keep trying. Keep pushing until something breaks. With any luck, it won’t be me.
I grab my things, a new lease of energy surging through me. I’ll go down to the bank and talk to Peter. Maybe he can help me out. Having a cousin who is the manager at a local bank must have some perks, right? 
Though I know there’s only so many times he can bail me out.
***
I drive through the streets of Savannah, looking for a parking space. It’s busy, especially for Wednesday, because people are out making the most of the morning before it gets too humid. Eventually I get a spot a few blocks away, figuring the walk will do me good. I can get my head clear and figure out what I'm going to say to Peter this time. 
He increased my overdraft last month when he probably shouldn’t have. This time I’m not counting on his help. Not when I’m so close to defaulting on everything. I wouldn’t call us close—in fact, these days it seems the only time I speak to him is at family gatherings, or when I need money, but he’s a good guy. I know he’ll do whatever he can to help me out. If he can’t help me, then I’m as good as fucked, because I’m fast running out of options.
Oomph.
Grunting, I stumble back. It takes me a moment to realize I’ve collided with someone. I look up, not sure whether to be apologetic or annoyed. My eyes widen when I realize I know this person. It’s Valentina, one of my little sister’s friends. It’s been a couple of years since I last saw her, but fuck she’s looking good. 
“Hey, watch it…” she shouts then eyes me, familiarity donning on her. “Oh, hey, Hudson.” Her annoyance gives way to surprise. She smiles at me, and I smile back, sure I saw a flash of something in her eyes. “How are you?” she asks. “It’s been a while.”
“Valentina,” I murmur. “It’s been a long while. I’m good.” Not a complete lie. I do suddenly feel better than I’ve felt all day. “How are you? You’re looking great,” I add.
For the first time I notice how dressed up she is. I swallow, because the way that short black skirt clings to her petite curves is making me think things I probably shouldn’t be thinking about my sister’s friend.
“Where are you going all dressed up like that?” I ask, clearing my throat. “Hot date?” 
It shouldn’t bother me, but the thought of her going on a date with some dude gets to me. I shrug it off, because I’ve got enough on my mind at the moment without adding girls into the mix—especially one as high maintenance as Valentina.
“No.” She makes a face as her cheeks go red. I smirk, because she’s even cuter when she’s blushing. “I have a job interview, actually.”
“A job interview?” I repeat with a laugh. “You’re kidding me, right?”
She puts her hand on her hip, making her cleavage even harder to look away from, and then she glowers at me, her blood red lips twisting into a pout.
“You find that funny?” she growls.
“Well, yeah. I kind of do,” I admit, rubbing my jaw to disguise my amusement. “I was under the impression that people work for you. You don’t work for them.”
“Well, things change,” she mutters, looking down at her feet.
I can’t argue with that. They change all right. 
“So what’s the job?” I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me. 
“It’s a retail role. In a top end children’s clothing boutique,” she drawls, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “I’m sure you’ve never heard of it.”
My lips twitch as a memory of her at my little cousin Harmony’s sixth birthday party two years ago flashes through my mind. I can’t think of anything less suited to Valentina than customer service or working around children.
“Is there something you want to say?” she growls, placing a perfectly manicured hand on her hip. 
“Good luck?” I offer.
God, to be a fly on the wall of that interview. That would sure take my mind off my problems. She glances at her watch and sighs, then tosses me an annoyed look. 
“Great. Now you’re making me late.”
“What?” I laugh. “You ran into me. Besides, I think you being late will be the least of your worries.” I grin.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she retorts.
“Just that you don’t have much experience. Or motivation.”
“Excuse me. Are you done?” she growls. Then she shakes her head and laughs. “I don’t have time for this.”
She mutters something else under her breath that I’m pretty sure is an insult and then flounces off without so much as a goodbye. I stand there in her wake, watching her strut down the sidewalk until she’s disappeared from my sight. 
Valentina working? Waitressing or working in a bar I could almost believe. Hell, I could even see her meeting the minimum requirements and not getting fired from an office job. But a children’s clothing boutique, or anything involving kids, for that matter? I bet she won’t even last a day.
With one last look in her direction, I push her from my mind and focus on why I’m here. 
Time to face the music.
 



CHAPTER THREE
Valentina
I don’t dare look back. 
Even if part of me really wants to, I refuse to give Hudson the satisfaction. So what if I don’t have much experience in retail … or any career for that matter? I’m a hard worker and a fast learner. Not that I’d expect him to know that, because the last time I saw him was two years ago.
We used to see each other all the time when we were kids. He used to go out of his way to annoy Holly and I. She hated it. I pretended to as well, but secretly, I liked the attention. Still, even back then, the thought of Hudson as anything other than Holly's annoying older brother has never even entered my mind. 
Glancing at my phone, I curse. Great. Now I really am running late. 
I sprint the few blocks down Liberty St, to the high-end children's clothing boutique where my interview is being held, bursting through the doors with not even a second to spare. 
Even if I’m out of breath and in danger of heaving up a lung, on time is on time, right? 
A woman looks up from behind the register, her eyes full of alarm, like she’s weighing up whether to call me an ambulance. 
“Hi, I’m here for the job interview,” I blurt out once I’ve caught my breath. She glances at the clock on the wall and lifts an eyebrow.
“You’re late.”
Sure, by about thirty seconds.
“I was right on time when I walked through the door,” I can’t resist replying.
She gives me another onceover, before lifting to her feet, then without a word, she walks out the back. I stand there awkwardly.
Should I be following her?
“Are you coming?” she calls out, answering my thoughts. I wince at the irritated edge to her tone.
This is off to a fine start.
Taking a deep breath, I plaster on a smile and stalk around the counter and out through the back. I enter the small, cramped office and glance around. There’s shit everywhere. She motions for me to sit, so I carefully stack the papers piled up on the chair on the floor and then sit. I watch as she thrusts papers aside on her desk, a perplexed look on her face. This woman makes me feel organized, which is impressive. 
 “You emailed through your CV, didn’t you?” she murmurs. “I’m sure it was just here.” Then she laughs. “Sorry. This has been a hell of a morning already. Valentina, right?” I nod, forcing a confident smile as I watch her run a hand through her hair. 
And I thought I was having a bad day. 
I’m sure we’re just going through the motions. She’ll ask me a few questions and then politely tell me she’ll let me know.
“I’m Dana,” she says, half-heartedly offering me her hand. “Okay,” she declares, snapping her laptop shut and then sitting back in her chair. Her eyes lock on mine. “Other than you like to turn up to interviews late, what can you tell me about yourself?” 
Okay then. 
I open my mouth, ready to defend myself, but I stop when I remember how much I need this job. The worst thing is that I can feel it slipping away from me with every passing second. She doesn’t care why I’m late or want my excuses. She just wants to continue with her shit day so it can be over faster. I need to do something and now, but as I open my mouth, she puts her hand up to stop me.
“I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair,” she apologizes. “I shouldn’t be taking my frustrations out on you, but I’ve had one person quit on me, and my morning regular just called in sick.” She laughs, the stress showing on her face. “Today, of all days.”
“How about I show you what I can do then?” I brainwave.
“Pardon?” She looks surprised.
“I mean, we can sit here and run through my experience.” Which granted, will take less than a minute. “Or I can help you out, and you can see for yourself why you need to hire me.”
She stares at me like she’s weighing up whether to take a chance on me, so I stare right back at her, keeping my expression as neutral as possible. I’m a master at that. Years of being my father’s daughter has taught me to hide my emotions when I need to.
“Okay.” She nods. “I’ll give you a shot. Come on then.”
I follow her to the front, hiding my smile. Thank God I dodged that bullet. Sure, I have no experience, and this could totally fail, but really, how bad can it be?
The answer is very bad.
The last three hours have been up there with the worst of my life. Who knew serving privileged parents who seem to be under the impression that my sole purpose in life is to wait on them would be pure hell? It was saved only by the few moments I got to spend with their children. Dressing up little girls in princess dresses and making little babies smile? That’s why I applied for this job. Too bad everything else sucks. Not to mention everything I touched, I screwed up.  
I had to drag Dana out the front every time I served a customer, because I couldn’t figure out how to operate the cash register. Then, to top it all off, I undercharged a lady $200 for a dress for her daughter. No doubt that will be coming out of my paycheck. Yep, there’s no way she’ll be asking me to come back. 
I would’ve been better going through with the interview.
 “Valentina?”
I take a quick breath in and then smile at Dana, who motions for me to join her.
Here it comes…
I’m sure I’m about to get the ‘I’m sorry, I just don’t think it’s going to work’ spiel, but her big smile is throwing me off. Maybe she’s just really happy at the thought of telling me how bad I did? That’s probably it. 
“You did really well,” she gushes. 
Huh?
That was unexpected. 
How could she possibly be happy with my performance? Either she’s delusional from lack of sleep, or her other staff were even more incompetent than me. 
“Here,” she says, thrusting an envelope into my hands. I stare at it, confused. 
“I figured I’d pay you outright for today and then get you on the books for your next shift. Is that okay?” she explains. She frowns when she catches sight of my expression. “You look surprised.”
 “Yes, it’s fine.” I laugh. “I’m sorry. I think I was expecting you to tell me it wasn’t going to work,” I confess. “I didn’t think I did very well at all.”
 “Are you kidding?” She gives me an encouraging smile. “You helped me out of a tight spot, and I completely threw you in the deep end. It couldn’t have been easy starting without any warning. Are you available tomorrow?” she adds.
“Sure.” I smile, even though the thought of putting in another shift is already exhausting me.
I keep telling myself that this will all be worth it when I have money rolling in. This first paycheck is just the beginning. With any luck it will be enough to keep the landlord off my back, and after a few weeks, I’ll be back on my feet. Things have changed enough already, so knowing things will be okay if I can just keep my head above water until this thing with my father is sorted comforts me a lot.
The first chance I get, I make my escape and rush to my car. The moment I slide into the front seat, I pull out the envelope and stare at it excitedly.
My first paycheck. 
It’s such a stupid, little thing that would probably mean nothing to anyone else. For me, it’s a huge moment, because I did it. This proves I can look after myself. If only Hudson could see me now. This would wipe the smirk off his face.
I carefully slide my finger along the edge and then peek inside. My heart races as I count through the bills. I frown and count through them again, sure there’s some mistake. $143 for the whole afternoon's work? Is she kidding me? I blink back tears. I could work twenty-four hours a day, every day of the month and it still wouldn't cover rent. I'm screwed. That’s all there is to it. 
All the work in the world isn't going to help me out of this mess. 
I’m so angry at my father right now. 
The worst thing is they still won’t let me see him. 
All his lawyers will say is for me to sit tight and wait, but how can I when I don’t know what’s going on? It’s not just about the money either. He lied to me. Our whole life was a joke, and I have to sit here and live through the aftermath alone. 
As if on cue, my phone rings. I jump, my heart soaring that it might be him, but it’s only Holly. The disappointment quickly disappears when I remember that she’s the only person I’d consider talking to about this. I need to get it out before I go crazy.
“Hello?” 
I don't bother to keep the glumness out of my voice. She knows me too well not to figure out something is wrong anyway. 
“A job interview?” Holly demands. 
Hudson. 
Anger bubbles inside me. He just couldn’t keep his mouth shut, could he? I bet he laughed his ass off when he told her too. 
 “Let me guess,” I say flatly. “Hudson.” 
“He may have mentioned it…”
“You mean between fits of laughter?” I retort. 
“Who cares who told me, V. What the hell is going on?” Holly’s voice is laced with concern. “Since when do you work? Does this have something to do with what happened at the day spa?” she asks. 
I frown. Could she really not have figured out what’s going on? I dismiss the thought quickly, because she has to know. All of Savannah knows. My father’s face has been all over the news. I can feel people staring at me when I walk down the street.
“You don’t know?” I ask. “Don’t you watch the news?”
“What are you talking about, V?” she asks, frustrated. “You know I don’t watch the news. I avoid the news at all costs. It’s way too depressing. What is going on?”
“My father is being investigated for fraud,” I whisper. “Which means all his accounts—and mine—have been frozen.”
“Fraud?” she gasps. “Wait, they froze everything? As in you have no money?” 
“Right.” I laugh bitterly. “This whole thing is fucked. It doesn’t even matter that I got a job, because it’s not enough. I could do ten jobs, and it wouldn’t make a difference.”
“Hey, don’t talk like that,” she chastises.
“No, I’m serious,” I grumble. “I got paid for today. A whopping $143. Do you know how many shifts I’d need to work to cover rent?”
 “That’s actually pretty good,” Holly reasons. “Above minimum wage. Wait, they made you start today? That's pretty harsh.”
“No, I convinced her to give me a trial run instead of going through the interview,” I explain. 
“To mask the fact that you have no experience?” Holly sniggers. “I’m not sure whether to laugh or be impressed. Look, come over to my place. We’ll brainstorm together and figure this out.”
“There’s no point, Hols. There is no solution,” I mumble.
“Well, at least we will have tried. And if it fails, then we’ll drink ourselves silly,” she jokes. 
Her attempt to lighten the mood works, because I laugh. Maybe getting drunk and forgetting my problems for a while is exactly what I need. 
It sure can’t make things much worse.
***
“Okay,” I say when she opens the door. “What’s the answer?”
She rolls her eyes and opens the door wide enough for me to squeeze through. 
“I didn’t say I had the answers,” she retorts. “I said we’d think one up. Or drink.”
“So? Start thinking, or pour me some wine,” I urge her. “One of the two.” We plop down on the couch together.
“Okay, fine, I’m thinking.” She crosses her arms over her chest, her eyebrows creasing in thought. “Okay, how about selling off some of your things? That heel collection of yours must be worth a fortune.” She narrows her eyes at my heels, prompting me to tuck them under me for safety. “Speaking of which, can I be the first to go through them?”
“Sell my heels?” I gasp. “No way. I’d rather sell myself.”
“You might not be far off that point if you can’t afford to feed yourself,” Holly retorts.
“And what am I supposed to wear?” I sneer. “Flip flops?”
“Uh, reasonably priced heels, like any other normal person?” She sighs and massages her temples. “V, work with me here. You have enough heels to open your own store. Surely you won’t miss a few pairs? And it’s not like you can’t get good shoes for a fraction of the cost.” She sticks her foot in my face and smiles proudly. “I picked these bad boys up at a flea market for a third of the cost they’d be new.”
“And they probably should’ve stayed there,” I say, screwing up my nose. “Whoever thought mustard yellow worked in heels was very wrong.”
“You can be so rude sometimes; it’s almost funny.” She giggles, shoving at my shoulder playfully. “I should probably be offended, but who has the energy these days?”
“If you want offensive, go speak to your brother,” I mutter. “Speaking of, what exactly did he say when he told you about my interview?” I ask her. “He seemed to think it was hilarious.”
“Honestly, he didn’t say much. Just that he ran into you. I think he was too busy stressing about his own problems to give it too much thought,” she replies.
“Hudson is having problems?” I pry, my curiosity getting the better of me. “What kind of problems?”
“Wait, weren’t you literally just bitter on him five seconds ago for spilling intel about you?” She giggles. “Now you want the gossip on him?”
I wave my hand. “That was before. So…?”
She sighs and rolls her eyes. “He was on his way to the bank when he ran into you. Apparently, it didn’t go too well,” she explains, making a face. 
“He has his own business, right?” I muse.
She nods. “And it was going well, but work has dried up. He’s been really struggling the last few weeks. I’m worried about him. I can see it in his face how stressed out he is, but he won’t talk to me.”
Wow. If he was worried about anything, he didn’t show it. Today, he was the same confident, cocky Hudson I knew as a kid. Only sexier. I blush, thinking about him like that, catching me off guard. 
“Where would I even sell my heels?” I finally ask, to get the conversation—and my mind—off Hudson. “Is there like a shop for that?”
“How about Craigslist?” she suggests. “Take photos, put them up, write a few words—”
“This is all sounding like a lot of work,” I cut in. 
She laughs. “What, were you expecting someone would come in and take photos and do all the hard work for you?”
“Are you offering?” I ask, hopeful.
She reaches over and shoves me.
“Sorry, V. Not even I love you that much.” She considers things for a moment and then nods. “Okay, forget the heels. I have a better idea.” Her eyes sparkle as they fall on the four karat diamond pendant hanging around my neck, which I instinctively cover with my hand. “Sell off some of your jewelry.”
“My jewelry?” I repeat, my eyes widening in alarm.
“Sure. Why not?” she reasons. “It’s not like you wear half of it anyway,” she argues. “And that’s where the real money is. Your stash will keep you going for months. Well, a month, at least,” she corrects herself, remembering it’s me were talking about. “Until you figure something else out. You’re running out of options, V. It’s selling off your things, or you need to tone down your lifestyle. It’s up to you what you’re more attached to.”
“What if I don’t want to decide?” I grumble.
But I know she’s right. 
I need to grow up and make some tough decisions. 
I don’t have much of a choice.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
Hudson
“I'm sorry, Hudson. There's not much else I can do.” 
I close my eyes and run my hand through my hair. This isn’t how I wanted to be woken up. 
After meeting with Peter yesterday, I left feeling more confident than when I arrived. I knew things were bad, but I was sure he’d figure out something to get me out of this mess. This conversation has brought me crashing back down to reality. 
If he can’t help me, then what hope do I have? 
Every day it feels like I’m sinking deeper and deeper into debt. Sometimes I feel like I’m suffocating, but in the back of my mind, there’s a little voice telling me it will be okay. That voice is getting weaker, though, as the reality begins to set in, because I know I’m not going to be able to get myself out of this. Short of a miracle, I’m done. The worst bit is all the people I’m going to be taking down with me.
“Thanks,” I say, my tone cold. 
It’s not his fault I’m in this position. I’ve only got myself to blame. Still, I can’t help feeling bitter.
“You know I’d help if I could, but Jesus, even I can’t make you look like a good investment at the moment,” he explains. I laugh, because that’s putting it mildly. “If there's any other way I can help out…” 
“It’s fine; I’ll work it out. Thanks, though,” I add in a much calmer tone. “I mean it. I really do appreciate your help. I’ll speak to you later, okay?”
I hang up before he can answer and then roll over and bury my face in my pillow. It’s after eight, which means I really should be getting up, but staying in bed feels like a much more attractive option right now. If I get up, it makes it harder to ignore the downward spiral I’m headed for. I’m on the verge of cracking, and the last thing I want is for my guys to figure out that something is wrong. Not until I figure out a plan for them. 
Matty especially. He has a kid on the way, for God’s sake. How can I tell him I’m not sure I can afford to pay him next week? I’m not even sure I’ll be able to afford to eat next week. I groan and rub my head. There has to be something I haven't thought of. A way to fix this. But even as I think it, I know there’s nothing. I’ve looked at this from every angle, and I can’t for the life of me work out where it all went wrong. 
One minute, I think I'm really going to make something of myself against the odds, but then it turns out I was fooling myself. It would’ve been so much easier for me to not put in the hard work. I could’ve gone to work for someone else, but I didn’t. 
I wanted to do this, and I really believed I could. 
Sighing, I close my eyes, just for just a minute. If I go back to sleep, I can ignore the problem for a little longer. It’s ironic that what kept me awake nearly all night is the same thing I can so easily push out of my mind right now…
***
My eyes open with a start, and I glance at the clock next to my bed.
Shit. 
It’s after twelve. How the fuck did that happen? 
I rub my head, trying to wake myself up a little more when someone pounds on my door. I jump, then realize that’s probably what woke me up in the first place. I fall out of the bed, throwing on some pants along the way as I stumble toward the door. I yank it open and sigh, relieved it’s only Holly.
She frowns as her dark eyes sweep over me. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah,” I mutter, giving her a sheepish grin as I rub the back of my neck. “I guess I slept through my alarm.”
“You never sleep through your alarm,” she points out.
“Today I did.” I shrug, like it’s no big deal, even though she’s right. I haven’t slept in or been late for work since I started my business. “So what are you doing here anyway?” I add, changing the subject. “Checking up on me?”
“Do I need to check up on you?” she asks. 
I open the door wider and let her inside, and then walk over to the kitchen. I need caffeine and a lot of it. She follows me, carefully hoisting herself up onto one of the stools lining the counter.
“Matty called me,” she explains when I don’t answer. “He was worried when you didn't turn up for work this morning. Even he knows you’re never late,” she adds, biting her lip. “We joke about how anal you are over time management. Remember?”
“Jesus, I know. I’ve just got a lot on my mind and forgot to set my alarm,” I snap, feeling like I’m in the middle of an interrogation. I sigh and lean against the kitchen counter. “Look, I'm sorry. I don't mean to take it out on you. I'm just really stressed at the moment…” 
“Are things that bad?” she asks. 
I think about lying and pretending everything is fine, but what’s the point? She’s just going to keep hounding me until I tell her what’s going on.
“They’re getting to that point,” I admit. It’s as honest as I’ve been with anyone in a long time. I shake my head and laugh. “Let’s just say money is tight. I was an idiot to think I could do this in the first place,” I murmur. 
“Don't talk like that,” she chastises. “You're great at what you do.”
“So great that I'm driving my business into the ground,” I say with a bitter laugh. 
“You know that's not true,” she argues. “You’re just going through a difficult moment. I'm sure things will get better. You just wait.” 
I shake my head. I wish I had her confidence. I've tried looking at it from every angle, but there’s no way out of this mess. The sooner I face up to that, the better. I’m better off just walking away. Holly sits, the concern in her eyes growing. 
“It must be the time of year for money problems,” she mutters, more to herself than to me. 
“What do you mean?” I ask, offering her a coffee. She nods, accepting the cup. “Well?”
 “No, I shouldn't say anything…” She shakes her head with an embarrassed smile. “It’s really none of my business.”
“It’s never stopped you before,” I tease. 
She narrows her eyes and reaches over to give me a playful shove. 
“Okay, fine. I’m talking about Valentina,” Holly murmurs, like someone is going to overhear us. “You’ve heard about what happened, right?”
“Uh, no?” I laugh. “You think I follow her on Instagram or something?”
 “Her father was arrested,” Holly explains. “It’s been all over the news.”
“Since when do you watch the news?” I grin. 
“All her money has been frozen,” she continues, ignoring my dig. “I’m just saying things are really bad for her. It kind of puts things in perspective, huh?”
“You think it’s worse for her because she’s used to having money?” I ask. 
I’m not sure how that works. 
“No, it’s worse for her because her father is in jail, asshole,” Holly fires back.
Right. That’s a fair point.
“So, everything she owns has been frozen?” I muse. My mind wanders back to yesterday. Considering what she’s going through, she looked pretty good. “I guess that explains the interview. I thought it was out of character for her. So, did she get the job?” I add.
Holly nods. “Yes, they hired her on the spot.”
“Wow, they must’ve been pretty desperate.” I grin.
“Hey,” Holly retorts, “that’s my friend you’re talking about.”
“Oh, come on.” I chuckle. “I’m not being mean, but you have to admit she doesn’t exactly scream working girl.” I pause, a smirk playing on my lips. “At least, not in that sense of the word.” I laugh, dodging Holly’s fist as she attempts to punch me in the arm. “Seriously though, I do admire her for going out and getting a job. That couldn’t have been easy.”
“Too bad it won’t make enough of a difference.” Holly mumbles. “What she made yesterday would be lucky to fund an hour of her lifestyle.”
“Then she needs to tone it down,” I say with a shrug. “Living within your means isn’t rocket science.”
“Give the girl a break. Her father’s in jail, and she has no family. It’s all fine and easy to say she needs to tone it down, but that’s how she’s lived her whole life.”
Maybe I am being too hard on her, but she still needs to make some sacrifices. 
She doesn’t have a choice in the matter it seems, now that her daddy dearest is in jail and the money train has derailed.
“Anyway, I better go,” Holly announces, getting to her feet. “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to help you?”
I shake my head. “It’s fine, Hols. I’m making it out to be way worse than it is. Short term cash flow problems. That’s it. In fact, I’m expecting a call from the bank today,” I explain, lying through my teeth.
She nods, but I can tell from the look in her eyes she doesn’t believe me.
After I walk Holly out, I text Matty, then I shower and get dressed. 
So, Valentina is having money issues. 
It’s the sort I’d find amusing if I didn't understand exactly what she’s going through. Holly’s right about one thing. For someone who’s never had to worry about money, she must be really struggling with having nothing. She's no doubt worried about her father and feeling isolated right now. With the exception of Holly, I can’t imagine too many of her friends would be hanging around to offer their support. 
***
The moment I hit the worksite, I push everything from my mind and focus on getting on with the job. It's the same as every other day, because they all start to blend into one another when you’re dodging phone calls from angry suppliers. And then the paranoia that you’re ignoring a potential new job kicks in, so you answer and have to come up with another weak ass excuse as to why the latest payment failed. Story of my life. 
“Are you okay?”
I look up and smile at Matty as he hands me his timesheet. “Sorry, I’m not being nosey, you just look lost in your own little world there.”
“I’m fine. Just a lot on my mind right now,” I explain. “How are you doing? How’s Marisa?”
Matty beams at the mention of his wife, who is only a few weeks away from giving birth to their first kid. 
“She’s good. I’m the one who’s a nervous wreck,” he laughs. “A kid? I never signed up for that.”
“You signed up for it the moment you put your dick inside her,” I retort, slapping him on the back.
He laughs and rubs his jaw. “I guess that’s true. All I can say is thank god for this job. The bills are already starting to pile up, and with Marisa being off work…” He laughs again. “I’m sure you don’t want to hear my problems.”
He’s right. I don’t. Only because it’s making me feel as guilty as hell. 
I don’t even know if I can pay him next week, let alone if he’ll still be working for me in a month. But how the fuck can I tell him that? The way things are going, we’re both going to be lining up to claim our unemployment benefits.
“Hey, are you sure you’re okay?” he asks. “If you ever want to talk…”
I force a smile. “Dude, I’m fine. I’m just wondering why the hell we’re standing here and not out somewhere drinking? You might as well make the most of your free time while you still have it,” I tease.
He chuckles. “Would it be weird if I said I’m looking forward to it? Dirty diapers and sleepless nights aside, there’s something pretty damn special about having a little person depend on you.”
“Yeah, maybe, but I’m in no hurry to find out.” I grin. 
I might not be certain of much, but I definitely don’t see kids on the horizon anytime soon. 
 



CHAPTER FIVE
Valentina
I stand outside the pawn shop, trying to build up the nerve to go inside. I still can’t believe I’m doing this, but I guess this is my life now. Scrimping together every cent I can to make ends meet. My friends have all but deserted me. With the exception of Holly, I haven’t heard from any of them. Not even Pen. I shouldn’t be surprised, though part of me is expecting them to be lining up, ready to take things like my shoes and clothes off my hands.
I throw one last glance over my shoulder to make sure nobody I know is around, and then I push through the door. I jump when the bell above the door rings, causing the man behind the counter to look up. A bemused smile fills his face. 
“Chanel is a few blocks down that way,” he says, smirking at me.
I narrow my eyes at his attitude and then force myself to walk over to him, spilling the contents of my bag out over his display counter.
“How much for all of this?” I ask.
I wait, my insides churning into a mess of knots as he gets to his feet. Without a word, he examines every single item under his magnifying glass.
“Five hundred dollars for the lot,” he finally says.
I stare at him, not sure whether to laugh or cry. I glance around at the luxurious collection of gems that my friends have envied for years. Five hundred dollars? I wouldn’t even accept that for one of these.
“Are you kidding me?” I lunge forward and pick up a ring and thrust it closer to his face. “This alone cost $5000. There has to be over fifty grand worth of stuff here,” I add. 
I’m getting desperate, and from the glint in his eyes, he knows it.
“You were expecting me to pay you what you paid?” he chortles. “Sorry, honey, that isn’t how this works. I pay you what I think it’s worth, and I’m sorry to tell you, it’s not very much. Take it or leave it.” His expression softens as I swipe the tears away from my eyes. He picks up another ring to inspect it. “What did you pay for this one?”
“$6000,” I say, my voice wavering. It’s the ring my father got me when I graduated high school. “
He shakes his head. “That’s just throwing money away. You could’ve gone anywhere else and paid a fraction of the cost.”
I suck in a breath, frustrated. I don’t need this hotshot giving me a lecture.
“But that … well, that might be worth something…”
My head snaps up. I’m trying not to get my hopes up, but I can't help myself. I follow his gaze, confused, because he’s staring at my ring. The one on my finger. It’s the last thing I have left of my mother and something I’d never consider selling. I cover it protectively and step back. There’s no way…
I couldn't, could I? 
I swallow the lump in my throat. It's not like I have much choice. It's this, or I starve. 
“How much?” I ask, swallowing past the lump forming in my throat. 
He motions for me to give it to him, so I slide it from my finger and place it in his hand. My fingers shake as I pull back, but I force myself to keep looking at him as he examines it.
The guy actually looks impressed, something I didn't think was possible. 
“This is a rare diamond,” he mumbles, more to himself than me.
“I know,” I say, unable to keep the cold edge out of my tone. “How much?” I repeat. 
He studies it and then turns his attention back to me. 
“How much do you need?”
I run some quick calculations in my head. I just need to know the next couple of months are covered, no matter what. Then I can figure out what I’m going to do. 
“Seven grand,” I blurt out. 
I’m expecting him to laugh in my face, but he nods. How quickly he is to agree makes me wonder if I should’ve asked for more. Oh well. It’s too late now. 
“Okay,” he says.
He reaches for his checkbook. 
“There is one condition,” I add, feeling brave. He lifts his eyebrows, waiting for me to continue. “You can’t sell it.” 
“Excuse me?” he laughs. “Then why on earth would I buy it?”
“I mean, you need to give me time to buy it back,” I say quietly. “All I ask is for a few months.”
“Thirty days,” he finally offers. “After that, all bets are off. I can think of a few collectors who’ll be lining up to take this baby off my hands.” 
I nod. “Fine. Thirty days. I promise you I will be back.” 
He writes out the check and slides it across the counter to me. I pick it up and stare at it, guilt strangling me. I can’t believe I’m doing this, but I know I have no other choice. 
 “Are you going to stand here all night studying it, or are you going to get out of here?”
I jump at the sound of his voice, then glower as he chuckles. I bet he can’t wait to tell all his friends about this.
 “I’ll be back for it,” I promise him. 
“You don't want to know how many times I’ve heard that one.” He chuckles. “Everyone assures me they’ll be back, and then I never see them again.”
“Well, I’m different,” I state firmly. 
“Uh huh.”
I clench my hands into fists and stalk over to the door.
“Forgetting something, darlin’?”
I turn back. My other jewelry is still spilled out over the counter. My face flushed, I stalk over and scoop it up. I shove it in my purse as I walk outside. 
I wait until I’m safely around the corner before I stop. Breathing out, I lean against the brick wall of the building behind me and blink back tears. It will be okay. It has to be. But even I know this money isn’t going to last very long. I need to figure out something else, and fast. There’s only one thing left I can think of I haven’t already tried.
My grandmother.
***
“Can I help you?”
I sigh at the emotionless expression on the face of my grandmother’s maid, Fran. The lady has known me since I was born, yet every time I come over here, she greets me in the same way, like I’m a stranger knocking on the door, asking for donations. Or charity.
“Hey, Fran. Is my grandmother here?” I ask.
She stares at me for a moment, her expression blank, and then she nods. 
“I’ll ask her if she will see you.”
“Oh cut the crap, Fran,” I say impatiently. “You know damn well she will.”
If only to rub it in my face how right she was about my father.
Grandmother is my mother’s mother, and she takes every opportunity she gets to make sure I know how much she disapproves of everything I stand for. She’d have loved the fact that Daddy got implicated for fraud. In fact, I wouldn't be surprised if she phoned it in.
Fran sighs, but opens the door wide enough to let me in. I look around as we walk through the foyer, my heels clicking against the polished floor. It’s so cold and clinical in here. Everything is so spotlessly clean that I feel like my presence is dirtying it. Even the stairwell banister is so shiny that I can see my reflection in it. 
I glance up the sprawling staircase to the portrait of my mother, encased in a twenty-four-karat gold frame. A shiver races through me as I picture her ring back in the care of the pawn shop. I cover my hand instinctively, because the fact that it’s missing is just the kind of thing my grandmother will notice—especially considering she fought me tooth and nail for possession of it after my father gave it to me. It was a family heirloom from Mother’s side, and Father thought it was only right that it be passed down to me after Mother died. Grandmother, however, didn’t agree.
“Are you coming?”
I look up, startled, as Fran waits impatiently by the door leading out to the garden. 
“I can see myself outside,” I assure her. 
Before she can respond, I’m outside and walking over to where my grandmother is sitting in the gardens. She doesn’t look up as I approach, even though I know she can hear me coming. Instead, she pretends to be engrossed in watching the swans argue as they float around on her private lake. 
When I reach her, I smile awkwardly, shifting back and forth on my feet as she picks up the handle of her teacup and delicately takes a sip before placing it back down. All my confidence flies out the window when I’m around my grandmother. She’s the only person in the world who makes me feels nervous and unsure. 
“Valentina,” she finally acknowledges me. She glances over me, her eyebrows creasing disapprovingly.
“I prefer that my visitors are announced to me before presenting themselves, but since you're here…” 
She nods toward the seat on the other side of the small, round porcelain table she’s sitting at. I sit, resting my shaking hands in my lap as I will myself to relax. 
She’s my grandmother. It shouldn’t feel this forced and unnatural, but it does. It always has.
“Would you like a cup of tea?” she asks, her British accent ever present. Grandmother came to Savannah as a small child, her father a shipping merchant from the Old Country who brought their business and wealth to the states. 
She doesn't wait for my answer; instead, she waves the maid over, who promptly pours me a cup. I thank her and lift it to my lips, if only to placate my grandmother. If I’m honest, I hate the taste of tea, but I know now is not the time to begin that argument. 
“Thanks,” I say. “You’re looking well,” I offer.
She laughs. “I do not look well at all. I'm recovering from quite a nasty cold that I’m sure is going to be the death of me.”
We can only hope.
I bite down on my tongue to dispel any chance of me saying that aloud.
“Anyhow, I’m sure you’re not here to discuss my health.” She peers at me over the thin wire of her reading glasses. “Would I be right in assuming you’re here for money?”
I give her an indigent look. 
“I can’t just stop by and see how my grandmother is doing?” I ask.
“You can.” She looks at me pointedly. “But you don’t.”
I so badly want to point out that there's a reason I don't visit her more often, but the argument is moot. Why would I come here without a need when I'm made to feel as if I’m a nuisance? Troublesome, even. It’s no secret she doesn’t like my father, or that she blames me for my mother’s death. I bite back on my words, because confronting her will get me nowhere.
“I’m here because you’re the only family I have left.”
“You mean I’m the only one with money,” she corrects. “Is it a coincidence you’re here within days of your father being locked up?” She gives me a knowing nod. “I knew you wouldn’t last long. I always thought with the way you were raised that you were going to turn into a very self-absorbed young woman, and what do you know. I was right. I guess I can’t blame you for the wrongs of your father, though.”
It hasn’t stopped you before.
“Just forget it,” I say, getting to my feet. “I should’ve known coming here was a bad idea.”
 “Oh, sit down, Valentina,” she says, with a roll of her eyes. “You always were one for the dramatics. I'll give you money. How much do you need?” 
My ears prick up. Am I hearing her correctly? She’s going to give me the money? Is this the same woman who chastised me for lending Holly $500 to cover her textbooks during our first semester of college, after her tuition check was late? My grandmother had no sympathy, because, according to her, Holly should've planned for the worst. She never offers help without expecting something in return. That’s what worries me.
“Don’t look so surprised,” she scolds me. “It’s why you came here, isn’t it?”
“Yes, but I didn’t expect you to say yes,” I admit. 
“Is it so bad that I want you to learn the value of money?” she huffs. “It doesn’t grow on trees you know. My father worked hard to build our family fortune, your grandfather and I working dutifully so to carry on his business until we sold it outright. You were never intended to be born with a silver spoon in your mouth, Valentina. Your mother was raised with morals and work ethics, which unfortunately were never graced upon you, seeing how your father left your upbringing to the nannies after your dear mother’s passing.”
I stifle a groan at her tone. I get it, I really do. Her fortune is hers and means a lot to our family, but I don’t need the third degree at the moment. I’ve beaten myself up enough.
“No, of course it isn’t,” I say. 
She smiles at me. “Good. How much do you need?” 
I shrug. I don’t even know how to answer that one. It’s not like I budget.
“We can work out the minor details later. There will be conditions, of course,” she adds.
And there it is.
“What conditions?” I ask carefully. 
She sits back in her chair and studies me for a moment, her lips drawn into a thin line. I shift impatiently, wishing she’d just get to the point.
“Don’t worry, it’s nothing outrageous,” she assures me. “I want you to give me a grandchild.” 
I laugh. Only my grandmother would consider a child not to be an outrageous request.
“You want me to have a child, in exchange for your money?” I repeat slowly.
Is she kidding me? Wait, what am I saying? My grandmother wouldn’t know how to joke. 
 “That’s right, Valentina. You give me a grandchild, and I'll leave my fortune to you.” She shrugs, like it's that simple.
“Just like that?” I say. “Will there be other conditions?” I stammer. 
“Of course there will be. I don't just want my grandchild coming into this world and into an unstable family environment. Look what that did to you,” she murmurs, lifting her eyebrows. 
I swallow back my words and let her continue. 
“Prove to me that you’ve settled down,” she orders. “Find yourself a decent man, get engaged, get married and produce a child.” She studies my reaction. “Show me that you’ve gotten your act together. I want to believe that your father's influence hasn't ruined your life forever.” 
I stare at her, still in shock. 
“How does that help me right now?” I finally ask.
She shakes her head. “That's the problem with kids today. You’re always thinking in the now. What about your future, Valentina?”
I stand. Why did I even bother coming to her for help? I should’ve expected something like this. 
“Thank you for the offer,” I say stiffly. “But I’ll figure out something else.”
“When you come to your senses, the offer still stands,” she calls out after me. “I have a feeling I’ll be seeing you soon.”
Not if I have anything to say about it.
***
No sooner than I climb into my car, my phone rings. I glance down, almost relieved when I see Holly’s name. She lives for stories about my grandmother, so I know she’s going to love this.
 “Where are you?” she asks.
“Oh you know,”—I grin—“just visiting my grandmother.”
Holly giggles. “Things must be bad then.” 
“You don't know the half of it.” I sigh.
“So, did the old witch offer to help?” 
“Nope,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. “Well, okay, she did, but not in the way that I'm willing to accept.”
“Do I want to know?”
“You always want to know,” I tease.
She giggles. “There’s some truth in that. So, what happened?” 
I sigh. “She offered me her entire fortune,” I say brightly. 
“And, uh, that's a bad thing?” Holly asks. 
“You haven’t heard the conditions yet,” I say in a wry tone.
Holly groans. “There's always something with that grandmother of yours.” 
“Oh, trust me. This one takes the cake,” I assure her. “She’ll give me all the money I need if I give her a grandchild.”
“No way,” Holly gasps. “Actually, that's kind of not as bad as I was expecting it to be. I mean, it’s bad, but lots of single mothers manage to raise kids. Why not you?” 
“Firstly, I'm not having a kid because my grandmother tells me to,” I retort testily. “Second, there are more conditions. It’s not just a kid she wants, it's the whole package. A husband, the perfect house and a picket fucking fence. This is her way of making sure I’m settled.”
“Wow, I can't believe she would go that far.” 
“Oh, I can,” I mutter. “Going to see her was a waste of time. I mean, where the heck am I supposed to find a guy who’ll agree to that anyway?” I rant and shake my head, even though she can’t see me. “Not that it matters, because I'm not doing it.” 
 “Hey, it’s too bad you can't stand my brother,” Holly sniggers. “I'm pretty sure he’d say yes. God knows he could use the cash.” 
“Hudson?” I screw my nose up at the thought. 
“Have I got any other brothers?”
Too bad she doesn’t. 
“It would be a cute baby at least,” I concede.
“Wait a minute, are you saying my brother is cute?” she accuses.
“Of course not,” I scoff, my cheeks heating up. “I was just saying he isn’t completely unfortunate looking.”
“I’ll be sure to pass that on.” Holly giggles.
“Don’t you dare,” I hiss.
The gates to my grandmother’s house begin to open, which means someone is leaving. I don’t want to risk running into her right now, so I buckle myself in and start the car. 
“Hols, I’ll call you later, okay?”
“Sure. And V? Don’t stress. There’s always an answer.” 
I snort as I toss my phone on the seat next to me. 
Don’t stress? 
Easy for her to say. It’s all I’ve done since this whole mess started. 
I head toward my apartment, my grandmother’s offer playing over in my head on repeat. She makes it sound so easy. Find a husband, have a kid, settle down and all my money troubles are gone. It’s the finding a husband bit I’m struggling with the most. I know it’s a lot of money, but what guy is going to agree to a lifelong commitment like having a kid?
Well, aside from Hudson. Holly said it herself he was a good choice. Sure, she was only kidding, but he might just be desperate enough to agree to do this with me. 
Pulling over to the side of the road, I pick up my phone. It only takes a few minutes of Facebook stalking before I stumble across his business page. I study a photo of him standing out the front of a half constructed house—that’s just around the corner from where I am now. He’s dressed in worn jeans and a shirt so tight that it clings to his muscles. I swallow as I study his face. That perfectly chiseled jaw and those warm brown eyes that feel like they’re staring deep into your soul… 
I could certainly do a lot worse than Hudson. 
My heart races as I click the car into drive. What have I got to lose from driving over there and asking him if he’ll do this? 
The worst he can do is say no.
 
 



CHAPTER SIX
Hudson
“For God’s sake,” I growl when another person pounds on the door of my trailer. “How many times do I have to tell you that I'm busy? Come back later.” 
I’ve been hiding in here most of the day, trying to figure out how to make the little cash I have left stretch. I’m in way over my head, so the last thing I want right now is to make useless small talk with someone about shit that really doesn’t matter. The handle begins to turn anyway, so I get to my feet, my fists clenched in frustration as I ready myself to hurl abuse at whoever walks through that door. 
The last person I expect to see is Valentina. 
Her long honey blonde curls cascade down her back in perfect rhythm to the swing of her well-proportioned hips. The dark, silky dress she’s wearing showcases her curves perfectly. So perfectly that for a second, I forget about my anger and frustrations and just enjoy the view in front of me. 
“Am I interrupting something?” She lifts her eyebrows, the sparkle in her eyes intensifying.
“No more than everyone else,” I mutter. 
I wave her inside and close the door behind her, then watch as she strides over to my desk. My gaze lowers to the large diamond pendant that’s casually resting between her cleavage. 
That alone is probably enough to rid me of all my debt.
“So, did you want something?” I ask, rubbing the back of my neck. “Because I am kind of busy…”
“Well, I did ask if I was interrupting,” she reminds me, looking a little miffed. I guess I’d be annoyed too if I was used to everyone dropping everything for me.
“It's fine,” I say. “You’re here now. You might as well tell me why.”
 “Do I need a reason?” she asks pointedly.
“Well, yeah, kind of.” I cross my arms over my chest, challenging her.  
She gives me a smile. “I just thought I'd see how you were doing.” 
“Why?” I ask, confused.  “I mean, it's not like we’re friends.” 
“Harsh. You're the brother of one of my closest friends,” she pouts. “That makes us friends, doesn’t it?”
“I guess…” 
I feel like I’ve stumbled into a third dimension, because none of this makes any sense. We haven’t spoken in years and suddenly she’s interested in seeing me after we literally bumped into each other on the street the other day? Maybe she’s into me. I have to admit, I don’t completely hate the idea of her crushing on me. There are worse things … like being broke.
“Holly told me you were having money problems, and I thought maybe we could help each other out.”
“Holly told you that?” 
I narrow my eyes. Damn my sister and her need to interfere in my life. What the hell did she tell her? Hey, no matter how bad shit gets for you, remember it’s worse for other people. Here’s my brother as an example.
 “I have a proposition for you,” she announces.
“A proposition?” I frown. “What?”
Her eyes level on mine, her plump red lips lifting into a smile. She smooths out the skirt of her dress, taking her sweet time to get to the point. Just as I’m about to ask her to leave, she starts talking. 
 “What if I told you I had a solution to both our money problems?” 
 “How, by selling off some of your overpriced jewelry?” I joke.
“No,” she snaps, glowering at me. “And I already tried that,” she mutters, her cheeks flushing red. 
“You couldn’t get a buyer?” I nod knowingly. “I’m not surprised. I never understood how chicks could pay so much for an overpriced piece of sh—”
“Look, if you’re not interested in hearing what I have to say, then I’ll go. I have better things I could be doing than wasting my time with you.” She gets to her feet, but I put my hands up apologetically. “I’m sorry. Sit back down and tell me your plan. I’m listening. I'm just in a bit of a mood—”
“Fine,” she mutters. “Okay, so I went to visit my grandmother. She offered me her fortune ... with some conditions.”
“Conditions?” I repeat, raising my eyebrows. 
She nods, pressing her lips together, but she won’t meet my eyes. I groan inwardly. 
This should be good.
“She wants a grandchild.”
“A grandchild?” I repeat, letting out a low laugh. I was not expecting that. “Can’t she just get a puppy?” 
Valentina stares at me expectantly, her expression nervous. 
And then it dawns on me. 
“Hold up, are you suggesting what I think you are? You want me to have a kid with you? That’s your solution?” 
“I thought you might be a little more open-minded considering this could fix both our problems,” she retorts.  
I snort loudly. She can't seriously be thinking this is a viable option, can she?
“Thanks for the offer, but I think I'll pass. Knock yourself out, though. I'm sure you’ll be a great Mom.” 
She narrows her eyes, like I’ve offended her. Did she actually expect me to jump at the idea? 
“Maybe you should take some time to think about it—” 
“What's there to think about?” Honestly, I’m amused she hasn’t taken the hint that I’m not really into the idea of being tied down for the next eighteen or so years. “The whole idea is ridiculous. Even if I could get past the fact that I'm not even sure I want kids,
how could this possibly be a good environment to bring a child into? We’re not a couple … hell, we’re not even friends, Valentina. The only reason you’re having the thing is to fund the superficial lifestyle you’ve grown accustomed to. How is that healthy?”
“How dare you judge me? You know nothing about my life or how I feel,” she seethes, rage burning deep in her eyes. “You know what? Forget I even asked.” 
She stalks toward the door, slamming it shut behind her. 
I sigh and walk over to my desk, slumping down in front of my laptop. The overdue figures stare back at me accusingly, like they’re taunting me for passing up an opportunity to get ahead. Maybe I was too quick to dismiss her. The more I think about it, the less outrageous it seems. I can’t deny I’m getting desperate. 
I might have just fucked up my only way out of this. 
***
Later that evening, I sit outside Valentina’s apartment, trying to summons the courage to walk over there and talk to her. I’ve been going back and forth on this all day. I don’t know what the right thing to do here is. All I know is I’m going to fuck over a lot of people if I don’t do something quickly. Climbing out of my truck, I jog across the road and enter the foyer. The security guard looks at me suspiciously and then calls me over.
“Can I help you?” he asks. 
“Uh, yes. I’m here for Valentina. She’s in the penthouse,” I say. “She’s expecting me. Hudson.”
He punches some numbers into the phone and then waits, his eyes not leaving me.
“Ms. Rossi, I have someone here who claims you’re expecting him. A Hudson someone or other?” His eyes meet mine, but he gives nothing away. “Okay. Yes. Certainly.”
I wait as he carefully places the phone in its cradle, before he finally acknowledges me. 
“You may go up.” 
I’m still doubting myself as I ride the elevator up to the top level. 
If I agree to this, then I have to go through with it. I can’t go back on my word. At least, not without looking like a tool. Am I ready for this? Bringing a kid into the world is a big deal. What happens when he’s older and he realizes that he was only conceived so that we could get our hands on Valentina’s grandmother’s fortune? I push that out of my mind. It’s not going to be an issue. I'm sure I'll love any child we have unconditionally.
 Valentina answers almost immediately when I knock on her door and invites me inside. I look around, impressed at how nice her place is. It’s not just the apartment either. It’s everything from the artwork to the furnishings. Even the layout was done with thought and consideration.
“Are you here for round two?” she asks, an edge to her voice. 
“No, I’m here to apologize actually.”
That gets a reaction. But as quickly as she lets her guard down, it goes right back up.
“Why are you really here?” she asks, not buying it.
“Does your offer still stand?” I ask.
She frowns at me, like she’s trying to work out if I’m serious. 
“Why the change of heart?”
“Because I don’t have any other options,” I say honestly. “It’s this, or I’m over.”
She nods, the tiniest smile forming on her lips.
“Fine. So what’s the deal?” I ask, still trying to get my head around it all. “We have a kid and get married?”
She nods. “I’ll have my lawyer draw up a contract, but yes. We get married and have a child. The money becomes ours when my grandmother passes.”
She winces at that. I don’t blame her. It’s pretty morbid that we’re sitting around, waiting for the old lady to die.
“How does this help me now, though?” I ask. “With respect, your grandmother might still be alive in ten years.”
“I’d tell her the only way I’m agreeing is if we can be assured of an allowance. She can’t expect us to raise a child penniless, so I’m sure it will be fine.”
“Okay then.” I murmur, my eyes meeting hers. “I guess we’re having a baby.”
“I guess we are,” she agrees, her expression a mixture of anticipation and fear. 
What the hell am I getting myself into?
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
Valentina
“A specialist?” Hudson asks, a bemused look on his face. “Why?”
“Because I think it’s a good idea,” I reply.
I unlock my door and walk inside, tossing my purse and keys on the kitchen counter. Hudson follows me in, closing the door behind him. 
It’s the following day, and after a long, drawn out conversation with my grandmother where I’d told her I’d decided to accept her offer, I’d arrived back home to find Hudson waiting for me outside my building. I’d been planning on calling him anyway, so I invited him up. I hadn’t counted on us seeing a specialist being such a big deal.
 “Drink?” I offer. 
He nods, so I grab two bottles of water from the fridge and throw one at him.
“Do you need someone to explain to you how this works?” He unscrews the cap and takes a sip. “Because I can draw you a diagram if you like. Or I do a pretty good interpretive dance explaining the logistics of me putting my—”
“You really think it’s as easy as … well, that?” I cut in, my cheeks red. 
“It was for the other five illegitimate kids I’ve fathered,” he says with a shrug. 
 “Are you kidding?” I demand. I glare at him until his loud chuckles echo through my apartment. 
“Jesus, relax, Valentina, of course I am. I promise you this will be my first child. Well, to the best of my knowledge.” 
I glower at him. “If you think this is such a—"
He holds his hands up in surrender. “Okay, I’m sorry, I’ll stop with the jokes. I just think you’re worrying over nothing.”
“News flash, Hudson.” I focus on his eyes to avoid his sexy smirk. Too bad for me they’re just as intoxicating. “I’d be shocked if it did happen that quickly. Millions of couples get fertility treatment to assist them in getting pregnant.”
 “Sure, but the difference is most of them give it a good ol’ try first,” he points out, the humor disappearing from his expression. “Look, I know you’re worried, and given the circumstances, you don’t want to waste time, but all I’m saying is let’s give it a few weeks and see how we do. If you work yourself up over this, then it’s going to make it harder anyway. Besides, no specialist is going to run through a heap of tests when we haven’t even been trying.” 
“They will if I pay them enough,” I mutter.
He gives me a lopsided grin. “Pay them with what money exactly? You’re broke. Remember? We both are. Trust me on this one. If it makes you feel better, we can practice all day and all night.”
“What will make me feel better is if you start taking this seriously,” I reply, gritting my teeth. 
“I’ll take the important bits seriously, I promise.” He winks at me, and I groan.
“Trust me, having sex with you is just a means to an end,” I assure him.
“I bet you say that to all the men,” he teases. 
I rub my temples, a migraine threatening to invade my head. I need to calm down before I burst a blood vessel, but something tells me there will be no relaxing until Hudson leaves. He’s barely been here five minutes, and I’m already over it. How am I going to last out a whole pregnancy with him around, let alone a marriage?
“You look stressed,” he comments. 
I scowl at him. “If I’m stressed, it’s because you’re making me stressed.” 
“Maybe you need to relax,” he suggests, ducking for cover as I toss a magazine at him. “Wow, you really are in a bit of a mood. Are you sure you’re not ovulating?”
“Hudson,” I howl, even though he might be onto something. “Look, I get it. You think I’m overreacting. But what if I’m not?” I ask. “Going to see someone will make me feel better. That alone should make it worthwhile doing,” I say. “But maybe I should go alone.”
Why does he have to be so infuriating?
The truth is, I’m nervous. It’s not just about getting pregnant, it’s everything else that goes along with it. My mother had a lot of problems falling pregnant with me. She even miscarried two pregnancies before I came along. I’m not sure I’d cope with putting myself through all of this, only to lose the pregnancy. At least talking things through with a specialist would make me feel that we’re on the right track. I’d rather be sure than go through months of trying only to get nowhere.
 “No,” he says with a firm shake of his head. “If you’re going, then so am I. We’re in this together, right?” 
Are we? I’m beginning to wonder.
“Okay, fine,” I say instead. 
“Good. So, when’s this appointment?” 
I give him a sheepish grin. “It’s this afternoon. At three.”
 “Three today?” he repeats, letting out a whistle. “Wow, you really don’t waste time. When were you going to tell me?” 
To be honest, I wasn’t sure I was going to tell him at all but then he was waiting outside my apartment. I figured appointments were the kind of thing I’d be doing on my own. 
Isn’t that how it works with couples in real life? 
 “Okay then, I guess we better go,” he murmurs. 
I follow him outside and over to his truck, waiting as he opens the door for me. I get in and buckle my belt, the scent of his aftershave engulfing me as he climbs into the driver’s seat and starts the engine. I breathe in, sighing as a shiver runs down my back. I look out my window just to give myself something else to focus on that’s not Hudson. 
It’s just that aftershave I’m attracted to. Not him. 
I keep telling myself that, because I’m smart enough to know that developing feelings for Hudson would be a bad idea. Any sign of feelings, I need to push them as far under the surface as I can. The problem is, how long can I do that for? If we do this, our relationship is never going to be over. Having a child is going to entwine us in each other’s lives forever. 
“Are you okay?” 
I snap my head around and smile at him. 
“What? Of course. Why?” I speak a little too quickly. 
“Because I’ve been talking to you for the last few minutes and you haven't heard a word I said. You do that a lot, actually,” he points out. 
“I did too hear you,” I argue, even though he’s right. I have no idea what he said. 
For some reason when it comes to Hudson, I feel the innate need to argue, no matter if I’m right or wrong. It’s not all him, though. It’s everything. My mind is constantly ticking over, because there’s so much for me to worry about. I’ve had so much on my mind between this thing with my father and my life being thrown into ruin. 
“Okay, so what was I saying then?” he challenges.
I rack my brain and come up blank. 
“Fine,” I concede. “Maybe I wasn't listening, but that's not because I was distracted. I just find you very boring.” 
“Funny, I’d say the opposite about you. The entertainment is endless,” he mocks. 
I flick my hair over my shoulder, deciding to take that as a compliment. 
“So, what is it you were trying to tell me?” 
I do my best to sound disinterested, even though I’m curious now.
“Right. I was asking where the appointment is.” 
“Oh. I guess that would be helpful information,” I admit.
“Or we could drive in circles all day, ya know, since I bore you and all.” 
I roll my eyes, ignoring his jab, and direct him to the clinic, which is only a few blocks away. He manages to find a parking space, almost right out the front. 
“How’s that for luck?” He winks, his smile flirtatious and stretching from ear to ear.
I roll my eyes at how proud he is over it, then I realize, I’m likely to strain an eye with as often as they roll around Hudson.
“Yeah, well, let's just hope you haven't used up all our luck on this.” 
I get out and shut the door with a slam, then we walk inside and over to the reception desk. My grandmother had given me the number of the specialist whose mother she is good friends with and when I called, they told me there was a cancellation. I’m sure it wasn’t a coincidence that they found me an appointment at the mention of my grandmother’s name.
“Hello, I'm Valentina Rossi. I have a three pm appointment with Doctor Meadows.” 
“It’s nice to meet you, Valentina. I'm Christy, one of the nurses here. I’ll need for you to complete the patient registration packet.” She hands me a clipboard full of papers and a pen then places a sample cup in front of Hudson. “And you must be dad?”
“Hudson,” he confirms, ignoring the dad comment.
“If you'll follow me, you can get the sample while Miss Rossi gets registered.”
“You need a urine sample?” He looks at the cup then back at the nurse, confused.
Christy gives me a pity-filled smile, no doubt wondering what I’m doing with a guy like him. Funny, I’m starting to wonder the same thing. 
 “Um, no. Not urine.”
The confusion clears, and Hudson’s face contorts as it clicks what she’s talking about. He looks around, that all too familiar smirk forming on his mouth. I stifle a groan, because I’m dreading whatever smart ass comment is about to pour out from between those lips. 
“You want me to do it here?” He rubs his softly stubbled jaw, giving the nurse a sly grin. “Okay, but I’ll need a little material to warm me up.” 
My eyes widen in horror as he reaches for his belt buckle. 
He wouldn’t, would he? 
Wait, what am I saying? This is Hudson we’re talking about. He lives for moments like these.
“Not in the waiting room,” Christy hisses, her cheeks glowing red. “We have a special room that is more than equipped with the facilities you’ll need to get the job done.”
“Ohh, right. Sorry.” His lips twitching upward. “So, do you cater for everything?” he asks.
“What do you mean ‘everything’?” she retorts, frowning at him.
 “Hudson,” I hiss. 
I’m pretty sure I know where this is going, but he pretends not to hear me. I slink away from the desk, distancing myself from him. 
Yes, I’m definitely attending these appointments alone in the future.
“I mean, do you cater for everyone,” he repeats. “You know, the people who get off on really weird stuff, like toe sucking, or clown porn.” 
“Clown porn?” she repeats, her face going pale.
He nods. “Trust me, it’s a thing. Everything is a thing on the Internet. I promise you can’t name me one single thing that hasn’t been made into porn. And if there’s porn of it, then there’s bound to be someone getting off on it.” 
Poor Christy gapes at him, speechless, while several other staff nearby struggle to contain their amusement. He glances at me and winks, like he’s pretty proud of himself. I glare back at him and narrow my eyes, even though I am the tiniest bit amused. Or at least I would be if it were happening to anyone other than me.
“We’ve never had anyone not able to complete the job because of lack of visual stimulation,” Christy assures him, finally finding her voice.
“I’m sure I’ll be fine. I’ve got more than enough material on here to get the job done,” he says, holding up his phone as he backs down the hallway in the direction of the room. “I’ll just get this sample for you then, shall I?”
“I’m so sorry,” I mutter to the nurse as she looks back at me in shock.
“Don’t be,” she assures me. “I feel like I should be the one feeling sorry for you.” 
I sit down next to a woman trying to soothe her crying baby, all while trying to stop her toddler from running riot around the waiting room. She leans forward to get something from the diaper bag hanging from the back of the stroller, causing it to overbalance.
“Here, let me help you,” I offer, jumping to my feet.
“Thanks,” she gives me a grateful look as I steady the stroller.
“So much stuff,” I murmur, more to myself than her. 
“And this is just for a day trip,” she jokes. “I had to upgrade to a SUV just to fit everything in.”
Oh shit. My car. 
How the heck am I going to fit a baby in my Fiat—unless I strap it to the trunk? 
I glance around the room and take in the heavily rounded bellies of expectant mothers, the screaming babies being juggled by exhausted, worn out women and a million other baby related things I hadn’t considered. I sit forward, nausea taking over me, because my car is the least of my problems. 
No less than five minutes later, Hudson strolls back out. He sits next to me and gives me a wink. 
“That fast, huh?” I raise my eyebrows at him. “I wouldn’t be boasting about that.”
“Hey, I’m was crouched into a tiny room, listening to the sounds of men grunting in the rooms either side of me,” he protests. “You’re lucky I managed to get any at all.”
“All I’m hearing is excuses,” I tease, smirking at him. 
“How come I have to do all the tests and you get to sit back and do nothing?” he grumbles. “That’s hardly fair.”
 “Are you serious?” I chortle, glancing at him in disbelief. I never know if he’s being serious or not. “How about the fact that I have to suffer through a pregnancy and then push this kid out? You still want to tell me that you're getting a raw deal?” 
“Fine, fair enough,” he concedes. “Keep your panties on. So, you’re going with a natural birth, huh? Interesting,” he muses when I nod.
“And why is that so interesting?” I snap, irritability creeping into my voice. 
He shrugs. “I just figured that all rich women had cesareans.”
“You’re much more attractive when you keep this”—I wave my index finger around his mouth—“shut.” I know he’s just trying to get a rise out of me, but some of the things that come out of his mouth truly amaze me.
“What? It’s true.”
I shake my head. “Sorry, but I think you'll find that the number of natural births far outweigh cesareans even among women with money.” I pause for a moment. “Which, for the record, I have very little of right now. I’ll have this child whatever way I'm told to. Can we talk about something else?” I add, feeling queasy all of a sudden. 
I haven’t given much thought to how I’m going to push our child out, and I don’t want to start now. The whole idea of childbirth terrifies me. 
“Sure. I guess we could talk about living arrangements.”
 “What do you mean?” I ask. “You want to live together?”
“Doesn't that kind of make sense, with the whole kid and marriage thing?” he suggests. 
My frown deepens. I haven't really given that much thought either. 
Apparently there’s a lot I haven’t really considered. 
One thing is for sure—I’m not giving up my apartment. I've also never been one who enjoys sharing my space with others, so I’m not sure him moving in would be a viable option. Sometimes five minutes of Hudson is too much. How would I handle living with him? I’m pretty sure I’d murder him.
“I can tell by your silence that you’re thrilled with the idea of living with me.” He chuckles. “I feel like I should be offended.” 
“It’s not that,” I argue, even though he’s right. I’m not digging the idea. “It’s just I’m not used to living with anyone else. Don’t take it personally.”
“You only just moved out of your dad’s house last year,” he points out. “The adjustment shouldn’t be that hard.”
“It’s not like my father was ever really around,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I might as well have been living alone. And how do you know when I moved out?”
It’s not interesting enough for Holly to have told him. Before he can reply, the doctor calls my name. I jump to my feet, secretly glad for the change of subject. Talking about the logistics of everything, however necessary they might be, is beginning to make me very nervous. 
There’s so much to think about, and so many things I haven’t considered might be a problem, and that’s before we even get to the part where the baby comes out. I’m starting to think that maybe this isn’t going to be as cut and dry as I thought.
We follow the nurse into the exam room, where she leaves us alone to wait for the doctor. When the doctor enters a few seconds later, I’m surprised at how young she is. For some reason, I was expecting an uptight, older woman, whose personality reflects my grandmother’s. She did, after all, recommend her.
“Lovely to meet you both.” Her smile is wide and genuine, and she instantly puts me at ease. “I’m Doctor Meadows. You’re Valentina Rossi?” she asks, and I nod. “Your gran is a lovely, kind woman.”
She is?
“She is,” I say, even though I’m not entirely sure I agree. “Thanks for seeing us on such short notice. I’m lucky you had a cancellation.” I still don’t believe there was one, but I’ll play along. “This is my partner, Hudson.” His eyes meet mine just as the term partner rolls off my tongue.
 “It’s lovely to meet you both. Okay, so you’re trying for a baby. That’s exciting,” she says, reading through our notes. “Have you been trying very long?”
“A few months—"
“Not long at all.” Hudson cuts me off.
She glances from him to me. “Well lucky for you, there’s a good likelihood that you’re both very fertile. You’re both young, fit, and healthy. There’s no reason to believe you wouldn’t fall pregnant naturally within a few months.”
“Can you repeat that, Doc? I want to record it so I can play it for Valentina the next time she freaks out on me,” Hudson asks, phone poised. 
My anger rises. I knew letting him come with me was a bad idea. 
“I get it, I’m probably being silly, but I just want to make sure we’ve got the best possible chance of it happening as quickly as possible. Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to help it along?” I focus on the doctor, ignoring the audible snort from Hudson. “Like take a pill or something?”
“Valentina, it doesn’t happen right away for many couples. That doesn’t necessarily indicate a problem. Most of the time when women relax, it happens for them. All worrying about it is going to do is make it harder and put strain on your relationship.”
A twinge of disappointment hits me. I figured all I’d have to do was ask and she’d be throwing tests at me, not telling me to relax and let it happen. The worst part is I don’t even need to look at Hudson to know he’s got a smug look on his face. 
God, I hate it when he’s right.
“So, you’re telling me there’s not any way to speed this along?” I’m getting desperate now, and I feel like I’m repeating myself, but I can’t help it. “I just don’t want to be wasting my time if it’s not going to happen.”
 “You can see why I'm with her. She’s such a romantic.” Hudson smirks. 
I toss him a dirty look. “Excuse me for not wanting to waste time—”
“What's the hurry?” the doctor asks. She frowns as she looks from me to Hudson. “Are you trying to work having kids around your career? Is that it?”
“Not unless spending money is a career,” Hudson cracks.
“Will you just shut up—"
“Okay, here’s what we’ll do.” The doctor puts her hand up to silence both of us. “Valentina, I’ll run some blood tests to track your ovulation, and we’ll check the sample Hudson provided to make sure his sperm are healthy. Then you’ll have a window to give you the best chance at conceiving. How does that sound?”  
“Good,” I say, relieved. Finally, I feel like I’m getting somewhere. “Thanks again,” I say to the doctor, as we all stand.  “I know I probably sound like a hormonal, unstable mess—”
“No, you just sound like nearly every other hopeful mother I’ve helped,” she replies, giving me a reassuring pat on the back. “The key is not worrying until there’s something to worry about. And there’s one other key to making this run as smooth as possible.”
“Which is?” I prompt, running through the possible answers in my head.
“Relax.” She glances at Hudson. “And, you. Stop winding her up.”
“But she makes it so easy,” he protests as we walk out.
As we head to the reception desk, I repeatedly brush off his attempts to hold my hand.
“Will you stop that,” I finally snap.
“I’m just trying to be the supporting partner the good doc told me to be.” He glances at me, his demeanor switching to serious. “Feel better now?”
“Let's just take this one step at a time,” I suggest, not wanting to admit to him that I do feel better.
“Hey, that's a good idea. Take things as they come. Sounds like pretty much exactly what I said, huh?” 
“You don’t always have to be right, you know,” I huff, unable to keep the testy tone out of my voice. It’s like he goes out of his way to try to irritate me.
“Yet no matter how hard I try not to be right, I still am,” he says with a shrug. “It’s hard being this good sometimes.”
“Settle down, Zoolander,” I mutter, stalking down the hallway. “What do you think you’re doing?” I hiss when I feel his hand graze past my ass. I turn around and glare at him.
He shrugs, his eyes twinkling. “Foreplay?”
I roll my eyes and storm off toward the waiting room. Just as I charge around the corner, I smack into someone. I look up, ready to apologize, but then I see who it is. 
I freeze, because it’s Amanda.
My cousin. 
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
Hudson
“Are you kidding me?” Valentina hisses. 
I look at her in surprise as she stares daggers at the woman who she nearly collided with. At first I think she's just annoyed that someone had the nerve to get in her way, but then I realize it's more than that. They know each other. 
“Valentina,” the woman drawls, a distasteful look on her heavily made up face. “Fancy running into you here of all places. Let me guess. Grandmother?” 
The look in Valentina's eyes grows even colder as she stiffens her spine. She flicks her hair over her shoulder and places her hand on her hip. Neither woman looks ready to back down and give in to the other. I’m not sure what the backstory is here, but I get the feeling there’s no love lost between these two.
“I have no idea what you're talking about,” Valentina snips in an icy tone.
The woman glances at me and then back to Valentina, her eyes narrowing in delight. 
“And who is this? Aren’t you going to introduce me?” she asks. 
 Valentina glances back at me as if she just remembered that I was there. 
“No. I’m, not,” she retorts.
“Fine, then I’ll do it myself.” The woman steps forward, thrusting her thin, perfectly manicured hand into mine. She flashes me a smile. “I'm Valentina's cousin, Amanda. It’s lovely to meet you...?” She poses the introduction more as a question than a statement, leaving me little choice but to answer.
“Hudson,” I supply, ignoring the death stare Valentina is giving me. 
Amanda’s smile widens. “Hudson. Lovely. And excuse my ignorance, but are you two"—she motions between us—"here together?”
Valentina sniffs. “That’s not ignorance; that’s just plain rude. It’s hardly any of your business why we’re here. Anyway, as much as I’d love to continue this chitchat, we have somewhere to be.” Valentina glances at me. “Right?”
“Right,” I echo. 
Even I know my limits.
Valentina grabs hold of my hand and drags me past Amanda, to the exit. 
“Well, it's obvious who's the boss in that relationship,” Amanda mumbles behind us. 
I get the feeling she doesn’t mean me. 
Valentina lets out a low growl as she pushes through the door and stalks over to my truck. She rakes her hand through her long hair, looking visibly upset as she paces back and forth in front of me.
“Your cousin?” I guess.
She nods, her mouth pressed into a thin line. 
“And you two don’t get along?” I guess again.
“Was it that obvious?” she mutters, her dark eyes flashing. “Can we just go? Please?”
She waits, her hands on her hips, impatiently tapping her foot against the pavement as I hit the unlock button. I walk around and slide behind the driver's wheel, but I refuse to drive her anywhere until she talks to me. She then looks at me, her expression hard.
“Are we sitting here for a reason?” she snarls.
I shrug and settle back into my seat, making myself comfortable. “I’m just waiting for you to tell me what’s going on. Then I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”
“What do you mean what’s going on?” She stares me down, her mood deteriorating by the second. “I ran into my cousin, and she put me in a bad mood. End of story.” 
“Bullshit. There’s more to it.”
She sighs then looks out the window, tears welling in her eyes. She wipes them away and takes a deep breath.
“It’s nothing. Well, nothing important anyway.”
“Then why are you nearly crying?” I ask gently. “And what did she mean by a little healthy competition?”
“I think I need to speak to my grandmother,” she mutters. 
I wait as she rummages through her purse for her phone. I have no idea what’s going on, and all listening to the call between her and her gran does is confuse me even more. From the very first exchange, it’s obvious their relationship is complicated. 
My own grandparents died before I was born, so I never got to experience that whole relationship with a grandparent, but if I had, I guarantee it wouldn’t have been like this.
“You can't be serious,” Valentina cries, slamming her head back against the headrest. “Yes. I know, but that would’ve been handy to know before I…” Her voice trails off. She glances at me and then looks away. “Okay. Fine. Bye.”
Alarm bells ring in my head, and she places her phone back in her purse. 
Before what? She decided to involve me? 
I thought the inheritance was a done deal. All she had to do was get pregnant, but I’m starting to think there is more to it. I wait impatiently for her to explain what the heck is going on. She shrugs, like she’s not sure what to say.
“Want to explain to me what’s going on?” I ask.
“Not really.” She sighs and rubs her temples. “This was such a bad idea.” 
“This has turned into a competition between you and your cousin, hasn’t it?” I ask, slowly piecing the details together as best I can.
She nods, her lip quivering like the waterworks are about to start flowing.
“And what happens if you both get pregnant?” I ask.
She stares down at her fidgeting fingers and shrugs, her shoulders slouching forward. 
“I guess it comes down to who has a baby first.”
“Wow,” I state, shocked. “Your grandmother is one sadistic, old bitch.”
“Hey!” Valentina barks, her eyes flashing. She opens her mouth, but then closes it again. “No, you’re right. She is.” She glances at me uncertainly. “So, does this change things for you?”
I think hard about that one. Does it change things? Yes. It changes everything. I could end up with a kid and be in a worse situation than I am now. I don’t mean to sound like a shallow asshole, but hearing that this isn’t even guaranteed is sitting a little uneasy with me. 
“I’m not sure,” I admit. 
“This is ridiculous.” She seethes. “Amanda doesn't even need the money. She doesn't need anything. The only reason she's doing this is to annoy me.”
“Maybe you should go and speak to your gran in person,” I suggest. “Or go and speak with your cousin and find out why she’s doing this.”
“Yeah, like that’s going to help,” she snaps.
“Hey, I'm on your side, remember?” I remind her.
“Really?” she sneers. “I wouldn't know it the way you were behaving in the clinic.” 
“Come on, Valentina,” I protest. I know she’s upset, but taking this out on me isn’t going to help her feel better. “I was just messing around in there. You know I’m in this.” 
“Well, quit messing around. This is serious, Hudson. And given what we’ve just learned, I don't know if we should even bother continuing. I mean, what happens if…” 
She shakes her head and closes her eyes, but we both know what she’s thinking. 
“What you need to do is relax,” I order her. “Then we can talk this through rationally and decide together if we should still do this.”
She opens one eye and looks at me, like she’s expecting a smart ass follow up, but for once, I’m being serious.
“How about we go back to my place?” I suggest.
“No.” She sighs. “We’ll go to mine. I have a hot tub.”
I shrug. 
Unexpected, but I can’t argue with that.
***
She barely says a word the whole drive back to her place. A few times, I try to start up a conversation, but Valentina remains deep in thought. Then out of nowhere, she gives me an apologetic smile. 
“I'm sorry if I’m quiet,” she apologizes. “I guess I’m a little all over the place at the moment.” 
“And just think, you’re not even pregnant yet,” I tease, trying to lighten the mood. “Maybe I can do something to ease some of that tension…” 
She laughs and raises her eyebrows, her eyes sparkling. It’s like she’s finally beginning to relax a little.
“I’m afraid to ask what.”
“Hey, don’t be like that.” I smirk. “I’m just being a nice guy. And for the record, I wasn't being dirty. I was hinting that I’ll give you a massage. I don’t want to toot my own horn, but I've been known to send women into a level of unconsciousness with just a flick of my fingers.” 
“That’s not tooting your own horn.” She chortles, but then the sparkle in her eyes turns serious. “If we are going to still do this, maybe we should set some ground rules.” 
“It's a bit late for that, isn't it?” I tease. 
“Is it?” She shrugs, glancing down at her hands, like she’s suddenly shy around me. “I mean, it's not like we've done anything yet.”
“Okay,” I agree. “What kind of rules are you talking about?” 
She thinks about it for a moment. “I’m not sure. My grandmother is having a contract written up for us that will cover the agreement. I was thinking more about rules for while we’re together.”
 “Okay, then how about we agree to make the rest of the rules as we go along? This is new for both of us. It’s only natural that we’re going to have questions and concerns as we progress. There’s probably plenty we haven’t considered about what happens from here.”
“I guess that makes sense.” She nods, happy with that. “I’ve thought of one rule I know I want, though.”
“And what’s that?” I ask.
She presses her lips together, her eyes shining.
“Those massages you were offering … they’d better be happening regularly when I’m pregnant.” 
I rub my jaw, my cock twitching at the thought of running my hands over her smooth, naked curves. 
“Consider it done.”
 



CHAPTER NINE
Valentina
“Valentina? We’re here.”
Outside my apartment complex, Hudson cuts off the engine of his truck, and looks at me expectantly. I pretend not to hear him, because I’m way too uptight. All I can think about is what’s coming next. We’re going to be having sex. There’s no baby without it. 
It’s not that I don’t like sex. I do. It’s the fact that it’s sex with Hudson. And it’s not that I’m not attracted to him, because I am. Way more than I should be, given the circumstances. 
Which is a big part of the problem. 
Even something as innocent as admitting I’m attracted to him has the potential to make things much more complicated, because before I know it, I’ll be in love with him.
Maybe I should’ve chosen someone where there was zero attraction. 
Sure, the sex would have been awkward, but at least I wouldn’t have to worry about this. I try to imagine Hudson balding and with a beer gut, which leaves me almost doubled over, laughing.
“Are you okay there?” 
I jump at the sound of his low, gravelly voice. Even though there’s no way he could know I was thinking about him, I’m embarrassed all the same. 
“Sure I am. Why wouldn’t it be?” 
He shrugs and gives me an odd look. “It’s just that I told you we’re here three times and you didn't react. Also, do you always randomly burst into laughter?”
 “Sorry, I guess I was thinking about something.” The words stick in my throat.
“About me?”
“Don’t flatter yourself,” I retort, my face so hot it feels like it’s on fire. 
What the heck is wrong with me? The old Valentina used to live for moments like these, but right now I’m so nervous and flustered that I just want to disappear. But maybe I need to get used to feeling like this. Without the status of money behind me, all my confidence and control are gone too. Well, most of it. 
I still have control over some things in my life, like how and where we’re going to do this. It’s why I wanted to come here and not his place. At least here I know what to expect and the environment is familiar. Having to pretend I like his apartment would’ve added a whole other layer of stress I don’t need right now.
Getting out of the truck, I turn around and wait impatiently for Hudson. All I want is to get this over with, because I’m clinging to the hope that it will get easier after the first time. Or even better, that the first time will also be the last.
“Are you coming up or not?” I ask, flicking my hair over my shoulder. He gets out and grins at me. 
“Anyone ever tell you your impatient?” he asks.
“Anyone ever tell you you’re annoying?” I fire back.
I bounce through the foyer of the building, in the direction of the elevator, with Hudson strolling casually behind me. I throw a friendly wave at Tom, the security guard, as I press the button and then I wait patiently for the car to descend. Hudson stands impossibly close, the scent of his cologne affecting me in ways I can’t resist. 
The elevator doors open and Hudson whistles, catching my attention. 
“Going up, Valentina?” 
My eyes meet his and I step inside the car, trying to keep my distance from him. Hudson moves closer, and I glare at him, which just spurs him on. He’s takes another step, this time standing so close to me that our bodies are touching. I press the button over and over, like hitting the stupid thing repeatedly is going to make it work faster. 
“Hey,” I snarl when he puts his hand over mine.
“If you can’t handle me touching you in a friendly gesture, then me going upstairs isn’t a good idea.”
“I can handle you touching me,” I huff as the doors finally close. “I just wasn’t expecting it.”
“It’s almost like you’re ashamed to be seen with me,” he teases.
I gaze at him coolly. “Oh, you picked up on that?”
“You realize the security guard knowing about us is the least of your worries?” he points out. His dark eyes dance, like he’s relishing in yet another opportunity to challenge me. “How are you going to feel when your friends find out about us? Or are you going to make me hide in the closet whenever anyone comes around?”
“Is that an option?” I ask icily.
To be honest, worrying about being seen with him isn’t even on my radar, but I guess there’s some element of truth in what he’s saying. I don’t plan to go out of my way to announce us as a couple. In fact, I’m happy to not tell anyone about us unless I have to. 
I laugh. Unless I have to? 
When I’m pregnant, everyone is going to know. There’ll be no hiding that for anyone, especially in the circles I travel in. And the longer I leave this the harder it will be to tell the people closest to me. 
Like Holly. 
I cringe, thinking about my best friend. That’s a conversation I’m not looking forward to having. The longer I leave it, the worse it’s going to be. Whether I like it or not this is going to change everything, even our friendship. Then again, everything already has changed so much; how much worse can it get?
I lean against the wall and sigh. Why does everything have to be so complicated? All I want is my easy, carefree life back. And things are only going to get harder with a baby in the mix.
God. A baby. 
We’re bringing a child into the world. Everything else should pale in comparison, but I’m still so caught up on the little things, like what my friends are going to think. The fact that I keep overlooking what a huge deal this is makes me question how capable I am of handling parenthood. Maybe I am doing this for all the wrong reasons. Maybe I’m not ready to be a mother.
 “And there you go again, off in your own little world.”
I look up at Hudson, not sure what to say.
“I guess I’m still wrapping my mind around all of this,” I admit. I choose my next words carefully, my heart racing at the thought of being honest with him. “Also, I’m sorry if I’m a little moody at times.”
“A little?” he hoots, rubbing the back of his neck. “I never know what Valentina I’m going to get. I know you’re under a lot of pressure, but maybe if we talk about what’s bothering you?”
I know exactly what the problem is. Amanda. 
Discovering my grandmother made her the same offer really hurt me. It’s not just about the money either. It’s the uncertainty and not knowing where I stand that gets to me the most. I’m used to being in control and knowing what’s around the corner, but ever since my father was arrested, my world has been turned upside down, and a baby is going to change my life even more. I’m not sure I’m ready for that. I feel like I’m leaping off a cliff, blindfolded, with no idea how things are going to end up.
“Do you think we’re ready for this?” My heart pounds as I wait for him to answer. 
“I don't know,” he admits after a moment. “Maybe? Do I think this kid could do much better than having us for parents?” He shakes his head. “No, I don't think they could. I think this child is going to be damn lucky to have both of us in their life. They’re going to be loved unconditionally, which is more than a lot of kids who are born into this world get.” 
It’s the first time I’ve seen him look unsure, like he doesn’t have all the answers. It’s reassuring to know that there’s more to him than smart remarks and jokes. Underneath all that is a guy who’s just as scared as I am. 
 “I guess you’re right. I’m just worried we’re not doing it for the right reasons.”
“We’re probably not, but who does anything for the right reasons these days?” he reasons. “People have kids for wrong reasons all the time.”
“And that’s a good thing?” I intercept.
“No, but it’s not always a bad thing.” He shrugs. “Good things often come out of bad situations.”
I smile, finding his words oddly comforting. He reaches out to sweep a strand of hair away from my eyes. For once I don’t pull away, the feel of his touch electric against my skin. My heart races, because he’s so close that if I lifted my heels off the ground, I could almost kiss him.
The elevator doors swing open, startling both of us. I step away from him and stare across the empty hallway at my front door. Taking a deep breath, I force myself to walk out of the elevator, Hudson right behind me.
I fumble with the lock, my hands shaking so much that I drop my keys. I curse under my breath and bend down to retrieve them.
“Is there anything you don’t laugh at?” I titter as Hudson sniggers behind me.
“There’s plenty I probably shouldn’t laugh at,” he offers.
 “Hardly the same thing,” I scoff.
Finally, I unlock it. I twist the handle and open the door, letting Hudson inside first. I take a deep breath and take my time closing the door, mainly to stall what’s happening next. This is all moving so fast, and I’m not sure I can go through with it.
 “You’re really nervous about this,” he observes.  
“You’re not?” 
He shrugs. “Not really. What’s there to be nervous about?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Everything?” All his laid back attitude is doing is making me feel worse. “Whether this is going to work? How long it will take? Oh, and then there’s the fact that we’re having a baby we might not be able to support financially. What if we end up with twins? Or triplets?” I groan, that would be just my luck.
“Okay, so things might go wrong. Does stressing about it help?” he asks. 
His eyes fix on mine and for the first time I notice what a beautiful shade of blue they are, especially standing here, under this light. I blink, snapping myself out of the moment and then open my mouth to answer him.
“No,” I admit in a small voice.
“Right. So just relax and take things as they come,” he soothes. “We’ll deal with everything as it happens. One day at a time. Everything happens for a reason, right?”
“You sound like a freaking inspirational calendar,” I mutter. 
He laughs. “Yeah, I do, but it’s better than the alternative. Nobody is making us do this, Valentina. But if we’re going to do it, then we both have to be all in.” He studies my face. “So, are we doing this?”
I swallow the huge lump forming in my throat and nod. I know he’s right. I can’t be focused on Amanda or anything else for that matter. If we’re doing this, I need to commit one hundred percent. The problem is knowing that and believing it are two different things. 
Maybe if I keep telling myself everything is going to work out, then I’ll eventually believe it.
“We’re doing it,” I whisper.
He takes my hand and pulls me toward him. I’m doing everything I can to make myself relax, but I’m so tense, I feel sick. Nothing about this feels unscripted for me. I’m overanalyzing every tiny detail in my head, and it’s driving me crazy. He, on the other hand, is acting like he hasn’t got a care in the world. 
“V, for fuck’s sake, stop thinking,” he murmurs.
“Telling me not to think doesn’t help,” I grumble.
“Then maybe this will.” 
He leans closer and pushes his lips onto mine, while his fingers grasp my hair. I try my best to shut my mind off and lose myself in his kiss, but the thoughts keep coming. They twist around in my head, killing any chance of romance for me. The harder I try, the more confused and messed up I feel, until eventually, I pull away. 
“This is you relaxing?” he teases.
“No, this is me trying not to…” 
I take a deep breath, reining in the scathing words that were perched on my tongue and ready to fly out. The last thing I want is to say something I’m going to regret, because it’s not him I’m annoyed at. I’m just frustrated at my inability to switch off. 
This just isn’t going to work. 
I should have never dragged him into this stupid idea in the first place. 
“Come on, Valentina. You’re killing me here,” he mutters, the frustration in his voice evident. There haven’t been too many occasions where he’s shown me any emotion, so I almost welcome it. He sighs and runs his hand through his thick hair. “Okay, how about we take a step back and forget the sex? Let’s just get to know one another.” 
I nod. “Okay. I guess it can’t be any worse than the thought of sleeping with you.” 
He laughs. “You’re lucky I don’t take offense to that.”
“I didn’t mean it like that,” I quickly say. 
I need something to help loosen me up. Like alcohol.
“Drink?” I ask, walking over to the kitchen.
“Sure.”
I retrieve two wine glasses, but then I stop. What am I doing? I can’t drink wine. Not if I want the best chance of conceiving. Frowning, I put the glasses back and grab two bottles of sparkling water instead. 
“I hope you like sparkling water,” I say, walking back over to the couch. “Wine isn’t good for trying to conceive and all that.”
“I’m good with anything.” He takes the bottle when I offer it to him.
I bet you are. 
I stare at my bottle, suddenly feeling shy. I take a deep breath and release it slowly, but even that doesn’t help. 
“I can’t believe you’re not finding this awkward,” I confess.
He shrugs. “I am, just not as much as you are. You’re a beautiful woman, Valentina. Honestly, the idea of being with you like that excites me. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought of being with you like that.” 
“Really?” I raise my eyebrows and he shrugs.
“Sure.” He takes a mouthful of his drink and I shiver as I watch his throat muscles contract as he swallows. His eyes gleam as they meet mine. “Maybe the problem is you’re not attracted to me.” 
 “No, I do find you attractive,” I insist. “It would probably be easier if I didn’t.” 
I blush when he raises his eyebrows at me. 
“Hey, don’t be embarrassed. I like that you think I’m sexy,” he teases. “I think it’s cute.” 
“I never said you were sexy,” I retort. “There’s plenty of people I can acknowledge are attractive that I don’t find sexy.”
“You know, I meant it when I said we could forget the sex.” His tone turns serious. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m up for it.” He glances down into his lap, then back up at me, the playful look back in his eyes. “Well, with a little encouragement I will be, but if you want to just get to know each other, that’s fine too.”
I’m torn, because as tempted as I am to pass on sex tonight, I know this might be the best chance we get at conceiving. Between the stomach cramps and the cravings for something sweet, I’m pretty sure I’m ovulating. Not to mention the crazy mood swings I’ve been having. I’ve been so up and down, I’m surprised Hudson’s still willing to go through with this.
“I’m okay,” I insist. “I promise.” 
I get to my feet. Hudson does the same. He glances around, like he’s seeing my apartment for the first time. 
“Hey, this is a really nice place.”
“I know,” I nod. There’s no point being coy about it. My place rocks. “My favorite place on earth is out there on that balcony.”
I stand and motion for him to follow me outside.  I open the French doors, the fresh air kissing my face as I step onto the balcony. Hudson lets out a low whistle, taking in the incredible view. I smile as I look out at the bustling city below. 
The number of nights I’ve sat lost in my own thoughts, staring up at that sky…
“So, hot tub you said…”
I laugh. “Right, I did. It’s over there.” 
“And it’s turned on?”
“It’s always turned on.”
“So am I,” he murmurs.
“Fine, get in,” I call out as I walk back inside.
“Wait, where are you going?”
“To get changed,” I patiently explain.
He glances down at his faded jeans and shirt.
“What about me?”
“I have a little pink polka dot bikini that will look great on you.” I snigger at the thought.
He winces. “Polka dots really aren’t my thing. I guess I’ll go commando.”
I can’t look away as he flicks open his belt and lowers his pants. My heart races as he steps out of his jeans, revealing his tanned, muscular legs. The thought of having him naked and in my hot tub makes me giddy. I quicken my pace, hurrying to my bedroom to change, if only to take a few seconds to compose myself. 
Once I’m in the safety of my room, I can’t resist peeking out the window, which just so happens to have a prime view of the hot tub. I’m just in time to catch a glimpse of his perfectly toned ass before it disappears beneath the water. I step back into the darkness as he turns toward the window, but I’m pretty sure I’m too late. He totally just caught me checking him out. I bite down on my lip so hard I can taste blood.
Maybe this won’t be so bad after all…
I get changed quickly, choosing one of my favorite string bikinis, one that maximizes my already decent cleavage. I study my reflection in the mirror, the coral tone of the suit contrasting nicely with my tanned skin. I nod, satisfied I look good, and then turn around and pad through the apartment to the balcony. 
His eyes remain on me as I wander over to the tub, my legs shaking so much they’re like jelly. I take a deep breath, the combination of the evening breeze and his intense stare turning my insides into a mess. I step inside the hot tub, ignoring his outstretched hand, and lower myself into the water, the heat a welcome distraction.
“Hey, you,” he murmurs. “Come over here.”
Reluctantly, I float across the water until his arms close around me, his strong hands resting against my back. My heart pounds as his lips graze over mine. His kiss is gentle, yet commanding, but no matter how good it feels, I can’t stop the thoughts from ticking over in my head. 
I pull away to catch my breath, my hands clenched so tightly into fists that my nails dig into my skin. I breathe in deeply and then flex my fingers, trying to force myself to relax, but it does nothing. I’m so churned up that I feel sick.
 “What is it now?” he asks, irritation creeping into his voice. “Do you want me to leave?” 
“No,” I admit. “I’m sorry. I’m trying. I really am.”
“It’s okay. I get it. It’s weird. And to be honest, kissing you is a bit like kissing my sister,” he admits, turning up his nose.
I blink at him. Five minutes ago he couldn’t get enough of me and now kissing me is like kissing Holly?
“Really? Do you kiss your sister like that often?” I ask sweetly.
“I’m just saying, I thought I’d enjoy kissing you more than I am. That’s all.” He spreads his hands out and shrugs.  “It all felt very one sided, like I was doing all the work. No wonder you weren’t into it. Neither was I.”
I gape at him, until the twinkle in his eyes gives away what his game is. 
“I know what you’re trying to do,” I accuse. 
“Really?” he asks. “And what would that be?”
“You’re trying to fire me up so I get angry and try to seduce you.”
“Is it working?” he asks.
Surprisingly, it is working. 
My heart racing, I move across the tub until I’m in front of him. He wraps his arms around my waist as he lifts me onto his lap. He rocks me back and forth, his erection pressing against me. I sigh, loving how turned on he is. With a boost of confidence, I reach behind my back and loosen the string of my top, letting it fall away from me.
He grunts appreciatively as he runs his fingers along my stomach and over my breasts. I gasp, my already hard nipples stiffening to the point of pain. He leans forward and kisses me, then trails his mouth down my neck, my shoulder, until his tongue curls around my nipple. He sucks hard and I gasp, nearly orgasming on the spot, as he flicks his tongue around my nipple.
Parting my legs, I take his hand and guide it to the edge of my bikini bottoms. He brings his mouth back up to mine, kissing me slowly as he strokes me through the thin fabric. 
“You’re such a tease,” I accuse. 
To his amusement, I reach down and release the ties of my bikini, tossing them onto the balcony, then I wrap my legs around his waist and grasp ahold of his thick cock. I slide my hand along his length. He groans, his hands cupping my face, as he kisses me roughly on the mouth while I rub his cock.
“Fuck, that feels good,” he mutters.
I gasp as he lifts me onto his cock, sliding me down onto his length. My fingers rake through his hair as he claims my mouth, his hips jerking forward, bouncing me up and down on his length. I groan and bury my face in his neck, my legs shaking as my body starts to climax. I whimper as I contract around him, my body spasming as I come. 
“Oh god,” I cry out. 
Every part of me aches. I clutch onto him, riding him until I can’t handle anymore. He grunts, plunging me down on his cock, a strangled gasp escaping his lips. His body jolts as he comes inside me. His cock throbs so hard I can feel the blood pulsating through it as he enters me over and over, as he releases. 
Lifting myself off him, I straddle his thighs, resting my face against his chest. I sigh, enjoying the feeling of his fingers rolling over my back as the gentle ripple of the water cascades around us.
“That was your plan all along, wasn't it?” I say, my tone accusing. 
“Maybe,” he admits, looking proud of himself. His eyes glisten in the dark, a mesmerizing blue. “It worked, didn’t it?” He winks, slow and seductively. 
Damn, he’s so cocky.
I don’t answer. Instead, I kiss him again, my tongue curling around his as he caresses my back. 
We relax there for a few more minutes, until I’m almost falling asleep. I take that as my cue to get out, so I stand and reach for the towel, wrapping it around me. He watches as I step out of the tub. My skin tingles as the warm breeze hits my still wet skin. A shiver races through me that I tell myself has nothing to do with him. 
“Can I get you another drink?” I call back to him as I walk inside. 
 “Sure.”
I’m having a hard time focusing on the juice I’m pouring, because Hudson has just walked inside, his towel casually draped around his waist, showcasing his well-defined stomach muscles. I look away, just in time to stop myself from spilling juice all over the counter.
“What's with all the books?” he asks, jutting his chin toward the stack on the coffee table.
“What do you mean?” I ask as I hand him his drink. “It’s a coffee table. What else do you put on one but books and coffee?”
Sure, I might have gone overboard with the parenting books, but there were so many choices, I couldn’t choose. It seems every celebrity who’s popped out a baby has written a parenting book. Even some who haven’t. 
“It looks like you've acquired every pregnancy book ever written.” He picks one up, turning it over to examine the back jacket. 
“So?” I snatch it out of his hands and lay it out of his reach. “I like being prepared. I didn’t realize that was a crime.” 
“It’s not, but you seem to want to be prepared for every situation,” he comments. “Someone should’ve probably told you to expect the unexpected when it comes to kids.”
“Because you’re an expert on kids?” I chortle.
“Compared to you?” He nods smugly. “Yes. Anyway, there’s being prepared and there’s being controlling.” 
“Maybe if you had a little of my control, your business wouldn't be falling apart,” I retort. His face falls, and I feel a twinge of guilt. “Sorry. That was low,” I admit. 
“Maybe, but I probably deserve it.” 
He sits back against the cushions, a lazy contented look on his face. My heart races, because the way he’s looking at me right now and the fact that the only thing covering him is that towel…

The thought trails off and I don't chase it, because I’m scared of seeing where it will go. Instead, I sit on the other couch, the coffee table between us. 
“There’s plenty of room over here,” he teases, enjoying making me feel uncomfortable. 
“And it’ll stay that way,” I retort sweetly. “I'm quite happy over here with my mountain of books.”
“You know, I never took you for the nose in a book kind of girl,” he admits, repositioning himself just enough that the towel slides further up his thigh. I lift my gaze when I realize I’m staring at his crotch, and of course he notices. “I'm actually kind of shocked you can read.” 
“Excuse me?” I gasp. Did he just say that? 
“I'm joking,” he assures me with a chuckle. 
“Joke or not, that was mean,” I pout.
“You’re right; that was mean. I’m sorry.” He sounds genuine, but you never can tell with Hudson. “What I meant to say is that you’re constantly surprising me. You’re so different to how I thought you’d be.” 
“Really?” I narrow my eyes to size him up, not sure if I buy that. “You’ve known me most of my life,” I remind him.
“I know, but I never really knew you,” he explains. “I just figured you were like the rest of Holly's rich friends.”
“Superficial and only interested in what everyone can see on the surface?” I kid.
He nods, bemused. “Something like that.” 
“Is that really how you’ve always seen me?” I’m more curious than anything else.
“Not so much when we were kids,” he admits after taking a moment to think about it. “But you’ve changed a lot since then. We both have. I guess I had this idea of you being a socialite who runs the town. Someone whose days are filled with shopping trips and day spas and southern balls.”
I swallow a laugh, because the girl he's describing was me, a week ago. 
“Maybe there’s some truth in that,” I admit. “But not anymore. I guess it's amazing how losing everything can put things in perspective.” 
“Tell me about it.” He runs his hand through his hair, his eyes troubled.
“Do you want to talk about it?” I ask him gently.
It’s easy to forget that he’s having problems too. There’s a reason he’s agreed to do this with me, but sometimes I get so caught up in my own problems, I forget that.
He shrugs. “There’s not much to talk about.” His hands fidget as he avoids looking at me. “I think the worst thing is I don't even know where it went wrong. If I could do it all over again, I don't even know what I would change to make sure my business is a success. That's what scares me the most. If I could see where things failed, it would be different, you know?”
“I get it,” I say. I feel like this is the closest we’ve come to really being honest with each other. “I know my story is completely different than yours, but I keep thinking to myself I should've seen the signs. My father hid things from me for years. There had to be signs.”
“How’s he coping?” he asks. “With being in custody?”
An overwhelming sense of sadness sweeps through me.
“I'd tell you if I knew. He won’t actually see me,” I admit. “The last time I spoke to him was the night before…”
God, I can’t even say his arrest. 
I rub my face, my eyes stinging with tears. 
“I've called every day, asking to see him, but I keep getting the runaround. I don't know if it's him or the police stopping me either. At first it was them, but now, I'm not sure…”
“He's probably too ashamed to face you,” Hudson reasons. 
“He should be ashamed, but it’s not fair. He owes me answers. Not seeing me is the coward’s way out.”
I never thought this would be a conversation I’d be having with Hudson, but I needed to have it with someone. I’ve kept all my feelings over my father’s betrayal bottled up inside me, because it was easier than facing the truth. He stole from me, and he lied to me. And rather than own up to that and face me, he’s refusing to see me. That hurts more than anything else. 
Yawning, I glance at the clock, shocked to see it’s almost midnight. 
“Guess I should think about going,” Hudson murmurs, as he sits forward and stretches his arms. “I have work tomorrow.”
“You might want to think about getting dressed first,” I say slyly.
He glances down at the towel, then disappears outside where his clothes are. A few seconds later he reappears, dressed. I’m almost disappointed I missed the show.
“Hey, what happened to your job?” he asks.
I flush, embarrassed to admit I’ve been dodging her calls. I was so deflated with that first paycheck that the thought of going back there made me physically sick. 
“She hasn’t been that busy,” I fib. “I probably won’t have time soon anyway, with the pregnancy…”
He nods, accepting my explanation. 
I lead him to the door and open it. We both stand there awkwardly, not sure how to say goodbye. I hate to admit it, but I don’t want him to leave. The problem is I can’t bring myself to ask him to stay. He leans forward and I hold my breath, because I’m sure he’s going to kiss me. Heck, I want him to kiss me, but then he doesn’t. He steps back, creating some distance between us. 
“Well, it’s been an interesting night,” he concedes. 
“With any luck, we won’t need to do that again.” 
But even as I say the words, though, I’m thinking the opposite. 
Please don’t work the first time.
 



CHAPTER TEN
Hudson
I can’t stop thinking about last night. 
To say I didn’t expect being with Valentina to be so amazing is an understatement. The more time I spend with her, the more I see of her, I realize there’s so much more to her than I thought there ever could be. Deep down, she’s sensitive, caring and sweet—all qualities I look for in a woman. 
I glance at the clock and groan, because I'm running late—again. This is becoming a bit of a habit. The only difference is today I’m not trying to avoid everything. Sighing, I reluctantly roll myself out of bed and get in the shower. Once I’m dressed, I check my phone, not surprised to see a message from Matty.
Matty: Sorry for the late notice, but I won’t be in today. Marisa just had a baby. 
Holy shit. 
Shaking my head, I text him back. 
Me: Shit, man. Congratulations. You have a good excuse for once. Boy or girl?
Matty:  A girl. Matilda Rose.
I study the picture he sends through, an odd sense of wonder overcoming me. I’ve always thought babies look the same when they’re born, but I guess this arrangement with Valentina is bringing out the soft side of me. She’s a beautiful little baby, and her name really suits her. As happy as I am for Matty, there’s something eating at me. It’s not that I’m jealous. More worried that it might not happen for Valentina and me.
I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the photo. It’s funny, because a week ago, I had no paternal feelings at all. If I never had kids, it wouldn’t have bothered me. Now as much as it scares the fuck out of me, the thought of it not happening is worse. I guess I’m looking forward to becoming a father even more than I realized. The thought of me as a father still feels so surreal. It’s like I’m living someone else’s life. I keep expecting to wake up and realize it’s all a dream.
I push thoughts of Valentina and I out of my head and focus on work. Matty being off creates some big problems for me. I need to finish this job, but the problem is, I’m already paying Matty whether he’s there to work or not. If I call in someone else to cover his shift, that’s more money I have to fork out. I’m stretched thin enough as it is, and I don’t know if I can cover the extra labor. But if I want to meet this deadline, I don’t have much of a choice. 
I end up giving in and calling Ernesto, a semi-retired builder, whose worked a few jobs for me over the last year. I’m surprised when I get there ten minutes later to find he’s already there. I stroll over and pat him on the back. He turns around and beams at me.
 “Ten points for punctuality,” I joke, shaking his outstretched hand.
“Matty better watch out, or he won’t have a job to come back to,” Ernesto jokes.
I force a laugh, his comment hitting a little too close to home, because that still might be a real possibility.
“Seriously though, how did you get here so fast?” I ask.
He points down the street. “I live about two blocks that way,” he admits. “And you were lucky you caught me after I’d just dropped off the kids at school.”
“I thought kids were supposed to make you run late,” I tease. 
“Oh, they do. Trust me, you have no idea.” He laughs to himself. “I’m always running late. All sense of time goes out the window when you have a kid. One was bad enough, but then when two, three, and four came along...” He shakes his head. “And to think, the wife wants another one.”
“Another kid?” 
“I told her one was too many,” he jokes. “Do yourself a favor and get a dog instead.” 
“I don’t know,” I counter. “Dogs seem like a lot of hard work. Really, you have four kids?” I clarify. 
I shake my head when he nods, feeling sorry for the poor guy. 
He grins. “Yep. Two boys and two girls. I always thought boys would be easier than girls, but as it turns out, they’re all as bad as one another.”
“But it must be more rewarding than difficult, right?” I prompt. 
“Sure, the rewards far outweigh the negatives, but you don’t think about the good moments when you’re sleep deprived and losing your sanity,” he points out, rubbing his forehead. “All you think about is what you’re missing out on and how much easier it was before they came along.” 
“Wow, you’re really selling this whole having kids’ business,” I chuckle, trying to ignore the anxiety building in my stomach.
“Don’t get me wrong, I love my kids more than anything. Things would’ve been a hell of a lot easier if I knew what to expect going in, that’s all. It puts a strain on everything. Especially on a relationship. So many couples go into it thinking it will be all rainbows and sunshine, but it’s not. It’s pain and torture. After three days in a row of no sleep, a screaming baby really makes you wonder why the hell you’d put yourself through that.” 
“It’s sure starting to make me wonder,” I admit with a nervous laugh.
Ernesto chuckles and pats me on the back. “Well, lucky for you, it’s not something you need to worry about for a long while, hey? Enjoy the freedom while you have it,” he adds. “You’re only young once.” 
“Apparently,” I mutter.
Adam, my other guy, arrives, so I pair him with Ernesto and leave the two of them to work. I keep the smile on my face as I walk off, but inside, the panic is beginning to kick up a notch or ten. 
What if I can’t handle being a dad? I shrug the thought off. There’s nothing I can do about it here. Hell, even if I could, it’s too late to back out now. Especially after last night.
I attempt to throw myself into work, trying to get as much done as I can, but I can't focus. All I can think about is what Ernesto said. 
My life is about to change in a major way. I can kiss my freedom goodbye and say hello to sleepless nights and dirty diapers. I’m barely managing to function as it is, how the hell am I going to support Valentina and a kid? Especially if Amanda falls pregnant first.
For fuck’s sake, just get a grip.
If I don't do this, I can kiss my business goodbye. Not to mention my friendship with Matty. I’d be leaving him with a new kid to look after and no job. He’d never forgive me. That means I need to do whatever it takes to keep this business going. Even if that means sacrificing my own life.
The one person I wish I could talk to about this is Holly. 
She’s my go-to person when I need to talk about something. The problem is, I don’t know what Valentina has told her about us, if anything. The last thing I want to do is put my foot in my mouth, even though it feels weird keeping something this big from her.
I lay low for the rest of the day, only leaving the trailer once, until the other guys have all left. Ernesto is the last to leave. He knocks on the trailer door, smiling sheepishly when I open it.
“Hey, Hudson, I know you’re busy, but I just wanted to see if everything is okay? You seem out of sorts today,” he adds, after a moment’s hesitation. 
“Sorry, I'm just exhausted,” I mutter, running my hand through my hair. 
That part’s no lie. I am exhausted. 
It's amazing how tiring distracting yourself from your own thoughts can be.
“Okay. Then I guess I’ll be going. Call me if you need me to work tomorrow, okay?”
I nod. “Thanks again for coming in on such short notice.”
I wait until he’s gone, and then I close the door and sit at my desk. I bow my head, frustrated at how I’m feeling. I should be going home too, but I can’t bring myself to leave. At least in here, I can hide, without the risk of anyone trying to hassle me for money I can’t give them. I’m behind on rent. I’m behind on everything. I don’t want to face Valentina until I work out what I want to do, so going there isn’t an option.
Am I ready for the kind of commitment having a kid will require? Am I prepared to deal with the consequences if this thing backfires on us? Because it might very well do that. Sure, in theory it’s a great plan, but Valentina could end up pregnant and her cousin could get everything. 
Hell, Valentina might already be pregnant, after last night.
Where would that leave us?
I jump when my phone rings, distracting me from my thoughts, and I wince when I see Valentina’s name flashing on the screen. I press silent, ignoring the flicker of guilt. It’s the fourth time she’s tried calling me in the last hour, but talking to her when I’m like this won’t do either of us any good. 
As the ringing stops, I pick up my phone and clear the missed call. There’s a missed call from Holly too. I think about calling her back, but it would be a bad idea. Almost as bad as returning Valentina’s call. 
Instead, I stand and walk over to my laptop. If I’m going to hide in here, I might as well do something useful and work out the best way to stretch my money for this month. 
If I thought shuffling through the mountain of bills and invoices was going to motivate me into being positive about this thing with Valentina, I was wrong. All I end up doing is depressing myself even more. You’d think I would have learned from that last time, but apparently not. 
With every passing second, my confidence drops. I’m convinced that all this is to do is dig both of us into an even deeper hole. All I wanted was to save my business, but there’s a good chance I could go through all of this and still lose it. How do I plan on supporting this kid without an income? 
“Are you ignoring me?”
Frowning, I look up. I’m shocked to see Valentina standing in the doorway of my trailer. She frowns at me, her arms crossed stiffly over her chest. In her hand she clutches a folder.
 “What? No, of course not. I’ve just been busy,” I murmur. 
 “Is everything okay?” she asks, the annoyance replaced with concern.
“Sure, why wouldn’t it be?” I ask, but then I hesitate. “I’m just having a rough day.”
“Do you want to talk about it?” she asks.
“Not really,” I admit. “It’s nothing. I’m just…” I sigh. 
Do I be honest with how I’m feeling, or pretend nothing is wrong?
What if she’s having doubts too? 
It’s better we sort it all out now than in six months’ time when she’s pregnant. 
“I’m just worried this is a mistake,” I admit.
“Really?” Her frown deepens. “Where has this come from?”
“Talking to one of the guys here, I realized how much work goes into raising a child.”
“So a little bit of hard work sends you running for the hills?” she asks, looking bewildered. “You were the one convincing me that we could do this, but now you’ve slept with me, you’re over it?
“It’s not like that,” I protest. “It has nothing to do with last night. Don’t be pissed at me. I’m just being honest with you. Would you prefer I sit on my feelings and then voice them in a year’s time?”
“No, of course not,” she growls, then she sighs. “Okay, maybe we both need some time to think about whether we should be doing this together.” She steps forward and thrusts the folder at me. “The contract. That’s why I’m here.” Then she glances at her watch. “I have to go. I’ll call you later. Okay?”
“Yeah. Sure.”
I watch her leave, feeling even worse than I did before, then I wander back over to my desk and sit down. I flip through the contract. We’ll be covered financially with a weekly allowance until the death of her grandmother—but only if Valentina gives birth first. Reading this is doing nothing to ease my anxieties, so I push it aside.
It’s probably for the best that we both take time to make sure this is what we want. I just don’t want to dive any deeper into this without considering it from every angle. I need to factor in how I’m going to support a family with no money and no business, because things could easily end up that way. 
If the cost of that is her being angry at me, then so be it.
I sigh. The worst thing is that before my talk with Ernesto, the idea of having a kid was really growing on me. I was starting to imagine myself as a father. Now it scares the fuck out of me. If I could be sure that we’d be covered financially, then I’d go for it, but this thing with her grandmother and cousin makes everything feel so uncertain. It’s not like I’m getting cold feet over the idea of not getting the money either. I just don’t want to screw up my life any more than it already is. 
And more than that, I don’t want to screw up my child’s life.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Valentina
“Take a seat. She’ll be right with you.”
I smile at the receptionist and take a seat in the crowded clinic. It’s busier than it was last time I was here, but no sooner than I sit down, my name is called. The doctor smiles at me and then leads me into her room. I sit, waiting as she closes the door.
“Okay, Valentina. How are things?” she asks. “No Hudson today?”
“He had to work,” I explain.
It’s not a complete lie. He is working. 
He also has no idea that I made another appointment. 
I went to his work last night to tell him, but then he announced that he was having doubts, and I panicked and couldn’t tell him. I was shocked at first, and then confused, but now I’m just plain angry at him. 
Either he’s in this with me, or he’s not.
If he’s not, then I need to find someone else. I don’t have time for him to mess me around. 
Doctor Meadows picks up my chart. She frowns as she studies it, and I forget my issue with Hudson, because I’m so focused on her. Something isn’t right, but I can’t work out from her expression how bad it is.
“Is everything okay?” I ask, that all too familiar lump forming in my throat.
She looks up, like she’d forgotten I was there. 
“Everything is fine. It’s just based on your blood results, you’ve already ovulated.”
“Already?” I ask, frowning. “Isn’t that very early?”
“Yes, it is, but some women ovulate early in a cycle. It doesn’t necessarily mean there’s a problem.” She prints out a form and hands it to me. “It likely means it’s not going to happen this time. I’ll give you some ovulation strips that you can use to test your urine. That will help you track your cycle. I also want you to go for an ultrasound.”
“An ultrasound?” I ask nervously.
She nods reassuringly. “It’s nothing bad; it’s just so we can see how thick the lining of your uterus is. Imaging tend to be more accurate than labs, and as I said before, I think it’s too early to consider there being anything seriously wrong.” She gives me a sympathetic smile. “Try not to worry. The first couple of months is trial and error.”
“Thanks for seeing me on such short notice. I feel better already,” I say, following her out of the exam room.
 “Not at all. Anytime you want to see me, my receptionist will fit you in. Even if you just want some reassurance, call me,” she says, before she disappears down the hallway.
On the way out, I detour into the bathroom. I lock myself in a stall, blinking back tears. I’m trying not to stress about it, but it’s hard not to. First Hudson is having second thoughts, and now this? I feel like it’s never going to happen. 
And here I was, sure that I was ovulating.
I wait until all signs of my meltdown have gone, before I walk back out into the waiting area, but I stop in my tracks when I see Amanda standing at the reception desk. She’s so engrossed in what she’s reading that she hasn’t noticed me, so I take my chance and creep toward the exit. As I reach the door, I turn back and something catches my attention. 
My name, in big bold letters on the front of the file she’s reading.
Angry, I march over to her and snatch it out of her hands. She spins around, her surprise quickly replaced with a smug smile.
“Valentina, it’s just you. I was—”
“Reading my file?” I cut in. “I knew you’d do anything to win, but this is going too far.”
She rolls her eyes. “Oh, stop being so dramatic. I didn’t even know it was your file to begin with. It was just sitting here, unattended, so I picked it up.”
I glare at her. Bullshit, she didn’t know it was mine. 
“Admit it,” I growl, taking a step closer to her. “You knew the file was mine. Why else would you have looked at it?”
“I looked at your file, what’s the big deal?” she sneers. “Unless there’s something in there you don’t want me to know?” Her eyes shine as her lips twist into a smirk, like she thinks she’s on to something. “That must be it. Why else would you be throwing such a hissy fit?”
I laugh. She really doesn’t get it. 
“I’m throwing a hissy fit because you’re a nosey little bitch,” I hiss.  
“I’m a nosey little bitch who’s always one step ahead of you.” Amanda smirks. She looks up as the doctor calls her name. “Anywho, as much as I’d love to stand here, chatting all day, I’ve got an appointment.” She winks at me and then flounces down the hallway. 
I watch her strut down the hallway and disappear into an examination room while I wait for someone to return to the desk. I’m so angry that I press the buzzer repeatedly until one of the nurses appear. She gives me a quizzical look as I thrust the file across the counter at her.
“Can I help you?” 
“I just caught one of your patients reading my file.” 
“They probably had no idea what it was. There wouldn’t be much in here of any interest to anyone, other than you and your doctor,” she attempts to persuade me.
“Trust me, she knew exactly what it was,” I argue. “But that’s beside the point. Are you in the habit of leaving confidential information lying around for anyone to see?”
Her smile falters as she exchanges with the other nurse. My anger flairs. I know they probably think I’m just another crazy rich girl with too much time on her hands, but I’m not letting this go. They’re in the wrong. Not only that, she can see how upset I am, and she’s not doing anything to fix the situation.
“Forget it,” I snap. “You might think this is a joke, but I’m pretty sure your superiors won't find any humor in the situation when they hear from my lawyer.” 
At the mention of the word lawyer, another woman steps in. 
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” she apologizes. “I can assure you we take patient privacy very seriously here.” 
“Really?” I say with a laugh. “And you are?”
“Marlene Malone. I’m the managing director of the clinic.”
“Well, you might take it seriously, but I’m not convinced that your staff do,” I grumble. “I walked out here to find someone standing at this desk, reading my file. How do you think that makes me feel?” 
“Again, I’m sorry,” she assures me. “Tell me what I can do to make this right.”
 “Just make sure it doesn't happen again,” I snap, turning on my heel to storm out. 
I push through the heavy door, tears welling in my eyes. By the time I reach my car, I'm full on crying. Why does Amanda always have to go out of her way to terrorize me? What did I ever do to her? Well, aside from stealing her boyfriend back in high school. The worst part was I didn't even like the guy. I just knew how much she liked him. When she caught us kissing by his locker, she declared an all-out war against me and apparently, she still hasn’t gotten over it.
Everyone in that clinic must think I’m crazy. God, I’m starting to wonder myself if there’s something seriously wrong with me. I’m a mess. How can I be this hormonal when I'm not even pregnant yet? 
Or more to the point, how am I going to survive a whole pregnancy?
I fish out my phone, my hands shaking as I call Hudson.
“Hey,” he says. “I was hoping you’d call.”
“Really?” I ask. 
He does sound happy to hear from me, which is a complete turnaround from earlier. 
Maybe he’s worked out what he wants.
“Really,” he confirms.
“You could’ve called me, you know.”
“I know, but I wanted to give you some space,” he explains.
“I’m not the one who needs space,” I retort, my tone cool.
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“Just tell me something. Are you in this with me, or not?”
“Yes,” he finally replies. “I signed the contract. I’m in this, V. One hundred percent.” 
“You signed it?” My heart skips a beat as relief floods through me. He has no idea how much I wanted to hear him say that. “Then let’s give this everything we have. Come over when you’re done at work.”
“Okay.” He agrees. “Let’s do this.”
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
Hudson
I pull up at the front of Valentina's apartment, exhausted after another long day. To try and preserve some money, I worked alone. The irony was I probably would’ve been financially better off hiring a contractor. 
I switch off the engine and unbuckle my belt. I’d love nothing more than to go home and relax in front of the TV, but something in her voice when she called told me she'd had a rough day. I get out of my truck and cross the quiet street, waving at the security guard as I walk into her building. He nods then returns to reading the magazine in front of him. 
When I knock on her door, she opens it almost immediately, the sight of her standing there in a skimpy top and skin-tight jeans almost enough to take my breath away. Fuck, she looks good. 
“Are you going to stand there all night or would you like to come in?” she asks, lifting her eyebrows.
I walk inside, my eyes are drawn to her ass as she turns around to shut the door. I shift on the spot, the constriction of my pants making me very uncomfortable. 
“You look tired,” she comments. 
I walk over to the couch and sit, if only to mask my erection. Not that it works. Her gaze falls on the lump in my pants, which only makes me harder. All I want to do right now is kiss her, but I don’t want to move things too fast.
“I am,” I agree. “One of my guys—a good friend of mine—just had a kid, so I was by myself on the site today.”
“You don’t have anyone else who can fill in?” she asks.
“I do, but cash flow is a bit of an issue,” I admit “Maybe I should’ve called you. I bet you’d look sexy in a hard hat.” 
“Um, no. Besides, I’m much more useful in other ways.” She gets to her feet and walks over to me, her eyes still on my erection.
“Oh yeah? Like what?” I ask, tugging at her belt loop.
I pull her onto my lap and undo the first few buttons of her top and kiss my way down her cleavage. Then I pull her closer to me and slip my hand inside her bra. I cup her breast, my mouth finding its way onto hers. 
Shrugging off her top, I toss it aside and run my hands down over her smooth, bare back. She whimpers, her body reacting to my touch, her back arching against the caress of my fingers. 
“What are you doing” She breathes as I slide onto the floor, positioning myself between her thighs. Her eyes dart to the open blinds.
“Trust me, we’re not that interesting,” I tease, reading her thoughts. 
“I happen to think we’re very interesting,” she argues, lifting her chin. 
“You are,” I correct. “Me, not so much.” 
I reach behind her back to unclasp her bra, threading it free from her arms. Then I tug at her jeans, which cling so tightly to her petite curves that I'm struggling to get them off. 
“Jesus, are these painted on?” 
“They’re easy to get off when you know what you’re doing,” she teases, her cheeks tinged pink. 
She rolls them over her milky white thighs like she’s done it a thousand times before. I smirk at her and press my lips against hers, then I ease her back against the cushions and nudge her legs apart. She whimpers as I slide my hands along the inside of her thighs, teasing her. She jumps, squirming in her seat, every little sound escaping from those lips driving me crazy. 
“You’re so beautiful,” I mutter.
I kiss her thigh, savoring the taste of her soft, salty skin. She leans forward, clutching hold of my hair as she guides me closer to her scent. I groan, thrusting my tongue along her entrance as she gasps. I enter her, flicking my tongue against her clit. She groans, her thighs shaking as I explore her slowly, relishing every second I’m inside her. She tenses and holds me against her, forcing me to go deeper. I oblige, every thrust pushing deeper, until she’s about to come.
“God, I’m so close,” she pants. 
Groaning, her shaking fingers grip hold of me as I plunge my tongue inside her. I circle her clit until she can’t handle it. When she pushes my head away, I don’t waste a moment, the need to be inside her overwhelming me. Getting to my feet, I stumble out of my jeans, my cock springing out. She looks dazed as she sits up, her delicate fingers curling around my girth.
“You sure you’re ready for this?” I chuckle. “You look like you need a moment to recover.”
“It was pretty incredible,” she admits. She pulls me down on the couch and climbs on top of me. “But I have a feeling this is going to be even better.”
My hands firmly grip her waist as she slides down hard onto my cock. I grunt as I penetrate her, my length driving into her slick pussy. She tilts her head, rocking back and forth against my rhythm, her lips pressed against mine.
“Yes,” she gasps, grinding her body against mine.
I kiss her roughly, my body tensing as I fuck her. She feels so tight as she contracts around my cock. Jerking forward, blood pumps through me as I come hard. My body spasms as I release inside her. 
I lift her off me and cradle her in my arms. I push a strand of hair away from her sweaty forehead and kiss her, my heart swelling with desire. She sighs contentedly as she snuggles against me.
“Bet you weren’t expecting that, huh?” I murmur in her ear.
When she doesn’t answer, I tilt my head enough to get a glimpse of her face. Sure enough, she’s fallen asleep in my arms. I give her a few more minutes and then I scoop her up and carry her into the bedroom. 
Lying her on the bed, I climb in beside her, and then gently bring the covers up over us. She stirs, just long enough to snuggle into the crest of my arm. Her head rests on my shoulder., soft, rhythmic snores escaping her lips, which I find oddly comforting. I lean down and kiss her gently on the forehead. There’s so much more to her than she realizes. I just wish I knew how to show her that.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Valentina
“Come on, V,” Holly begs. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”
“I know, I’ve been so busy,” I fib. 
I feel a twinge of guilt for lying to my friend.
“You’ve really taken to this whole joining the workforce thing.” Holly giggles. “I’m impressed. I was almost going to drop in and see you yesterday.”
“No,” I say a little too loudly. “I mean, my boss hates it when I get distracted,” I ramble, quickly backtracking. 
The last thing I need is Holly rocking up at my work and wondering where I am. I take a deep breath. I need to tell her what’s going on with Hudson and me, and it needs to be today. If I don’t, I’m going to end up regretting it. 
“How about lunch today?” I suggest. “Maybe we can meet at the social club?”
“Okay, sure. I’ll ask Pen if she can join us,” Holly suggests.
“Sure.” I suppress a giggle. I already know Pen will come up with whatever excuse she can to avoid being seen with me, but I don’t want to tell Holly that. “I’ll see you at lunch.”
Aside from the whole lying to my best friend thing, I’m looking forward to it.
The last few days have been a whirlwind of Hudson, Hudson, and more Hudson. What shocks me the most is how much I’m starting to enjoy his company. I like him much more than I expected and more than I probably should. Not being able to talk about any of this with anyone makes the whole thing even more confusing.
I've been avoiding Holly completely, so the topic of Hudson didn't come up. I know I need to tell her, but I'm not sure how she’s going to react, and to be honest, that scares me. She's my best friend. Hell, these days, she's my only friend. I can’t risk losing that.
We meet for lunch at the club, just like we would’ve done a few weeks ago, before my life changed. The suggestion just rolled off my tongue, because it's our go-to haunt. Too bad for me, I hadn't factored in that my status has changed, or that I am still a hot topic of gossip in town. 
The moment I walk through those doors, it feels different. I can feel people staring at me. Usually, I wouldn't care, but with everything going on, my confidence has taken a hit. I spy a group of women sitting around a table in the corner. They whisper and point at me as I walk past. I stiffen, sure I heard my name, but I force myself to keep walking until I reach Holly’s table. 
“Hey!” She smiles as I flop down next to her. 
“Hey,” I reply, still feeling tense. 
“What's wrong?” she asks, peering at me.
I force a smile. “Nothing.” 
I flinch when the table behind us starts laughing. Holly’s eyes dart to them and then back at me. She shakes her head. 
“Just ignore them,” she says softly. 
“Easier said than done,” I mutter. I wish I could ignore them. 
“They’ve got nothing better to do than gossip. It’s you today, but next week it will be something else.”
“It was still me last week, remember?” I remind her. “It’s fine. I don’t even know why I chose this place. I don’t even like it here.” 
“Me neither,” Holly whispers, and we both giggle. “So what have you been up to?” she adds. “I feel like I haven't seen you in ages.”
“It has been a while,” I agree. “Not much, really. Just trying to keep myself busy so I don’t have to think about things.” That much is true. 
Holly smiles as she reaches out, touching my hand. 
“I'm proud of you, V. You've really stepped up and taken control of your life. I admire you so much for that. How you’re willing to do whatever you need to without complaining about it? Not many people could bounce back like you have.” 
“Really, it’s nothing,” I mutter. 
I feel like a world-class fraud. Every time I psych myself up to tell her about Hudson, I can’t go through with it.
 “Are you sure everything is okay?” Holly’s brows furrow, her lips pressing into a tight line. “You're really quiet, and it’s not like you not to own a compliment.” 
“Sorry, I’ve just got a lot on my mind,” I mumble. 
Holly gives me a sympathetic look. “Your Dad?”
“Yes,” I reply, ignoring the stab of guilt ripping through me. 
“So he still won’t talk to you?”
“Nope. Nothing,” I mutter.
The truth is, I’ve been so caught up in this thing with Hudson, my issues with Dad have been put on the back burner. Or maybe I’m using this whole baby thing to avoid thinking about how angry I still am with my father. I know it’s not healthy to bottle everything up, but if he won’t speak to me, what can I do to fix it?
You could try harder and make him see you.
“Don’t you think?”
Her question drags me from my thoughts, but I’m saved by the buzzing of my phone. I’m relieved, until I glance down at it and see Hudson's name flashing on the screen. I fumble to snatch it up quickly, but it falls out of my hands and crashes to the floor. 
“I’ll get it,” Holly offers, while I watch in horror. As she hands it to me, the screen lights up again. She frowns, and then looks at me, confused. 
“Hudson?” she asks. “Why is my brother messaging you?” 
My face heats up. I try to think of an excuse, but it’s too late. She’s figured it out. 
“You and my brother?” she gasps. “You’re kidding, right?” 
“It's not how it looks…” 
I stop, because it’s probably worse than it looks. 
“Please, Hols, let me explain—”
“Explain what? That you and my brother are having a baby to get your hands on your inheritance?” she accuses. 
“Wait, it was your idea that I ask him in the first place,” I protest.
“Because I thought you’d never go for it,” she retorts. “You’re using him. You’re getting what you want and then throwing him away.”
“He’s using me just as much,” I argue. “I’m not pretending to like him or that I’m leading him on. I was honest, and I gave him a business proposition.”
“Then why hide it from me?” Holly asks, anguish clear on her face. I open my mouth to reply, but then I realize I don’t know how to. “I don’t know,” I admit.
“Because you knew I wouldn’t approve.”
“Maybe,” I mumble.
“You know what?” Holly shakes her head. “I'm not even upset about what you’re doing. It's the fact that you hid it from me. How long has it been going on? When did you ask him to do this?” 
I cast my eyes downward. “The day you suggested it.” 
She laughs. “So you’ve been sitting on this for a week?” She laughs again. “I can't believe this. Is that why you've been avoiding me?” 
“I haven't been avoiding you—”
“Oh, come off it,” she growls. “Every time I’ve called you, you haven’t answered. You’re vague responding to text messages. Hudson has been the same. I practically had to drag you out today. Did you even go back to that job?” 
I shake my head. “Holly, I'm sorry. I really am. If I haven't been answering your calls, it's only because I’m embarrassed. I didn't know how to tell you—”
“Just be honest with me. It's what I've always done for you. That's all I expect from you. You know I'd never judge you, right?” she asks. 
I nod. “I do know that.” 
She’s one of the most genuine people I know. 
“I'm just hurt that you couldn't tell me that my brother actually agreed to do this with you.” She shakes her head, and I swear I see a hint of a smile on her lips. 
“Gosh, I’m going to be an aunt.” She laughs suddenly. “My brother is going to have a kid. That’s kind of hilarious.” 
“Let’s not get too carried away. I'm not even pregnant yet,” I remind her. 
“But you guys are … well, you know.” She screws up her nose.
 I laugh. “You really want to talk about this with me?” 
She makes a face. “No. On second thought, I really don't.”
I laugh, the relief I'm feeling incredible. For a moment there, I thought I'd really lost my friend. I'm not sure I could handle that.
“Do you forgive me?” I ask. 
She smiles and reaches for my hand.
“What do you think,” she grumbles. “Of course I do. Just don't lie to me again. I mean it.” 
We spend the rest of the afternoon catching up, and by the end of our time together, I’m feeling great. As it turns out, a light, no drama chat with my best friend was exactly what I needed. Speaking with Holly and clearing the air made me realize how nervous I was about telling her. I’m so glad she’s okay with the idea, because I don’t think I could go through a pregnancy without her by my side.
“Thanks for this,” I say, hugging her outside the club.
“I should be the one thanking you,” she replies. “You’re going to give me a little niece or nephew.” She giggles. “I’m so excited for you, V. You and Hudson are going to be so great together.”
“You know the us being together part is just for show, right?” I tease her.
“Do you know that?” she teases back. “I know. Even if you guys can’t see it yet, you’re going to be really good for each other. You’ll see.”
I laugh and hug her one last time, before walking over to my car.
“Oh and, V?” 
I look at Holly, and her eyes gleam.
“Don’t tell Hudson I know.”
I laugh. “My lips are sealed.”
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Hudson
“Honey, I’m home,” I murmur.
I knock gently on her apartment door before unlocking it and walking inside. 
Sorry—our apartment door. 
It’s been a few days since we’d decided to give this a red hot go, and one of the biggest changes was coming to the agreement that I should move in. Not that it really feels all that much like home, since there isn’t much around here of mine, but I’ve been here every night this week. 
I walk in, relieved she’s not here. Now the dinner I’m planning to cook her can stay a surprise. She’s been under so much pressure with trying to get pregnant and this mess with her cousin that Valentina needs a night off. Tonight isn’t about sex or having a baby; it’s about us getting to know each other on another level. 
I set my bags on the counter and unpack my ingredients. There’s only one dish I really know how to make, but I do it well. Well, enough to fool her into believing I can actually cook. 
I’m just throwing the last of the ingredients into my pot for the sauce of my pasta when my phone buzzes. I pick it up, expecting it to be Valentina, but I get my sister instead.
Holly: Are you going to let me in?
For a second, I go into full blown panic mode. 
She’s here, and she knows. She must have seen me outside.
 No. I’m being paranoid. 
She’s probably at my apartment and assumes I haven’t heard her knocking.
Me: Sorry, not at home. What’s up?
God, I hate lying to Holly, but I haven’t told anyone that Valentina and I are together—or details of the inheritance—least of all Holly. A knock sounds on the front door, and I shit myself all over again. Maybe my first instinct was right. I sprint over to the security camera, where I’m relieved to see Valentina’s face staring back at me. I walk over to the door.
“You scared the heck out of me—"
I stop, because Holly’s there too. She steps forward and slaps me on the arm.
“Something you want to tell me, asshole?” she accuses.
“Ouch,” I grumble, tenderly rubbing my arm. “I take it you know?”
“What gave it away?” she asks, shaking her head at me. “You should have told me.” She looks from me to V. “You both should have told me.”
“I know, I'm sorry. I wasn’t trying to hide anything from you on purpose. I just didn't want to get Valentina in trouble,” I say, glancing at Valentina.
“You’re lucky I can’t stay angry at either of you.” Holly sighs. “You both have some serious groveling to do, though. You can start tonight. I’ll accept food and alcohol.”
“Tonight?” I laugh. “Sorry, but no—it’s not happening. I’m cooking dinner for Valentina.”
“You are?” Valentina looks at me in surprise. 
I shrug, like it’s not a big deal, even though it kind of is. 
“I know you’ve been going through a bit of stress with your cousin, so I thought we could relax a little.”
Her eyes warm as they lock on mine. “That’s really sweet.” 
“Oh my God, you two are so perfect for each other.” Holy grimaces as she looks past me and into the kitchen. “So, what are you making?” 
“My famous spaghetti and meatballs,” I announce proudly. 
“I should've guessed, since it’s about the only thing you know how to cook.” Holly giggles. “Lucky for me, it’s one of my favorites.” 
“Unlucky,” I correct her. “Because you’re not invited.”
“But I love your spaghetti.” She pouts, poking her lip out pathetically.
“Okay, but you might not love what I have planned for dessert.” I wink. “And possibly during dinner. And before dinner…”
“Oh, God that’s disgusting,” she rants, making a face. “I’m outta here. Make sure you use protection—” She pauses, a devilish grin on her face. “Wait, that kind of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it?”
“Bye, Holly,” I growl, closing the door in her face.
Her waffled response floats through the door and then her footsteps fade as she stomps off down the hall. 
“So, are you hungry?” I ask Valentina. 
“Famished,” she admits.
I take her hand and lead her into the kitchen. She looks impressed with all the prep work I’ve been doing. 
“You’re definitely full of surprises,” she declares.
“I’m full of something.” I carefully ladle a spoonful of sauce out for her to try. “Taste this.” She blows on it with such delicacy that my pants begin to constrict. Only Valentina could make tasting a spoonful of sauce appear sexy.
“Delicious,” she murmurs, running her tongue over her lips. 
I nod my agreement. It is delicious. 
Only I’m not talking about the dinner.
“I can’t believe I didn't know you knew how to cook, Hudson.”  
“It’s a game changer, right?” I joke. “Seriously though, don't get too excited. Unless you don’t mind having spaghetti and meatballs for every single meal.”
“I do like spaghetti and meatballs,” she murmurs. 
“Can I get you a drink?” I ask. “I've got a lovely bottle of sparkling water cooling in the fridge.” 
I wink at her as I pour two glasses and push one across the table to her.
“You’ve really gone all out.” 
“For you, anything.” I take a sip and then turn my attention to her. “I just wanted to show you I can be serious, that this is more than just sex, and that you can trust me.”
“Good. This means a lot. Thank you, Hudson.”
“Don’t thank me until you’ve eaten.” 
Dinner is delicious. It’s great that we’re able to sit down and relax, without feeling the pressure of getting pregnant and having a baby. The more time I spend with her, the more I start to let my mind wander. I can't help thinking about the future and the life we’re going to have. I know this is just an arrangement that suits us both, but what if I could be more than that? 
Maybe this could work on another level. 
I shake my head, dismissing the thought as soon as it enters my mind. That kind of thinking is going to wind up getting both of us hurt. 
“Sorry for the little joke Holly and I played on you.” Valentina’s voice breaks through my thoughts. I laugh, because I’d forgotten about that. 
“It’s fine. I probably would’ve done the same thing,” I admit. “I’m glad she knows. It felt weird keeping this from her.”
“It did for me too,” she admits.
We finish tidying up after dinner and settle onto the couch. I’ve got something in mind for dessert, but as I inch closer to her, I can tell by the way her body is tensing that she’s not into it.
“I’m sorry, Hudson. It’s been all about sex for the last week,” she confesses. “I’m so tired of it. Can we have one night where we can just … not?”
“When you put it like that, how can I say no?” 
“I didn’t mean it like that—”
“V, it’s fine.” I feel bad for teasing her. “How about we watch a movie?” I suggest.
To be honest, I’m glad she wants a break. Don’t get me wrong, I’d fuck her all day and night if she gave me the chance, but this means she wants more than just sex. I know I shouldn’t read too much into it, but I can’t stop my mind from wandering…
She smiles then slides her hand into mine, snuggling closer to me. 
“That sounds great.”
Halfway through the movie, I realize I know nothing about it. I’ve been too focused on her, the way she’s inched closer to me, until she is pretty much sitting in my lap. I love the feel of her being so close to me because I feel like I can protect her here. 
What exactly I’m protecting her from, I’m not sure yet.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Valentina
“I’m sorry,” the officer says with a shrug. “If he won’t see you, there’s not much I can do.”
“Thanks.”
I give him an icy stare before turning on my heel and leaving the correctional facility. I thought for sure if I came out here, he’d see me, but apparently, I was wrong. 
Tears sting my eyes as I stalk across the parking lot to my car. I feel like he’s disowned me, which is crazy, because he’s the one in the wrong here, not me. The worst part is I’d forgive him in a second if he’d just see me and tell me why he did it. 
He’s my dad. Aside from Gran, he’s the only person I have left. 
I felt abandoned when Mom died, and now I’m feeling it all over again. All the insecurities I thought I’d dealt with years ago are beginning to resurface. Maybe I’m not as strong as I thought I was. Maybe I’m just as fake as my father is.
I slide into my car just as my phone rings.
“Hello?” I snap.
“V? I need a huge favor.”
Huh?
I pull the phone away from my ear to check the ID to make sure I’m not hallucinating. Sure enough, Penelope’s name is on the screen. Two weeks with no contact at all, and now she needs a favor? This should be good.
“Hey, Pen. Lovely to hear from you.” I don’t bother keeping the sarcasm out of my voice, but if she notices, she doesn’t say anything. “I’m doing well, thanks for asking.”
The moment I lost my status, she deserted me—just like almost everyone else. Now she needs my help, and I’m supposed to drop everything and help her? I hate the way she’s acted like nothing has changed between us. 
“Good, that’s great,” she gushes with fake enthusiasm. “But I need your help.”
I sigh. “As you mentioned without so much as a greeting. What is it?”
“I need you to babysit my niece tonight,” she whispers in a small voice.
“Hold up, you’re calling me up to ask me to babysit for you?” I snarl. “Why the heck would I—”
“Do anything for me after the way I’ve snubbed you, I know. I’ve been a bitch, and you have every right to throw it in my face, but please help me. I have no one else I can ask.”
Wow. For Penelope, that’s almost an apology. 
“Telling me I’m your last resort isn’t helping,” I mutter, not ready to forgive her just yet.
“Holly said I should call you,” Pen wails. “She said you’d help.”
She did? I frown. Why would Holly tell her to call me? 
Unless she thought I could use the experience. 
“Fine. I’ll help.” 
I sigh and rub my head. This isn’t how I thought my day would be going, but after this morning, things can’t get much worse.
“Oh, God, thank you, thank you,” she gushes. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear you say that.” She pauses. “I’ll bring her over now.”
She ends the call and I stare at the phone, on the verge of a panic attack. What the heck am I thinking? The last thing I need is extra pressure on me. What if I completely mess it up? 
I shoot off a text to Holly. This is her fault for suggesting Pen call me.
Me: Gee, thanks for the heads-up. Why would you suggest Pen call me? 
She calls me instead of texting her reply. 
“Sorry, I thought you could use the practice,” she insists. “Looking after Alia will be easy. She's the sweetest little baby I’ve ever met. Trust me, you’ll love her.” 
I groan. She doesn’t get it. Minding the baby isn’t the issue. I’m annoyed that Pen acted like everything was fine between us. 
“Sorry, my head is all over the place. I can't think straight,” I mutter.
“Then this will take your mind off it,” Holly says, her voice bright and cheerful. “Besides, think about how funny it’s going to be to watch Hudson trying to look after a baby.”
I laugh. That will be pretty entertaining. 
“V, this is what you're getting yourself into for the rest of your life. Looking after a baby, even for a few hours at least, gives you both the chance to see what you’re in for.” 
She has a point.
“Fine. But make sure you're on call, just in case I need you,” I grumble. 
“You’ll be fine,” she assures me.
After I end the call, I try calling Hudson, but he doesn't answer. It’s not the kind of thing I want to put in a text, so I decide to head home. 
Back at my apartment, I straighten up as I wait for Penelope and baby Alia. I spend the whole time trying to guess what Hudson’s reaction will be. When I hear the key in the lock, I pounce on him before he’s even through the door, but before I can explain, Penelope appears.
“Thank you so much for doing this,” she gushes, falling inside under the weight of the diaper bag and carrier. 
Hudson quickly steps forward to help her, the bewildered look on his face when she hands him the baby priceless. He frowns at Alia, and then he looks at me, confused. 
“Something you need to tell me?”
“Pen needed someone to watch Alia,” I explain, like it’s no big deal.
“She's an angel,” Pen assures him. “Trust me, she’ll be no trouble at all. I'll be a couple of hours, max,” she adds as she walks out the door. “Thanks again,” she calls as she slams the door shut.
The loud noise startles poor Alia, who immediately begins to wail. 
“What do I do?” Hudson asks, working himself into a panic.  He holds her away from him like he’s afraid she’s going to bite.
“I don’t know, jiggle it or something?” I suggest. “The poor thing is probably terrified.”
I plunder through the bag in search of a bottle and find one that’s still warm and ready to be fed. I hold it out for him. He looks at it, bewildered.
“Give it to her,” I coax, leading him over to the couch. “Sit, your arm will get sore otherwise, holding her like that.”
He sits, cradling Alia closer to him. The moment he puts the bottle in Alia’s mouth, she goes quiet, her big eyes not leaving his. I sit beside Hudson, watching him with her, amazed at how natural he looks holding a baby. He looks up and catches me watching him and narrows his eyes. 
 “What?” he asks. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“I’m just surprised, that’s all. You’re a natural,” I add.
“I guess it’s good practice, huh?” he murmurs.
“I guess it is.”
My heart thumps as I watch him feed her, the look on his face one of awe. I love how quickly he’s taken to this. Looking after someone else’s kid with no warning must have been a shock, but he’s fallen into it with such ease that I’m excited for the future. All the doubts I had over whether we’re ready for this are beginning to melt away. 
We are ready for this. I’m sure of it.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Hudson
I might have laughed when Valentina called me a natural, but secretly, I loved hearing it. I’m amazed at how natural it feels holding this little person in my arms. There’s no denying it’s hard work. I’m exhausted and it’s only been a couple of hours, but still, I’m loving it.
She’s finally asleep again, so I carefully place her in the basinet and brace myself for her cries. When they don’t come, I creep over to the couch and sink into the seat. No sooner than my ass hits the cushion, she starts to cry again. 
“I'll get her this time,” Valentina offers. 
I don’t argue as she walks over and scoops Alia into her arms. Just like that, she settles, Valentina handling her with such ease it puts me to shame. I can tell just by looking at Valentina that she's going to be a good mother. Watching her cradle Alia, you’d think it was her daughter. It’s like second nature. Valentina looks over, her cheeks tinging pink when catches me staring at her. 
“What?” 
“Nothing.” I don’t want to embarrass her, so I keep my mouth shut.
She carefully places the baby down and we both hold our breath, expecting her to wake, but the little girl stays asleep—for now, at least. Valentina tiptoes over to the couch and climbs onto the seat next to me. I reach over and stroke her cheek. I haven’t seen her look this alive in—well, ever. I trail my finger down to her mouth and trace along the outline of her full, red lips. Then I tilt her face up to mine so she’s looking at me. I stroke her hair, enjoying the feeling of her being so close to me.
“Our baby is going to be the luckiest kid in the world,” I assure her.
She laughs nervously, her eyes casting downward. 
“We’re not there yet.” 
“Maybe not, but we will be.” I pause. “This—tonight—has made me realize just how much I want this. I’m not just talking about having a baby, either.”
 “Then what are you talking about?” Her voice is barely audible as her gaze flickers on mine. 
I lean closer, brushing my lips against hers, my fingers gently stroking along the back of her neck. Her eyes flicker open, searching mine for just a moment before they close again and she loses herself in the kiss. 
“We should probably stop,” I murmur. 
She arches an eyebrow and takes my hands, pulling them around her waist. I tighten my grip as her lips graze over mine, the intensity between us increasing. This is a far cry from the awkward, nervous tension that was between us that first night together. It’s taking everything I have not to carry her to her room and have my way with her. The only thing stopping me is Alia.
As if on cue, the soft, steady wail of the baby fills the room. I hold my breath, willing her back to sleep, but she only gets louder. I groan and reluctantly pull away. 
 “Perfect timing.” My voice drips with sarcasm.
I put my hand out to stop Valentina when she goes to stand.
“Let me.” 
Walking over to the carrier, I lean down and carefully scoop the little bundle into my arms. I hold her against the warmth of my chest and she settles immediately, falling back to sleep as she clutches onto my pinky. I lean down and kiss her tiny hand, amazed at how small she is. And this is a three-month-old. Imagine how little and delicate a new baby is going to feel.
“What are you thinking?” 
I turn around, surprised to find her right there. I didn’t even hear her get up from the couch. I gaze at Alia in wonder, trying to put into words what I’m feeling.
“I’m just in awe of how tiny she is.” 
“Scary, isn’t it?” 
She has no idea. 
With her safely cradled in my arms, I walk over to the couch and sit. She stares up at me with her large, blue eyes full of trust and hope. I feel like she’s going to break in my arms. My heart aches, the need to protect her growing inside me with every second.
I coo softly to her, watching as her little eyes grow heavy. She’s so strong too. The way she’s gripping hold of that finger is like nothing else. She’s fighting sleep, but the constant rhythm of my rocking is enough to send her off to dream. It’s almost enough to send me off too.
“Would you like a coffee?”
I look at Valentina and nod gratefully, wishing I’d thought of coffee earlier. 
“Please. Make it a triple strength.”
As she walks out of the room, I nestle into the couch and close my eyes, stifling another yawn. I’ll just rest my eyes for a second. 
Just until she gets back…
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Valentina
“Coffee is ready,” I announce. 
I walk into the living room, but then stop abruptly when I see Hudson is fast asleep on the couch. Alia nuzzles against his chest, their slow and steady snores complimenting each other. 
Carefully, I set the cups down on the coffee table and creep closer to them. I sit as close to Hudson as I can without waking him. They look so sweet, both fast asleep and oblivious to my presence. All I need to do is think about how amazing he’s is, and my heart feels like it’s going to explode. 
Any doubts I had about Hudson being up for the challenge of having a kid have been silenced by his natural ability to take care of Alia tonight. I can’t get over how easily he’s settled into the task of caring for her. I’m almost sad that she’s going home tonight, though I’m pretty sure that would change at around three a.m. when she’s screaming, and I don’t know why.
My heart racing, I slide my hand across my stomach, the empty feeling hitting me so swiftly and out of nowhere that I feel faint. What if it doesn't happen for us? Millions of women struggle to conceive. I said that myself. What if I’m one of them?  
It’s not even about the money anymore. It stopped being about that a long time ago. This is all me and my desire to be a mother. It’s like I needed this to make me realize how much I want children. Who knows, maybe my grandmother could see something inside me that I was too blind to pick up on. The hardest thing is, I know I’m not doing myself any favors by thinking about it. 
Quit worrying about the future, V. It’s not going to help. 
If anything, it could make things harder. 
The loud buzzing of my phone startles me. I dig it out of my pocket and see a text from Pen. She's on her way to pick up Alia. I quietly gather her things together, not wanting to wake them until the last minute. I’m so distracted by what I’m doing that before I know it, ten minutes have passed. I sit beside the sleeping Hudson cradling the infant against his chest and savor the last few moments of watching them sleep. Why do I suddenly feel like crying? Is it because Alia is leaving soon? Or is it because I’m terrified this might be the closest I get to being a mother? 
“V? Open up.”
I wince at the sound of Pen’s shrill voice and the startling pounding at the door. I glance at Hudson, not surprised to see he’s woken from the sound. He looks around, a sheepish smile on his face as he stifles a yawn.
“Guess I fell asleep,” he mutters.
“Guess you did,” I whisper, rushing to the door before Pen knocks again.  
She breezes inside as Hudson gets to his feet, with Alia somehow still asleep. Pen scoops up the bags and loads her other arm up with Alia’s carrier after Hudson carefully places the baby inside.
“Thank you so much,” she gushes, her voice louder than ever. “You really helped me out of a pickle.” She releases a high-pitched cackle and then starts toward the door. “I’ll call,” she promises as she floats off down the hallway. “We’ll do lunch, just like old times.”
Just like that, she’s gone. 
I shake my head and close the door, turning back to Hudson. 
“That was … interesting,” he comments, wrapping his arms around me. 
“Interesting is one way to describe Pen,” I agree. I narrow my eyes when I remember something Hudson had said earlier. “Hey, when you said that I wasn't what you're expecting, were you pretty much expecting—”
“Penelope,” he finishes. 
 “Really?” My mouth drops open. I’m not sure whether to be amused or insulted. 
Walking over to the couch, I sit and relax into the plush cushion. It’s strange, but with Alia gone, I feel like part of me is missing. I’m trying to get my head around what I’m feeling when I realize Hudson is studying me.
“Is everything okay?” He looks concerned.
I nod. “I guess looking after the baby made me realize how much I want this, and I’m afraid we’re not going to get it.” 
He considers my words as he sits next to me. There's a sadness in his eyes too, which surprises me.
“Me too,” he admits. “Crazy, isn’t it? Most people would appreciate being able to send the baby home. Here we are all upset about it.” He reaches for the top button of my shirt and flicks it open. “There are things we should be taking advantage of, though.”
“Oh?” I ask, biting my lip.
I think I like where this is heading...
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Hudson
“It will happen,” I promise her.
I can tell the fact that it hasn’t happened for us yet is worrying her. I’m confident there’s nothing seriously wrong. It’s just we haven’t been trying for very long, and we’re still working out her cycle. I did some research, and the average amount of time most couples spend trying to conceive is three months. We haven’t even hit the halfway point of that yet.
 “How can you be so sure?” she asks, her dark eyes flashing with skepticism as I flick open another button on her top.
 “Because I know. Trust me,” I say.
The truth is, I don’t know if it’s going to happen. I can’t know.  Neither can she. The only thing we can do is keep trying and hope that she falls pregnant. 
I move onto the next button, continuing my way down until the front of her shirt gapes open. Then I tilt her chin up and press my mouth against hers. She hesitates for a second, but then she falls into the moment as much as I am. My fingers cradle her face, her beautiful, soft lips my focal point. She’s the only thing I care about right now. 
I get to my feet and extend my hand, scooping her into my arms when she stands. Her laughter echoes through the apartment as I carry her to the bedroom and throw her down on the bed. I narrow my eyes playfully at her, which only fuels her amusement. The fact she’s finding this so funny is kind of killing my mojo.
“What’s so funny?” I rip off my pants and throw them over my shoulder.
“You, being so…”
“Irresistible?” I supply. “Charming? Good looking?”
“I was going to say horny.” Her eyes light up. “Shouldn’t having a kid around have the opposite affect?”
“You’d think that,” I agree. “But apparently not.”
She bites her lip, her dark eyes sparkling with anticipation as I lower my boxers. My cock springs out, proving that I’m hard as fuck and ready to please her. She waits in anticipation as I climb onto the bed, until I’m hovered above her. 
“You’re so incredible,” I rumble.
I reach behind her to unclip her bra, and then I flick it off to reveal her soft, full breasts. I groan, my cock throbbing as I roll her nipple between my thumb and finger. She whimpers and lays back, taking me with her. My mouth finds hers and we kiss, our lips meshing together, while my fingers begin their journey down her stomach. I reach the edge of her jeans and unbuckle them with one hand, then I tug at the zipper. She lifts her ass off the bed and rolls her jeans over her creamy white thighs, then she kicks them free, and I run my hands over her bare thighs, until I reach her panties. I sigh when I feel how wet and ready she is. 
“I’ve been waiting to do this all day,” I mutter. 
“Holy wow,” she whispers, a dreamy smile forming on her lips as I let my fingers explore her through the thin scrap of fabric.
“You like that, do you?” I murmur. 
I lean forward and kiss her again, as my nails scrape along her now wet panties. I slide my tongue over her breasts and kiss my way down her stomach, inching dangerously close to the innermost part of her thigh. She moans when I ease her legs further apart, relishing how her body reacts to having me so close to her. God, I can smell how much she wants me. I’ve never been so turned on in my life. 
“Yes,” she gasps, lifting her back off the bed as I nudge aside her panties and kiss along her entrance. 
She whimpers and cradles my head, begging me to taste her. 
“Please,” she begs. “God, please.”
“Since you asked so nicely.” 
I keep my eyes on her as I slide my tongue deep into her pussy. She’s so wet, like she’s been waiting for this. I speed up, her hips rocking against my face, and I grip hold of her thighs. She gasps as my tongue circles her clit, flicking back and forth. I run my tongue along her pussy until her breathing shallows. When I sense she’s close to climaxing, I stop.
Her eyes flutter open, and she stares at me in shock.
“Why did you stop?” she demands.
“Because I’d much rather have you come while I’m inside you,” I say, slithering up the bed until we’re at eye level.  
I take her hand and pull her toward me, until she’s straddling me. Keeping hold of her waist, I lift her up and thrust her down onto my cock, driving deep inside her. I grunt, the feel of my dick sliding through her slick pussy almost too much for me to handle. She throws her head back as she starts to come, her pussy tensing around my cock. I slide through her wetness, moving faster and harder with every push. Watching her come on my cock is enough to get me there too. I groan, her pussy gripping onto me as she climaxes. 
My whole body aches as I pump into her, like it’s begging for release. I rock her back and forth, arch my back, smashing her against my balls, my dick convulsing as I release. I jerk forward, driving deep inside her again while she squirms on my cock. She climbs off me and then falls onto the bed, her breathing heavy.
“We should babysit more often.” 
Her face glows as she releases a breathless giggle. 
“With any luck, we won’t need to soon,” I reply, giving her a cheeky wink.
“Oh, you think we’ll find much time for that with our own child?” she teases.
“We’ll make time,” I promise her. “Besides, with all the money we’ll have, I’m sure we can hire a sex nanny.”
“And I guarantee that will have a totally different meaning for anyone applying for that job.” She makes a gagging face.
“Good point.” I kiss her, my mouth lingering on hers until she pulls away, a faint smile on her lips. “I should probably leave you in charge of the advertising for that one then, huh?”
She nods her agreement as she snuggles against me. I kiss her forehead, my fingers gently stroking her shoulder. She closes her eyes and smiles.
“This is nice, huh?”
“What? The sex? Well, I don’t like to brag, but I’m pretty good—”
“No, I mean after the sex,” she interrupts. “The fact that we can lie here and talk. I feel like something has shifted between us. I don’t know, maybe it’s just me.” She looks away, embarrassed.
“It’s not just you,” I say softly. 
I feel it too, and the fact that she’s bringing it up gives me hope that what I’m feeling isn’t one-sided. I want to ask her more about what she’s thinking, but before I get the chance, she’s asleep in my arms. I stroke her soft skin and smile, because this seems to be happening a lot—her falling asleep while I lose myself in my thoughts. There’s so much I want to discuss with her about our future, like what happens after the baby is born? And as morbid as it is, what happens to us after her grandmother is gone? The contract says we can get divorced the moment the baby is here. Is that what Valentina wants? Because I’m not sure it’s what I want.
Closing my eyes, I try to force myself to sleep, but I can’t switch off. I thought this was going to fix all my problems. Hell, it probably will.
The downside is it’s created a whole lot of new problems in their place. 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Valentina
The last few weeks have been beyond amazing. Hudson and I have really settled into a pattern of living together and playing a couple. I look forward to him coming home to me, and I find myself daydreaming about the future. I find myself forgetting what this is and seeing us as a real couple, but then just as quickly as I lose myself in the possibilities, something happens to remind me of what this really is. Like a phone call from my grandmother. 
“Hello, Gran,” I say into the phone.
“Valentina. How are you?”
“Good.” I pause, knowing her next comment will likely be about my lack of contact. “I’ve been busy.”
“I figured as much.” She titters. “Why else would I not have heard from you? I offer you money and then never see you again? Unless you count the courier you sent over to deliver your contract.” I can almost picture her shaking her head in disapproval. “You better watch yourself or people might think you’re only after my money.”
I close my eyes, clenching down on my jaw. “I’ve been meaning to call, but—” 
“You’ve been busy. So you said. I hope that means you’ve been making me a grandchild,” she replies.
I stifle a laugh. We have been trying, but I really don’t want her thinking about that. 
“Enough of the small talk, Valentina. There’s something I need to talk to you about.”
“Let me guess,” I sigh. “Amanda.” 
“She told me you attacked her at the clinic. Apparently, you caused quite the scene.”
“She told you I attacked her?” I huff. The nerve of that girl. “Hardly. And I bet she left out a few key facts too, like she was reading my patient file.”
“You two really need to sort out your differences.” Gran sighs. 
“You’re the one who put us in each other’s firing line,” I protest. 
What did she think was going to happen? We’d fall into each other’s arms and call a truce?
“Contrary to what you might think, I actually do want the two of you to get along,” Gran retorts. “When I gave you both the same offer, I was hoping you could sort out the differences and split the money. Help each other out. You know, like a real family would.”
“Have you met Amanda?” I ask bitterly. “There’s no way in hell she’d agree to that—”
“Watch your language, Valentina,” Gran cuts in, her tone sharp. 
I close my eyes. “Sorry—but even if I wanted to call a truce with Amanda, she’d never agree. She hates me. Nothing is going to change that.”
“Yes, I’m beginning to realize that,” she discloses. “So, how are things progressing?” she asks with an obvious change of subject. “When am I going to get to meet this young man of yours?”
“You want to meet Hudson?” I repeat. 
That can’t be a good thing. 
 “Yes, of course I do.” She sniffs. “Why don’t you bring him over for afternoon tea? He is, after all, going to be fathering your child. I think I’ve earned the right to make sure he’s worthy of you.”
“Okay, we’ll come over,” I relent, knowing there’s no way out of this.
I look up when the door opens and smile at Hudson, who’s just arrived home from some Saturday morning errands. My heart beats a little bit faster at the sight of those smoldering eyes. He walks over and kisses me on the cheek and looks questionably at the phone. 
“Good.” Gran sounds satisfied. “I’ll see you at three.”
“Who was that?” Hudson asks when I end the call.
“My grandmother.” 
I walk over to the couch and sit, a wave of anxiety hitting me. I’m not sure how he’s going to react to the idea of meeting her today. 
“What did she want?”  he asks, sitting next to me.
“She wants to meet you.”
 “Really?” He looks concerned, and after everything I’ve told him about her, I don’t blame him. “Why would she want to meet me?”
“Probably to judge you,” I guess, attempting humor. “And to ask you as many embarrassing, invasive questions as she can think of. Just prepare to be interrogated about your background and your family, and you’ll be fine.”
“Great, I can’t wait,” he drones.
***
We arrive at my grandmother’s house right at three. As we stand on her veranda by the front door, I glance at Hudson, who’s looking a little green. I’m starting to think my attempt to prepare him with the types of questions Gran might ask him has done more harm than good. The poor guy looks terrified. 
“It will be fine,” I reassure him. And myself. “I’m sure she will love you.”
I rap on the door and seconds later, it swings open. 
Fran frowns at us. “Yes?”
“Fran. It’s me. Valentina?” 
She blinks back at me with a vacant expression. I’m not sure if I’m really that unmemorable or if she just enjoys pretending not to know who I am.
“Oh. Right. Your grandmother is outside,” she drawls. “I trust you can show yourself out there.”
“Thanks,” I say, shocked that I’m allowed to announce myself. 
It’s only taken twenty-three years.
I lead Hudson inside, through the mansion, to the rear doors that lead out to the balcony. Every room we walk through, Hudson’s eyes widen a little more, until I’m afraid they’re going to pop right out of his head. It’s like he’s never been in a perfectly restored, nineteenth century mansion, in one of the most prestigious neighborhoods in Savannah before.
“Is it just me, or do you look impressed?” I jest. 
He shakes his head in awe. “This place is incredible. It's like a palace. Are you sure your grandmother isn't royalty, or something?” 
“Yes, I'm sure. Although sometimes she acts like she’s the Queen of freaking England,” I mutter under my breath. 
I straighten up as we walk outside, because there’s nothing more off putting to my grandmother than poor posture. Hudson’s awe continues as we walk outside. I should have known the private lake, complete with an its own award-winning rose garden island would be too much for him. 
“There she is.” I nod to Gran, who sits at her usual spot by the lake. 
“That’s your grandmother?” Hudson queries. “She looks way too fragile to be as scary as you make out.”
“Oh really?” I ask, sensing a challenge. 
I call out and wave at her until she looks up from the book she’s reading. She gives the slightest of nods, then she returns to her book.
“See?” I give him a smug look.
“See what?” Hudson asks. “She’s obviously over the moon we’re here. Look at her. She can barely contain her excitement.”
“I know you’re kidding, but you are actually onto something,” I say with a snigger. “That head nod is her equivalent to doing cartwheels across the balcony.” 
My fingers tingle as Hudson wraps his hand around mine. I have no idea why but having him by my side is making me more relaxed than I’ve ever been. I don’t know why, but my gut instinct is that Grandmother is going to like Hudson Sure, half of what he says is wrong and the rest is just plain offensive, but you can't help but love him. 
Is that what I’m feeling? Love? 
The thought catches me off guard, and I don’t know how to process it. My heart races, because even if I was falling for him, I’m not sure I’m ready to admit that to myself. 
“Valentina.” Gran puts her book down when we reach her. “Are you going to introduce me to your friend?”
“This is Hudson,” I say, nerves fluttering through my stomach. I glance at him. “Hudson meet my grandmother, Vera.” 
“It's lovely to meet you,” he says graciously, taking her hand to kiss it.
I breathe out, relieved. After the show he put on in the clinic, I wasn’t sure what to expect, but he’s being the perfect gentleman. 
Gran returns his greeting with her usual cold expression, but her reaction doesn't faze him in the slightest. The poor guy has no idea how many years it takes for most people to break through her outer shell. Heck, I’m not even convinced I’ve managed it yet. 
We both sit as the questions begin. He answers everything she asks with honesty and a level of thoughtfulness that leaves me impressed. But as I listen to them converse, I’m sure there’s something on my grandmother’s mind. She looks distracted, like she’s expecting someone. Panic surges through me. She wouldn’t have asked Amanda to join us, would she? 
“There’s another reason I wanted to see you, Valentina.”
I immediately tense, because it’s either Amanda related, or she’s added another condition to the agreement. Maybe she’s extended her offer to all of Savannah. Nothing would surprise me anymore. It feels like every time I get a little bit ahead, I’m sucker punched backward. I’m not sure how much more of this I can take.
“What other reason?” I ask, bracing myself.
“It’s Amanda…”
I knew it. 
“She’s engaged.”
Wow. I wasn’t expecting that. My heart pounds in my chest as I sit forward. I feel like all the air has been sucked out of my lungs, and I’m struggling to breathe. Hudson puts his hand on my back and gives me a reassuring rub. I take a few deep breaths, forcing myself to relax. It’s not like she’s pregnant. Married or not, she’s no closer to winning this than I am. So why do I still feel like I’m going to throw up?
“When did that happen?” I work up the courage to ask.
 “Yesterday.” She peers over her glasses at me. “She's hosting her engagement party here tonight. She would love it if you could attend.” 
Only so she can gloat about being the first to get engaged.
“I wouldn’t miss it for anything,” I say stiffly. 
Grandmother sighs. “Valentina, she's family, and I won’t have you causing a scene at this party. You two need to learn to get along,” she adds.
“You keep saying that,” I snap. “But it’s not going to happen.” 
“Fine.” She sighs. “I know it might seem like I’m working against you, but trust me, Valentina. I’m not. Your mother would’ve wanted the two of you to be friends.”
How dare she bring my mother into this. If anything, my mother would have been able to see what a selfish cow Amanda is and supported me on this. I take a deep breath, trying to reel my emotions in. 
Lashing out at my grandmother isn't going to help anyone, least of all me. 
“Where’s your ring?” she asks suddenly.
My face flames as I whip my other hand over the bare space where Mom’s ring used to be.
“The hormones the specialist has me on make my fingers swell,” I fib.
She accepts my excuse and then glances at Hudson. 
“Can I ask what your intentions are with my granddaughter?”
“I believe you just did ask,” Hudson informs her. “But to answer your question, I’m planning to marry her.” 
“You call that a proposal?” Gran laughs.
“No. I call what I did last night in bed one. A proposal, that is,” he quickly adds, realizing how that sounded. “As in I proposed to her last night. I wasn’t suggesting that we did anything inappropriate—"
“You’re already engaged?”  
She looks at me in surprise. I nod, confirming it even though it’s the first I’ve heard of it too. I study her closely for a moment, sure I saw a ghost of a smile on her lips. 
My grandmother, smiling? That’s something I haven't seen in a long time. 
“Good.” She gives a satisfied nod. “And when is the wedding?”
“We’re eloping,” I quickly reply. I glance at Hudson, who nods.
“Well, then. I guess congratulations are in order.” Gran claps her hands together as she gets to her feet, kissing me on the cheek. She turns to Hudson and beams. “Welcome to the family.”
I blink, overwhelmed by her reaction. I’ve never seen her so happy. Honestly, I didn’t expect her to react at all, and I was okay with that. But this … it’s like she wants us to win.
“Fran,” she calls out. “Fetch a bottle of champagne, please.”
 Fran comes rushing back with a bottle of champagne that no doubt cost more than my car, and three glasses. I shake my head when she offers me one. Gran looks at me in surprise. 
“Since when don’t you like champagne?”
“Since I’m trying to get pregnant,” I remind her.
She rolls her eyes. “One little glass isn’t going to kill you, Valentina. Maybe the reason you’re struggling is because you’re too uptight?”
Hudson coughs to smother a laugh. Even I’m trying to hide my amusement, because that’s the grandmother I’m used to. 
“Fine.” Gran waves her hand and calls Fran to fetch a bottle of sparkling water instead. “You might as well take the champagne,” she adds when Fran returns. “You can toast the birth of my grandchild,” she adds, her tone pointed.
I roll my eyes at Hudson. No pressure there.
We finish celebrating our engagement news with Gran, and then we decide to head back home for a few hours before the party. I’ve held myself together well up to this point, but as we walk over to the car, all the frustration I’ve been holding in begins to surface.
“Hey,” Hudson whispers, wrapping his arms around me. He wipes away the stray tears that are rolling down my cheeks. “All’s right in the world again, remember? They’re engaged, but so are we.”
“We’re really engaged?” I whisper. 
He nods. “After that kick ass proposal last night? We better be.”
My heart swells as he pulls me closer and kisses me. I smile and close my eyes, telling myself it’s okay. But I’m not sure if it will ever be okay, because I just got engaged to a man I’m marrying for money. A man who I’ve potentially fallen in love with. 
And it terrifies me how happy that makes me.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
Hudson
We’re standing out the front of her grandmother’s place for the second time today. Fancy cars fill the long, expansive driveway, and Valentina can’t seem to bring herself to knock on the door. 
“What is it?” I ask, sensing something is wrong.
She gives me a small smile, but it doesn’t quite meet her eyes. 
“It’s nothing. It’s stupid, really, but I guess seeing all these cars and knowing my family is inside, it’s just made me realize how much I miss my father.”
I put my arms around her, not sure what to say to make her feel better. I hadn’t considered this might be bigger than just her grandmother and Amanda, but it makes sense. 
“Why don’t you try and see him again?” I suggest.
“There’s no point. He’s made it clear the last time I went there that I was wasting my time.” She takes a deep breath and does her best to convince me she’s okay. “Can we just get this over with? Please?” 
“Of course we can,” I whisper in her ear. “It’ll be fine. Trust me. I’m right here by your side. All the way.”
I press my lips against her forehead, then tilt her face to mine so I can kiss her properly. Her eyes half closed, she smiles at me, some of the tension inside her seeming to disappear. Straightening up, she takes a deep breath, releasing it slowly.
“Thanks. I think I needed that.” 
I nod at the door. “Want me to go first?”
She shakes her head, a look of determination filling her eyes. 
“Nope. Let’s do this.”
From the moment we walk inside, she’s a different person. The vulnerable, uncertain girl I was comforting outside is long gone and in her place is the Valentina I’ve always known. 
Sassy, confident, and self-assured. 
Her hand firmly grips mine as she scans the room. She stops when she sees Amanda. I assume it’s so we can stay out of her way, so I’m shocked when she marches in her direction. Amanda looks up as we approach, her eyes flickering with satisfaction. Her smile falters slightly when V steps forward and throws her arms around her.
“Congratulations,” Valentina gushes. “We’re so happy for you.”
I watch them embrace, in awe at how composed Valentina is being, especially since I know how she’s really feeling on the inside. I catch the eye of Vera and note the wistful look on her face. She smiles when she notices me watching her. Valentina might not realize it, but her grandmother is proud of her. I can see it in the way she looks at her. 
“Thanks, Valentina. It’s great news, isn’t it?” Amanda agrees, recovering quickly. “I’m so happy for myself, and you know what they say. First comes marriage and then comes babies in cute little Versace prams.”  
Her high-pitched giggle makes me wince, as does her obvious attempt to make Valentina feel as insecure as possible. I step forward and place my hand on Valentina’s back to give her my support, but she’s fixated on Amanda. 
“Someone give the woman an Oscar,” I murmur in Valentina’s ear.
She chokes back a laugh, while Amanda keeps rattling about how perfect her life is now that she’s engaged. She’s so self-absorbed that I could probably fuck Valentina on the floor right in front of her, and she wouldn’t notice.
“So, Amanda,” I begin, cutting her off. “Where is this future husband of yours? We’re both very excited to meet him.” 
Valentina blinks at me, obviously wondering what the heck I’m up to, but the truth is, I just want to see what kind of asshole would subject himself to a marriage with someone like Amanda. Just as I thought, Amanda jumps at any opportunity to rub her engagement in Valentina’s face. She waves over her fiancé, who joins us. He extends his hand to me and then Valentina, giving us both a warm smile.
“Hello. I’m Jackson.” He grins. 
I’m almost disappointed, because he seems like a nice, easygoing guy, someone I did not expect to be with a girl like Amanda. He’d be so much easier to hate if he were an asshole. We chat for a few minutes, until Amanda gets bored not being the focal point of the conversation.
“Okay, we better go and mingle.” She tosses her hair over her shoulder and beams at us. “I’m sure everyone is waiting for their chance to congratulate me.” 
“I’m sure they are,” I agree, somehow managing to keep a straight face.
“It was lovely to see you again, Hawthorne,” she purrs at me.
“Hudson,” I correct her.
“Right,” Amanda drawls, draping her arm over Jackson’s shoulder. She blows Valentina a kiss. “We’ll chat later, ’kay?” 
After they’re gone, Valentina turns to me, a sour look on her face.
“Damn, I really wanted to hate him. What’s a nice guy like that doing with her?” she mutters, echoing my thoughts.
“Some would say the same about us.” I bait. She gasps and puts her hand on her hip as she glowers at me, but her lips are twitching as she struggles to contain her amusement. I hold my hands up in surrender. “I’m kidding.” 
“You better be,” she mutters.
For the rest of the night, Valentina is relaxed and happy. She’s almost enjoying herself, if you forget the fact that we’re at Amanda’s engagement party. Things are going well right up until the point when the couple do their speeches.
Valentina tenses as Amanda takes the microphone. I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her closer to me. She relaxes for just a second, but then her attention switches to Amanda, and she stiffens up again.
“I’d like to thank everyone for celebrating this very special occasion with us.” Her eyes scan the crowd until they land on Valentina. Her smile widens. “I’d like to extend a special thank you to my cousin, Valentina…”
Valentina smiles as everyone turns around to look at her, but her gaze remains fixed on Amanda. She grips my hand so tight that my fingers lose feeling. I have no idea what Amanda is playing at, but Valentina isn’t going to just sit back and take her shit.
“…and ask her if she’ll be my maid of honor,” Amanda announces.
Silence follows as everyone waits for her to answer. Valentina stares straight ahead, mortified at being put on the spot. The worst thing is she knows she has no choice but to accept. Her grandmother made it clear she didn’t want any drama. Forcing a smile, Valentina nods.
 “I’d love to,” she graciously accepts. 
I clap along with the rest of the crowd, but I’m still trying to work out why Amanda would ask Valentina such a thing. I study Amanda as she looks at Valentina, a self-satisfied expression on her face. All night Amanda has relished in every opportunity to stick the knife in deeper, but this time she’s really twisting it. 
“You handled that well,” I praise Valentina.
“I didn’t really have much choice,” she rages. “Great, she’s headed this way.”
I look up and sure enough, Amanda is walking over to us. She throws her arms around Valentina and gives her a tight squeeze. I’m almost fooled by her attempt at affection. Almost. Until I see the gleam of satisfaction in her eyes. I’m still trying to figure out what her angle is. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer? This must be her way of keeping tabs on Valentina.
“Amanda,” Valentina begins, “what a touching speech.” 
 “I hope I didn’t catch you off guard.” Amanda smiles. “I’ve been thinking about asking you to be part of my wedding for the longest time.”
“I’m sure you have,” V replies through clenched teeth. “Was it part of your plan to ask me in front of a crowd too? Making sure I can’t say no.”
“Come on, V. I’m holding out an olive branch,” Amanda whines.
“Too bad I hate olives,” Valentina mutters, then she lets out a bitter laugh. “Quit the games, Amanda. Since when do you want anything to do with me? You always made it clear what you think of me.”
“If that’s what you really believe, then I obviously haven’t made it very clear at all,” she protests, pretending to be hurt.
V laughs. “You think I don’t know what this is?”
 “I don’t know what you mean.” Amanda crosses her arms over her chest and pouts. “I guess getting married has made me realize I need to treasure the things that are important, like family.” V laughs and flashes me an incredulous look, but Amanda isn’t done yet. “You'll understand what I mean one day,” she promises. “And I’m sure it will be sooner than you think.” 
“Shall we tell her?” I say to Valentina. 
Amanda narrows her eyes. “Tell me what?” she demands.
“That I asked her to marry me.” I explain. “She accepted, of course.”
“You’re getting married?” Amanda echoes. She frowns as she looks from Valentina to me. “When? Why wouldn’t you have said something earlier?”
“We didn’t want to take anything away from your day, but since you two are such good friends now…” 
“So, you’re engaged too.” Her eyes dart between the two of us, her expression frozen. “How splendid. And when is the wedding?” 
“We’re actually planning to elope,” I say with a wink. “So, who knows? It could be tomorrow.” 
Amanda gapes at us, her jaw dropping.
“I … I have to go,” she mutters.
I wrap my arm around Valentina as Amanda races off, no doubt to try and convince her fiancé to elope tonight. Valentina takes one look at me and dissolves into laughter.
“Did you see the look on her face?” she puffs, her eyes twinkling. 
“Yeah, it was pretty good,” I agree with a chuckle. “Sorry if I was out of line doing that,” I add. 
She shakes her head. “Are you kidding me? That was amazing. You are amazing.” 
“Amazing enough to be your husband?” I kid. 
She gazes at me. 
“Honestly? I can’t think of anything better than being married to you.”
I lean closer and kiss her on the mouth. 
I hope she means that, because I’m falling in love with her. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Valentina
“I owe you a thank you.”
“For what?” Hudson looks confused as I lead him into the living room.
We’re back at the apartment after the party, and I’m trying to put into words how grateful I am for what he did tonight. Having him there by my side meant everything to me. There’s no way I could’ve handled that alone.
“What you did at the party,” I enlighten him. “Telling Amanda that we’re engaged, standing up for me. It means a lot to me. Just having you on my side means the world. There’s no way I could’ve done tonight alone.” 
“You’re stronger than you think,” he argues.
I shake my head and laugh. “No. Really, I’m not. I would have been a mess at that party if it wasn’t for you,” I confess. “I’m starting to realize how lucky I am to have you in my life.”
“See, I could’ve saved you a heap of trouble and told you how lucky you are,” he teases. “How about we relax and watch some TV?”
“I’d much rather thank you some more.” 
“Seriously, Valentina. You don’t need to thank me—” 
He stops, mid-sentence when I slide my dress over my head and let it fall to the floor. He rubs the back of his head and laughs, the look on his face priceless as his gaze rakes over my body.
“I mean, you don’t need to thank me, but if you want to thank me, I’m not going to say no,” he mutters.
“I thought that might be your answer.” I reply.
Tossing my hair to the side, I reach behind my back to unclip my bra, letting it float to the floor. Then I step forward, allowing him to take me in his arms. He kisses me, grabbing a fistful of my hair as he explores my mouth with his. 
I pace my hand against his groin, his erection spurring me on. With my other hand curled around his neck, I kiss him, while I massage his cock. He grunts and then kicks off his shoes, shuffling out of his pants. I stop him when he goes to lower his boxers. 
“Let me.”
His eyes darken as I sink my knees. With one finger looped through either side of his boxers, I roll them down. His thick cock springs out, the tip almost at my lips. My eyes on his, I twirl my tongue around his girth, tasting him. Desire burns in his eyes as I take him in my mouth. He kicks his boxers completely off, then he holds the back of my head, forcing his rock-hard cock deeper into my mouth. 
He leans against the wall for support as I all of him take him in, sucking and licking along his shaft. His grip on my hair tightens as my tongue teases him, while my hands gently caress his balls. I smile, loving the feel of him controlling me as he tightens his grip on my hair.
“Fuck, Valentina. You’re incredible,” he mutters, gazing down at me as I suck his cock. 
He groans, thrusting himself deeper down my throat. I take as much of him as I can handle, relishing the feel of his tip hitting the back of my throat. His thrusts become faster and more furious, as his hips jerk against my face. 
I place my hands on his back as he fucks my face, the blood pumping through his cock. He jerks forward, his hips bucking against me as he comes, hard. His warm liquid spills into my mouth. I swallow, lapping up every last bit of his taste, then I lick along his shaft, teasing him until he can’t handle it. 
“Come here,” he murmurs, emotion lacing his voice as he lifts me into his arms.
He carries me to the bedroom and throws me down on the bed, climbing over me. His hands move over me as we kiss, then he rolls onto his back. I use his hand to steady myself as I straddle him, but he shakes his head.
“Face away from me,” he orders.
I don’t need to be told twice. 
I turn around and slide myself down onto his cock. His hands steady my waist as I ride him, his cock rubbing against my clit every time he penetrates me. He rocks me, bouncing me onto his hips, driving himself even deeper into me. His hands on my back, his thrusts get faster as he forces himself deeper. 
“Fuck,” he growls, as his body jerks forward.
He pumps his length into me so deep that I gasp. I cry out, my body convulsing as I climax. He lets out a growl, exploding inside me as I clench my thighs around him, my aching pussy milking him dry.
“Holy shit,” he pants, his thrusts slowing until they’re almost nonexistent.
He lifts me off him and I turn around, collapsing on the bed next to him. 
“I don’t think I’ve ever come harder than I have tonight,” he mutters.
Out of breath, I smile. I lie there in his arms, feeling happy, but in the back of my mind, I’m worried. The feelings I have for him are growing stronger every day. Along with them, the seeds of doubt begin to grow too. Even if we do have a child, I’m never going to know if his feelings for me are real. 
Is he with me for the money, or is it more for him too? I want to ask him so many questions, but I can’t bring myself to do it. The fear of knowing that he doesn’t feel the same way is too much for me to handle. 
It will be fine. Things will work out. 
When the time is right, you’ll know if his feelings are genuine or not. 
Rolling over, I close my eyes, trying to convince myself that is true. 
But the doubt is still there. It will always be there. 
And there isn’t a single thing I can do to make it go away.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
Hudson
“Well, good morning,” I croon.
Valentina smiles at me, her eyes still sleepy as she nestles closer to me. I wrap my arms around her waist, burying my face in her neck, my mouth eventually finding its way to her ear. She giggles as I nibble away and suck on her earlobe. She grinds against me, which of course drives me crazy. 
I’ve been awake for hours, just lying in bed next to her, watching her sleep. Once or twice it occurred to me that I should get up and do something useful, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it in fear of waking her. Besides, I can think of worse ways to waste my time than watching her sleep. I think I’ve memorized every tiny detail of her face, right down to the tiny freckle hiding behind her right earlobe. 
Eventually, I sit up, dragging myself away from the warmth of her embrace.
“You stay here,” I instruct. “I’ll get us some coffee.”
She nods her agreement, her eyes on me as I slide out from between the sheets, and then she rolls over, snuggling into my pillow. I’m pretty sure she’s fallen back asleep before I’ve even left the room. 
Out in the kitchen, I put on some coffee, then I get the bright idea to make her breakfast. Halfway in, I start to regret it, because as much as I like to think otherwise, I’m really not that good of a cook. I pick up the rubber-like disc that is supposed to be a waffle and scowl at it. 
My new nemesis. 
“One day I will defeat you,” I threaten.
“What is that?”
I turn around to find V leaning against the door frame, wearing my shirt. Fuck, it looks good on her. My cock throbs as she walks over to me, giggling to herself. 
“Thought I told you to stay in bed,” I grumble.
“Is that a waffle?” she asks, her eyes bright with amusement. She walks over and picks it up, dissolving into laughter. “Oh my god, that’s the worst looking waffle I’ve ever seen.”
“Shh, or you’ll hurt his feelings.” I frown at her, cradling my waffle against my chest.
“I’m sorry, but it sucks,” she reiterates, standing her ground.
“You think you can do better?” I hand her the spatula. “Then go right ahead.”
She takes the batter from me and opens the hot waffle iron, carefully spooning the mixture into the plate. She closes it and gives me a smug look.
“I hope you’re prepared to be impressed,”—she crosses her arms over her chest and leans her hip against the counter—“because I make a mean waffle.”
“Even if this turns out well, don’t forget it's my mixture,” I remind her. “That means I get half the credit.” 
She rolls her eyes. “Oh, come on. Everyone knows the art is in the cooking. Anyone can whip up a batter. It’s getting a perfectly crisp, golden shell that’s the hard part.” 
I push aside the bowl and pull her into my arms. She shrieks as I hoist her onto the kitchen counter and nestle between her legs. I slide my hands up over her thighs, her shirt rising in the process. 
“Really? Then maybe you and I can whip up a batter of our own,” I murmur in her ear. 
“Are you serious? Did you really just say that to me?” she gasps between fits of laughter. 
“Yep.” I nod, owning it. “I totally did. Are you turned on?” 
“With your waffle lingo?” she mocks. “Hardly.”
“Harsh.” I wince. “Since when are you so hard to please, anyway?”
“Are you calling me easy?” she accuses.
“Only when it comes to me. And waffles,” I add as an afterthought.
I kiss her, circling my tongue around hers. She presses her mouth against mine, until the shrill alarm of the waffle iron rings out.
“It’s D day.” I chuckle. 
We stand in front of the iron, and on the count of three, I lift the lid to reveal a sticky, gooey mess. V gasps and looks at me, her eyes wide. I burst out laughing.
“It’s all in the cooking, huh?”
“Hey, obviously you screwed up the mixture somewhere along the line,” she retorts.
“Anyone can make a batter,” I say, mimicking her tone.
“Except you, obviously.” She starts getting defensive, but then she groans. “Where did it go so wrong?” She looks around, but then waves her hand dismissively. “Who needs homemade waffles anyway. That's what a waffle house is for, right? I’m going to have a shower.” 
She flounces out of the kitchen and heads to the bathroom, leaving me to clean up her mess in the kitchen. Once I've scraped the mixture off the pan, I try again, this time producing one perfectly cooked waffle. 
I save it for her—and not just to show off my mad skills, but also, because I’m a nice guy.
I put on some coffee and while I'm waiting for her to get out of the shower, I decide to check my emails. I’ve been ignoring the beep of my inbox for some time now, because I know nothing good is going to be waiting for me in there. I’m right, but it’s even worse than I thought. I knew I was behind on everything, but I didn’t think we were quite at the point of pending legal action. I read through the several threatening emails from the bank. My stomach churns.
Shit. This isn’t good.
The worst thing is I have no idea how to fix it. Even if this all works out with V, it’s not a short-term solution. My business might well and truly collapse while I’m waiting to see any cash. I wish I’d considered that. My phone beeps, this time with a text. It’s Matty. I curse, because not only did the supplier checks all bounce this week, but so did the transfers I did for my guys.
Matty: Hey, heads-up, my pay isn’t in my account yet. I’m sure it’s just a glitch, but thought I’d let you know.
I fumble back a reply, agreeing it’s probably a bank glitch, and promising to check on it on Monday morning. At least that buys me an extra day. Not that it’s going to help me much. The panic is really setting in now. Dodging my suppliers is one thing, but my workers? They’re not going to put up with not being paid.
I run my hand through my hair, not sure what to do. 
“Is everything okay?”
I look up and smile at V as she walks into the kitchen. She looks good in tight jeans and a white shirt, through which I can make out the outline of her bra. I shove my phone in my pocket.
 “Sure. Just checking some orders for work,” I lie. “Here. I made you this.”
I smirk and push the waffle across the counter to her.
She laughs. “Okay, so maybe my failed attempt had a little bit to do with my cooking,” she begrudgingly admits. “Are you sure you're okay?” she asks, turning her attention back to me. “You look a little pale.” 
“I’m fine,” I assure her, not wanting to dampen her good mood with my money troubles. “So, what do you want to do today? I’m all yours,” I say, changing the subject. 
Spending the day with her will at least take my mind off my problems.
“Really?” She wriggles her eyebrows at me. “I have an idea.” She wraps her arms around my waist and pulls me in for a kiss which I’m only too happy to give her. “We should plan our wedding.”
“What are you thinking?” I study her face so I can gauge how she’s really feeling about everything. “We don’t have to elope if it’s not what you want. I know it’s a marriage of convenience, but if you want a big wedding, we can do that.”
“Are you kidding?” She hoots. “I’d elope with you tomorrow if you asked me to. I’d get married in the courthouse. Whatever. I don’t care.”
“Then why don’t we?” I suggest, an idea forming in my head.
“What? The courthouse?” she asks, confused.
“All of it. The courthouse. Tomorrow. Let’s do this,” I say. “Why wait?”
Her eyes dance as they lock on mine. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
***
We spend the rest of the afternoon working out the details of our wedding, including booking the courthouse and asking Holly if she’ll be our witness.
“Are you freaking kidding me?” Holly squeals, dancing around us. “Of course I’ll be your witness. I’m so happy for you guys.” 
I laugh, her reaction pretty much exactly how I imagined it was going to be, right down to the group hug she insists on having.
“Calm down, Holly. It’s just—”
“I know, you’re doing this because you have to,” she interrupts, rolling her eyes. “It’s got nothing to do with the fact that you actually like each other.”
I glance at Valentina, who busies herself with her phone. I’m not sure if she’s genuinely distracted or just avoiding Holly’s statement.
“I better go,” she finally announces. “I still need to try on my dress and choose my shoes.” I get up to leave with her, but she stops me.
“And where are you going?” she interrogates me.
“Uh, home with you?” Somehow I know that’s not going to be an option.
“No.” She puts her hands against my chest and shakes her head firmly. “You’re not. Don’t you know it’s bad luck to see the bride the night before the wedding?” 
 “Fine. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.” I know better than to argue with her on this one. “Do I at least get a kiss?” I call out before she opens the door.
She rolls her eyes but relents, sashaying back over to me. I caress her face, kissing her slowly and deliberately, stretching the moment out as long as I can, then I follow her to the door, closing it behind her. Holly lifts her eyebrows, like she’s waiting for me to say something.
“What?” I ask innocently.
“Do I get a kiss,” she mimics.
“Not with an attitude like that you don’t.” I catch the cushion she tosses at me and place it back on the couch. “What do you want me to say? I was just being nice and walking her out.”
“Bullshit.” Holly crosses her arms over her chest, her eyes narrowing. “When are you going to admit you like her?”
“I have no trouble at all admitting that,” I say honestly.
Holly’s eyes widen. “Wow,” she marvels. “And V?”
 “That’s the problem. I don’t know how she feels.” 
“You could ask her,” Holly suggests.
“I could,” I agree. “The problem is, I’m not sure I’m ready to hear the answer.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Valentina
I’m getting married.
I stare at my reflection in the mirror, a flutter of nervousness rushing through me. It’s quickly replaced with excitement, though, when I think about what this means. Hudson and I will be married, and we will be one step closer to having the family I’ve always dreamed of.
I smile, thinking about what a crazy ride it’s been. This isn’t how I expected it to happen at all. I always thought I’d have the big wedding, with all the dazzle and money. The funny thing is, though, I wouldn’t change any of this. Not even who I am marrying. 
I take a deep breath and then walk out into the room where Holly is waiting for me.
We’re at the courthouse, about to go in before the judge and get married. I insisted on Hudson not seeing me in my dress before our big moment.  
I wander over to Holly, smoothing my dress out with my hand along the way. A flutter of nerves hit me as I catch sight of my reflection in the window. Holly smiles at me, her eyes welling with tears. 
“You look beautiful,” she whispers. “That dress is stunning on you.”
I glance down at the ivory satin gown. It was pure luck that I found it yesterday. The moment I walked into the store after I saw it in the window, I knew it was the one. It was like it was made for me. I didn't even need to try on anything else. It's not the huge, puffy dress I always thought I’d want. It’s understated and elegant, sophisticated in its own unique way. 
It's everything I am.
“Thanks,” I hug her. “And thanks for being here with me.”
“Are you kidding?” she scoffs. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
It means everything having her there with me, especially with my father in jail. 
I tried to see him this morning, but once again, he refused. I even had the guard tell him I was getting married. I thought for sure that would be enough to change his mind, but it wasn’t. I was angry at first, but then I told myself I wasn’t going to let him ruin my day. Wow. Listen to me. Anyone would think I was getting married for real, rather than just to meet the requirements of my grandmother’s arrangement. 
Holly takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. I take a deep breath, butterflies fluttering around in my stomach. I guess I'm fooling myself if I try to say that it isn't real for me on every level. 
What I feel for Hudson is real. I can't deny that. 
Nor can I think, even for a moment, that he might not feel the same way. That would hurt too much. I know there's a strong possibility my feelings are one-sided, but it’s not something I’m ready to find out. I’ve never asked him if he really feels something for me, because I’m not sure I could handle the rejection. Especially when we’re still trying to do this whole having a baby thing.
 As Holly and I walk into the courtroom, Hudson comes into view. He stands at the front, dressed in a dark charcoal suit, his hair perfectly styled. My heart races because he looks so good. He turns around when he hears the doors open, the look in his eyes when they fixate on mine nearly blowing me away. I make my way up the front to him, feeling every bit of the nervous bride I probably look like.
“You look incredible.” 
His voice is low and gravelly and as Holly steps back, he takes my hand. Lightning jolts through me at the feel of his touch. I turn to the judge and smile. Real or not, I’m ready for this. I’m ready for everything.
“You two are here to declare your love for each other,” the judge begins. “Where I’ll be joining you both together in marriage. Do you both agree that you’re here willingly and this is what you want?” 
I don't even have to think about it. 
“Yes,” I say with a firm nod.
“Yes, I do,” Hudson murmurs. 
The judge nods, satisfied. 
“Then I declare you legally married.”
I laugh at how easy it was. Just like that, we’re married. 
We all sign the license, then he hands us a copy, congratulating us on our marriage. I’m so happy. Even though it's not the big wedding I’d always dreamed of, it feels right.
We leave the courthouse and go out for dinner. Holly makes an excuse not to join us, but I beg her, until she agrees to at least join us for a drink. We go to a small bar just a few blocks down from my apartment. I’m tired and all I really want is to go home and curl up with Hudson, but I feel like we owe at least some kind of celebration to Holly.
“I find it hard to believe that two have nothing better to do than drink with me,” Holly teases. 
 “There’s plenty I can think of that I’d rather be doing.” Hudson cracks. “And I can guarantee that none of it involves my sister.”
“Oh, come on, we’re married. We have to celebrate that, right?” I protest, even though I know I’m fighting a losing battle.
“I thought the whole idea of eloping was to get out of the celebrations?” Holly interjects. Hudson nods his agreement, while I throw my hands up in defeat.
“Fine, I give up. Take me home, then.” I say to my husband. I give Holly another hug, silently thanking her for letting us get out of here. “Thanks again for everything, Hols. I appreciate it. We both do.”
“Anytime,” Holly whispers, wiping away tears. “And if you need someone in there when you give birth, let me know. I’ll happily be your person.”
“Hold up a second, aren’t I her person?” Hudson interjects.
“Yes. But you’re also the adult male who fainted last year when I got a papercut,” Holly reminds him. 
I stifle a chuckle and then look at Hudson for confirmation.
“Well, there was a lot of blood for a papercut,” he says defensively.
“I’m sure there was,” I coo in the most patronizing voice I can muster.
We go outside and part ways with Holly. Hudson and I opt to walk the short distance to the apartment for our first evening together as a married couple. I’m still wearing my dress, but my feet have given up on the ten-inch heels I’d insisted on wearing. I slip them off and carry them, taking extra care where I step as I press my feet against the cool, damp pavement.
“I could carry you home,” Hudson offers.
I toss him a look. “Don’t be silly. I’m fine. I used to go everywhere barefoot when I was a kid.”
“Why?” He looks disgusted. “Have you seen how much shit is on this pavement?” he asks, shaking his head. “Next you’ll be telling me you like walking in the rain.”
“Actually, I love walking in the rain,” I confess with a devilish grin.
He stops and stares at me. “These tidbits of information would’ve been helpful to know before I agreed to marry you,” he teases. “What else am I going to uncover that I’d wish I’d known about earlier?”
“That I have a soft spot for Tom Hanks?” I offer. He bows his head in defeat. “I think that’s it. Sorry if I’ve shattered your perception of me,” I add with a laugh.
“You’re lucky you have so many other redeeming features,” he grumbles.
We reach the apartment complex and slow down. I stare up at the sky and smile. He watches me for a moment, before he speaks. 
“You almost look sad,” he comments.
“I’m just thinking,” I brush away his observation, because I don’t want to ruin a perfect evening with my feelings of uncertainty. “Shall we go upstairs?”
“Sure,” he agrees. “Come on, wife.”
I squeeze his hand. “Okay, husband.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Hudson
“So, how does it feel?” I ask as we step out of the elevator and walk across the floor to our apartment. “You’re a kept woman now.”
“Oh, really?” Valentina arches her eyebrows as she stares me down. “I didn’t realize marrying you meant that you own me.”
I’m so turned on at the thought of her being my wife. I’ve only got one thing on my mind right now, and that’s taking her home and exploring every part of her. Fuck everything else; she’s the only thing I care about at the moment.
“You’re not turned on by the thought of me owning you?” I ponder that thought for a moment. “I thought all women were into that shit.”
She unlocks the door to our apartment, but I put my hand out to stop her before she can walk inside.
 “What?” 
I step forward in response, scooping her into my arms. She squeals, wrapping her arms around my neck as I carry her inside, my lips engulfing hers in a passionate kiss.
“It’s bad luck if I don’t lift you over the threshold,” I explain as I set her on the edge of the kitchen counter.
“I didn't realize you were so superstitious.”
I shrug. “Some might call it superstitious.” She shivers as my hands slide along her thighs, hitching up her dress. “I prefer to call myself a romantic.” 
“I guess you are a romantic,” she murmurs, her eyes twinkling. 
She leans down and kisses me, then her eyes dart to the still open door.
“We really should close that.” 
“Why?” I tease. “Are you afraid of giving your neighbors a show?” 
“Our neighbors, you mean,” she teases. “You're my husband now. Remember?”
“I remember,” I croon, caressing her cheek. “How does it feel now that you’re a married woman?” 
“Weird,” she admits. “But a good weird.”
“There’s such a thing?” I chuckle. 
Good weird. I like that.
I know what she means, though. Just the idea that I have a wife, even given the circumstances, is pretty crazy. I never thought I’d get married and have a kid this young. Yet here I am, halfway there, and I’m damn happy about it.
“You know now that you're my wife, there are certain duties that you’re expected to fulfill,” I point out, trailing my finger down her cleavage. 
Her mouth drops open, her dark eyes sparkling as she stares at me. 
“You better be kidding me.” She laughs. 
“Well, I wasn’t, but I guess now I am,” I concede. “So that's a definite no? I mean, you haven't even heard what I'm proposing—”
“The way you’re going, it’ll be a no every single time you propose anything to me,” she threatens, her lips lifting into a grin.
“Maybe I can make it up to you,” I offer. 
She squeals as I peel off her dress and then rip off my pants. My cock stiffens as I guide her back, until she’s lying flat against the counter. She gasps, her back arching off the marble surface, her eyes wide.
“Holy shit that’s cold,” she whispers.
“I’ll take your mind off it,” I promise.
My hands resting on her knees, I push them apart and bury my face between her thighs. She lets out a moan as I slide my tongue over her entrance, her hands combing through my hair. She clutches hold my head, while I slide the tip of my tongue around her clit, teasing her until she begs me to stop.
Grabbing her legs, I slide her to the edge of the counter, lining her up with my cock. I grunt as I enter her, my length slicing through her tightness, back and forth, each thrust bringing more speed. Her pussy contracts around me, every thrust even better than the last. My whole body aches, and I’m so close to exploding that all it takes is one final push and I’m over the edge.
“God, yes,” I hiss as my orgasm rips through me. 
I jerk forward, my cock throbbing as I fill her. She groans as she grips onto the edge of the counter, her legs clinched around my waist as she arches her back. And then she gasps, squeezing her thighs together as she comes while I’m inside her. My thrusts slow, until I can’t handle the sensation of being inside her anymore. I pull out of her and then place her arms around my neck. She peppers kisses over my face as I lift her into my arms.
“Now I’ll close the door.” 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Valentina
“Valentina, there’s no easy way to tell you this…”
It’s exactly one week after our wedding and I’m sitting in the doctor’s office, waiting for her to finish the sentence that I know is going to ruin my life. When I woke up this morning there was a message on my phone from the clinic. I didn’t think that was all that strange or unusual that they wanted to see me. I just assumed she wanted to check up on my ovulation again. 
I never expected there to be a real problem. 
My heart pounds as I wait for her to finish. Who starts a sentence like that and pauses anyway? Never mind the fact that I’m racing through the worst-case scenarios over here.
 “Well?” I prompt. “What is it?”
“I got the results for the scan you had. There’s no easy way to say this, but I noticed something significant.”
“What does that even mean?” I ask. “What did you find?” 
“Your fallopian tubes are damaged,” she explains. “I believe it’s making it impossible for your eggs to pass through.”
“They’re both damaged?” I repeat. My throat constricts. “What kind of damage? Can it be fixed?”
“I suspect it was caused from a small cyst bursting.” 
“In both tubes?” I’m struggling to get my head around that even being possible.
She nods. “It’s unusual, but it’s not unheard of. Especially in cases of polycystic ovary syndrome.”
“So, where do we go from here?” I’m waiting for her to give me some plan of attack. Sure, damaged tubes can make things more difficult, but surely there’s something that can be done. “More tests? Is there a chance the scan got it wrong?”
 “We’ll do another scan to confirm—” 
“What’s the worst-case scenario here?” I cut in. I don’t want to wait for more tests to come back. I want to know right now whether I can have kids, so I can prepare myself. 
“Miracles happen all the time—”
“I’m not talking about miracles,” I snap. “I want you to tell me straight up is there even the tiniest chance I can fall pregnant naturally?”
“The chances of you falling pregnant, even with assistance, are extremely low,” Doctor Meadows admits softly. “I’m sorry, Valentina. I know this must be hard to hear, but there are other options. You could look into surrogacy or adoption…”
She keeps talking, but I don’t hear what she’s saying. 
All I can do is sit there and try to get my head around the fact I’m never going to be a mother. I’ll never know the feeling of carrying a child inside me. It’s something that so many women take for granted—I was one of them. 
And now it’s been ripped away from me.
Getting to my feet, I turn around and walk out. Doctor Meadows calls after me, but I don’t care. Nothing she can say will make me feel better. When I reach the waiting room, I break into a run, my eyes fixated on the door. I never expected this. Not in a million years. Even when I had all the doubts in the world, I never actually thought something could be seriously wrong with me. I thought all that worry was for nothing. I feel numb, almost like I don't believe it. Or I don’t want to believe it. 
I can't have kids. 
Ever. 
Another wave of nausea hits me.
How am I going to tell Hudson? 
The worst thing is, I know how much he wants children. Forget the money. I know that children are something he wants. It’s something that we both wanted. 
How do I tell him that I will never be able to give him that? 
***
It’s late when I get back to my apartment. I took the long way home, stopping at Forsyth Park, where I used to spend a lot of time when I was a kid. I wandered around for hours, trying to get my head around what’s happening, but it didn’t help. There is no making sense of this. I’m angry, frustrated, and feeling a million other emotions I can’t even decipher right now. 
How many more times can life fuck me over? 
It’s not enough that I lose my mother, or that my father betrays me. Now I have to deal with this? It’s not fair.
The elevator doors open and I step out, my legs like jelly. I stare at my door for what feels like ages, but I can’t bring myself to go inside, because that will mean facing Hudson. I’m not sure I’ll ever feel ready to tell him about this. 
My back against the wall, I slide down, until I’m sitting, my knees tucked up against my stomach. A single tear rolls down my cheek, followed by another, until my eyes are sore from crying. 
Maybe this is punishment. 
I was prepared to have a child to inherit my grandmother's fortune, and now any chance of conceiving has been taken away from me. I know it's not rational to really think that, but I can't stop the thoughts from churning in my head. 
I feel like it’s all my fault.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Hudson
“Sorry, I haven’t seen him since yesterday.”
“Okay, thanks,” I say to Holly. “Tell me if you do see her though, okay?”
I pace the living room, tapping my finger against my phone. I try V again, but just like the last dozen times I’ve tried calling her, it’s turned off. Nobody has seen or heard from her all day. At first I figured her phone had just gone flat, but when I got home from work and she wasn’t there, I started to worry. 
I grab my keys and head for the door. I can’t sit here, waiting for her to show up, so I decide to go looking for her. 
I don’t expect to find her right outside the apartment door.
“Valentina, what’s wrong?”
Her eyes are red and swollen, like she’s been crying for hours. She gets to her feet and smiles at me as she brushes the tears away.
“Nothing, I’m fine, really. I just…”
Her voice trails off as she breaks down into a fresh wave of tears. I immediately think the worst, that maybe it’s her grandmother or father, but when I try to comfort her, she pushes past me and walks inside. I follow her, at a loss at what to do.
“Talk to me, V,” I plead, trying again. 
“There’s nothing to talk about.” She can’t even look me in the eye when she says it. “I told you, I’m fine.”
“Because sitting outside your apartment is normal behavior for you?” I scoff. 
This is bullshit. Why won’t she just talk to me?
“V?” I prompt, following her over to the couch.
“It’s nothing,” she assures me. “Please, Hudson, leave it alone. I’m just hormonal.”
“Are you sure you’re not pregnant?” 
I’m only trying to lighten the mood, but my words seem to cut through her. Then out of nowhere, she scrambles to her feet and rushes into the kitchen, muttering something about getting dinner ready.
“Who cares about dinner?” I ask, confused and frustrated. 
She stands in front of the sink, her head bowed. Her shoulders begin to shake uncontrollably, making it obvious she’s crying. I go over to her and wrap my arms around her waist. She tenses, but at least she’s not pushing me away. I have no idea what’s going on or how to help her, but I’m not about to accept that nothing is wrong.
“Valentina?” I spin her around. “Please talk to me. You’re freaking me out. Did something happen?”
“Yes… No,” she whispers.
“What is it?” I press. 
I’m getting anxious now. Whatever it is, she doesn’t want to tell me.
“The doctor called, asking to see me.”
“Today?” I ask, surprised this is the first I’m hearing about it. “What did she want?” 
“She left a message this morning. I thought it was just a routine thing and you’d already gone to work, so I went in there and…”
She starts crying again. I wrap my arms around her, trying to calm her down. My heart thumps in my chest. I’m desperate to find out what’s going on, but at the same time, part of me wants to remain oblivious, because I know it must be bad. She wouldn’t be this upset if it were good news. Lifting her face to mine, I force her to look at me.
“Tell me what she said,” I beg her.
“I can’t have kids.” She blurts it out so abruptly that I’m sure I must have heard her wrong. 
Questions whirl around in my head, but I can’t get the words into coherent sentences. This changes nothing, but it changes everything. My body feels numb as I try to process it. I can’t even begin to imagine how she’s feeling.
My shock gives way to anguish that I wasn’t there for her. She had to sit there, alone, and hear she can’t have kids. No wonder she’s falling apart. How long was she sitting outside for? Where has she been all afternoon? Why didn’t she tell me right away?
“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask, choking out the words. “I should have been there with you. Or at least been there for you after.”
 “It wouldn’t have changed what she said,” she whispers, giving me a sad smile.
“I know, but…” I stop. This is a lot for me to get my head around. “What exactly did she say? Do we have options, like IVF, or is there some other treatment…”
My voice trails off, because she’s not hearing me. She stares down at the floor, her hands fidgeting, like she’s in shock. 
“Valentina?” I prod softly.
“She told me that both of my fallopian tubes are damaged.” Her voice cracks. “There's no way I can ever get pregnant. Even with assistance it's not going to happen.” 
“So, just like that we can’t have kids?” I ask.
“No.” Her tone is like ice. “Just like that I can’t have kids.”
She pushes away from me and paces the kitchen, the anguish in her eyes killing me. I step in front of her and put my hand out to touch her, but she shrugs me off.
“Valentina, talk to me,” I beg, my voice rising. “What are you trying to say?”
All I want are answers, but I feel like I’m getting nowhere. 
“Nothing,” she snaps, her eyes flashing, like she’s angry at me. “For God’s sake, just leave me alone, Hudson.” 
She wipes away tears and then forces herself to look at me. Her eyes are void of emotion, like I could be anyone standing here talking to her. A stranger even. 
“What?” I laugh, because she’s not making sense. Why would I leave her alone at a time like this? “We need to talk about this—” 
“There’s nothing to talk about,” she mutters, her tone cold.  
“How can you say that?” I sputter. “Why won’t you let me support you?” 
“Because I don't need your support,” she growls. “What I need is for you to leave me alone.” 
I stare at her, bewildered. This isn’t just about her. This affects me just as much. It’s my life too.
“You don't mean that,” I say. 
“You don't know what I mean,” she retorts, stepping away from me. 
I stare at her, not sure what to believe. I’ve never heard her sound so cold. As much as I want to believe this is just the shock talking, I’m becoming less and less sure of that. 
“Valentina—"
“The only reason we got married was to get my grandmother's inheritance,” she cuts in. “That's not going to happen now, which means there's no real reason keeping us together anymore, is there? We can stop this charade and get on with our lives.” 
She gives me a cold look, and I search her eyes, looking for any sign that she doesn't mean the words she’s saying, but there's nothing there. 
Maybe she really does want out of this. 
I turn around and lean against the sink, my heart pounding. I feel like my world is crashing down around me, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. It’s not even the fact that she can't have kids that gets to me. Sure, that's a blow, but that's something we could work through. 
What we can't work through is her lack of feelings for me. If she doesn’t love me, then I’ve got nothing to fight this with. The last thing I want to believe is that this was all about the money, but she's not giving me much hope to cling to. 
“Valentina, please,” I say my, voice cracking. 
“Hudson, just leave,” she begs me. “Go. Why can’t you get t through your head that I don’t want you here?” 
She doesn’t want me here. 
“Go,” she whispers. 
She looks me dead in the eye until I nod.
I turn around and walk out, not looking back.
***
I lay back against the hard floor of my trailer and stare at the ceiling. I gave up my apartment not long after I moved in with Valentina. Aside from my truck, the trailer is it. Holly’s place isn’t an option, because I can't deal with the questions. I can't deal with anything right now. 
In my head, I go over every moment we’ve shared over the last few weeks. I can’t work out where it went wrong, but I’m so fucking confused. At what point did I fall in love with her? I thought she felt it too, but she made it clear that all this time it’s been about the money. But if I believe that she was pretending, then what do I have left? I feel like everything that gave my life meaning has been ripped away from me.
How could I have been so wrong about everything?
 
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Valentina
“Hello?” I mumble.
“V? What’s going on. Hudson is a mess.”
Holly.
I knew I should’ve checked the caller ID.
I pace the kitchen, eating an old candy cane that I found leftover from Christmas, then I sit at the table, resting my head against the surface. It’s the next morning, and after a sleepless night without Hudson, I’m feeling worse than I did yesterday. As much as I hated pushing him away like that, I know it was the right thing to do. He deserves more than I can give him. One day, he’ll realize that, but how do I explain that to Holly without her trying to convince me I’ve made a mistake?
“V? Are you there?”
“Mph,” I mutter, my mouth full of crushed up sugar. I lift my head and force myself to reply. If I don’t, she’ll probably come over to check on me. “Sorry. I’m here.”
“So?”
I hesitate, not sure I can speak without falling into another flood of tears. I feel like I haven’t stopped crying since I left the clinic yesterday morning. Learning I’d never be a mother was one blow, but making Hudson walk away from me was worse. 
 “V? Talk to me.”
Holly’s voice jolts me out of my thoughts. I chomp down on the candy cane and swallow another mouthful of sugar. But even that isn’t helping much. Nothing is.
“There’s nothing to tell,” I mutter, not sure how much Hudson has told her. “Hudson and I are over. He left.”
“He left, or you asked him to leave?” she questions.
“Does it matter?” 
“It matters if he left because he thinks that’s what you wanted.”
“Did he tell you that?” I ask, part of me hoping he did. 
“No, but he loves you, V. I can tell that much.” 
I rub the back of my neck. All talking about this is doing is making me feel worse. I’ve already wasted enough of today moping around. There’s so much I still need to do, like send Hudson’s things back to him and speak to my lawyers. We’d have to have grounds for an annulment, given the circumstances, and there’s no point letting this drag on any longer. I stand up and head to my room. I’m not even dressed yet.
“I’m sorry, Holly. I have to go—”
“No, I’m, not letting you off that easily,” she argues. “Meet me for lunch, or I’m coming over there right now, and I’ll keep hounding you till you talk to me.”
“Fine,” I growl, annoyed by her persistence. She’s so obviously Hudson’s sister. “I’ll meet you, okay?”
“Good.” She seems satisfied. “There’s a cute little café not far from my place. I’ll text you the details.”
I toss my phone onto my unmade bed and then drag myself into the shower. While I’m getting ready, I make a mental list of things I want to get done today. The last thing I feel like doing is going anywhere, but I know getting out of my apartment will probably do me good. 
After I’ve showered, I rummage through my closet looking for something to wear. I settle on a gray skirt and a cream top, because the dull colors reflect my mood. I sit on my bed and look around. Maybe while I’m at lunch with Holly, Hudson can come over and collect his things. Having his things around me makes it that much harder for me to move on.
Just before I leave, I send an email to my lawyer, asking for an appointment so I can sort things out with Hudson. They reply right away with a time for this afternoon. My stomach churns as I hit the reply button. This afternoon? That’s way too soon. I was thinking more like next week. 
So that I have time to talk myself out of it? 
The sooner I do this, the better. 
I accept the appointment and then grab my purse and keys, my mind on Hudson as I travel down to the garage. I can’t bring myself to text him about the appointment with my lawyers. I haven’t heard from him since last night. I think part of me was hoping that he’d fight for us, and then when he didn’t, it was like all my worries were confirmed. When he walked out that door, I felt like I was right. I threw him a lifeline and he took it, no questions asked. 
He didn't even try to change my mind, not really. Sure, he said all the things you’d expect someone to say in that situation, but I could tell there was no love behind his words. He wanted an out, and I gave him one—it’s that simple. Deep down, I know I did the right thing. 
Even though it hurts like hell. 
***
 “Valentina, what's going on in that head of yours?”
I stare down at my barely touched lunch and then look up at Holly. I’ve barely said a word to her the whole time we’ve been sitting here, mainly because I’ve been too busy stressing over this meeting with my lawyers. In a few hours, it will be like the last month never happened.  
“Well?” she asks, reaching across the table for my hand. “Are you going to tell me what happened with you guys? Did you have a fight?”
“He didn’t tell you?” I eye her skeptically. I find it hard to believe that she wasn’t the first person he’d told. Why else would she have called me?
“No. He said you guys had a falling out, but he wouldn’t tell me what actually happened. You guys seemed so happy.”
“Yeah, well things change.” I sit back in my chair and sigh. She’s going to find out eventually, I guess. It might as well be from me. “I got some bad news from the specialist.”
“What kind of bad news?” she asks, looking concerned.
“I can’t have kids.”
Even a day later when it’s had time to sink in, it still feels surreal. I feel like I’m looking into my life from the outside, like this is happening to someone else. 
“Oh, V. I’m so sorry,” she whispers, her pity-filled eyes making me feel sick to my stomach.
 “Both my fallopian tubes are damaged.” I shrug, like it’s no big deal, even though it’s tearing me apart. “It is what it is.”
“So, what really happened between you and Hudson?” She studies my face. “I know my brother. He’d want to support you through this. He wouldn’t just leave, unless you wanted him to.”
“We were only together to get the inheritance.” I blink back tears, refusing to let myself break down in front of Holly. “There was no point pretending—"
“But you weren’t pretending,” Holly argues, her eyes pleading with me. “Neither was he. Hudson doesn't care about the money. He cares about you.”
“I know that,” It’s the first time I’ve admitted out loud that I know his feelings for me are genuine. “That’s the whole reason why I had to let him go. I can’t give him kids, Holly,” I whisper. “How could he be happy with me when I can’t give him the one thing he wants?”
“Except you’re that one thing he can’t live without, V.”
Her words rip through me. Could she be right?
 “Don't try to tell me you're okay,” she chastises. “Look at you. You're a mess.” 
“I’m fine.” We both know I’m not. 
“You haven't even eaten,” Holly points out, nodding to my plate. 
I shrug and stare down at my sandwich; the thought of putting food in my stomach makes me feel sick. I’m not even sure why I ordered anything. I glance at my phone, remembering the appointment. I haven’t even told Hudson about it yet. Maybe I’m leaving that until the last minute because I’m hoping he can’t make it. 
 “Maybe if you guys sit down and talk it through—” 
“Talk what through?” I shake my head, because our conversation keeps going in circles. We’re over. Why can’t she just accept that I did what I thought was best, and let me move on? “There's nothing left to say. We had a mutual interest, and that's been taken away.” 
“But you love each other,” Holly declares. “Isn’t that enough?”
I shake my head sadly. “No. It’s not.” 
“Bullshit. God, V, you frustrate the hell out of me sometimes.” She lets out a growl and gets to her feet and nods toward the bathroom sign. “I’ll be back. Maybe while I’m gone you can think about why you’re so intent on ruining what might be your only chance at happiness.” 
I take a deep breath, grateful for the few minutes alone I’ve been given. I love Holly, but all the questions about Hudson are starting to get to me. 
Grabbing my phone, I take the opportunity to text him about the appointment with the lawyer. I’ve barely put the phone down on the table when his reply buzzes through. Well, he sure didn't need much time to digest it. 
Hudson: Okay. I’ll be there.
I read it over and over. So short and to the point. No begging me to reconsider or telling me it’s too soon. Depressed, I wave down a waiter, an overwhelming urge to binge on something sweet. I think I’ve earned a free pass to eat my feelings, preferably in the form of chocolate.
“We have fresh chocolate cake,” he suggests when I ask for a dessert menu. “Trust me, it's delicious. Nothing else comes close.” 
“Perfect.” I nod, waving him away.
By the time Holly gets back from the bathroom, I’m halfway through stuffing my face with chocolaty goodness. The dude wasn’t lying; it’s the best chocolate cake I’ve had in my life. Too bad I’ll forever associate it with having a broken heart.
Holly sinks into her seat and shakes her head, bewildered. 
“What?” I dig the spoon in again, avoiding eye contact. “I’m allowed to eat my feelings. And before you say anything, I’m depressed I can’t have kids, not about Hudson.”
“Oh my god, you are so freaking stubborn!” Holly practically shouts. “Whatever, V. You want to ruin your life, go right ahead.” She glances at her phone and curses. “I have to go. I’m supposed to be meeting a new client at two. Call me if you need anything, okay?” She gets to her feet and leans over to me, kissing me on the forehead. “I love you, V.”
I shovel the last of the cake into my mouth, mainly to avoid replying, I’m glad someone does.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Hudson
“Fuck,” I hiss.
I weave through the crowd exiting the building as I’m trying to enter it. People give me a wide berth, but I don’t care. I’m running late. Today of all days. It’s not all bad, though. Maybe me not turning up on time will keep us married for another day or two.
The number of times I’ve gone over this in my head, the number of times I’ve reached for my phone, only to put it back down. I want to tell her she’s being stupid, that we can work through this, but then I remember this is what she wants. But it’s not what I want. 
Not even close. 
It takes me forever to find the room where I’m supposed to meet her. Even though I’m already late, I take a few moments to compose myself, because I’m a huffing and puffing mess. If I go in there like this, her lawyers will walk over me. Then again, they’ll probably do that anyway. I have no idea what to expect when I walk in there. Should I have brought my own lawyer? It's not like we have much in the way of assets to split up, since we were only married for a few weeks, so I figure this process will be pretty straight forward.
My heart racing, I put my hand on the door and push it open. Inside, the first person I see is Valentina. She sits at the table, a lawyer on either side, her eyes downcast, but I can tell from the way her body tenses that she’s nervous. 
At least it’s a reaction. Even if it’s not the one I wanted. I walk around the huge oval table and sit directly opposite her, doing my best to catch her gaze, but she won't even look in my direction. 
As her lawyer speaks, I nod and pretend I understand this, but inside, all their words go over my head, because all I can focus on is her. Nothing makes sense anymore, least of all this. We shouldn't be here. It can't end like this.
“Okay, Valentina, you sign here, stating that you agree to annul this marriage.” 
My head snaps up. “Annul?”
It’s one thing to end our marriage, but to pretend it never even happened? That’s even worse. My stomach twists into knots as I watch Valentina snatch the papers from his hand. She scribbles her name without any hesitation, like there's no doubt in her mind she wants to finish this.
“And you, Hudson, sign below where Valentina signed and initial here.”
I reach for the papers as he hands them to me, but my eyes are on her. I stare at her, willing her to say something, anything, but I get nothing. I pick up the pen, my hand shaking as I sign my name wordlessly, and I hand the papers back to her lawyer. 
“Okay.” He nods, scanning them. “Now we’ll just make some copies of these, then when I file them with the court, it will be official.”
They both walk out, leaving Valentina and I alone. We both sit there in silence, lost in our own thoughts. It’s like we’re strangers and the last five weeks didn’t happen. 
I let out a harsh laugh. Her head whips around, and her dark eyes flash.
“You think this is funny?” 
I stand, relishing in the fact that I at least got something out of her. I walk around the table, not stopping until I reach her side. Falling down onto my knees, I take her hands in mine. She resists, but I try again, this time not letting go. She’s crying properly now, the tears rolling freely down her cheeks, but she still refuses to look at me. 
“For God’s sake, Valentina. Don't do this,” I’m putting everything on the line, because I know this might be my last chance to convince her that we’re stronger than this. I refuse to let her walk away without a fight. 
“Hudson…”
Her voice breaks. I put my hand against her cheek, my heart leaping as she reacts to my touch. Finally, her tear filled eyes meet mine. 
“I love you, Valentina.”
My heart sits in my throat as I wait for her response. It’s the first time I’ve told her that I love her, and it kills me that she might not feel the same way. I can barely think straight, I’m so nervous. 
 “I...” Her voice breaks as she looks down. “Please, Hudson, I—”
“Look me in the eye right and tell me you don’t love me,” I order her. Tears roll silently down her cheeks as her eyes meet mine. “Do it, V,” I plead. “Tell me you don’t love me and I’ll walk out that door. You’ll never have to see me again.”
 “Love has nothing to do with it,” she claims, her eyes begging me to understand. “I’m doing this for you—”
“But I don’t want this,” I protest, angry that she’s not letting me decide for myself. “I want you, Valentina. Kids or no kids, I want you.”
“You say that now, but what happens in ten years?” she weeps. “If you woke up one day, resenting me because I couldn’t give you children, I’d never forgive myself.”
“That would never happen.” I speak with certainty, because the thought of me resenting her is impossible to get my head around.
“It would.” Her wet cheeks glisten against the light. “I saw the look in your eyes when you held Alia. I know how much children mean to you—”
“But it means nothing without you,” I cut in, my voice wrought with emotion. I swallow the lump in my throat and force myself to continue. “Don’t you see? My life is meaningless without you. And there are other ways to have children. If it’s meant to happen, it will. You are what I care about, V.” 
“You mean that?” she whispers.
 I nod and tenderly kiss her hands. 
“You’re my now. You’re my future.”
I stand up and pull her into my arms, then I tilt her face up to mine. My lips linger against hers as I savor every second of the kiss. 
“I couldn’t handle you hating me,” she mumbles.
“I could never hate you,” I whisper, my voice hoarse. “I love you too much.”
“I love you too.”
I go to kiss her again, but we’re interrupted by the sound of the door opening. V jumps back as her lawyers walk in. They exchange a knowing look. One steps forward and hands the papers to V. She stares at them, then at me.
“It’s not official until we file those,” he explains. “And it just looked like you two were on your way to working things out.”
“Is that why you left us alone?” V asks, confused. 
He doesn’t admit it, but his eyes shine. 
“You’d be surprised how easy it is to pick out the couples that just need to talk things through. I’m just grateful you two weren’t going at it on the table like the couple whose marriage I was dissolving last month.”
I glance at the table and shudder. Way too much information.
“So, if we tear these up—”
“It’s like you never came in here,” her lawyer finishes.
V looks at me, and I nod. She tears the papers in half, then hands them to me. I sigh as I shred the papers into tiny little pieces and toss them in the trash.  
“Let’s go home.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Valentina
“Put me down!” 
I squeal as Hudson carries me over his shoulder and into our apartment. I’m on the verge of crying, but for the first time in days, they’re happy tears. He sets me on the kitchen counter and then retrieves the bottle of champagne Gran gave me from the fridge. 
“Shall I?” he asks.
I nod. “I guess there’s no point in keeping it.”
He pops open the cork, ducking as it flies halfway across the room. It narrowly misses a three thousand dollar glass vase my grandmother gave me for Christmas last year. He fills two glasses, handing one to me. I take a sip, impressed with how smooth it is.
“I’d forgotten how good expensive champagne tastes,” I confess. 
I take another sip, the smooth bubbly liquid slides down my throat. I should really pace myself, because abstaining from alcohol for the last month has turned me into a lightweight. One glass and I’ll be on my back with my legs in the air—which might not be a bad thing. 
 “Let’s make a toast, since we missed out on one for our wedding day,” he declares, lifting his glass into the air. “To love, finding its way back to us.”
I lift my glass, tapping it against his, then I drink down the rest of the bubbly liquid and then I hold out my empty glass expectantly.
“Making up for lost time?”
“Hey, I’m enjoying not having to worry about babies for once,” I retort as he refills my glass. “It’s kind of nice in a way that the pressure is off. We can just enjoy each other and have fun.”
“I do like the sound of that…” His gaze burns through me, sending shivers racing down my back. I wrap my arms around him, caressing the back of his neck. 
 “We missed out on a lot of things,” I remind him.
“That’s true. Like our first dance,” he murmurs.
“And cake,” I cry. “We never got a cake.”
“I’ll order you a cake,” he promises, amused. “Right now, there are more important things to discuss than cake,” he murmurs.
“Like what?”
I hold my breath as he reaches behind me and lowers the zipper on my skirt. It slides down my hips, pooling at my feet. I groan as he reaches behind me, his fingers cupping my ass. He pushes my body against his.
“Like how hard I’m going to make you come.” 
My heart racing, he leads me outside and over to the hot tub. I carefully balance my glass on the edge. Then I slowly undo the buttons on my shirt and slide it off. Hudson stares at me, his eyes hooded with desire, hungry as I step into his waiting embrace.
“God, you’re so fucking beautiful,” he mutters, pushing aside my tresses to kiss my neck. 
His hands move behind my back, swiftly removing my bra. I giggle and look out over the balcony, both aware and turned on that anyone could be watching us. He holds my hand as I step over the edge and lower myself into the steamy, hot water. My eyes on his, I loop my fingers through the band of my lacy white thong and roll them down over my thighs. I kick them off, giggling as they float to the side of the tub. Hudson leans forward and scoops them up.
“I could get good money for these in Japan,” he murmurs.
“Maybe you can put it into saving your business,” I tease.
He narrows his eyes and unbuckles his pants. I watch as he undresses, then steps into the tub. He sinks to his knees, beckoning for me to come to him. I do, floating closer to him until I’m sitting in his lap.
His stiff cock presses against my thigh. I rock back and forth, teasing him, until he lifts me by the waist, plunging me down onto his erection. I jump, unprepared and completely turned on by how hard he’s fucking me. I wrap my arms around his neck, and press my mouth onto his while I grind my hips against his.
“God, I missed you,” he grunts, his mouth moving roughly against mine.
It was barely a day we were apart, but I get it. I missed him too. 
His thick hands tighten around my waist as he thrusts harder, my muscles contracting around him every time he enters me. Gasping, I jolt against him as my body starts to spasm. He groans, jerking his hips as his warm liquid fills me. I sway against him, gently riding against the current of the bubbles in the tub, with him still inside me. I lift my head to kiss him, unable to wipe the sappy grin off my face.
“You’ve been giddy like that the whole time,” he notes, amused.
“Sex is kind of fun when you take all the baby making out of the equation,” I confess.
“You mean it wasn’t fun before?” he asks, feigning hurt. “And here I was thinking I had all the moves.”
I laugh a little too hard at that, then I wrap my arms around his neck. 
“I’m just saying I like this.”
He reaches down, running his thumb along my entrance. My knees buckle as I rock forward in the water, my hold on him tightening. He kisses me, a moan escaping from my lips as he massages my clit. His tongue circles around mine, then he whispers in my ear.
“Personally, I prefer this…”
 



EPILOGUE
Six weeks later
Valentina
“You’re pregnant.”
 “Pregnant?” I shake my head adamantly, immediately dismissing the idea as being even remotely imaginable. “Not possible. Your results must be wrong, because there’s no way—”
“I tested twice, Valentina.” She smiles at me. “You’re definitely pregnant.”
After everything we’ve been through, I’m pregnant? I sit back in the chair in shock. No way. I can’t believe it. It’s not even possible … is it?
“How?” I ask. My cheeks redden. “I mean, I know how, but I didn’t think...” I take a deep breath and then release it slowly. “I’m sorry, this is a bit of a shock. How far along am I?”
“Going by your hormone levels, I’d say you’re around eight weeks.”
“Eight weeks?”  I repeat in wonder.
I run my hand protectively over my stomach. I don’t even want to think about all the things I’ve consumed over the last eight weeks that I probably shouldn’t have. Not to mention the few nights when Hudson and I had consumed a good amount of wine. So much for not having to worry about getting pregnant. 
I hesitate, not wanting to let myself believe it. I’m not sure I could handle it if this turned out to be a mistake, so it was easier not to let myself believe it at all. Doctor Meadows made it clear the chances of me falling pregnant were miniscule. I’d found myself a new doctor to see because I’d been feeling a little run down, but I can’t be pregnant…
Can I? 
“How can you be certain that the blood results weren’t mixed up?” I demand.
“For it to happen twice would be very unlikely,” she assures me. “If you’re that worried about it, go get me a urine sample, and I’ll test it right now in front of you.” She hands me a specimen cup.
I stare at it for a moment, then I stand. What have I got to lose?
I return a few minutes later with my sample and wait anxiously as she dips the test stick into it. I’m totally expecting a big fat negative, but almost immediately, the second line comes up. It’s almost as dark as the control line and just as thick.
Holy shit. 
“I’m pregnant,” I utter, finally beginning to believe it.
“You know, usually it’s the other way around,” the doctor clucks. “I get women who refuse to believe they’re pregnant until they see a blood result.”
“I’m just…” I don’t even know how to put my feelings into words.
“Congratulations, Valentina. You’re going to have a baby.”
“Thank you,” I murmur, unable to wipe the smile off my face. The shock is starting to subside and give way to joy, but it’s also raising a whole lot of questions. I can’t figure out how this happened or how they got it so wrong.
“Was the scan I had done previously wrong?” I ask her. 
She shakes her head. “I was looking over it this morning when your results came in.” She looks at me. “Valentina, the scan wasn’t wrong. It wasn’t yours.”
“What do you mean it wasn’t mine?” I ask her with a frown. “How is that even possible?”
“On your new patient form, you indicated that you had your appendix removed when you were ten. Correct?”
I nod. It was my only stay in the hospital. I remember it well because my father sent the nanny to look after me because his business trip was more important.
“Well, unless it grew back, I can guarantee the scan you were given is not yours.”
“You’re saying they mixed up my scan with someone else’s?” It sounds like something you’d hear about on the news or on a really bad daytime movie. Then again, my entire life has been a bit that way lately.
“Yes.” 
They almost ruined my life.
I’m so angry, but then I remember why I’m here, and I force myself to calm down. I can deal with that later. Right now, this baby is the most important thing.
She scribbles her signature on some forms and hands them to me.
“Here are some forms for another blood test and an ultrasound that I’ve booked you in for today. I want to confirm how far along you are. Your HCG levels are quite high which is what made me think around eight weeks. You might even be lucky enough to hear a heartbeat, but don’t worry if you don’t.”
I have a baby inside me. 
A little tiny person with its very own heartbeat. I thank the doctor and rise to my feet, but then I hesitate, glancing down at the positive test that’s still sitting on the examination table.
“Would you, uh, mind if I take that with me?” I casually ask.
She beams at me. “Go right ahead.”
***
“So?” Hudson raises his eyebrows expectantly. “What was so important that you dragged me away from lunch with my mother?”
I smile as Hudson wraps his arms around my waist and kisses my neck. 
“I can think of a lot of things more important than that,” I giggle. I’m joking, of course. I love his mom. I lean up and kiss him, both nervous and excited over the idea of telling him I’m pregnant. My hands shake as I hold out the box. “I got you something.”
“What’s this?” he asks, taking it.
“Open it and find out,” I suggest.
He laughs as he rips into it to reveal another box. Inside that one is another box and then another. He smirks at me and holds up the final box.
“Did you get me a watch because I’m always running late?” he asks, narrowing his eyes.
“No, but now I know what to get you for your birthday.” I’m almost bursting with excitement. The wait is killing me. “Open it already.”
He laughs and lifts the lid and peers inside. His eyebrows crease, then he looks up at me, confused.
“Is this…”
He stops when I nod. 
“Are you kidding me?” he gasps. 
I shake my head. “That was my reaction too, but no. I’m serious. We’re having a baby.” 
He wraps his arms around me and laughs.
“Holy fuck. How did that happen? Wait,”—he puts his hand up to silence me—“you know what it was? My superhero sperm.”
“What?” I burst out laughing.
“Yep.” He nods knowingly. “It’s the only explanation.”
“You are an idiot.” I wrap my arms around him, giddy with happiness.
“And just think, our kid is going to take after this,” he boasts.
“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I say honestly. A ripple of excitement rushes through me. I still have moments where I can’t believe it. “Holy shit, I'm really pregnant.”
He reaches up and caresses my chin so he can kiss me on the mouth.
“And here I was thinking you were super moody for no reason.” 
“You want moody?” I poke my tongue out at him. You’ve got eight more months of this.”
He smiles at me. “Trust me. I can’t wait.”
“Right answer,” I say as I steal another kiss. “So, are you taking me to my ultrasound, or do I need to drive myself?”
He places his hand protectively over my stomach. 
“You really need to ask?”
***
 “This might be cold,” the radiology tech warns as she smears gel on my stomach.  
I gasp and breathe in so much air that my lungs burn. Cold is an understatement. It’s freezing. Hudson reaches for my hand and gives it a reassuring squeeze, and then he shifts his attention to the ultrasound machine as the screen comes to life. The tech slides the probe over my stomach, and I smile at my little baby bump. I glance at the tech, then I turn to the screen too, trying to make sense of what we’re seeing, but it’s all blending into itself. I look at the tech for confirmation that everything is okay, but she’s frowning. I glance at Hudson then back at her.
“Is everything okay?” I ask. 
My heart thumps so loud that I can barely hear my voice. How could I have been so stupid as to let myself get my hopes up. I shouldn’t have even told Hudson, not until I knew everything was okay.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to worry you. Everything is fine,” she assures me. “I just wasn’t expecting two babies.”
“Two?” I whisper.
She blinks and looks at me, then Hudson. 
“You didn’t know you’re expecting twins?”
“We’d barely managed to get our head around one.” He marvels. 
“Twins?” I’m so happy that I can’t even think straight.
I lie there, trying my best to be patient while she finishes the ultrasound, then I get dressed. Hudson is waiting for me outside the changing room. He smiles and puts his arms around me, tilting my lips up to his.
“Twins, huh?” He grins at me.
“Twins,” I agree. “Let’s see how many more times we can say it before it sinks in.” 
Just this morning, I was thinking how well things were working out for us. Things were finally beginning to fall into place. Hudson’s business is starting to pick up again, and we’d began to accept that we’d need to explore other avenues if we wanted to have a family. 
Life was good.
And it just got a hell of a lot better.
***
Seven months later
Hudson
“Come on. Tell me already,” Holly whines. “Boys? Girls? Both?”
I laugh and shake my head at her. “No. Now get out of the kitchen,” I order.
She glares at me as I usher her away from the kitchen, then she looks over her shoulder longingly at the two perfectly white frosted cakes that sit on the counter. Inside they reveal the gender of the twins, something Holly has been trying to figure out for months.
“If you want to make yourself useful, we need soda.” 
I toss her my keys. She grumbles in protest, and then she disappears out the door.
V is just over eight months pregnant. It’s probably late to be having a baby shower, but she wanted to be sure that everything was okay before we held any celebrations. The whole time she’s been walking on eggshells, like she’s waiting for things to go wrong. I keep telling her to relax and enjoy it, but truth be told, I’m just as paranoid as she is.
Twins. Holy fuck. I’m going to be a Dad times two. It’s incredible. 
I'm so excited that I can hardly contain myself. The fear is there too, like how we’re going to cope with looking after two babies, but I know we’ll be fine. 
At least we don’t need to worry about money now.
After the mix up at the clinic, we went back there for answers. One of the nurses panicked and confessed that she’d been paid by Amanda to switch the scan results. She was fired, and her case was heard before the disciplinary board, where she was stripped of her nursing license. It didn’t make up for what V and I went through, but it was something. Hearing that Amanda had been sentenced to community service felt pretty good too.
When V told her grandmother what happened, she was livid. She confronted Amanda, who confessed everything and took herself out of the running for the inheritance. That left V and I the winners. 
But it wasn’t about the money. Nearly losing V made me realize that all the money in the world won’t buy happiness. That has to come from within. The way I felt when I nearly lost V is something I never want to experience again. Knowing that Amanda did that intentionally so she could win makes me angry as fuck. I convinced V to forgive Amanda and move on, because holding onto the anger wasn’t healthy for her pregnancy. 
“What are you doing, hiding in here?”
I look up and smile at V as she wanders into the kitchen, a teasing smile on her face.
“No, I’m just protecting the cakes from my sister.” I chuckle. “Speaking of, are you sure you didn’t peek at the letter when you took it to the baker?”
She gasps. “Are you accusing me of what I think you are?”
“Well, you weren’t too keen on not finding out,” I remind her.
“Only because I want to know whether I should be buying pink or blue.” She pauses. “Or both.” She rubs her belly affectionately. “The way I’m feeling, I wouldn’t be surprised if there was another one hiding in there.”
I wrap my arms around her and kiss her on the forehead. She smiles up at me, but then her smile falters. She winces, gripping hold of my arm.
“Everything okay?” I frown at her. She is looking more tired than usual today.
“Yes. Well, I think so. I’ve just been having twinges,” she replies, brushing off my concern.
“Twinges?” I repeat. “You’re not going into labor, are you?” I laugh uneasily. As much as I can’t wait to meet these little guys, it’s too early. She’s only eight months along.
“I’m sure it’s nothing,” she murmurs, patting me on the back. She walks over to the counter and leans against it, her body tensing in pain.
“Nothing?” I mutter. “I don’t think so. We’re going to the hospital.”
“But the cake,” she protests. 
I reach over and grab the knife and drag it through each cake. Pink and blue cake peek out through the white frosting. I turn back to V, who stares back at me with wide eyes.
“There. One of each. Now let’s go.”
“But the party,” she argues.
“There’s no point having a party if you three end up in critical care because something is wrong.” I’m almost shouting at her now. I don’t want to scare her, but I need to do something.
She frowns at me. “Fine. Let’s go.”
Loaded up with her emergency bag, I help her to the car. On the way to the hospital, in between contractions, she texts Holly to put her in charge of calling off the party. The six minute drive to the hospital feels like it’s taking hours. I keep glancing over at her and seeing that look of pain etched on her face, and all I can think about is what if I lose them all. It’s irrational, I know, but I can’t help it.
“Here we are,” I mutter, pulling into the parking lot.
I get out and race around to her door. A nurse aid appears with a wheelchair after watching me struggling to support her. She slides down into the seat and gives him a grateful smile.
After I push her inside, I’m relieved when we’re led into a room right away.  I stand back and wait for the nurses to check her over, and then I take her hand, determined to be the best support I can. I’m not known for my ability to handle blood and gore, but I’m hoping the birth of my twins will be the exception.
“You’re in labor, Valentina,” her doctor announces. “You’re too far dilated for us to attempt to delay this pregnancy. Your babies are coming tonight.”
“But it’s too early,” she cries.
“They’re heartbeats are strong, and they’re a good size. It would be worse at this stage for them to stay inside the womb.”
Valentina looks at me, terror in her eyes. I lean over and kiss her tenderly on the lips.
“They’ll be fine,” I whisper, praying that I’m right.
She nods and then turns back to the doctor and from there, it all happens so fast.
I keep telling myself that they’re too early, but when she starts pushing, the next thing I know, a tiny scream fills the air. I laugh, tears streaming down my cheeks, because I’m staring at my son. Five minutes later, my daughter is born.
After they’re checked over and given the all clear, the nurse hands me my daughter. I smile down at her, amazed at how much love I have for this little girl. I glance at V, who’s watching me, an exhausted smile on her face. She can barely keep her eyes open, but as the nurse places our son on her chest, her eyes light up like she’s found a new lease of energy. I wander over and sit beside her, carefully cradling our little girl with one arm.
“They’re beautiful,” I murmur in V’s ear. “And we don’t have names yet.”
She gives me an exhausted smile then gazes down at our little twins. 
“Katerina and Vincent,” she murmurs. Sadness fills her eyes. “My mom’s name was Katerina. Vincent was my grandfather. But we don’t have to use those names—”
“No, I think they’re perfect,” I assure her.
I reach into my pocket. I’d almost forgotten about the present I’d gotten her. The idea had been to give it to her after the baby shower, but I figure she’s earned it now. 
V looks confused when I hold out a small box.
“What is it?” she whispers.
“Usually you need to open a present to find that bit out,” I gently jibe.
Because she has her hands full, I carefully open it for her, making sure she has a prime view as I lift the lid on the box. My heart swells when tears start to roll down her cheeks. I was hoping I’d made a good choice. 
“My mother’s ring,” she whispers. “How did you know?”
“A combination of Holly and your grandmother,” I confess. 
She laughs, holding out her hand for me to slide the ring onto her finger. It fits perfectly, like it was made for her. I guess it was. When her grandmother mentioned the ring that day, I’d thought it was odd she’d lied about being on medication for fertility, so I’d asked Holly what the deal was with Valentina and her mother’s ring. 
From there we’d pieced together that she’d taken Holly’s advice and pawned some of her jewels. We managed to find a photo of her wearing it and armed with that, I went searching through the few pawn shops in the district. I’d almost given up when I found it. The shop owner told me he’d been keeping it for her because he felt bad for her.
I sit on the edge of the bed, savoring every moment, while V drifts in and out of sleep. She truly amazes me. Just when I thought I couldn’t love her more that I already do, she gives me two of the most precious gifts in the world.
I look up when the door opens. A man walks in. He gives me an embarrassed smile. At first I think he’s in the wrong room, but there’s something familiar about him. 
And then it hits me. 
It’s Valentina’s father. I straighten up and stalk over to him. What does he think, that he can just waltz back into her life like nothing happened?   
“Valentina?” he asks, nodding toward her bed.
“Who wants to know?” I give him my most menacing look.
“I’m her father—”
“You call yourself a father?” I chortle, keeping my voice low so I don’t wake her. “You abandoned her. You stole from her and betrayed her trust. She hasn’t given me one happy memory that involves you, so what makes you think she wants anything to do with you?”
“Hudson?”
I jerk around, startled to find Valentina perched on the end of the bed, her hair a wild mass of curls. Her long legs hang down as she looks at me, then her gaze shifts to him. Her father. Confusion clouds her eyes, followed with anger.
“What are you doing here?” she asks, her voice quiet.
“I came to see how you are.” His voice is strained, like he’s fighting back emotion.
“How I am?” she repeats. Her gaze heats up. “You expect me to believe that you care?”
“Of course I do.” He sighs and shuffles toward her, his hands buried deep in his pockets. “I know what happened looked bad—”
“Looked bad?” she cuts in. “What looked worse was everything that happened after it. You’re about twelve months too late for an apology. How did you even get out anyway?”
“My appeal was successful,” he murmurs. “A good lawyer makes all the difference.” His eyes fall on the crib lined up next to the bed. “Can I see them?”
“How did you know I was even pregnant?” Valentina asks, her curiosity getting the better of her.
“I might’ve not wanted to get you involved in my problems, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t care what was happening to you. I followed everything you did.”
It didn’t really answer her question of how he knew, but I can tell Valentina is wavering. Her lip trembles as she watches him peer into the crib. 
“They look just like you.”
“Thanks.” Valentina accepts the compliment and then crosses her arms stiffly over her body. Her eyes don’t leave her father. “Why are you here?”
He sits in the chair next to the bed and bows his head. Something is weighing on his mind, but I’d be shocked if it had anything to do with remorse over how he treated his own daughter.
“I’m sorry, Valentina. I never meant for you to end up hurt.”
Wow. They’re words I wasn’t expecting to hear, and from the dumbfounded expression V is wearing, neither did she. Her father glances at me.
“Can I have a moment alone with my daughter?”
I open my mouth to refuse, but then I see the way Valentina is looking at me. Almost pleadingly. I nod, responding to her, not him.
“I’ll be right outside if you need me,” I say, looking deep into her eyes.
I stalk outside the room and pace the hallway for a few minutes, then I venture the short distance to the vending machine to grab myself a drink. Of course it steals my money. I guess it’s just that kind of day. After I hurl some abuse at it, I walk back to her room and sit outside. More time passes, and they’re still in there. I’m frustrated she hasn’t kicked him out yet, but also relieved they seem to be working it out. I know she’s missed him, but I also know how much he hurt her, so he better be planning on making up for that.
“Hudson?”
Startled, I look up and find Holly frowning down at me. I struggle to my feet and frown at her. She’s clutching two giant teddy bears, one pink and one blue.
“Yes, I know, they looked a lot smaller when I ordered them.” She snaps at me before I even get the chance to ask.
“In ten years, the twins will actually be able to hold them,” I joke.
She gives me a dirty look, tossing the pink one at me. I catch it and laugh. At least it’s nice and soft.
“So why are you out here?” she enquires. “Are you in trouble already?” 
“No, I—" 
I stop when the door opens. Holly’s eyes widen, her mouth falling open in shock when V’s father walks out.
“I’ll see you around, Hudson.” He sticks his hand out. I reluctantly shake it and then watch him walk off.
“What did he want?” Holly hisses.
“Let’s go in and find out,” I mutter.
“No, you go … I forgot something.”
She races off before I can stop her. I know she’s giving me time to talk to V alone, and I appreciate it. I creep inside and close the door, still holding the giant teddy in my hand.
“Holly,” I explain when V looks at it. “There’s another one.”
“Of course there is.” She giggles. “Couldn’t she find any that were bigger?”
I climb onto the bed next to her and wrap my arm around her. The babies stir in their crib, but they settle when they find each other. 
“Look, they’re holding hands,” Valentina coos, the cuteness almost unbearable for her.
“It’s like they’ve already learned how to twist Mommy around their tiny little fingers,” I tease, poking fun at her. I plant a kiss on her lips to stop her defending herself, before I tactfully change the subject. “So, did you and your father clear things up?” I casually ask.
“Because that would make you so happy?”
I shrug. “You being happy is what will make me happy,” I say. “If that means having your father in our lives, then that’s the way it will be. Is that what you want?”
“I don’t know,” she says simply. Confliction fills her eyes. “I told him I needed time. He hurt me. I hate that he thinks he can just walk back into my life after refusing to see me for the last year.”
“Take it one day at a time,” I suggest. “It’s not like we won’t have our hands full looking after these two.” 
It’s like they can hear me, because one starts to cry and then the other one follows. I scoop up Vincent and carefully place him in Valentina’s arms, then I pick up Katerina, gently soothing her by rocking her back and forth. I sit next to V. She smiles, looking exhausted as she rests her head on my shoulder. 
“Get some sleep,” I tell her. 
“I’m scared to go to sleep in case I miss something.”
“What, like a dirty diaper?” I mock her.
She nudges me. “You know what I mean. I can’t get over how lucky we are. Things keep changing so fast … what if they’re ripped away from me?”
“They won’t be, because I’d never let that happen,” I promise her, my voice raw with emotion. “We’re a family now. The four of us. I’ll do everything I can to keep it that way.”
She snuggles against me. I swear I can feel her relax. It’s like all she needed was my reassurance, because the next thing I know, she’s snoring away, her arms still tightly wrapped around the baby. Katerina settled, I place her back in the crib, then I carefully lift Vincent from V’s hands. She stirs, but only for a minute as I place him down with Katerina. Then I climb on the bed and ease my arm around Valentina. 
I watch her sleep, amazed by how much love I feel for her and the twins. I meant it when I said I’d do whatever I had to in order to protect them. They’re my world now. 
I couldn’t imagine life without them. 
 
THE END
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