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          Grace

        

        June

      

    
    
      Marriage has always felt unachievable for me. How could I attach myself to another person and vow to love and cherish them when I couldn’t even keep a cactus alive? The idea of being with the same person forever, while nice, seems improbable.

      Honestly, I blame my parents. High school sweethearts, they got married just after graduation and have spent the last three decades building a life together. They own a farm in Maryland and have matching rocking chairs, built by my dad from salvaged wood, sitting on the front porch. Their love story is beautiful and, I’ve come to realize, completely unrealistic.

      Normal people can’t count on that kind of happy ending. My mom and dad met when they were fifteen and claim to this day that they saw one another and “just knew.” The only thing I “just knew” at fifteen was that my mom was completely unfair about not letting me get a belly button piercing. I wasn’t in the headspace to find love.

      I’m still not in that headspace. Which is why I’m engaged to my boss.

      “Hey, Sebastian. It’s Grace.” I wince.

      We’ve been engaged and living together for a month, and yet, I still don’t know how to talk to him on the phone. My name pops up on his screen when I call. I don’t need to announce myself, but no matter how hard I try to act natural, I can’t ever seem to forget that I’m talking to my boss.

      “Give me a call when you’re on your way,” I say to the messaging service. “The reception is at seven, right? I’m sure you’ll be here soon. Otherwise, we’ll be late. Anyway, give me a call. Bye.”

      I hang up and throw the phone on the blue velvet sectional, covering my face with my hands, too embarrassed to even look at my own blurry reflection in the ten-by-ten-foot windows that line the walls.

      I shouldn’t have even called. He won’t call me back. I learned that within the first week of our arrangement. Sebastian goes where he wants and does what—and who—he wants, and he doesn’t require nor want my approval. And why should he? I’m not his real fiancée. I’m a business partner at best; an accomplice at worst.

      The day it happened, when Sebastian called me into his office and asked me to go to lunch with him, I thought I was getting a raise. Though, what I really wanted was a promotion.

      The only reason I took the position as Sebastian’s assistant was to get my foot in the door of the finance industry. I had my master’s; all I needed was my big break. And what better opportunity could I hope for than being the assistant to the CEO of Wayde Bank? If I could impress him, the world of finance would lie at my feet. Sebastian Wayde could be my mythical guide through the ranks.

      I thought he would be my fast track to success. Instead, I’d been running copies, scheduling his grooming appointments, and fetching coffees for six months without even a nod of approval from him. At first, I thought he was just trying to intimidate me, to show me how serious he takes his job. After a month, however, I realized he truly didn’t notice how much I did for him every day. And even if he did, he didn’t care.

      The restaurant he took me to was a total boys’ club. Waitresses in skintight pencil skirts handed out scotch like it was water and red meat ruled the menu. I ordered the steak salad, and I had to lift a slab of bleeding meat to see the romaine lettuce buried underneath.

      “This is my favorite lunch spot,” Sebastian said, cutting into his braised veal with zeal, both elbows spread like wings.

      Sebastian Wayde, for all his wealth and pomp, is the image of a Scandinavian man. He has white blond hair and a frame that stretches well beyond six feet tall. He towers over every man he meets, but more than that, he is broad. He has wide shoulders and muscular arms and legs.

      I always picture him hiking up mountains with a pack on his back and chopping wood to prepare for a harsh winter. Of course, he would never wander into the wilderness alone. In the six months I’ve worked for him, he has taken three vacations, all of which were to luxury resorts where he spent tens of thousands of dollars to get drunk by a tiled pool that had a view of the ocean. He works out with a private trainer in his building’s private gym, and he only jogs on treadmills. He’s what you could call “indoorsy.”

      “Yeah, it’s great,” I agreed nervously.

      I wanted to ask him why he’d brought me out to lunch. Never once in the past five months had he asked me to go anywhere with him that wasn’t a meeting. And even then, he’d asked me to wait in the hallway a number of times, which was both embarrassing and infuriating.

      He nodded to the shallow glass in front of me. “You can drink if you want.”

      I couldn’t decide if it was worse to drink with my lunch and look like a lush or refuse him and look like a prude. Or, was the drink some kind of test? Was he trying to see if I was the kind of employee who would drink on the company dime? Would my response to this question determine whether I got the raise and/or promotion?

      “It isn’t a test,” he said, leaning forward and smiling like he wanted to take a bite out of my neck.

      Sebastian charmed people like a lion. He intimidated them into smiling back. When all of his attention was focused on you, you couldn’t help but smile. The only other option was to cower, and that was far less socially appropriate. Even if I’d wanted to resist, I wouldn’t have been able to. It was the first time since my first day on the job that his full attention had been on me, and I was ill-equipped to handle it.

      I smiled and took a sip, flinching against the burn of the alcohol down my throat.

      “Good, right?” he said, taking a drink of his own glass and then leaning back in his seat. “It is the best money can buy. At this restaurant, at least. The bottle costs three thousand dollars.”

      I didn’t know whether he wanted me to be surprised or awed by this. I settled on a casual nod. “It’s delicious.”

      “It is,” he agreed. “Would you like a bottle?”

      The question caught me by surprise, and I opened and closed my mouth several times, searching for the right words as though talking to him was a test I could pass.

      “I bet you would. Who wouldn’t?” he asked without waiting for my response. “The real question is—can you afford to buy a bottle?”

      He was right. That was the real question, and an easy one to answer.

      My cheeks flamed. “No.”

      “Student loans?” he asked, face twisted into mock concern. “And Manhattan living isn’t cheap. I pay my assistants well, but it can’t be easy.”

      I nodded. “I’m doing fine, though.”

      I wasn’t. Not really. Every month was a struggle, trying to find new and inventive ways to cut back. I’d started intermittent fasting for the simple reason that it meant eating slightly less food. My parents offered me money every time we talked on the phone, and I refused. So, Mom settled for sending care packages of homemade jam and fresh farm eggs—the essentials, she called them.

      “But you could be doing better,” he said, his voice slick as oil.

      “Everyone could be doing better,” I said. “If I thought like that, I’d never be happy.”

      His brow creased for a moment, considering what I said, before he shook it away and continued on. “I have a proposition for you.”

      I sat up straighter. My heart pounded in my chest and my leg shook under the table, anticipating climbing the next rung on the proverbial ladder of success.

      “Okay?” I said, encouraging him to continue.

      “Marry me.”

      Sebastian was staring at me, his face calm and relaxed while my brain short-circuited. He couldn’t have said what I thought he’d said. He was too calm to have just uttered two of the most insane words I’d ever heard.

      So, I blinked and smiled. “Sorry. I didn’t catch that.”

      “Marry me,” he repeated, enunciating each word. “You will receive adequate compensation, of course. I was thinking five hundred thousand, but I am open to negotiating that number.”

      Compensation? Half a million dollars?

      I placed my sweaty palms flat on the table and took deep yoga breaths, exhaling like a dragon. “I don’t understand.”

      “Yes, you do,” he said. “I know you overheard my conversation with my mother last month.”

      I glanced up at him and then away as soon as I realized his all-knowing, steely eyes were on me. I’d gone to deliver his lunch and caught him talking with his mother. I should have walked away, but the conversation was tense, and curiosity got the better of me. The fact that Sebastian knew I’d eavesdropped on him was mortifying. Though, flooded as I was with confusion, I hardly had the energy to devote to being embarrassed.

      He angled himself in his chair, crossed one long leg over the other, and rested an elbow on the table. I’d seen him take up the position many times during meetings. It was a power pose, lending him an air of casual confidence and control. Meanwhile, I was searching for a pillow or jacket or thick cloth napkin to cling to like a blankie.

      “My mother is tired of my bachelor lifestyle,” he said, rolling his eyes. “She thinks it’s bad for business, and will not hand over ownership of Wayde Bank to me until I am married. So, I thought we could form a mutually beneficial relationship. You can become my wife until the reins to the bank are in my grip, and I will pay you handsomely.”

      “But she isn’t planning to retire for two years,” I said.

      I had a million questions, but it seemed like shooting down the idea before it could really get any wings was the best option. If I showed Sebastian this idea was insane, we could go back to our normal work relationship. At the start of lunch, I’d been hoping for a shift in our relationship, but now I just wanted to fetch Sebastian’s coffee and be invisible to him.

      He nodded. “And if I wait two years before I settle down with someone, she will smell a scheme. But if I am married for two years before becoming owner, it will look more believable. Besides, the fact that you are my assistant is reason enough why I would keep the relationship a secret from her and everyone. I can tell her we’ve been dating since shortly after you started working for me and just recently made it official. Once we are married, no one will even blink when I transfer the money into your account. Then, we will pretend for a few years. You’ll pay off your debts, and I’ll get my company. Then we’ll file for an amicable divorce. It’s quite simple.”

      “Five hundred thousand?” I asked.

      “Five zeroes,” he said without blinking. “We’ll sign a prenuptial agreement, obviously, and our relationship in all regards will remain professional. I do not want this situation to be construed by anyone as me paying for sex.”

      “You’d marry an assistant?” I asked.

      After first meeting Sebastian, it was hard not to imagine what it would be like to be with him. He was an attractive, powerful man. A woman would have to be dead to not even consider the possibility. And then I experienced the trail of devastation he left in his wake. Women calling the office in the middle of the day trying to get in touch with him, wondering if he’d changed his phone number or if he was out of town. They weren’t the kind of women a man would usually blow off, either. These were beautiful women with illustrious careers and enough money that they certainly didn’t need Sebastian’s.

      He leaned across the table, his eyes roving over my face, and shrugged. “I’d do anything for my company. Besides, you’re attractive enough. It won’t raise too many eyebrows.”

      Attractive enough. I guess that was a compliment.

      The more he spoke, the more normal the idea became. He’d seemingly thought of everything, and as I listened to him lay out the timeline of our engagement and wedding, I couldn’t stop thinking about how good it would be to be free of my debts. To have the money to put a down payment on a place in the city. Perhaps, it was shock or desperation, but by the end of the lunch, I found myself shaking his hand.

      Now here I sit, in his penthouse, waiting for him yet again.

      When my phone buzzes, I jump up and grab it off the sofa, thinking it must be him, but it’s only an email from a luxury handbag designer asking if I’ll carry one of her bags on my next night out. I delete it without reading it all the way through and turn to look out at Central Park and the skyline beyond.

      In the month since the moment when I said yes to his proposition, I’ve had my regrets. Sitting at the lunch table listening to Sebastian talk through the engagement, marriage, and divorce, it seemed like everything would happen in a flash. What was two years compared to an entire lifetime? But then we lived together for a month, and I realized that one awkward dinner could feel like an entire year.

      Living day in and day out with someone you do not love and who clearly does not love you in return makes the days drag on and on. Especially when you have to pretend to be in love. When every outing together is filled with planned pecks on the cheek, hand holding, and loving gazes, followed by barely speaking once alone at home.

      For a while, I thought the luxuries of the penthouse—a private gym and pool, heated bathroom floors, a separate dressing room, and a library with a wood-burning fireplace and an incredible view—would be distraction enough, but after only one month in the place, they failed to excite me. I’d grown accustomed to Sebastian’s lavish lifestyle. To the emails from famous designers in my inbox. To seeing my face on tabloid covers that were discussing our “illicit affair.”

      I tuck my phone in my clutch and exchange it for my red lipstick. Sebastian hates it. He’s never said so to my face, but every time he sees me pull the tube from my purse or reach for it while getting ready in the bathroom, he grimaces. So now, I wear it like an armor. Plus, the merlot shade perfectly matches my gown for the evening, which was designed and tailored specifically for me. It cost more than three months of rent on my old apartment, and yet, I long for my worn pair of jeans and leather sandals.

      My clutch buzzes. I drop the lipstick tube back inside for touch-ups throughout the night, grab my phone, and read the text.

      “Downstairs.”

      When I was a teenager, my dad refused to let me leave the house on a date unless the boy came to the door to pick me up, and that was in high school. Now, as a grown woman, I’m responding to single word text messages while he waits in the car.

      I can almost see my dad standing next to the elevator doors, arms crossed over his chest, shaking his head as I step inside and push the button for the basement level where Sebastian and his driver will be waiting in the off-street entryway.

      My heels click across the cement as I make my way towards the car. The windows are tinted, so I can’t see Sebastian inside, but I can picture him—head down, scrolling through his phone looking at emails or text messages or stock prices. He probably doesn’t even realize I’m headed his way. And even if he did, he wouldn’t get out and open the door for me. “That’s the driver’s job,” he said when I mentioned it on our “first date.” I’d thought it would be a good shot for the press waiting outside the restaurant opening we were attending, but apparently, Sebastian Wayde serves no one. Not even the woman he supposedly loves.

      I smile at the driver, a uniformed, gray-haired man in his sixties, and gather the bottom of my dress to one side as I slip into the back seat. Sebastian doesn’t look up from his phone as I sit down.

      We are two city blocks away from the building before I say something. “Did you solve the problem at work?”

      He looks up like he’s startled to see me, his dark brown eyes hazed over, lost in whatever was on his phone screen. “What?”

      “The emergency at work,” I remind him.

      Part of me wonders whether Sebastian’s “emergencies” aren’t less of the work variety and more of the sexual variety. He told me up front that he had no plans to stop sleeping around with as many women as he wanted, but one month in, I haven’t seen a single woman coming or going from his room. But he does slip away to “work” regularly. As I agreed to the arrangement, him being with another woman wouldn’t be a betrayal, but the thought of him being caught with someone else when he’s supposed to be engaged to me is embarrassing. Could we truly make this arrangement work for two years?

      “Did you get it taken care of?” I ask.

      “Oh, yeah,” he says, nodding and turning back to his phone. “All squared away.”

      The twenty-minute drive from Manhattan to the reception venue in Brooklyn is quiet, the silence broken only by my meager attempts at conversation. I comfort myself with the idea that we will become more friendly over time. It is only the first month. Things are bound to be awkward until we find our rhythm.

      “Whose wedding is this again?” I ask.

      Sebastian doesn’t say anything, and I have to clear my throat for him to look up. “Oh. I’m not actually sure. You put it in my calendar. It’s your job to remember the details.”

      Of course. Even though I’m now his fiancée, I’m still his assistant.

      I pull my work phone out of my bag and scroll through his calendar.

      “Alessia Pagonis and Giorgio Ricci.”

      “That’s right,” Sebastian says. “Giorgio’s a prick. I slept with Alessia five years ago after another wedding. I don’t think I’ve seen her since.”

      I can’t decide whether it’s more surprising that we’re going to the wedding of a man Sebastian dislikes or that he can remember the approximate date he slept with the bride. Sebastian makes little effort to remember things that don’t personally benefit him. Apparently, however, he keeps a running list of his conquests.

      Sebastian still doesn’t open my door when we arrive at the venue, but he does pause on the curb long enough for me to move beside him and twine my arm around his elbow. His smile is wide, and he waves to the assembled press as we move down the white carpet leading to the solid wooden doors with tarnished metal handles.

      I don’t have to pretend to cling to him like a woman in love. I may have become accustomed to the luxury of Sebastian’s life, but I don’t think I could ever get used to people wanting to take my photograph. My skin crawls when we stop and pose for a picture to go in the society pages of the paper, and I don’t relax until we step through the doors and blend in with the other guests.

      The building is an old warehouse that has been remodeled into an industrial-chic event space complete with a salvaged wood dance floor, glass skylights, and exposed brick walls. Gauzy drapes and fairy lights hang from the walls and tables, stone fountains sit in each corner and the center of the room, and greenery and peonies flow down the centers of every table and pour off the ends and onto the floors like wax running down the side of a candle. It’s gorgeous. Any little girl’s dream wedding.

      “I should make a round,” Sebastian says, dropping my arm and straightening his suit. “Will you be okay?”

      Before I can answer, he walks away and disappears into the crowd.

      I don’t know anyone except for Sebastian, and no one knows me, so I grab a flute of champagne from a passing waiter and take a walk around the room, admiring the décor. I amble along with no rush, catching snippets of conversations that inform me Alessia and Giorgio were married in Paris last month, and are having a reception on each coast for their friends and family to celebrate with them.

      I can’t imagine having enough friends to fill up a reception guest list once, let alone twice. But then I remember Sebastian is at their wedding, and his only connection to them is hating Giorgio and having slept with Alessia, and I feel better. I look around the room at the smiling, well-dressed guests, and wonder how many of them even like the celebrated couple.

      I’m on my third lap of the room and halfway through my second flute when my clutch buzzes. I dig my phone out: a text from Myla.

      “So bummed I can’t see you tonight. Make sure that fiancé takes you somewhere nice. You deserve it, girl. Happy birthday!”

      I’m too embarrassed to tell my best friend that the man I’m engaged to doesn’t know when my birthday is. It’s my job to remember those kinds of details for him, anyway, right? And I’m afraid responding to Myla will bring up a lot of emotions I’m not prepared to deal with in a public setting. So, I swallow my tears, drop my phone back in my clutch, and toss back the last of my champagne.

      I look out over the crowd and spot the bride and groom. Alessia is tall and slim with glossy brown hair twisted in a loose braid. Her dress looks like something out of a fairy tale. As in, something an actual fairy would wear. It is low cut, draping across her chest and exposing most of her back. She looks radiant, and Giorgio can’t seem to look away.

      Giorgio is radiant in his own right, cutting a fine figure in his designer suit. He has a mane of dark black hair fit for a shampoo commercial, and I’m positive their children will be born with full heads of hair more luxurious than mine. The couple are smiling from ear to ear, embracing their guests as they float through the room.

      Then I see Sebastian. He cuts through the crowd like a Messiah figure parting the waters. Like cattle sensing a storm, people feel him coming and move out of the way.

      He throws his arms wide and hugs the couple at the same time, ruffling Giorgio’s hair and planting a kiss on Alessia’s cheek. If there is any bad blood between them as Sebastian hinted at, I can see no sign of it. They look like the best of friends. It seems impossible that in less than two months, Sebastian and I could be hosting our own wedding reception; hugging people we don’t know or like, all the while not really even liking each other. It will be the sham of all shams.

      A waiter passes by, and I strike out like a chameleon catching a fly, grabbing another glass of champagne and walking in the opposite direction towards the open bar. It’s my birthday, after all. I deserve to celebrate.
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          Leon

        

      

    
    
      I love weddings. A collection of wealthy people drinking free alcohol leads to many a questionable-but-entertaining decision. At the last wedding I attended, I saw two CEOs get in a fist fight over who deserved to take home the pretty cocktail server who had only been flirting with both of them for better tips. While they bloodied each other’s noses—a story each had to pay handsomely for to avoid being written about in the papers and discovered by their various girlfriends—I complimented the woman’s cool, collected attitude in the face of their brutishness and she gave me her number. We got coffee twice and slept together once before parting ways.

      Alessia and Giorgio’s wedding promises to be just as eventful. I’ve only just walked through the door, and I’ve already rubbed shoulders with three of the wealthiest men in the city.

      Giorgio is a finance guy, so his side of the guest list involves the same tired list of men who are at every party I attend—including the two men who came to blows over Carrie—but Alessia is a model. Pictures of her in lingerie and swimsuits are plastered on the sides of buildings all over the city, and I saw her in a perfume commercial last night between reruns of some sitcom from the eighties. She’s a famous model, but more importantly, she invited all of her famous model friends. If Dan and Edward fought over a cocktail server, I can’t wait to see what they’ll do for an underwear model. Maybe we can clear the dance floor and have a good old-fashioned joust.

      “Sebastian!” someone behind me shouts, waving their hand over their head.

      I follow their line of sight to see Sebastian Wayde, standing in the middle of a small crowd. He’s delighting the shameless ladder-climbers around him with what is no doubt an asinine story he’s told a hundred times before but keeps repeating because people are afraid not to laugh. I barely refrain from rolling my eyes and move in the opposite direction. The longer I can avoid the unavoidable confrontation with him, the better.

      I turn around and run directly into the bride and groom. They are standing face to face, noses pressed together, whispering to one another, and I almost feel bad for interrupting them, but not bad enough not to do it; the sooner I offer my congratulations, the sooner my duties as their guest are through.

      “Giorgio. Alessia.” I place a hand on each of their shoulders, turning their private moment into a group hug. “Congratulations!”

      Giorgio looks up, startled, and then smiles. “Leon. How are you?”

      “Boring,” I say with a laugh. “I’m not the one who just got married to the most beautiful woman in any room.”

      Alessia presses her lips together and gives me a shy smile that I know is forced modesty. You don’t become a model without being the prettiest woman in the room, let alone a world-famous model. Still, admitting as much would be vanity, and Alessia knows that.

      “You’re such a charmer,” she says.

      “One of my many flaws.”

      “I don’t think so,” Alessia says. “You are still single, aren’t you?”

      I clutch my chest like she’s wounded me.

      Alessia laughs. “I have a lot of friends here. Many of them would enjoy a charming, handsome man.”

      “I’ll be sure to let you know if I see one of those around.” I slap a laughing Giorgio on the back. “Congratulations again, you two. Beautiful party for a beautiful couple.”

      They raise their glasses to that, and I lift an empty hand. “I need a drink!”

      I’d like something harder, but when a waiter passes with a tray of champagne, I can’t resist grabbing one. Neither, apparently, can Sebastian Wayde. His hand wraps around the same glass as mine, and we both pull away, similar looks of both shock and disapproval on our faces.

      I recover faster than he does and grab the glass and hand it to him with a tip of my head. Sebastian narrows his eyes and bypasses my outstretched hand to grab his own drink. The waiter, to his credit, spins on the spot and flees the confrontation as quickly as possible. Good survival instincts, that one.

      “Leon,” Sebastian says. He must have used up all of his party charisma because his voice is flat, nostrils flared.

      “Sebastian.” I raise my glass in both a toast and a farewell as I turn away.

      “Nice suit,” he snaps, walking around to block my escape, eyes assessing. “Did you get that from your father’s closet?”

      The suit is new, and Sebastian knows it, but he can’t stop himself from picking a fight. He is a bully and the entire world is his schoolyard. The options are to worship him or face his wrath. I made my decision years ago.

      “Yours is nice, too,” I say with a smile. “Well, good chat. Enjoy your evening.”

      Sebastian stands to his full height and steps forward so he is towering over me. He wants me to cower or step away, but instead I take a casual drink of champagne and grin dumbly up at him.

      “What? No comeback?” he says. “I thought being witty was your trademark?”

      I’ve never been a violent man, but every time I see Sebastian Wayde, I want to punch him in the jaw. The moment I met him five years ago when we were both moving our way up the ranks of our respective companies, I knew I hated him. Something inside of me—an evolutionary instinct used by cavemen to detect assholes, perhaps—was repelled by him. I wanted nothing to do with him, and Sebastian never forgave me for not fawning all over him because of his last name. It certainly didn’t help that my leadership as CEO has made FutureTrust one of Wayde Bank’s biggest competitors.

      So now, as if we are in some hip-hop dance movie, Sebastian wants to throw down every time we are in the same room. But I don’t have the same desire. In fact, I’d like to carry on as if he doesn’t exist, and I tell him as much.

      “It is, but we all need a night off, and I suggest you do the same,” I say, stepping around him and patting him on the shoulder.

      Sebastian jerks away from my touch, his lip curled up like I just gave him leprosy.

      I suppress a laugh. “Hang up the burden of being the biggest dick in the room for one night. You deserve a break.”

      Before he can say anything, I step into the crowd and strike up a conversation with a bald man and his wife who I’ve met before but whose names I can’t remember. Too afraid to reveal his true personality to the general public, Sebastian stalks away to no doubt find another group of men lower on the totem pole to stroke his ego.

      I discover the bald man is Giorgio’s private accountant, and he offers me his business card three separate times before I can’t refuse again and accept it. I shove it in my pocket as I walk away, knowing I’ll forget it’s there and find it in six months when I wear the suit again, and head towards the bar.

      The bartender makes me a quick rum and coke, and I make sure he sees me drop a fifty in the tip jar to ensure I receive expedient drinks for the rest of the night. Then, I turn back towards the dance floor, and almost like a curtain opening before a play, the dancers part, and I see a beautiful woman sitting alone across the room.

      She’s perched on a tall stool, legs crossed delicately at the ankle, and wearing a stunning red dress. It’s open-necked, a thick band of fabric wrapping around one of her shoulders while the other shoulder is bare. It fits tightly across her chest but flares out at the waist. Between the silhouette and her long brown hair that is pinned over her right ear and tumbling down her back in thick waves, she looks like a fifties pin-up model. I check several times to be sure she is truly alone because the fact that every man in the room isn’t flocking to her doesn’t make any sense to me.

      When she wraps her dark red lips around the rim of her glass and tips her head back to take a drink, I quickly swallow back my own drink and cut across the room to the dessert table. I ask the server to cut me two slices and check over my shoulder to be sure the woman is still sitting alone. I’m almost surprised when I realize she is still there and not a figment of my imagination.

      Cake in hand, I cut across the dance floor, dodging one couple who are a few thin layers of clothes away from procreating in public and a man who—either in jest or all seriousness, I can’t tell—is attempting to breakdance. Finally, I stop a few feet away from her.

      It’s been a long time since I was last nervous about speaking to a woman. Wooing women has always been a gift. A mix of self-deprecating humor and God-given charm has served me well, and I’ve never had reason to doubt my abilities. However, this woman looks out of my league. The closer I come to her, the more I feel like it would be better to walk away and pretend both slices of cake were for me. But before I can make the decision to step forward and introduce myself or run away, she looks up at me.

      Her green eyes are sparkling emeralds under the string lights, and I can see a smattering of freckles across her cheeks and shoulders. She raises her dark eyebrows in surprise, and then she smiles. The movement creates a small dimple on the right side of her pointed chin.

      “Hello.”

      I’ve never been attracted to a woman’s voice before, but apparently, there is a first time for everything. There is a lulling melody to the single word. Like the opening line of a ballad. It stirs something inside of me, and I step forward, one plate extended.

      “Cake?”
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      I’m not drunk. If I was drunk, I’d feel warm and tingly. But I don’t feel warm and tingly. There is a buzz underneath my skin like a swarm of angry bees. And the longer I sit on the stool, drinking champagne, and watching Sebastian move through the crowd without once looking to see where I am, the more the swarm begins to buzz.

      I could leave now and Sebastian wouldn’t even notice. I’ve been considering it since my second glass of champagne, and I’m now on my fourth. This is the first year since becoming friends that Myla and I haven’t had a girl’s night in for my birthday. She wanted to throw me a surprise party in the dorm our freshman year of college, but I—thankfully—found out about it and begged her for a night of rom-coms, junk food, and face masks instead. She agreed, and it became a tradition.

      Now, thanks to Sebastian’s many social obligations, I’m wearing a full face of makeup and an evening gown instead of a clay mask and fuzzy pajama bottoms. Myla’s apartment would only be a fifteen-minute cab ride away, and her medicine cabinet is always stocked with an emergency stash of sheet masks. The night could be salvaged still.

      Just as I’m gathering the courage to bail on the party and face the consequences later, I catch movement to my left and turn to see a tan, square-jawed man staring at me, holding two slices of cake. A handsome man and a sugary dessert? Hello!

      “Hello,” I say, a little awestruck by him. He has black hair that is perfectly, messily coiffed on top of his head, a thin shadow of stubble across his cut jawline, and bright blue eyes that are so vibrant I briefly wonder if they aren’t contacts.

      He steps forward, a plate extended out to me. “Cake?”

      I laugh, both in surprise and confusion. I’ve never seen this man in my life, and he shows up with cake as if I’d asked him to fetch it for me.

      He shakes his head as if remembering himself. “Sorry. May I join you?”

      “The cake is for me?” I ask, one eyebrow raised.

      “Only one of them,” he says, pulling the other plate close to his chest. “One is for me.”

      I twist my lips to one side of my mouth as though seriously considering his offer, and then shrug and reach for the plate. “Sure. You can join me.”

      He smiles, and I feel my heart jump. He gracefully drags a stool over so it is right next to mine. The move could have seemed too forward, but he oozes pure confidence, which I’m sure allows him to get away with more than most men.

      “Do I have to leave when the cake is gone?” he asks, forking off a piece and holding it in front of his mouth. “Because that may determine how quickly I eat this.”

      Handsome and charming. It’s a truly deadly combination, and I consider telling him he should leave immediately. I literally can’t afford to fall in love with a stranger. Not with Sebastian and his offer in the picture.

      But of course, I can’t do that. This man is the first person to show me any attention at the party, and he also might be the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. He is a miracle.

      “Eat your cake as quickly as you’d like,” I say, dragging my fork through the tip of my own slice. The cake is red velvet with cream cheese frosting, and it feels like cutting into actual velvet. “You can stay until I tire of your company. Or vice versa.”

      The left side of his mouth pulls up into a smirk, and I quickly shove the cake in my mouth to avoid wolf-whistling.

      “I don’t see how anyone could tire of your company.”

      “You don’t even know me,” I say, covering my mouth with my hand.

      Suddenly, he grabs my hand away from my mouth, curling it within the warm confines of his own large palm, and shakes. “Leon. Lovely to meet you…”

      “Grace.”

      He nods in approval. “That’s a good name. I’ve never met a Grace who wasn’t nice.”

      “You know a lot of women named Grace?”

      He shakes his head. “No. Only you.”

      I roll my eyes at his cheesy come-on, but I also can’t stop a smile from spreading across my face. Even when I know he is trying to woo me, it works. Some men are sly, and you don’t realize what they’re doing until you wake up in bed with them the next morning, but Leon is laying it all out there. He’s pulling back the curtain to let me see the machination responsible for his wooing. And I’m charmed by it. But I shouldn’t be.

      “Are you here alone, Grace?”

      “Presently?” I ask. “Yes, I’m alone. Or, I was until you arrived.”

      “With cake,” he reminds me, using his fork to point to both of our slices as though he wants it marked in an official record somewhere that he came bearing gifts.

      “With cake,” I agree. “But I’m not alone alone.”

      He looks around, confused. “Is there a mouse in your pocket? You look alone to me.”

      “My dad always says that.” I’m briefly uncomfortable with the fact that I’m attracted to a man who makes the same jokes as my dad, but then I push away the thought and power through the next sentence. “What I meant is that I came here with someone.”

      “A date?” he asks, looking noticeably less chipper.

      My heart sputters like an old clunker trying to get up a hill. I’m talking to a gorgeous man at a luxurious party in the nicest dress I’ve ever worn, and it should be a glorious moment—one for the Grace Miller history books—but I have to ruin it. Because the only reason I’m here at all is because of Sebastian. Without him, I’d be stuffing myself with cheesy puffs while crying over a star-crossed lover’s story, the male lead being drafted just as the female lead realizes she loves him.

      Without Sebastian, I’d be single and broke and so far beneath Leon’s dating pool that he probably wouldn’t even recognize me as the same species. So far, I’ve only fooled him with the dress and makeup. So, I look into Leon’s blue, blue eyes once more before I say the three words that will bring the beautiful moment crashing down.

      “With my fiancé.”

      The light in his eyes visibly fades, and he sits up straight as he takes another bite of cake.

      “Do I know him?” he asks.

      Before I can answer, he shakes his head. “I can’t know him. If I did, I’d remember you.” His smile is mischievous because we both know he is toeing the line between friendly and flirty. “Plus, I make it a point not to be friends with idiots, and no offense, Grace, but any man who would leave you at a party like this by yourself is an idiot.”

      Is it wrong if I agree with him? I can’t decide, so I just laugh and eat more cake.

      “This is really good,” I say, not so subtly trying to change the subject.

      Suddenly, Leon reaches out and pulls my plate and my half-eaten red velvet cake with him.

      “Hey,” I argue, trying to pull it back.

      Leon wags his finger at me.

      “You have a fiancé to bring you cake, but I’m single, so I have to fend for myself. Sorry, but this cake is now mine.” He settles the matter by taking a large bite of mostly frosting from the top of my slice and shoving it in his mouth.

      I’m too surprised to be angry, so I stare at him, open-mouthed, for several seconds before I can find words.

      “I must have been wrong about you, Leon,” I say. “I thought you might be one of those elusive gentlemen I always hear about, but any man who would steal cake from a woman on her birthday is no gentleman.”

      His attention snaps to me, eyes narrowed. “It’s your birthday?”

      I nod. “Twenty-five.”

      “Twenty-five! That’s a big one,” he says. “I had a yacht party for my twenty-fifth birthday. I got so drunk I nearly fell over the side of the boat.”

      “Charming,” I say sarcastically, pinching my lips to hide a smile. It really is charming. I’m not sure why. Probably because Leon said it.

      “I’m older and wiser now,” he assures me. “Though, that is hardly the point. I called your fiancé an idiot before, but I’d like to amend my statement: Any man who would leave a beautiful woman like yourself alone at a party like this on her birthday, of all days, is not only an idiot, but a feckless idiot. You must point him out to me.”

      “Why?” I ask, one eyebrow raised. “Are you planning to duel him for my honor?”

      He lowers his head, runs a hand through his dark hair, and looks up at me from beneath dark brows. Immediately, my instincts cry out for me to run. Predator, predator. Get out now. But I can’t. Everything about Leon draws me in, and I find myself rooted to the spot.

      His lips part in a smirk. “That depends. Would you like that?”

      Yes.

      “No.”

      He sighs and leans away. “Fine. Then, I won’t defend your honor, though someone should. Just point him out to me, so I can do my best to avoid him in the future.”

      I shake my head but stretch to see over the crowd. I’ve had my eyes on Sebastian most of the night, letting my anger feed on the fact that he never once looked around the room for me. But when Leon arrived, I lost sight of him. “I’m not sure where he is, but you might know him by name.”

      “I truly doubt that,” Leon says. “Like I said, I can’t imagine being friends with someone who would be so careless with a woman like you.”

      My cheeks flush. “His name is Sebastian Wayde.”

      Leon tries to mask his reaction, but I see the emotions cross his face one at a time like a slide show of human reactions. Surprise, annoyance, disappointment, and finally, indifference.

      “You look like you might know him,” I say.

      “I do,” Leon says, sliding my slice of cake back over to me. He ate most of the frosting off the top, but for some reason I don’t mind. “As exemplified by our attendance at this party, we move in similar circles, but I was still right, however. I am not a friend of your fiancé.”

      “Is that why you gave me my cake back?” I ask. “Because you don’t want to share my germs now you know I’m engaged to your enemy?”

      Leon shakes his head. “He isn’t my enemy, but I gave your cake back because, being in a relationship with a man like that, you deserve something sweet every now and again.”

      I know if I want to play the part of Sebastian’s devoted future wife, I should be offended to hear Leon say anything bad about him, but I can’t muster the false emotion.

      The truth is, everyone falls all over themselves to suck up to Sebastian, either because they want something from him or because they work for him or because they respect him simply because he’s one of the wealthiest men in the business. So, hearing Leon say anything other than blind praise feels nice. It feels like someone sees the Sebastian I see every day, and for the first time in a month, I don’t feel completely alone.

      “Sorry if I’m making you uncomfortable,” Leon says. “I’ve probably made an ass of myself insulting your fiancé to you. And on your birthday, no less. You can have the other half of my cake if you want. The gentlemanly thing to do would be to get you a fresh slice, but we’ve already determined I’m not a gentleman, so here is my cake, and I’ll be going.”

      “No,” I say, a bit too quickly. “It’s fine.”

      “You don’t want the cake?” he asks.

      I grab the plate before he can pull it away. “No, I want the cake. I meant you didn’t upset me by insulting Sebastian.”

      Leon drops back into his chair and puts his elbow on the tabletop, resting his chin on his fist. “Interesting. You don’t mind that I think your fiancé is a grade-A jackass?”

      I roll my eyes but shake my head. “I don’t. In fact, I agree with you most days.”

      He pauses, and I can see him assessing how honest I’m being. “Then why are you engaged to him?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      Understatement of the century.

      Leon presses his lips together like he is thinking and then stands up and extends a hand to me. “In that case, would you like to dance?”

      I’m already reaching for his hand before I stop myself, tuck my traitorous hand in my lap, and shake my head. “I can’t.”

      Leon lets his hand drop against his side. I’ve been so busy admiring his face that I almost didn’t notice his outfit. It is a sight to behold. He has on a navy-blue suit with a white collared shirt underneath, unbuttoned around his neck, and brown leather shoes that look so supple I want to reach down and stroke them.

      Even imagining what it would be like to press up against Leon in his suit on the dance floor feels like a betrayal. Not in the emotional sense, but in a contractual way. My part of the bargain is to look like Sebastian’s devoted fiancée in front of his friends and colleagues, and dancing with another man—a very attractive man, at that—would be in direct violation of that.

      “Because of Sebastian?” he asks, barely restraining a grimace at having to say his name. He really doesn’t like him.

      I nod. “He wouldn’t like it.”

      Leon glances around quickly like he is looking for someone, and then leans in and takes my hand. His fingers are soft and warm, and my skin tingles where it touches his. I catch my breath.

      Leon squeezes my hand. “Then he doesn’t need to know about it. Did you know this venue has a roof?”

      “Most places do,” I tease.

      “An accessible roof. I’ve been up there before.”

      “With other women?”

      I don’t know why I ask. It doesn’t matter. I’m engaged, and I’ve only known Leon for ten minutes. And yet, the thought of him with other women, or, even worse, the thought that he would see me as just another woman to woo at a party, bothers me. I want to be more than that. But I also know I shouldn’t want more than that.

      “No. By myself,” he says sincerely. “But I’d love to show it to you. We can dance up there if you’d like?”

      I should say no. I should sit back down at the table, eat the cake remnants Leon gave me, and wait for this party to be over so I can go to bed. Dancing with Leon would not only be unwise, but pointless. I’m getting married in seven weeks. Why should I make the decision even harder than it already is?

      And yet.

      I reciprocate the hand squeeze and stand up, my heels tapping against the floor. “Okay.”

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

        

    
    






          Leon

        

      

    
    
      Grace holds my hand the entire way up to the roof, and I begin to realize how sensual handholding can be. All the nerves in my body seem to have zeroed in on where my skin meets hers, and it’s a miracle the heat doesn’t burn us both.

      When we reach the roof, she lets go and moves to the railing. No fear. No hesitation. She grips the rail and sighs, looking out at the city and the skyline. I’ve always thought New York looked best from high up, when you can’t see or smell the trash and the people buzzing around the streets in a hurry are just tiny pinpricks against the pavement. Clearly, Grace agrees with me.

      She tips her head back, closes her eyes, and purses her dark red lips as a breeze rolls through, whipping her hair back. “I needed this.”

      “What, you weren’t enjoying the party?” I ask, moving to stand next to her. “Talking to a room full of financiers isn’t your dream birthday?”

      She laughs. “Not exactly. No offense.”

      “None taken,” I say, hands raised in surrender. “I wouldn’t want to spend my birthday with me, either.”

      “You are the only reason my birthday might be salvageable this year.”

      When Grace looks at me, I can tell she’s being honest, but I can also tell she regrets the words the moment she has said them. She is engaged, after all.

      Quickly, she laughs and adds, “Because of the cake. It isn’t a birthday without cake.”

      “Good point. And you’re welcome.”

      She rolls her eyes and looks back out at the skyline, and I look at her. The slope of her nose, the flutter of her long lashes, and the delicate intersection of her neck and collarbone are mesmerizing. I feel like I’m admiring a Renaissance painting.

      One of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen is engaged to Sebastian Wayde.

      I’ve done my best not to think about Sebastian. Thinking about him puts me in a bad mood, and I didn’t want to be in a bad mood. Not with Grace.

      I barely know her, but I know her well enough to know she is too good for Sebastian.

      I’ve seen the type of women he attracts. In fact, our circle being as small as it is, I briefly dated several women who later went on to call themselves Sebastian’s girlfriend. In a word, they are vapid. Of no substance. Just like Sebastian, they seem like a prize from the outside, but once you dig a little deeper, you realize they are hollow. Driven by their ambition and greed, leaving little energy for anything else.

      Twenty minutes with Grace is enough to tell me there is more to her than a thirst for money. The simple fact that she hasn’t asked me what I do for a living is proof of that. Usually, it is the first question women ask, and the answer determines whether you deserve any more of their time.

      With the rest of the party far below us, I can almost forget the impropriety of it all. I can almost forget that Grace has promised herself to another man. And I can almost forget that other man is one of my least favorite people in existence. Almost.

      “When do you think your fiancé will begin to miss you?” I ask.

      “He won’t,” she says with a wave of her hand. “Sebastian will only look for me when he’s ready to leave.”

      I hum disapprovingly. “Most men like to spend the evening with their dates.”

      I don’t want to continue to talk bad about him because no matter how annoyed Grace is with Sebastian for hauling her to a wedding reception on her birthday, she is still engaged to the man. On some level I will never be able to understand, she loves him. But I also can’t sit by and pretend it’s normal for him to leave her to fend for herself at a party where she knows no one.

      “Sebastian is a professional schmoozer,” she says. “These events are more like work to him than fun.”

      “What does he do for fun, then?” I ask and then quickly amend the question. “What do the two of you do for fun?”

      Grace frowns and looks down at the city, her forehead wrinkled in thought.

      “I don’t mean to make you feel bad, but it is taking you a little too long to answer the question,” I say gently.

      She spins away from the railing, leaning back against it with her arms crossed. “For not trying, you are doing a great job.”

      “Then answer the question,” I say, stepping towards her, my hand sliding down the railing until my fingers are a whisper away from where her hip is pressed against the metal. “Tell me what you and Sebastian Wayde do for fun.”

      I look straight into her green eyes—a challenge—and silently pray she won’t say they spend their free time in the bedroom. Because if she says that, I might just have to pitch myself off the roof.

      Grace stares back, her eyes flickering green flames, but the longer we look at one another, the more the fire dims. Until finally, she glances down at the ground and shakes her head.

      “I don’t owe you an explanation, Leon. I hardly know you.”

      I want to press. I want to make her explore whatever feeling she is having, hoping beyond hope that I’ll wake her up from some hallucination and she’ll realize she doesn’t love Sebastian at all. Instead, I step away and extend a hand.

      “I believe you promised me a dance.”

      She looks at my hand and then at me, eyebrow raised. “I promised you no such thing.”

      I sigh, letting my head roll on my shoulders. “I’m trying to change the subject for you, dear. The least you can do is play along.”

      Grace grabs my hand and charges ahead of me, pulling me towards the center of the small roof. “Don’t call me ‘dear.’”

      When we reach the middle, she turns on her heels and faces me, hands balled into fists at her sides. “How do you want to do it?”

      I can’t stop the smirk that spreads across my face, and Grace’s cheeks go bright red.

      “Dance,” she almost shouts, leaning forward to elbow me in the stomach. “How do you want to dance?”

      I swallow my laughter, hold my left hand up for her to take, and wrap my right arm around her waist.

      She steps into the circle of my body slowly, looking up at me from behind heavy lashes as she presses her right hand into mine and places her left hand on my bicep.

      “I can barely hear the music,” she says, turning around to make sure the access door we propped open is still being held ajar by her clutch. The front half of the venue is a two-story tall room with skylights, but the back half is a kitchen on the first floor with offices above. The door to the roof is on the second floor with a permanent sign affixed to it that says, “Authorized Personnel Only.”

      “I don’t think they really want people dancing up here.”

      “Should we go, then? I don’t want to get in trouble.”

      She moves to pull away, but I tighten my grip and shake my head.

      “We won’t get in trouble.”

      “What if someone comes up here and—”

      “If it’s an employee, it will probably be some college student working here on evenings to pay off student loans, so I’ll toss them some cash and make it worth their while. And if it’s another guest,” I say, grabbing her hand and spinning her in a very reluctant circle. “Then we’ll tell them we’ve got dibs and to get lost.”

      She laughs and turns to look out over the city again. The sun set over an hour ago, but a deep red still colors the horizon, and the skyline glows from the streetlights and passing car headlights.

      “Do you ever not say exactly what you mean?” she asks.

      “Excuse me?”

      Grace shrugs, her mouth twisted up in a shy smile. “You don’t seem to have any issue with telling people exactly what you think. Within the first five minutes of knowing me, you told me you don’t like my fiancé and stole my birthday cake.”

      “I gave that cake back,” I remind her.

      “I’m serious,” she presses. “How are you brave enough to say exactly what you’re thinking?”

      Alone on the roof with my arm wrapped around her waist, I’m thinking this moment with Grace feels like a movie. I’ve never put much stock in fate or destiny, but being with her feels like it was planned for me. Like someone orchestrated our meeting, and I’d love to shake their hand and thank them. I’m thinking I want nothing more than to pull Grace against my chest and press my lips to hers until she forgets about Sebastian entirely.

      “I’m not,” I admit, pushing the fantasy from my mind. “I got a physical at the doctor’s office last month, and I thought my overweight doctor had no business telling me my ‘metabolism will slow down one day, and all the exercise in the world won’t compensate for a poor diet,’ but I certainly didn’t say that out loud.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “Even earlier tonight—just before I met you, actually—I was talking to an accountant who might be the most annoyingly persistent man I’ve ever met, but I didn’t say that. I took his business card and walked away with the promise of calling him. I will not call him.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “Everyone thinks things like that. Not saying them out loud makes you nice.”

      “Exactly. Nice, not brave.” I circle my arm around her trim waist, pulling her against my chest. The bulk of the bottom half of her dress is pinched between our bodies, and I know it wasn’t exactly made for close dancing, but it’s impossible to be this near to Grace without wanting more. Without wanting her a little closer.

      She adjusts her hand, sliding it up my arm and shoulder until her fingers are on my collar. I can feel the warmth of her nearness against my neck, and like a cat searching for attention, I want to lean into her touch. But because I’m not nearly as brave as she seems to think I am, I don’t.

      “I’m not brave,” she says, as though reading my thoughts.

      “Do you keep a lot of thoughts to yourself?” I ask, leaning down to peer at her like I’m trying to see inside her head.

      She laughs, her eyebrows flicking upward quickly. “You have no idea.”

      What I wouldn’t give to know what she’s thinking.

      Grace works her lower lip. Her eyes bounce off me and look instead over the edge of the roof again. She swallows, and her throat bobs nervously.

      “You don’t have to,” I say.

      “Have to what?” Her forehead is adorably wrinkled.

      I reach out and tap my thumb between her brows. “Keep your thoughts to yourself. Beautiful people have different rules than most people. You could speak the darkest parts of your mind and everyone would still love you.”

      “That is so not true. You hate Sebastian.”

      I hate his name on her lips. Because not only does it mean he still exists, but it means she thinks he is beautiful. And, I mean, yes, he is objectively, stereotypically handsome, but I’d feel better if Grace didn’t admit as much to my face.

      “Not because he says what he thinks,” I explain. “But because he’s an asshole. There is a difference between being honest and being cruel.”

      “How do you know I’m not cruel?”

      Her eyes are wide, the dying light of sunset reflected in her irises, and I want to reach out and brush my thumb across her cheek. I want to tuck my fingers behind her ear and marvel at her.

      “I can tell.”

      She stares at me for a moment longer and then shakes her head, laughing nervously. “Well, I might not be cruel, but I’m not pretty enough to say half the things I think.”

      Suddenly, my hand has a life of its own. It does all the things I’d just told it not to. My thumb brushes over her porcelain skin and my fingers tuck a wavy strand of hair behind her ear. Grace catches her breath and looks up at me, red lips parted.

      “You’re beautiful.” I don’t mean to say the words, but they come out in a reverent whisper, and then I’m leaning down towards her. The rational part of my brain is screaming at me to hit the brakes, but to no avail. I’m not thinking with my brain right now. I’m all thundering heart and trembling fingers.

      Grace softens against me as I cup the back of her neck and tighten an arm around her waist. She is pressing up on her toes, closing the distance between us, and her fingers finally, mercifully find my neck. Goosebumps rise across my skin. We haven’t even kissed yet, and I’m fighting back a moan. I close my eyes, lean down, and…

      “Wait.”

      She presses on my chest and arches away from me. I let her go immediately, stumbling back like someone has just poured ice water over me in the middle of a great dream.

      Grace shakes her head and turns away, moving back to the railing. “I don’t even know your name.”

      “Leon,” I say, breathless.

      She looks over her shoulder at me, and I instantly wish I had a camera. Her sad eyes and red dress against the dark sky would hang in any gallery in the world.

      “If I’m going to cheat on my fiancé, I should at least know your last name, don’t you think?”

      Is that what we were doing? Cheating? It didn’t feel like cheating. If anything, it feels like she is cheating on me with Sebastian. Why is she with him? She’s beautiful and sweet and witty. What could she see in a man like Sebastian Wayde?

      “Leon Knight.”

      I don’t have to wait long to see if she recognizes my name. Her shoulders stiffen, and she turns around, eyes wide.

      “Knight?” she repeats. “As in, Leon Knight, CEO of FutureTrust?”

      “The very same,” I say with a smile I don’t mean. I hadn’t withheld my full name from her on purpose. Once I knew who she was, however, I avoided offering it freely. “I assume you’ve heard of me.”

      She nods without turning around. “A time or two. We’ve actually spoken on the phone before.”

      “No, we haven’t.” I’d remember talking to Sebastian Wayde’s fiancée on the phone because there would be absolutely no reason for it. Grace has to be mistaken.

      “Yes, we have,” she insists, turning around, her hands bundled nervously in front of her. “I’m Sebastian’s assistant. I called you once to set up—”

      “You’re his fiancée and his assistant?”

      Before Grace can answer, the door to the roof thuds open, bouncing off the stone wall, and Sebastian steps out.

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t know, Knight,” he calls out.

      Grace’s eyes go wide when she sees Sebastian, and she looks down at the floor, ashamed. I don’t know what for. We’re standing five feet apart. If he’d walked in on us dancing, it may have been a different story.

      “I didn’t know,” I say, speaking only to Grace now.

      She doesn’t look up.

      Sebastian crosses the roof in a few long strides and wraps an arm around Grace’s shoulder. The move looks awkward and clumsy, and he jostles Grace against his side, trying to get a firm grip on her.

      “You said downstairs you weren’t in the mood to spar tonight, but I guess that is what you would say if your real plan was to try and scam on my fiancée.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” I say, glaring at him, but hoping my words are registering with Grace.

      I know it looks bad. Grace knew Sebastian and I didn’t get along, but now she understands to what extent. I don’t want her to think being with her was just some trick to get one over on Sebastian. If anything, I continued talking to her in spite of her connection to him. Because no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t seem to pull myself away.

      “The only reason we’re here is because you left her alone all night. On her birthday.”

      Sebastian snaps his attention to Grace like he is surprised, and I wonder whether he even knows it is her birthday. Then, just as quickly, he looks back at me and sneers.

      “Don’t pretend to be the better man, Leon. It doesn’t suit you.”

      Grace has gone quiet and lifeless in his presence, and I want to remind her of our conversation. She can speak her mind. She can say what she thinks, stand up for herself. But she just crosses her arms and stares down at the ground.

      “I don’t have to pretend,” I snap, anger getting the best of me. “I’m not the one dipping my pen in company ink.”

      Grace’s head snaps up, her eyes wide for a second before narrowing in. I regret the words immediately, but it’s too late. Sebastian shakes his head, tightens his hold on Grace’s shoulders, and pulls her towards the door.

      “Let’s go.”

      It’s a command, and Grace resists for a second, staring at me, waiting for me to say something. To apologize. I’m waiting for it, too, but the words won’t come.

      Because what does it matter? She’s engaged to someone else. She’s going home with someone else. If she thinks I’m the biggest jerk in the world, then rather sooner than later, right? It would be impossible to be married to Sebastian and keep a good opinion of me. Sebastian wouldn’t allow it. Pushing Grace away is the easiest solution. It will help us settle into the roles we will have to play once they are married.

      Then, she turns with him and walks across the rooftop, head down.

      “Lovely meeting you, Grace,” I say, both as a jab at Sebastian and a compliment to Grace. “Happy birthday!”

      She looks back at me for just a second, stealing a glance over her shoulder as Sebastian grabs her clutch off the ground and then pulls her through the door and down the stairs.

      I stay on the roof for a while longer in hopes I won’t go back down to the party and run into the two of them working the room. I don’t want to see them together. I don’t want to walk around and pretend it doesn’t bother me. And I especially don’t want to have to be the nice guy and keep all the thoughts I have about Sebastian and Grace being together in my head.

      They don’t make sense. Sebastian is scum, and Grace deserves better. Why is she with him?

      As I look out over the city, I wonder whether I shouldn’t leverage my wealth more. Sebastian does, and clearly it works for him. If he can get a woman like Grace with money and power and an insufferable personality, what could I do with money, power, and a great personality? Or, a good personality, at least.

      Fine, an okay personality.

      After enough time has passed for them to have said their goodbyes and left, I walk back down the stairs, the music from the party growing louder, and wonder if I should drown my sorrows in whiskey or take Alessia up on her offer and find myself a model.

      I’m astounded to discover I’m not interested in a model, though. Not with the memory of holding Grace in my arms while we danced still fresh in my mind. With that realization firmly affixed, I head toward the bar.
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      “I’m not the one dipping my pen in company ink.”

      The words echo in my head all the way down the stairs and through the party. Sebastian is stopped by several people, pulled into conversations that don’t concern me, and I just stand there, dumbly, wondering if Leon meant it.

      Am I nothing more than company ink? A throwaway employee at his rival’s company who he wanted to fool with to get back at Sebastian?

      It didn’t feel that way when we were talking. And he came up to me with the cake before he even knew who I was. I could tell by his reaction to Sebastian’s name that it was a surprise. So, there had to have been some genuine interest in me in the beginning, at least. Once he found out, however, did his intentions change? Did the game begin? And did I fall into the trap?

      I shouldn’t have gone with him to the roof. No matter how I spin it to Sebastian, it’s going to look like I was trying to cheat on him at a party with all of his friends and colleagues in attendance. But I didn’t cheat on him. I went to the roof for air…and there just happened to be a man with me. A very handsome man. Who is also his biggest rival.

      Sebastian talks about Leon Knight enough in the office that the name “Leon” alone should have registered somewhere in the back of my brain. Maybe it was the four glasses of champagne impairing my judgment. Or his dark stubble and bright eyes and winning smile. Probably, it was a combination of all of the above.

      No matter what Leon thinks, I did speak with him on the phone once. I remember because I was surprised he answered the phone and not his assistant. I had to call and confirm his attendance at a benefit Sebastian was throwing for one of the many charities he works with but knows nothing about, and Leon was friendly—nothing like the prick Sebastian made him out to be. Knowing I was Sebastian’s assistant, he still treated me like a human being. He thanked me for calling to confirm and wished me a good day. It was a short interaction, but one of the few I’ve had with men in higher positions that didn’t leave me feeling like a speck of dust on their tailored jackets.

      “We should get going. She’s tired,” Sebastian says, wrapping his hand around my waist.

      Leon’s arm was in the same position not ten minutes ago, and it felt like my entire body was going to burst into spontaneous flames. Now, I feel itchy and barely resist the urge to shrug him away and put distance between us.

      I don’t know if the people Sebastian is talking to know that “she” is Sebastian’s fiancée. That “she” is named Grace. And I don’t care.

      The more time I spend with Sebastian and his people, the more I’m content with the idea of being his fake, hermit wife for two years. I’ll hide away in the penthouse, letting Sebastian attend events on his own and make excuses for why I’m not there, and then we’ll get divorced. No one will be surprised since Sebastian’s wife was never seen in public, and then I’ll take my money and put the entire thing behind me. Because two more years of this? Of clinging to his arm and smiling like a good little trophy wife while people whisper about Sebastian making an honest woman out of his own assistant? I don’t think I can handle that.

      Sebastian leads me from the party with a smile on his face. He tips his hat to people as we pass, but he does it in a way that makes him look like the Pope. Rather than bowing to them, he is extending some sort of invisible blessing to them by acknowledging their existence. He smiles at an employee holding the front door, raising the right side of his face up in a smirk like, “aren’t you delighted I’m here?”

      Part of me thinks I’m projecting this on to Sebastian and being unfair, but a larger part of me knows that is how he truly sees himself. Making an appearance at Giorgio and Alessia’s reception will be his good deed for the week, and being a half-decent human to the wait staff is just the cherry on top.

      Our car pulls up just as we reach the curb, and Sebastian opens the door, grabbing my hand to help me inside, and then gives one final nod towards the press pool—which has considerably diminished from the zoo it was when we arrived—before sliding in after me. As soon as the door shuts, his smile drops.

      “Sorry to interrupt your good time.”

      He’s staring straight ahead, and I mark it as the first time we’ve both been in the car when he hasn’t been staring at his phone, and he’s livid. Just my luck.

      “I wouldn’t exactly call that a good time,” I say. “I was alone most of the night.”

      I wasn’t going to bring it up. Sebastian isn’t my fiancé. We aren’t in love. But if he is going to leave me alone all night and then get angry with how I chose to spend my time, perhaps he should pay closer attention.

      “You weren’t alone when I found you,” he says, turning to look down his nose at me. He looks severe in the overhead rope lighting in the limo, sharp shadows cutting across his cheekbones. “What did you tell Leon?”

      “Is that what this is about? You think I told him about our arrangement?” I ask. “I just met the man under an hour ago. If you think I’d sell out your secret because one man batted his eyelashes at me, why would you offer me the deal at all? If you think so little of me, then—”

      “I didn’t think little of you until I saw you with him,” he snaps. “I usually date women with taste.”

      I turn to face him head-on to make sure my words can’t be misheard or confused. “We’re not dating.”

      He rolls his brown eyes, though they look almost black in the dark limo. “You know what I mean.”

      “No, I actually don’t,” I say, anger mixing with the alcohol into a questionable cocktail. “You’re allowed to sleep with whoever you want whenever you want, but if I so much as have a conversation with a man at a party you ditched me at, then I have to listen to you berate my taste in men and apologize?”

      “Not ‘a man.’ Leon Knight. My biggest rival. You knew who he was, and yet—”

      “No, I didn’t know who he was,” I interrupt. “But even if I had known, you barely spoke to me on the way to the event, and you left me as soon as we got through the doors. If you had strong feelings about who I should and should not hold a conversation with, you should have made that clear.”

      “Fine. From this point on, don’t talk to Leon Knight anymore.”

      “No.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, cross one leg over the other, and sit tall in the seat. A month’s worth of frustration and confusion and doubts are pouring out of me. I wonder if Leon would be proud to know I’m finally speaking my mind.

      “No?” Sebastian asks, lip curled back.

      “No,” I repeat. “I’m not sure if you remember the details of our arrangement, Sebastian, but I’m doing you a favor, as well. I’m not some slave you can command around. I’m not going to spend the next two years or more of my life being your robot. I will speak with whomever I wish to speak with.”

      I can practically feel the heat emanating from him. He clenches his fist at his side and grits his teeth.

      When he speaks, the words come out muffled. “You are my devoted fiancée. And a devoted fiancée would be friends with my friends and would hate the people I hate.”

      “Your brainwashed fiancée would do that,” I say. “Your self-sufficient fiancée makes up her own mind about people, and Leon Knight was nothing but kind to me tonight. He at least told me happy birthday.”

      At this, Sebastian has the good sense to look ever so slightly guilty. “I didn’t know. It’s your job to remember those kinds of things for me, and—”

      “I wrote it in your calendar.”

      He fumbles for words and finally throws his hands up. “This is just a distraction. It’s not even important right now.”

      I was annoyed when Sebastian didn’t pay attention to his calendar and didn’t know it was my birthday, but I’m livid now that he knows and still refuses to admit he made a mistake. He hasn’t even bothered to give me a measly “happy birthday.”

      “It’s important to me.”

      He groans. “I’ll buy you a birthday cake. A card, even. Then can we drop this?”

      I shake my head, shocked at his inability to understand why I’m upset. I told Leon that Sebastian was a great schmoozer. He knows how to work a room and appeal to people, and yet, he’s completely incapable of grasping that I’m not a toddler throwing a temper tantrum who he can appease with a shiny toy. Clearly, he doesn’t know me at all.

      “You’re upset because I talked to a man you hate,” I say quietly. “You’re angry because you think I’m failing at playing the part of your smitten fiancée. And yet, you can’t even manage to check the calendar I update for you every day in order to know it is my birthday.

      “You sleep with other people even though we are engaged, which is fine, but only if I am allowed the same courtesy. Why should I put my life on hold for you if you don’t have to make any allowances for me? If you want me to be nothing more than a warm body to sign a legal document, fine. But don’t expect me to bow to your every whim when you barely make an effort to hold a conversation with me.”

      Sebastian is quiet for a moment. At some point during my speech, he turned to look out the window, watching the city streets pass by. Slowly, he turns to me.

      “I didn’t realize you would be so needy.”

      I don’t know why I’m surprised, but his words almost knock the breath out of me. “Needy? I’m needy because I want the man I’m about to marry to pay me a small scrap of attention?”

      He leans forward, face wrinkled into a snarl, his voice so low I can barely hear him. “We aren’t really getting married. It’s a business arrangement.”

      “How are you going to fool your mother if you aren’t keeping up the charade yourself?” I ask, amazed that this man in charge of an entire company and thousands of employees could be so incredibly short-sighted. “How are we going to fool anyone if you don’t even try to pretend to like me?”

      Sebastian puckers his lips and then turns to me, one eyebrow raised. “You’re in love with me, aren’t you? That’s what this is all about?”

      I can’t help it, I laugh. “Are you kidding me?”

      “I knew this would happen.” He shakes his head like my affection is some huge burden for him to bear. “I told you from the start that this was business only. I am not going to mix business and pleasure, Grace. Not to mention, you are my assistant. It would be strange.”

      “Oh, yes. Sleeping with me while I’m your assistant who is pretending to be your fiancée who will soon enough be your wife would be strange,” I say, unable to hold in my hysterical laughter. “But you know what would also be strange? If I had any romantic interest in you at all.”

      Sebastian’s eyes widen in surprise, and his lips press together. I wonder if he’s ever been rejected by a woman before.

      “It would be strange because in order to fall in love with you, I would have to disregard all of my preferences for both personality and looks, not to mention throw away every ounce of self-respect I have,” I say, pausing to chuckle to myself. “And for you to think I could ever be in love with you is even stranger considering how poorly you treat me as both your assistant and your fiancée. I’ve been living with you for a month, and I’m still surprised when you say my name. For a while, I wasn’t even sure you knew what it was. So, you’re absolutely right. The entire situation would be totally strange.”

      His face and neck are red when I finish, and he is trembling with barely suppressed rage.

      “This whole arrangement is strange. It is a miracle anyone is even buying us as a couple,” he says, smiling in a way that looks more like he is hissing. “I mean, what could a man like me possibly see in a woman like you? You couldn’t even find a job in your field after college, so you had to take a job as an assistant. How pathetic.”

      Shame cuts through me like a knife, and I hate him for making me feel less than him. For making me feel unworthy when he is the selfish asshole who didn’t know it was my birthday. When he is the man who attended the party of a “friend” he hates. All the money in the world can’t turn him into a decent human being, and more than anything, I hate that I’m still surprised he could be so horrible.

      The driver pulls up to a red light, and we are in the center lane of a three-lane road, but I gather my dress in one hand and open the door.

      “Where are you going, Grace?” Sebastian asks, his anger replaced with surprise. He looks around at the cars around us like I might embarrass him in front of someone he knows. “Get back in the car.”

      I step onto the pavement and close the door without another word. The light changes and the car doesn’t move—probably on Sebastian’s orders. The car behind us honks, and I wave an apology at the mustached man behind the wheel and cut through the traffic to the sidewalk. The car blares its horn twice more before Sebastian finally tells the car to go on without me.

      I’m proud of myself. For standing up to him. For doing what I had to do to take care of myself. Until the car is out of sight and I’m alone on the street in an elegant, bright red dress on my birthday. I start walking with no destination in mind, but even my feet seem to know there is only one place in the world we can go.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Twenty minutes later, avoiding the giant wreath of orange leaves and fake skeleton bones that has been hanging there since Halloween, I knock on Myla’s door.

      “Grace, baby,” she says like an old Hollywood starlet, throwing her arms wide. “Happy birthday! I didn’t think I’d see you tonight.”

      Her bright red hair is straight and chopped around her chin, a few inches shorter than the last time I saw her, and she still has a full face of makeup on even though she’s wearing elephant-printed pajama shorts and an oversized T-shirt. Myla didn’t expect me to knock on her door, but she rarely expects anything that happens to her. She is always ready for adventure. Even on a Saturday night in, she does her hair and makeup just in case she gets a call about a concert or a party. It’s why I knew I could knock on her door and not disturb her. Myla likes surprises.

      Though, once she takes a better look at me, her smile fades. “What happened, baby?”

      I don’t know when I started crying. Or why, even. But I’m standing on Myla’s door in a red ball gown with tears and snot streaming down my face, and she doesn’t even blink. She pulls me through the door, wipes my face with a paper towel from the kitchen, and deposits me on her vintage sofa with a blanket and a box of tissues.

      “Sweet or salty?” she calls from the kitchen.

      I blow my nose and throw the tissue in the wastebasket under the coffee table. “Surprise me.”

      A few minutes later, she walks in with a bowl of vanilla ice cream and a bag of potato chips. I watch as she grabs a handful of salt and vinegar potato chips and then crumbles them over the ice cream with the same precision I’ve seen people on baking shows frost wedding cakes. “You don’t have to choose. You can have both.”

      I’m not sure why, but that sets me off again, and I pull three tissues from the box in rapid succession and sob into them. “I’m sorry. God, I’m a mess.”

      “Girl,” Myla says, dropping down on the sofa next to me and wrapping her arm around my shoulders. “You don’t apologize for coming to see me when you’re down, do you hear me? That’s what I’m here for. Besides, I owe you one. Remember when Trenton broke up with me?”

      “Trenton from Trenton, New Jersey?” I ask, chuckling through the sob.

      “He moved there in high school, so his parents weren’t trying to make a joke, but yeah, him,” she says with a nod and a wave, wanting to get straight to the point. “I invaded your apartment for an entire week and made you call my boss and tell him I had appendicitis.”

      “Your office sent you a ‘Get Well Soon’ bear that you let me keep.” I still have the bear somewhere in the back of my coat closet.

      “Well, this is me paying you back for that. So,” she says, sliding over onto her own cushion and tucking her short legs underneath her body. “What did Sebastian do?”

      Myla knows about Sebastian, but doesn’t know about our deal. She knows he is my boss and that we are engaged, and I know she doesn’t approve. She never has. Especially because Sebastian refuses to meet her or make any effort to get to know my life or my friends.

      It’s not that I want to introduce Sebastian to everyone in my circle because I don’t. My parents don’t even know about the engagement, and I plan to keep it that way. They rarely make it up to the city to visit, anyway, so my plan was to visit the farm alone for the two years of our sham marriage, and then divorce Sebastian without ever mentioning it.

      Lying to Myla would be more difficult, though. First of all, because I had to give up my apartment in Harlem. Sebastian said his mother would be suspicious if his fiancée kept her crappy studio apartment when he could afford to buy the entire building, so I subleased it to two college girls who were going to sleep in bunk beds and split the rent.

      Second of all, because Myla can always tell when I’m lying. Always. Even when I told her about Sebastian, she knew something wasn’t right. I told her we’d been dating in secret and were getting engaged, and she just raised an eyebrow at me and shook her head. No matter how often I recited the story of how we got together, she never bought it. Not once.

      Which is why she is barely surprised when I finally tell her the truth.

      “You were going to marry him for money?” she asks.

      I cover my face with my hands. The tears stopped by the time I got to the part of the story where Sebastian forgot my birthday. Myla called him an “impacted anal gland,” and I started laughing too hard to cry.

      “I know. It’s embarrassing,” I say.

      “Yeah, you should have gotten more than half a mill,” she says, nudging me. “The dude is a billionaire.”

      I shake my head. “No, he isn’t. Not until he inherits the company.”

      “Well, he’s closer to being a billionaire than either of us.”

      “Okay, well, that’s true,” I concede.

      “You should have bartered a bit.” She takes a bite of my barely touched ice cream and potato chip concoction, closing her eyes and nodding as she chews. Then she hands the bowl back to me and sighs. “The bright spot is that Leon seemed interested in you. Maybe you can for-real marry him, and then have even more money than Sebastian was offering. Boom. Lemons out of lemonade.”

      I push a clump of solid ice cream around the lake of melted vanilla, watching as the soggy chip pieces get drowned in the liquid. “I don’t think he was interested in me. Not for me, anyway. He only cared because I’m engaged to Sebastian.”

      “Were engaged to Sebastian,” Myla corrects.

      I can’t even make eye contact with her.

      “Grace!” She lunges across the couch and grabs my calf, tugging on it like it’s the last laptop during a Black Friday sale. “You are not still going to marry this douche, right?”

      “It’s half a million dollars, Myla. That money could change my life.”

      When Sebastian explained it over lunch, it sounded reasonable. I’d be giving up two years of my life for more money than I could hope to make in five. It would get me out of the hole. I could find a decent apartment, and find a job in my field that would allow me to pay for all of it once the money was gone. It was a miracle.

      Except, suddenly two years seemed like a lifetime. It had only been a month, and here I was crying on Myla’s couch with a bowl of sugary, salty soup, mascara tracks down my cheeks. What would I look like after two years?

      “Besides,” I continue, trying to convince myself more than Myla, “what if I end our arrangement and then lose my job? Not only will I not have the payout, but I also won’t have a paycheck. Sebastian could squash me like a bug and then pay some other woman to be his fake wife.”

      Myla sighs like the answer is obvious. “And then you would sell your story to the press for a considerable sum of money and ruin his plan. Or, if you feel sleazy going to the press, you could go straight for the jugular.”

      I give her a questioning look.

      “Tell his mommy,” she says, wagging her brows. “Once again, you are failing to see how much power you have here, Grace. Sebastian revealed his plan to you, and now, for better or worse, you two are in this together. If he screws you out of your job, you can screw him right back.”

      “Once again, you’re underestimating his power.” I adjust my dress around my legs, trying to tame the pouf so I don’t feel so much like a Chihuahua wearing a tutu. “Sebastian has massive influence in my industry. You remember how hard it was for me to find a job as a nobody?”

      She nods.

      “Think about how much harder it would be as the woman who agreed to fake-marry her boss? Or as the woman Sebastian Wayde blackballed all across the city.” I shake my head. “If I strike out at him, he’ll strike back twice as hard, and I don’t have the resources he does. I can’t afford to be on his bad side.”

      Myla goes quiet, and I know it’s because she agrees with me. The only time Myla is quiet is when I’ve out-argued her.

      Finally, she stretches her leg across the couch and kicks some of the tulle from my dress skirt with her toe.

      “Do you want to borrow some clothes?”

      I groan. “Yes, please.”

      “And I assume you need a place to stay?” she asks, a sculpted eyebrow raised.

      I press my palms together as though in prayer. “Bless you, Myla, you beautiful angel.”

      She rolls her eyes, bobbing her head back and forth, her hair brushing against her sharp jawline. “I know, I know. You can stay as long as you’d like as long as you call me ‘Oh, Benevolent One.’”

      We move to the bedroom to raid her closet. Myla gives me the choice between a fuzzy penguin onesie complete with orange flipper feet or a plain pink flannel set with black silk around the edges. She pouts when I choose the flannels.

      “You’d look so cute in the penguin. Are you sure?”

      “I know it’s your favorite. Why don’t you wear it?” I ask, unzipping the dress and letting it pool around my feet, leaving me standing in my white cotton undies and strapless bra.

      Myla eyes my plain-Jane undergarments with dismay and gives me a thumbs-down.

      “I wasn’t exactly planning on anyone seeing them,” I say, stepping out of the dress and into the worn flannel pajama bottoms. I’d trade Myla the dress for the pajamas straight across. Even though I could sell the dress and buy a thousand pajama sets if I wanted.

      “So,” Myla says, drawing out the “o” until she runs out of air. “You two weren’t sleeping together at all?”

      I practically choke on my tongue as I spin around, eyes wide. “God, no. Ew. No. Myla. No!”

      She holds up both hands in surrender. “Just a question. You were living together. And jerk or not, he is really good looking. I wouldn’t blame you.”

      I’d thought about it once right after I was hired. Sebastian was standing in a doorway, and I tried to squeeze behind him without disturbing him, but instead, my hand brushed his butt. The butt brush made him turn around, and he had a thermos of coffee in his hand, and his knuckles grazed against my boob as he turned. We both apologized and walked away, but the awkward encounter was burned in my mind for the entire week. And naturally, I wondered what it would be like to touch his butt not on accident. Now, however, the idea made me feel sick to my stomach.

      “We absolutely did not sleep together,” I assure her, staring at her until she nods, and I’m positive she believes me.

      I turn around to slip out of my bra and Myla actually boos. The two of us lived together during college, and Myla would prance around the house in nothing but her underwear. After she got out of the shower, she preferred to drip-dry rather than towel off. I, on the other hand, would take my change of clothes with me into the bathroom so I wouldn’t have to walk the ten feet to my bedroom with nothing but a towel on. Over the years of knowing her, I’ve become more comfortable, but not enough to strip naked in front of her.

      “So, you really don’t mind if I stay here?” I ask, flopping back on Myla’s bed. “You only have one bedroom, and I don’t want to be a burden. You can totally say no. Though, if you do, I’ll have no choice but to go stay at Sebastian’s penthouse.”

      Myla barks out a laugh. “Are you trying to guilt me into letting you stay?”

      “I’m just speaking the truth. If the truth makes you feel guilty about kicking me out, then that’s your problem, not mine.” I give her a wink.

      “Fine,” she says, stretching out on her side next to me, one hand under her head. “But if you want to share the bed, you have to wear the penguin onesie.”

      I grab one of Myla’s dozen pillows and jump off the bed like it’s made of lava. “That onesie is your favorite. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      Myla’s couch is bright orange and lumpy and frayed from at least thirty years of use, but I prefer it to Sebastian’s perfect velvet sofas. Myla’s place feels lived in. I can see her personality all around me. The penthouse is just a generic penthouse. The color palette is neutral except for a few splashes of blue here and there, and it’s always spotless thanks to the maid service Sebastian hires. If I didn’t know anyone lived there, I’d walk in and think it was set up for showings to potential owners.

      I’m adjusting my pillow and pulling a lime green crocheted blanket over myself when Myla bounces into the room with something behind her back. She’s dressed in the penguin onesie, and I’m trying not to laugh. She’s way too cute.

      “How bummed are you right now?” she asks. “Too bummed to open your birthday gift or just bummed enough that you need a pick-me-up?”

      “Pick-me-up, pick-me-up,” I say, bouncing to the end of the couch and tucking my legs underneath me, hands extended for the gift.

      Myla reveals a blue bag with a sparkly ribbon hiding behind her back and drops it in my outstretched hands. I tear into it like a rabid animal and pull out…

      “A fox onesie.” I stand up and unfurl the deep red onesie complete with tail and fabric flaps that pull down over my hands and have cloth claws attached. My eyes fill with tears. She loves her onesie and wanted me to have one also.

      “To match my penguin,” Myla says, bouncing up on her toes. She runs forward and presses the fox up against me, checking the length and width. “Wanna try it on?”

      “Of course! Thanks, girl.” I go into the bathroom and exchange the flannel pajamas for the fox onesie from my best friend.

      Mya claps her hands when I get back to the living room and model the fox onesie for her. We smush together and take a selfie with our animal onesies on full display.

      Myla has a huge smile on her face. “Okay, that was too fun. Do you want your real gift now?”

      I pull back just enough so I can see her out of the corner of my eye. “Real gift?”

      She reaches over to a side table drawer and pulls out a tiny black box. I jump away from her.

      “Are you proposing to me?”

      “You wish,” she snorts, throwing the box at me. “Open it, foxy lady.” She cracks up at her own joke.

      I flip the box open, expecting a friendship necklace from the dollar store or a gas station mood ring, and instead find a tiny golden apple on a gold chain. My eyes fill with tears instantly.

      “Because of the orchard at your parents’ house,” Myla explains needlessly. “And also because of ‘The Big Apple.’ I know you hate when people call New York that, but they do, which means, whether in New York or Maryland, apples are home for you. So, I hope you like it. If not, we can return it and—”

      I pummel Myla in a hug, my arms wrapped around her tight enough that she taps on my shoulder to let her go. “I can’t breathe.”

      I reluctantly release her and stare down at the box again. “This might be the best gift I’ve ever received.”

      “It’s nothing,” Myla says, grinning from ear to ear.

      “It’s everything.”

      I rub my thumb over the apple before pulling the necklace from the box. During the last month, I haven’t felt at home. Not in the penthouse or with Sebastian. Even my job feels like a temporary stop on my way to somewhere else. To be reminded of home in such a thoughtful way—especially when I wasn’t sure I’d receive any gifts at all—is almost too much to bear.

      “Enough crying,” Myla groans, pecking me on the cheek as she shuffles past me to the couch. “Are we going to watch a romantic comedy together or will I have to cry alone tonight?”

      I clasp the apple around my neck, pat it against my collarbone, and then cannonball onto the end of the couch, scattering the blankets and thoroughly annoying Myla.

      “Where did that tissue box go?”
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      Leaving work on Monday, I can’t decide if my day was better or worse than I expected.

      Sebastian made no attempt to reach out to me over the weekend, and I was still torn about what I wanted to do. Like a tiny, red-headed devil on my shoulder, Myla kept repeating that I should kick him to the curb and hit the dating scene with her. Apparently, there was a new marketing intern in her office and she’d already texted him to see if he would be interested. He was. By Sunday night, she was scoping out two-bedroom apartments so we could live together again like in college.

      “Imagine the debauchery,” she said, as though that was a selling point.

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her I wasn’t looking to relive my college days, so I just nodded and smiled.

      Walking into the office Monday morning, I expected to show up before Sebastian to have time to settle into my desk, go through my to-do list for the day, and ground myself before he arrived. When I got to my desk, however, his office light was already on.

      I poked my head through his door, and he looked up at me, steely eyes unseeing. He assessed me for a moment and then went back to work. It was the most attention he showed me all day.

      If anyone in the office noticed the coldness between us, they didn’t mention it or show any signs of discomfort, but from where I was sitting, the tension had to be cut through with a chain saw. Every time Sebastian walked out of his office, I flinched. Most of it was just from the anticipation. When is he going to pull me into his office and hash this out? Are we still engaged? Do I need to rework my resume? Then, he turned off the lights in his office and walked out half an hour before five without acknowledging me.

      First day back after what Myla had taken to calling “Leon-gate,” and I left the office still employed. My engagement status is blurrier than ever, but I will deal with that on another day. Maybe Tuesday. Or Wednesday. Honestly, I’m content to go upwards of a week without once speaking to my boss. In fact, that sounds like a dream.

      Especially because I have no idea what I’m going to do. I grew up the child of incredibly moral people. My parents would always advocate for the right thing over any amount of money or possessions, and I agree with them. Except, what is the right thing here? Is the money Sebastian is offering me some kind of temptation that will lead me away from the “moral road”? Or, is the right thing to do to be a woman of my word and follow through with the agreement I made with Sebastian?

      I’m so deep in thought I almost miss the subway entrance. My old apartment was close enough to the office that I could walk to work, and when I was staying in Sebastian’s penthouse his driver would pick us up. It was a luxury I have to admit I kind of miss. But Myla’s place is too far to hoof it, and I’m not sure how much longer I’m going to have a regular income, which makes paying for a taxi an unnecessary expense.

      I move down the stairs and wait with a herd of people without really seeing anything around me. My mind just circles around the same thoughts and questions that have been plaguing me all weekend. What am I going to do? How did I get here?

      When I look around again, I’m standing on the train, and I kind of panic. How did I get here?

      When the train reaches the next stop, a lot of people shuffle out, freeing up some seats. I walk towards the back of the car, clutching my leather laptop bag to my side so it doesn’t swing and hit anyone, and take a seat next to a middle-aged woman with a sketchbook in her lap. She’s working on a rough line sketch of the subway train, the other passengers just squiggles of heads and arms and legs. I try to look and see if I can find my own crudely drawn silhouette among the pack, but before I can properly get into eavesdropping position, I feel a tap on my shoulder.

      I turn slowly, expecting it to be another passenger accidentally brushing against me, but instead, I see a dark, chiseled face smiling down at me.

      “Leon.” I say his name at the same time my brain realizes who I’m looking at. I stare at him without saying anything else, trying to decide in real time whether I hate him or not.

      “Are we on speaking terms?” he asks with a smirk, a small dimple I’d never noticed forming in his right cheek.

      The sight of it makes me want to groan. As if he wasn’t genetically blessed enough.

      “I’m not sure. I haven’t really thought about it.”

      He frowns, looking wounded. “You haven’t thought about me at all?”

      That’s not at all what I said. I’ve thought about him plenty. Myla made sure of that, mentioning him constantly, pushing me to give a big middle finger to Sebastian and run away with Leon. I’ve thought about the way his hands felt on my waist when we were dancing, the way it felt to be on the receiving end of his smile and attention. I’ve thought plenty about what would have happened on that roof if Sebastian hadn’t interrupted us. But considering I’d never seen Leon face-to-face before a few nights ago, I hadn’t given much thought to what I would do when I saw him again, assuming it would be months or years in the future, if at all.

      “I’ve been preoccupied.” This is as close to the truth as I’m willing to go.

      He sits down in the seat behind mine, so I have to turn and look over the back of my seat to see him. His longs legs are stretched into the walkway.

      “Sebastian giving you shit?”

      “Everything’s fine.” I don’t want to think about Sebastian. Or talk about Sebastian. Not now. “I’m surprised to see you on public transit.”

      Leon notices my change in subject, gives me a subtle head nod to let me know he’ll respect my wishes, and then pats the back of his seat affectionately. “I prefer the train.”

      “Why?” I ask, thinking of the chilled water bottles and packets of ginger cookies in the back of Sebastian’s chauffeured car. He kept it stocked like an airplane.

      “I hate walking straight from my building to the car and then from the car into work. Without my morning walk to the train, I’d be stuck inside all day,” he says, nose wrinkling. Then, he nods towards a young girl in a school uniform lip-syncing along with the music pumping from her headphones. “The people watching is a lot better on the train, too.”

      “New York certainly keeps it interesting.”

      He nods and then looks at me from the corner of his eye, lips pinched to bite back a smile. “Plus, without the subway, I never would have run into you.”

      Is he trying to charm me or can he just not help himself? Leon is handsome and smiling at me, and the part of me that has always had a weakness for beautiful things wants to forgive him. However, another part of me—the same part that can’t forget when Lisa Graves told me I had teeth like a beaver in third grade—can’t forget what he said on that rooftop. I’m not the one dipping my pen in company ink.

      Is that truly how he thinks of me? Nothing more than an expendable office supply? Perhaps, because I’m not rich enough or powerful enough. Am I just a temporary pleasure he only cares about because I’m sitting right in front of him on the train? If we hadn’t run into one another naturally, would he ever have reached out on his own?

      “Why exactly are you here?” he asks.

      I cross my arms. “The same reason you and everyone else are.”

      “I’ve never seen you before.” He shrugs and looks down the train in a disinterested kind of way. “It seems strange that a few days after we meet at a party, I see you on my train. You aren’t following me, are you?”

      I bark out a laugh. “God, are you really so vain?”

      He holds up his hands in surrender. “Seems a little too coincidental to me.”

      I look over my shoulder to see if our strange conversation has drawn the attention of the sketch artist behind me, only to realize she has turned the page and is frantically sketching something new. Even looking at it upside down, it doesn’t take long for me to recognize the square jaw and smattering of stubble. Plus, she keeps stealing glances at Leon, her eyes glazed over with inspiration.

      Leon doesn’t seem to notice, which is good. He doesn’t need the ego boost.

      “I’m on the train because I’m staying at my friend’s apartment tonight. If I’d known you’d be here, I may have paid for a taxi.”

      He turns, his full attention on my face, and it takes me a moment to understand he isn’t just offended by my snarky retort. His eyes are narrowed, searching.

      “Staying at a friend’s place? Trouble in paradise?”

      Darn.

      “That hardly seems like it’s your business.”

      “I don’t know,” he says. “I guess it depends on what caused the trouble.”

      He knows it was him. He was on that rooftop, too. Sebastian made it clear he didn’t like me being alone with Leon, and I’d made it clear enough over the course of the evening that I was less than pleased with Sebastian. It doesn’t take a genius to connect the two together, and Leon seems smarter than the average person.

      “I guess it does,” I say, giving him a wicked smile so he knows I’m not going to say another word. I used Leon as free therapy enough the night of the wedding. He doesn’t need any more glimpses into my relationship with Sebastian. Besides, I’m not sure what he’d think if he knew the truth. If he realized I didn’t really love Sebastian, that all of this was about money. Would he think I was shallow? And even if he did think that, should I care?

      He sighs and throws an arm over the back of his seat so his elbow is almost touching my shoulder. “How long can I expect to be regaled with the pleasure of your company?”

      “You find this to be pleasurable?” I find it all overwhelming and vaguely threatening, like I’m walking through a room with laser motion sensors, forced to avoid every topic of conversation that will lead to sudden destruction.

      He leans around the seat and wags a dark eyebrow at me. Even in the unnaturally bright lights of the subway, his eyes are like pools of sapphire, glimmering and flecked with green and yellow. They have a hypnotic effect, drawing me closer.

      Leon’s eyes trace my face as he speaks, his lips luxuriating around the word that flows from them, “Immensely.”

      I melt for only a second before I scoop myself up and sit straight again, staring down at my lap. “I don’t have a plan. I’m taking each day as it comes.”

      “How laissez-faire of you.”

      The announcement of an approaching stop crackles on the speaker, and Leon sighs and stands up, grabbing the overhead bar. I can’t resist looking at the long stretch of him. He has his suit jacket thrown casually over his arm with his shirt sleeves rolled several times, exposing muscled, tanned forearms. I can practically feel the sketch artist behind me scrambling to capture every detail of her subway muse in her journal. I wonder if she’d sell it to me.

      “That’s me,” Leon says, pointing a single finger towards the voice coming from the ceiling. He smiles down at me forlornly, head tilted to the side. “It’s a shame we didn’t meet here months ago.”

      A young blond woman with a baby sitting across the aisle is openly staring at Leon, mouth slightly open. I would have made the same face had I stumbled across him in the wild. He looks too handsome for this world.

      “Why’s that?” I ask.

      He shrugs, head bobbing back and forth nervously. “Maybe you wouldn’t have been engaged.”

      “You wouldn’t have noticed me,” I say with utmost confidence.

      Leon’s dark brows lower for just a second before his eyebrow arches, and he slides his gaze over me like a physical touch. He luxuriates on every inch until I’m positive I’m beaming red with embarrassment and dirty thoughts.

      “Believe me, I would have noticed you, Grace. I would have come over just like I did today, introduced myself, and wowed by your beauty and charm, I would have asked if I could take you out to dinner tonight.”

      “Tonight? With no warning?”

      He nods. “If not for that pesky, pesky fiancé of yours, I would take you to a romantic dinner where we could talk and get to know one another. I would have wooed you, Grace. Instead of looking at me like I’m some devil on your shoulder trying to break up your future marriage, you’d look at me the way I’m looking at you now. Like I’m the best-looking person you’ve ever seen, and you can’t believe you get to be so close to me.”

      “Is that so?” I ask, working out how he managed to brag and compliment me in the same breath.

      He hums a yes and licks his lower lip. “I’d knock you off your heels. You have no idea.”

      The train stops and most of the passengers—except for the sketch artist and the young mother, who are both too mesmerized by Leon’s speech to even move—get up. Leon takes a step away from me towards the doors, lifting his hand in a wave. But before he can say anything else, I clutch my laptop bag and stand up. His blue eyes widen, and it is the first time during the entire ride that he has looked surprised. It feels good.

      “Is this your stop, too?”

      I shake my head, biting my lower lip to hold back a smile. “No.”

      Confusion crosses his face for only a second, followed closely by a face-splitting smile. “Would you care to join me for dinner?”

      “I don’t have a choice,” I say, brushing past him and walking to the doors. I glance back over my shoulder before stepping off the train. “You talked a big game, so now it’s time to see if you can deliver.”
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      My brief flash of confidence vanishes by the time we reach the surface. In the relative privacy of the subway, my conversation with Leon seemed insignificant. But now, under the setting New York sun, I have to wonder if I’m not being reckless.

      Sebastian and I haven’t spoken since I ran from his limo, so I don’t know where we stand in terms of engagement and marriage. Could being spotted with Leon damage any chances of us reconciling and moving forward as business partners? And do I care?

      I don’t have any answers, and every step I take next to Leon down the sidewalk, dodging people on their evening commute, seems to only create more questions.

      “Second thoughts?”

      Leon’s voice pulls me from my thought spiral, and I look up to see him eyeing me, a knowing smile on his lips. In total, I’ve known Leon for ninety minutes maximum, and yet he acts as though he can read me like a book. And annoyingly, he actually can. I’m having serious second thoughts. Third and fourth thoughts, even.

      “No.” I pucker my lips and shake my head as though the idea is ridiculous. “I’m fine.”

      Leon claps his hands in front of him. “Great. Because there is an amazing Italian place close to my apartment, and you haven’t lived until you’ve had their ravioli.”

      “You’re taking me for ravioli?” Near your apartment?

      I keep the other thought to myself, not wanting to read too much into the location. I got off the train at his stop, so of course we are close to his apartment. It doesn’t mean anything.

      “Do you oppose?” he asks, eyebrows raised like the entire date is off if I don’t like ravioli.

      “I never oppose carbs.”

      “Then why the tone of surprise?” he asks, pressing a hand on my lower back as he directs me around a corner and towards a narrow one-way street.

      “I thought maybe you’d take me for sushi or lobster or—”

      “Is that what you want to eat?”

      I shake my head. “I hate sushi.”

      He groans. “You’re a mystery, Grace. I don’t understand you at all.”

      Each time he says my name, something inside of me shivers. Like a finger curling down my spine or a soft breeze on the back of my neck. It is a delicate kind of discomfort that makes me smile. I shake my head to dispel the tingles my name on his lips brings and shrug.

      “Rich people like things like that.”

      “You mean rich people like Sebastian?”

      He walks with a comfortable stride, and I can tell he is slowing down to keep pace with me in my heels. I usually trade my heels for sneakers on the train for the walk home, but I wasn’t about to wear my beat-up white tennis shoes to dinner with Leon.

      “I guess so,” I admit.

      My experience with the fabulously wealthy didn’t extend too far beyond Sebastian and his circle of close friends, and they loved price tags more than anything. If it was exclusive, rare, or expensive, it must be worth having.

      He looks over at me, actual concern on his face. “And I remind you of Sebastian?”

      Our eyes meet for a second, and I realize just how surreal this all is. I’m walking down the street next to Leon Knight, a man I didn’t know a week ago, but who has now broken up my fake engagement and become the star of all of my daydreams. Once again, I have to wonder, how on earth did I get here?

      “Not especially,” I say, looking straight ahead.

      He nods like this is good news. “Then don’t be surprised when I don’t act like him.”

      Before I can agree, he stops short and gestures at a small shop front like he is a model selling a car on a daytime television show.

      The restaurant is on a street corner in a red brick building beneath apartments. I wouldn’t have even known it was a restaurant except for the tiny chef cutout holding an “open” sign sitting by the front door. The street is deserted, and I peek through the large picture window and see nothing but empty tables.

      “It looks closed.”

      Leon points to the tiny chef sign I’ve already seen. “It’s open.”

      “It doesn’t look open,” I say.

      He walks up to the door and holds it open, gesturing me inside. “This restaurant is authentic Italian food, so it draws Italian clientele, and they don’t eat until after seven, at least.”

      I step inside, and the smell of olive oil and basil hits me like a punch to the gut, and suddenly I’m starving. The floors are original hardwood with plenty of wear and deep grooves in the high-traffic areas, and each table is covered with a plain white tablecloth. A waiter in all black steps from the back room holding a lighter. When he sees us, he smiles and starts walking towards us, stopping only to light a single candle at a table for two in front of a large picture window.

      “Two today?” he asks.

      Leon nods and once again presses a hand to my lower back. I never realized what a sensitive area of the body the lower back was before today. He leads me to the table, pulling out my chair for me.

      “Want to start with the usual or chef’s special?” the waiter asks Leon.

      “Two of the usual,” Leon says, gathering the menus and handing them back to him.

      The waiter clicks his tongue. “Chef won’t like that. He wants your opinion on his new dish.”

      “Tell Marco I’ve done the chef special the last two weeks. This week, my lady and I want his ravioli.” Leon winks at me as he says “my lady,” and I ignore the thrill that pulses through me.

      When the waiter finally walks away, mumbling under his breath about “killing the messenger,” I turn to Leon.

      “Do you come here often?” I ask.

      He beams, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “Are you hitting on me?”

      It takes me a second to understand, but then I can’t stop the laugh that bubbles out of me. “That is so not what I meant. You just seem to really know that waiter.”

      “I’m single, and I don’t care to cook,” he says as way of explanation. “And like I said, this place is close to my apartment.”

      I wonder how close because the street we walked down to get to the restaurant looked similar to Myla’s neighborhood—fine, but not great. Not anywhere I’d expect to find the CEO of a big bank living.

      “If I ate Italian food every day, I’d have to live at the gym,” I say.

      “Well it sounds like you and Sebastian are dining on lobster and various kinds of seafood regularly,” he says, unrolling his silverware and laying the napkin across his lap. “And you look perfect according to my standards.”

      The mention of Sebastian dampens the mood for a moment, but the word “perfect” perks me up a bit.

      “We actually didn’t eat many meals together. I cooked for myself a lot.”

      Sebastian is always “working late,” though I suspect he is actually out with various women until late in the evening when he will silently march through the front door and go straight to bed. He told me at the start of our “relationship” that I could order whatever I wanted, but that was only fun for the first few days—until all of the Thai food and pizza made me feel bloated and greasy. So, I keep the fridge stocked and cook for myself. My skills don’t extend too far beyond crafting salads and stir-fries, so my diet is healthy, but limited.

      An expression I didn’t understand crosses Leon’s face, and he folds his hands on the table. “You’re speaking about Sebastian in the past tense now?”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t get excited.”

      He winks at me, sending another shiver down my spine, and then leans back in his chair. “Did you like spending your evenings alone?”

      “It doesn’t really matter,” I say, making a point to use the present tense. “Sebastian has to work a lot, so I deal with it.”

      Leon raises both eyebrows and shakes his head. “That’s no way to live.”

      “You’re single, so I’m sure you spend plenty of time alone.”

      He covers his heart with his hand like I’ve mortally wounded him, gasping for breath, and then laughs. “I’m single by choice, my dear Grace. Which means I’m alone by choice. I don’t have to ‘deal’ with anything I don’t want to deal with.”

      I grab the glass of ice water the waiter left on the table and take a long sip. “If only we all had the luxury to make those kinds of choices. Most of us have to deal with things we don’t like.”

      “Not your fiancé,” Leon says, leaning forward, his voice low and serious. “You shouldn’t have to ‘deal with’ the person you’re supposed to love.”

      His words make my throat clench, and I’m not sure why. He doesn’t know my situation with Sebastian. Leon thinks I love Sebastian. He thinks I’m marrying him with the hopes of our relationship lasting forever. If he knew the truth, however, that this is just a business transaction with an end date, he wouldn’t think so little of me and my life. Or, perhaps, he would think even less of me. Maybe he would think I am a sleazy gold digger.

      “I’m not trying to put my nose where it doesn’t belong,” he says, putting his elbows on the table and resting his chin on top of his folded hands. He looks like a puppy dog trying to avoid punishment for chewing up a sneaker. “I just think you deserve a life you love, Grace. We all do. Our time on earth is too short to spend it doing things that make us unhappy.”

      I stare at the candle flickering in the middle of the table, watching the wax drip down the sides, hardening as it reaches the ceramic saucer underneath. I’m only twenty-five, which is young by any standard. Certainly not old enough to be worried about when my life will end. Besides, I’m only going to be married to Sebastian for two years. Twenty-seven is still young, though it’s closer to thirty than I would like. And if I can’t date anyone during those two years, then I’ll be starting fresh in the dating pool at twenty-seven.

      Even if I meet the perfect guy right away, we’d have to date for at least a year before I’d feel comfortable getting married, and I wouldn’t want children right away either—the money Sebastian is going to pay me will help me start my career over, and adding children to the mix would be too chaotic. So, I’d be nearing thirty-five before we’d start having kids, and if I wanted my kids to be three years apart, then I’d be almost forty before our second child was born.

      I look around the restaurant, wondering if someone cranked up the heat. I feel hot. Sweltering, actually.

      The waiter is crossing the room with two white bowls of what I presume is ravioli, and I quickly shrug out of my sweater, leaving me in a high-waisted pencil skirt and my white collared tank top. Leon is looking at me with dark eyes like he is either concerned or turned on. Probably both. That has been my constant mood since I turned around and saw him standing behind me on the train. I’ve been battling between my feelings and my obligation to Sebastian.

      But what even is my obligation to Sebastian? Do I have one? Do I care?

      More importantly, do I have the time to care? Moments ago, I wasn’t worried at all about my future, but suddenly it seems like I’m hurtling through life at top speed, ignoring all of the scenic outlooks along the way. And if the sight of Leon Knight smiling at me isn’t a scenic outlook, I don’t know what is.

      The waiter places the ravioli in front of me and then Leon. It looks nothing like the frozen ravioli I’m used to. The pasta is a bright yellow color and the edges are uneven, clearly crimped by hand. The sauce is a creamy orange with a sheen of oil over the top, and it smells like a blend of herbs and spices I’ve never tasted before. When the young man grates fresh cheese on top of the dish, it is all I can do to keep myself from plunging into the bowl face first.

      I want to be confident. I want to be like Myla. Or, if not that extreme, like the version of myself she is constantly encouraging me to be. I want to know what—and who—I want and go after it without worrying what other people will think or say. I want to be free to follow my own instincts without fear that they are somehow wrong.

      The waiter steps away and takes a small bow. As soon as he’s gone, Leon sighs and picks up his fork and knife in each hand, banging them against the tabletop like he is a competitive eater. He smiles at me, the elusive dimple on his right cheek making an appearance.

      “Enjoy, Grace.”

      I look from him to my bowl and back again, a resolution settling somewhere deep inside of me, and pick up my fork.

      “I definitely will.”
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      As she eats, Grace appears to open up. With every bite of ravioli, she seems to enjoy it more, closing her eyes and moaning, wrapping her bright red lips around the fork and savoring every bite. I never considered ravioli to be a sexy food, but I’m not sure if I’ll ever be able to enjoy it without thinking of this very moment.

      “Is it good?” I ask, pushing my pasta around my bowl. It’s my favorite meal, but I’ve been too preoccupied watching Grace to enjoy it.

      Her green eyes roll back in her head as she nods. “This place should be famous. Everyone should know about it.”

      “I actually don’t bring many people here for that very reason,” I confess. “I like that it feels like my secret spot.”

      She smiles at me, head tilting to the side, a strand of her hair slipping from her loose bun and brushing across her neck. “You trust me with your secret spot?”

      Am I crazy or is she flirting with me? I’m not a dumb man. I know Grace finds me attractive. I know she’s interested. But I also know she is engaged to the human trash can that is Sebastian Wayde. So, what does any of this mean?

      “I guess that depends,” I say, spearing a ravioli on my fork and taking a bite off the end.

      “On what?” Grace asks, ripping a chunk of bread from the loaf in the middle of the table.

      “On why you’re here.”

      The bread is halfway to her mouth when she pauses and looks at me. “Because I want to be.”

      For the first time, I feel like I am really seeing her. She’s looking directly into my eyes, and I don’t see any hesitation. I don’t feel the same wall I felt before, as though each question was a note wrapped around a rock and hurled over a fence, and I had to wait for her to read it, carefully craft her response, and then toss it back to me. We’re on the same side of the fence now, and I’m not sure what changed, but I’m not complaining.

      “And I learned from some know-it-all recently that life is too short to deny ourselves what we really want.”

      Her lips twitch up into a sexy smirk, and I don’t even mind that she called me a know-it-all.

      “Sounds like a smart man.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You’d think so.”

      “So,” I say, leaning forward, arms crossed on the table. “What else did this very intelligent man say?”

      Her lips twist to the side in mock disappointment. “He said he would woo me.”

      “And has he?”

      Grace looks me straight in the eyes. “Hardly.”

      The shock on my face is real, and I shake my head. “You must be a difficult woman to impress.”

      “Hardly,” she repeats, raising an eyebrow in challenge.

      Matteo walks out from the kitchen to check on us. I’m at Marco’s enough that he knows he doesn’t need to hover over me the way most waiters do, but I wave him over. He hustles across the restaurant.

      “Need something?”

      “Your finest dessert,” I say, waving my arm in a grand, sweeping gesture.

      He looks at me like maybe I’ve had too much wine. “The cannoli?”

      “Is that your finest dessert?” I ask, all the while looking straight at Grace, letting her know this is all for her.

      Her lips are pinched, holding back a smile.

      “I think so,” Matteo nods. “People seem to like them.”

      “Then, the lady will have as many as she likes.”

      Matteo looks to her, hoping to confirm that I have, indeed, lost my mind, but Grace just holds up one finger and smiles.

      “Same for me,” I say. “Hop to it and there will be a handsome tip in it for you.”

      He runs a hand through his thick brown hair, shakes his head, and walks away, mumbling something under his breath that I don’t hear but makes Grace laugh.

      “You think dessert is the way to my heart?” Grace asks, turning in her seat and crossing her legs. Her skirt rides up, giving me a glimpse of her thigh, and I follow it down to the long, lean muscle of her calf. She was gorgeous in the formal gown for the wedding, but the pencil skirt might be the end of me. I’ve always loved a hot librarian type.

      I lower my voice. “I saw the way you ate that ravioli. You enjoyed it so much, it was almost indecent.”

      She gasps in surprise. “What a gentleman you are, judging the way a woman enjoys her food.”

      I hold up my hands in surrender. “No judgment here. Just a simple observation.”

      “I’m sensing a theme,” she says, twisting her wine glass between her fingers. “You gave me cake the night we first met. And now cannoli. Perhaps, it is you who has the preoccupation with dessert.”

      “Or perhaps I’m good at reading my audience,” I counter.

      She wrinkles her nose and shakes her head. “I don’t think so. You don’t know anything about me.”

      I sit back and wave for her to take the floor. “Please, delight me. I would love to know more about you.”

      Grace’s confidence wavers for a moment. She looks down at the table, her finger drawing a circle on the white cloth.

      “What do you want to know?”

      Everything.

      “Whatever you think is most important.”

      She takes a deep breath and thinks about it, truly. I watch her eyes shift up, sorting through the Encyclopedia of Grace to find the best parts. Then, she smiles to herself, bites her lower lip, and begins.

      “I grew up on an apple orchard in Maryland.”

      She talks about her parents, Scott and Sheila, and their devotion to one another. She recounts the story of their meeting in high school, their marriage, and the growth of their farm and family as though it’s a story she has heard and retold countless times.

      “They are the best people in the world, and everyone thinks they have the best marriage,” she says, smiling but rolling her eyes. “Like they are some fairy tale.”

      “You don’t think so?” I ask, sliding my cannoli across the table to Grace and trading her empty plate with my own. She absentmindedly takes a bite and keeps talking.

      “Of course not. No real love story is a fairy tale,” she says. “There are always complications and problems. Fights and struggles. It can’t be perfect.”

      “Fairy tales aren’t perfect, either,” I say.

      She narrows her eyes at me.

      “I mean, every fairy tale ends with a ‘happily ever after,’ but the characters go through a lot of struggles to get there. They make bad choices and face villains and monsters. No one would read fairy tales if they were just two beautiful, perfect people meeting, falling in love, and having no hardships. The hardships make the story worthwhile.”

      Grace considers my words and then curses under her breath.

      I laugh. “What’s wrong?”

      “My parents really are a fairy tale.” She groans, dropping her chin into her palm. “That’s so annoying.”

      “Well, I would hate for all of my wooing to be ruined, so we can pretend I said nothing at all,” I offer.

      She thinks about it and then shakes her head. “No. As annoying as it is, I appreciate that you’re smart. Even if that means you will sometimes correct me.”

      “That’s good to hear because you don’t get into my line of work without being smart.”

      “I know,” she says, winking at me. “I’m in your line of work.”

      I stare at her for a moment, trying to figure out how not to be offensive when I say, “But you’re Sebastian’s secretary.”

      “I’m his assistant, which is different. But please don’t remind me.” She groans again, taking a long drink of her wine before going on to explain the arduous process of hunting for a job and the countless rejected applications that led her to accept Sebastian’s offer to be his secretary.

      What a dick. I would never consider offering an assistant position to someone with a master’s in finance. But apparently, it worked out well for him. They are engaged.

      “Why did you accept the position?”

      Grace takes another bite of her cannoli—if I thought ravioli could be a sexy food, then cannoli were on a whole new level—and covers her mouth with the back of her hand while she chews.

      “Because I grew up on a small farm in Emmitsburg, Maryland, and every single person I grew up with was back home waiting for me to fail.”

      “That can’t be true,” I say. “Your parents? Surely they supported you.”

      “They supported me in the ‘we believe in you, and you can do whatever you want’ kind of way, but they really just wanted me to come back to the farm. My dad wants to pay me to run the books for them, and I’m not sure how to explain to him that I can’t live off of $12,000 per year.”

      She smiles and shakes her head, thinking of her father fondly even while she complains about him. “I remember when I told my third-grade teacher I wanted to grow up and work on Wall Street, she made sure three times I knew what I was saying and told me I would make a great teacher. My parents had a similar reaction. No one believed I could do it, so when I showed up in New York and it turned out I actually couldn’t, I panicked and took the first job I was offered.”

      I had never faced that kind of criticism for my career choice. Though truthfully, I never really let anyone close enough to criticize me. Most people don’t know how I made my fortune, let alone how I became the CEO of one of the biggest banks in the United States, and I am in no rush to dispel the mystery. It isn’t anyone’s business but mine, and I offer the same advice to Grace.

      “Everyone has trouble breaking into the industry,” I say, waving my hand like it’s no big deal. “Your path is no one’s business but your own. You’re only a failure once you give up.”

      She is quiet for a minute and then begins to clap, slowly at first, picking up rapidly in speed and volume. “You should write a book. Or take that speech on tour. Very inspiring.”

      “I was just trying to be helpful.” I laugh. “What do you want me to say? That you’re a big fat failure who should run back to Maryland with your tail between your legs?”

      She wrinkles her nose at me. “Well, say what you want, but you don’t have to call me big and fat. I thought you were trying to woo me.”

      “You have to earn my woo,” I say, leaning across the table, eyebrows waggling. Then, I turn serious. “But if you want me to be real with you, I can be real.”

      She thinks about it for only a second before she nods. “Be real.”

      “Why are you still working as his assistant?”

      Her cheeks flush, and I don’t think it is from the wine. Her hands fidget nervously with the edge of the tablecloth.

      “I told you. It was the only job I could find, and I was desperate so—”

      “You are his fiancée. Surely, he can see what I can see. You are bright, Grace, and you have your master’s. You shouldn’t be anyone’s assistant, let alone your future husband’s. You deserve better.”

      Grace’s eyes go glassy, and I worry I’ve crossed a line. Her relationship isn’t any of my business, except, maybe it is? She’s sitting across the table from me, not her future husband. She looks beautiful and is daring me to woo her, which makes her relationship with Sebastian my business. It makes their relationship my top priority. The sooner I understand where I stand, the better.

      “If I’ve crossed a line, I’m sorry,” I say. “But I just don’t understand why—”

      “You didn’t cross a line,” she interrupts, wiping quickly at her cheek, brushing away a tear I didn’t see fall. “This situation would seem strange to you. To anyone, I’m sure. If I was Sebastian’s fiancée, it would be strange for me to be his assistant.”

      Grace tilts her chin down, looking up at me from beneath her brows, her eyes wide, trying to lead me somewhere. I shake my head.

      “I’m not sure what you’re—”

      “If I was Sebastian’s fiancée,” she repeats slowly. “It would be strange for me to be his assistant.”

      I repeat the sentence to myself silently several times before the lightbulb clicks on. “If?”

      Grace’s green eyes dart to the floor and then back to me like an encouragement. “Warmer,” they seem to say.

      “If you were his fiancée,” I say. “As in, you aren’t anymore?”

      She bites her lower lip, her eyes rolling up and to the right. “Warmer, but not quite.”

      Is this some kind of hostage situation? I know that’s insane, but it’s the first thing that pops into my head. Otherwise, why wouldn’t Grace just come out and tell me the truth?

      Slowly, she lays her hands flat on the table. First, her right, and then her left. She has long, delicate fingers. Her nails are unpainted, and I can see purple half-moons rising from all of her cuticles. Her right pointer finger has a freckle on it just below the second knuckle, but otherwise, her hands are bare. No tattoos or jewelry. No jewelry.

      Her left ring finger is bare. I’d never even thought to look—not at the wedding or when we were on the subway or throughout the entirety of dinner. Did she have a ring at some point, but now it was gone? If she had a ring, I surely would have noticed it, right? Especially if it was a ring gifted by Sebastian Wayde. He's not the kind of man who would gift an understated ring. It would be large enough to drag her entire arm down. Large enough for anyone to notice whether they were looking for it or not. And yet, I hadn’t noticed it. Not once.

      When I look up, her eyes are screaming at me. “Warm. Hot. On fire.”

      “Were you ever really engaged to Sebastian?” I ask, feeling insane for even speaking the words out loud. I wince, preparing for her to throw something at me or berate me, but instead, there is silence.

      Grace stares down at her hands on the table, and then lifts her head slightly, barely able to look at me, and shakes her head.

      “What?” I ask, almost laughing at the absurdity of it. “What do you mean? You lied to me?”

      “No,” she says quickly, eyes wide. Then, she bobs her head back and forth, thinking. “Well, kind of. We lied to everyone.”

      “Why?” I lean away from the table and cross my arms.

      A few other diners have wandered into the restaurant, and when I check the clock above the bar, it’s just after seven. We’ve been here for two hours. Grace and I have been talking for two hours, and she is just now telling me that her engagement isn’t real. How can I even trust her? Why should I? It doesn’t make any sense.

      Then, she explains. Slowly, Grace reveals Sebastian’s predicament with his mother, and her hatred for his bad boy, bachelor lifestyle. She tells me about the lunch he invited her to and the proposition he made.

      It all makes me hate Sebastian even more. Of course he would find some slimeball way around his mother’s wishes. Why become a stand-up guy and a decent human when he could pay someone sweet like Grace to help him lie to everyone?

      The moment she told me she was engaged to Sebastian Wayde, something about it felt wrong. I couldn’t understand why this warm, smart, funny woman would want anything to do with a man like Sebastian. And now I get it. Money. Half a million dollars, to be precise.

      “We’ve agreed to keep everything professional,” she says, her cheeks going pink. “We still work together, and we don’t… We haven’t… We aren’t…”

      “Sleeping together?”

      She nods. “Right. Yes.”

      The whole thing is too bizarre for words, but the most unbelievable part of it is the idea that Sebastian would be celibate for two years just to avoid settling down.

      “Oh, he’s not,” Grace says. “That’s where I suspect he is most nights instead of at the penthouse with me. He has made it clear he plans to continue his bachelor ways.”

      “But that night on the roof,” I start, remembering the way Sebastian burst onto the roof, angry with Grace for being alone with me. He played the part of the jealous, possessive fiancé perfectly. Or was it a part?

      Grace looks down at the table. More of her hair has tumbled free of her bun and is falling over her face. She brushes it behind her ear.

      “He thought being seen alone with you would risk our plan,” she says. “If his mother thinks I’m not a suitable partner for him, she won’t approve the marriage, and he won’t become owner of the bank.”

      I can see the way Grace shrank into his side, the way she lowered her head in his presence as if it is happening in front of me again. He looks like a domineering boyfriend, but he is her boss. What kind of messed up work environment must that be?

      “Why does he get to date, but you don’t?” I ask.

      She twists her lips into a nervous knot in the corner of her mouth. “He is paying me. That money is going to give me a new start. It will give me the freedom to wait for the right Wall Street job to open up. That money is the difference between me becoming homeless and forced to move back to Maryland and making it in New York City.”

      “Paying you doesn’t mean you’re his slave.”

      Her lips press together into a thin line, and she nods. “I know. I’m not. I’m doing this because—”

      “You’re still doing this?” I ask. “You’re staying with a friend now, right? Does that mean you and Sebastian…got in a fight? Or whatever it is you two do since you aren’t actually a couple.”

      “We got in a fight.”

      “Okay,” I say, waving a hand, trying to lead her to explain more fully. “What does that mean for your arrangement?”

      “I don’t know.” She sits tall and crosses her arms over her chest. The wall I’d seen coming down is being rebuilt brick by brick right before my eyes.

      “Are you still going to marry him?”

      Grace looks at the table, over my shoulder, at my chest. Anywhere but in my eyes.

      “I don’t know.”

      She can’t. It doesn’t make any sense. Why this beautiful, intelligent woman would give two years of her life over to Sebastian Wayde is beyond me. Money or not, she deserves better, but I can’t be the one to tell her that. She has to figure it out for herself.

      I wave a hand in the air, drawing Matteo’s attention. I tip my head to him. “Check please.”

      Grace shifts in her seat, and we sit in uncomfortable silence for two minutes until Matteo returns with the check. He is smiling until he gets close enough to read our expressions. The jovial mood of half an hour ago has been replaced with tense quiet, and he drops the check on the table the way you’d throw a log on a roaring fire and backs away.

      I shove my platinum card in the black folder and hold it out to Matteo before he can turn away. He plucks it from my grip with two fingers and disappears back into the kitchen.

      “You don’t get to be mad at me,” Grace says, her voice low.

      “I’m not,” I say. And I mean it.

      I’m not mad at her. I’m mad at Sebastian and the many varied circumstances that had to occur in order for this situation to be real. I’m mad at fate or destiny or whoever arranges things like this for not letting me meet Grace first. I would have treated her right. I would never disrespect her the way Sebastian has.

      “I don’t owe you anything,” she continues. “We don’t even know one another, so I’m not going to sit here and be judged by you when you don’t know anything about my life. You say you aren’t like all the other wealthy people I know, but you’re still wealthy. You don’t know what it means to contemplate not paying rent or defaulting on student loans. So, stop looking at me like I’m some disgusting gold digger.”

      She’s breathing heavily when she finishes, color rising high in her cheeks, and she looks out the window at the small street. The block is mostly residential, so foot traffic is minimal, but lights are flaring on behind windows and curtains. Men lean against stone stair railings with cigarettes glowing between their lips and groups of young girls laugh as they file off to their separate apartments, backpacks slapping against their backs.

      Grace is right. In a way. I don’t know her life, but she also doesn’t know mine. I didn’t always have money. I know what it is to want for things, to be unsure if the money will hold until the next paycheck. In those days, I would have done a lot for $500,000. Just because I’m upset with her situation, doesn’t mean I don’t understand it.

      “I don’t think you’re a disgusting gold digger.”

      Grace juts her chin out in defiance. “You should tell that to your face.”

      I snap my attention to her, and she’s glaring out the window, brows heavy over her eyes, and arms crossed tightly around her chest. She just revealed a very vulnerable truth, yet she is still defending herself. Still making it clear that she will not be looked down upon or judged. And despite the turn our nice evening has taken, I find her to be even more adorable than when the evening started.

      I laugh.

      Grace looks at me, green eyes blazing fire. “Are you laughing at me?”

      “No.”

      I shake my head and hold up a hand for her to lower her guard, but I can’t quite stop from laughing at the absurdity of it all. At the fact that the woman I’m interested in is fake engaged to a man who has sworn to hate me. I can’t stop laughing at her defiant chin and my insanely bad luck.

      “Then what on earth is funny?” she asks, leaning forward, eyebrows lifted.

      “All of it,” I say, sweeping my hand to encompass both of us. “This situation. I mean, talk about a fairy-tale complication.”

      Her face goes slack, and she leans back in her chair. “I don’t think we’re in a fairy tale.”

      “No one thinks they’re in a fairy tale,” I say. “Not until they get their happily ever after.”

      Grace is thinking about what I’ve said when Matteo returns with my card and receipt. I slide the card into my wallet and leave a fifty percent tip, mostly because Matteo had to endure the fluctuating mood of our table for two hours. I stand up. Grace is up and headed for the door before I can help pull her chair out.

      The sky is a vibrant orange with pastel pink and purple clouds. It is a romance movie sky. A backdrop for two leads to kiss against. But Grace awkwardly nudges the toe of her shoe into the cement, her arms wrapped around herself like a straitjacket, and I rock from my heel to my toes and back again, unsure what to say.

      “Sorry I didn’t woo you.”

      Grace snaps her head up, forehead wrinkled, and then she bites her lip and smiles. “Sorry I didn’t earn it.”

      She doesn’t have to earn it. She deserves it.

      “You did.”

      “You’re too nice.”

      She takes an ambling step closer to me. I’m not sure if it’s on purpose or just a coincidence.

      “I’m really not. Maybe normal nice, but not too nice,” I say, rambling.

      I don’t want Grace to leave because I’m not sure when I’ll see her again. If she’s going to fix things with Sebastian, then we won’t run into one another on the train. Even then, I don’t want fifteen or twenty minutes with her on our evening commute. I’ve only known her for a few hours, but I know I want more than that.

      We’re only a few feet apart now, and when she looks up at me, the sunset is casting her in a golden glow. I can see freckles under her eyes and across her nose that I hadn’t noticed before, and I wonder how much more there is of her to discover.

      “Well,” I say, looking away because the thought hurts too much to dwell on. “Best of luck with the upcoming wedding. And, I suppose, congratulations.”

      Her face falls, and she takes a half step backward. “I wish things could be different.”

      They can be. I want to scream it at her, but this is her decision to make. Grace has to decide what is important to her. Sebastian’s money could change everything for her, but I know she could change everything for me. She just has to make the choice.

      I try to press these thoughts into her, send them into her mind telepathically, and I wonder if it isn’t working when her eyebrows flick upwards and her lips part. But then, she nods and begins to turn away, and I realize it couldn’t have worked. Because if it had, if Grace knew what I was thinking, she wouldn’t be leaving. She couldn’t.

      Before I can stop myself, I reach out and grab her arm. She jolts in surprise, but I’m pulling her against my chest before she can say anything. She’s walking away because she doesn’t understand her options. She can’t make a choice until she knows what she is deciding between. So, I’m going to show her.

      I wrap an arm around her waist the way I did on the roof, and she softens into me, her back arching and head tipping back. I brush my thumb along her cheek and down across her jaw, and she exhales softly, the sound coming out like a sigh. Her green eyes are wide and searching, but she isn’t moving, isn’t pulling away, isn’t doing anything except looking up at me and waiting. So, I curl my hand around the back of her neck and lower my lips to hers.

      The moment our lips touch, there is fire. No warm-up, no sparks and flickers, just a blazing heat that rips through my chest and leaves me breathless. Grace drags her fingers up my back and grabs at the material of my shirt, pulling me more tightly against her. It’s everything I imagined it would be.

      I let my hands slide down Grace’s sides, smoothing my fingers down the curve of her waist and the flare of her hips. She is warm in my hands, and I want to pull her shirt free from her skirt and toss it on the pavement. I want to slide the pencil skirt down her legs until it is a puddle around her feet. I want to touch her skin and see if her face is the only place she has those adorable freckles.

      Grace sighs against my mouth, her fingers sliding up my neck and curling in my hair. She pulls me closer until we are crushed against one another, both hungry for more.

      Someone coughs, and we pull apart. My hands are still gripping Grace’s hips, and her fingers are still in my hair, but we look at one another. Her pupils are blown wide, cheeks flushed, lips swollen from kissing. She looks beautiful.

      She looks over my shoulder, and I turn to see a middle-aged man with a briefcase eyeing us.

      “I think we’re upsetting the general public,” I whisper, turning and pressing my forehead against hers.

      She laughs. “I think so.”

      I don’t want to let her go. I don’t want to walk away from her. How can I, after that?

      She stretches up on to her tiptoes, her body sliding against mine as she twines her arms around my neck and presses her lips to my chin and my nose. My heart is hammering against my chest like it is Morse code typing out every bad thing I want to do to her.

      “You said you lived close?” she asks, eyebrow lifting in a question.

      I grab her hand and pull her down the street behind me. No time for words.
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      There are too many sensations overwhelming me to focus on whether this is a bad idea or not.

      Leon’s hand is warm and wrapped around mine. I can still feel his dark stubble rubbing against my cheeks, his lips sucking on mine, teasing me, and his hands carving lines down my sides. I can feel the way he looked at me in the restaurant—before I told him about my arrangement with Sebastian. He looked at me like I was precious, special, something to be cherished.

      It’s not like I’m some wounded woman who has never known love. I’ve had nice boyfriends in the past and a great father figure, but the way Leon looked at me felt different.

      It’s the same way he is looking at me now.

      He’s a few steps ahead of me, leading me down the street in the direction of his apartment, and I’m almost jogging to keep up. When he turns and looks at me over his shoulder, his blue eyes are stormy. Blue like the night sky rather than the day. His mouth turns up in a smirk, the dimple in his right cheek pressing in, and I feel like I could run a marathon to get to his apartment, high-heeled shoes be damned.

      “This is me,” he says, pulling me towards a set of stairs.

      The building is brick and dated. Nothing like the all-glass tower I imagined.

      “You live here?” I ask.

      He unlocks the front door and pushes it open. “No, I’m just excellent at picking locks.”

      “I mean, like…you live here all the time?” I roll my eyes and step into the lobby. It’s clean and updated, but nothing exceptionally nice. Mailboxes cover the right wall, stairs are to the left, and an elevator is straight ahead.

      “I only have the one apartment,” he says, pressing a hand to my lower back and urging me towards the elevator.

      His fingers drum against me while we wait for the painfully slow elevator to make its way back down to the lobby. Anticipation bubbles out of me in the form of an incessant toe tap, and Leon leans down and presses a kiss to my temple before whispering against my skin.

      “We could take the stairs, but I might find it difficult to climb stairs and ravish you at the same time.”

      His words send a shiver through me, but I try to suppress it, keeping my face unaffected. I lift a shoulder in a shrug.

      “It’s a skill few men have mastered.”

      He slips his hand from my lower back to my hip, squeezing the soft flesh there. “Is that a challenge?”

      The thought of the two of us falling upwards, tangled in one another, is almost enough for me to grab Leon and sprint for the stairs, but just as the thought crosses my mind, the elevator dings and the doors open.

      We tumble inside, and thank goodness the lobby is empty because we are on one another before the doors even close. Leon presses a hand into my back, pulling me against his chest, and then walks forward until I’m wedged between his body and the metal wall—not a bad place to be. His lips are surprisingly soft considering the aggressive way his mouth slants across mine. Then, he pulls away.

      I claw at his shirt and shake my head without opening my eyes.

      “If we want to make it to my apartment, I have to push the button,” he says softly.

      I hook a leg behind his knee and run my hand down his chest. “I’m fine here.”

      His eyes narrow for a moment before he shakes his head and reaches over to insert a key card and press a button. “You keep talking like that, and we might not make it to the apartment.”

      I laugh, but the realization that I have that kind of control over a man like Leon fills me with a sense of power I’ve never felt before. He wants me.

      I tighten my leg around his knee and arch my body into his, but before I can really drive him wild, Leon grips my hips and lifts me into the air.

      I yelp in surprise before my body’s instincts kick in and I wrap my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck. In this position we are face-to-face, and we stop and stare at one another for a moment.

      Everything about Leon, from the way his dark hair falls forward onto his forehead in a thick wave to the cut of his jawline and square of his jaw, is perfect. He has a small bump in the middle of his nose, but somehow, even that is perfect.

      If I’d met him before making my deal with Sebastian, I would have fallen for him. How could I not have? Just like he said on the train, he would have wooed me. He would have asked me out on a date, and I would have eaten from his hand, lapping up every word. Because he is beautiful and thoughtful, and he sees me the way I wish I saw myself.

      Leon reaches out and brushes his thumb down my nose and across my lips, pulling on my bottom lip before letting go. “You’re beautiful, Grace.”

      I smile and tighten my arms around his neck, pressing our noses together. “I was just thinking the same thing about you.”

      The elevator dings, and Leon turns around and walks out without putting me down. I struggle in his arms for only a moment before accepting my fate and laying my head on his shoulder. When I feel a strap against my chin, I follow it down to my laptop bag banging against his leg, his suit jacket thrown over.

      “You grabbed my laptop,” I say, realizing I would have left it at the restaurant.

      He laughs and shrugs his shoulder, silently asking me to help him take it off. I grab the bag and slide it down his arm, dropping it onto the floor.

      “You seemed a little preoccupied, so I grabbed it for you.”

      “Only a little,” I say, laying my head back on his shoulder and then scooching forward until my lips press against the warm skin of his neck. He is like a personal space heater, blazing heat through his clothes, and I can’t help but kiss a line up his neck to the sensitive skin behind his ear.

      Leon’s grip on my hips tightens, his breathing becoming more ragged. “I was going to take you to the kitchen and make you a cup of tea. Or a cocktail. Or…something to let you know I’m a gentleman, but when you kiss my neck like that…”

      I pull back, biting my lower lip. “You don’t need to try and fool me, Leon. You already told me the truth at the wedding.”

      “What truth?” he asks, eyes tearing across my face, his hips circling softly against mine.

      I lean forward until my lips are pressed against his ear, whispering against his skin. “We both know you’re no gentleman, so why pretend?”

      He is already moving towards what I presume is the bedroom when my lips clamp around his earlobe, sucking and teasing. We burst through a door, and in a second I’m laying back on the most comfortable bed I’ve ever felt. Leon is hovering over me, his hands pressed into the mattress on either side of my face.

      “I’ve wanted to take you out of these clothes since the moment I saw you,” he growls, finding the zipper on the side of my skirt and sliding it down my thigh.

      I gasp when his fingers dip under the waistband. “That would have been quite a show for the other passengers.”

      “Yeah,” he laughs. “Maybe the woman with the sketchpad would have been drawing you instead of me.”

      “You saw that?” I ask, wrinkling my nose. His ego didn’t need that extra stroke.

      He tugs the skirt down, and I lift my hips to help him. “I almost bought it off of her. It was a good likeness.”

      I don’t tell him I had the same idea. “Not so good.”

      “Oh?” he asks, eyebrows raised as he slides the skirt over my heels, leaving my legs bare. “What were your specific complaints?”

      “Well, for one,” I start before my words devolve into breathy gasps. Leon is kissing his way up my leg, his hands cupping my calf and sliding up my thigh. Every nerve ending in my body is firing, and it is all I can do to lay still.

      “For one?” he teases, barely holding in a laugh. He knows what he is doing to me.

      “For one,” I start again, doing my best to keep my voice from trembling. “She didn’t capture the bulge in your nose.”

      His hand leaves my thigh and runs across his face. “I wouldn’t call it a bulge.”

      “And second,” I continue. “She made your eyes way too smoldery.”

      Leon pauses at my knee, kissing around to the backside and blowing air against the sensitive skin. I hiss and resist the urge to grab his collar and pull him on top of me.

      “You don’t think I have a good smolder?”

      “Nuh-uh,” I breathe out.

      His fingers are inching towards my panties now, and I feel like I’m crawling out of my skin. Then, they stop. I lay there, expectant, for several seconds before finally opening my eyes and looking down at him.

      Leon is staring up at me from beneath his dark brows, his blue eyes silver in the darkness. He looks like a picture. Like a perfected, photoshopped picture of the ideal human man.

      He runs a hand through his hair, pushing it back from his forehead, and I can’t resist reaching out and tugging my fingers through his thick locks. By the time I realize what I’m doing, it’s too late. Leon is grinning at me, his eyebrows dancing.

      “Got ya.”

      Normally, I would have made some kind of excuse or offered some flimsy insult to save face, but I don’t have the mental energy. Every thought in my head is focused on one thing—getting Leon Knight on top of me.

      I grab the shoulder of his shirt and tug him up, up, up, until he is straddling my hips, and I begin undoing the buttons of his shirt. The material is thick and nice, but I want to shred it from his body with my fingernails. When he sits up to shrug the shirt off, I run my hands down the flat, muscled planes of his chest and stomach. The muscles clench.

      “Your hands are cold.”

      I don’t pull my hands away. “Then warm them up.”

      Leon falls back over me, and we are lost in kisses. Deep, sensual kisses that seem to go on and on until I can’t feel anything except my lips. Until I’m half-certain the rest of my body has sacrificed itself to lend more sensation to my lips. Then, I feel his fingers creeping up my thigh.

      He walks his fingers across my skin, making me shiver, and slips them under the waistband of my panties.

      Unlike the night of the wedding, these panties are lace. Myla has a firm “no granny panties rule” in her house, which she apparently enforced by replacing the only pair of underwear I’d brought with me with a pack she kindly picked up on her way home from work. Even the pencil skirt was hers since I hadn’t found the courage to get my stuff from Sebastian’s penthouse yet.

      Every thought of Sebastian or our strange situation vanishes as Leon swipes his finger across me. I cry out and arch into his touch like an addict desperate for more. More of him, of his touch, of his kisses. I need more. All. Everything.

      His lips never flag or relent while he draws moans and shivers out of me one stroke and swirl at a time. It has been a long time since I’ve been with anyone—since before I moved to New York—but I am confident I’ve never been with a man who knew what he was doing the way Leon does. He has a sixth sense for when to speed up or pull back, for when to increase pressure or circle his thumb over my center. He plays me like a trumpet until I’m shaking on the bed, eyes closed, and handfuls of comforter fisted in my hands.

      When I finally come down, my chest rising and falling like there is a wild animal trapped inside of my chest, Leon brushes a gentle hand down my cheek and kisses a line from my lips to my chest to my stomach. My stomach muscles clench when he kisses near my hip, and then he moves back up, licking over the trail of fire he left behind. When he makes his way back to where he started, he pulls back and wags an eyebrow at me.

      “How is that for wooing you?”

      I can’t think of a single witty thing to say. “Consider me sufficiently wooed.”

      “Sufficiently?” he asks, eyes wide. “As in, you’re done?”

      My arms and legs feel like jelly, but I press my palms into Leon’s chest and push until he rolls over and falls on the bed next to me. I hook my leg over until I’m straddling his hips and begin slowly unbuttoning his suit pants.

      His lips part, his breathing growing heavy, and he watches me the way a predator watches their dinner, studying and remembering every movement and detail. I crawl backward off the bed and pull his pants down the way he removed my skirt, sliding his shoes off. I reach down to take off my own shoes, but Leon sits up and grabs my hand.

      “Leave them on.”

      “Is that an order?” I ask, placing a hand on my hip.

      Leon devours me with his eyes, spending a considerable amount of time examining my matching black panty set—Myla will be so proud to know her purchase paid off.

      “Not an order. Just a desperate plea.”

      The bulge in his boxer briefs is considerable, and I slowly climb back onto the bed and settle on his lap, circling myself down onto him. Leon grabs my hips. He doesn’t try to orchestrate my movements or tell me what to do. He simply clings on, his eyes glued to the point where our bodies are touching.

      “I wanted to do this that night on the roof.” His voice is hoarse. He slips his hands up my spine and undoes the clasp of my bra with one flick of his fingers.

      I slip the straps from my arms. “Me too.”

      When he looks into my eyes, nostrils flares, lips parted, I know there is no going back. And I don’t want to.

      Leon grabs my waist, lifts me off of him, and drops me back on the mattress. He is up, out of his boxers, and grabbing something from his nightstand before I realize he is gone. Then, I hear the metallic rip and realize this is really happening. Really really happening.

      I look over at Leon, silhouetted against the last red light from the sun streaming through his white curtains. He looks too good to be true. Like an actual dream, and I blink a few times to be sure I’m not hallucinating.

      “Are you okay?”

      I look up at him, and he is standing there, naked, squinting down at me. I open my eyes wide and then realize I’m staring right at his bulge, and I don’t mean the one in his nose, so I look down at the floor.

      “Fine. Yeah.”

      My mental spasm seems to have no negative effect on Leon because he walks confidently to the end of the bad, hooks his fingers under the waistband of my panties, and slides them down my legs in a single tug.

      I clench my knees together, nervous as he crawls over me, his lips pressed into a determined line. Leon’s knee settles between mine, teasing my legs apart until my thighs wrap around his hips, and we are ready to do this. It is happening.

      “I’m not usually this kind of woman,” I say, covering my eyes with my hands, a giddy kind of embarrassment I haven’t felt since my first kiss with Brian Fredrickson in seventh grade.

      “What kind of woman?” Leon asks, kissing a line across my collarbones and then down between my breasts. His stubble scrapes the sensitive skin there and goosebumps rise over my body. “Sexy?”

      “No—”

      “Adorable?” He circles his tongue across my breast and then blows on the skin.

      I hiss and arch into him. “No.”

      He pauses and then laughs, kissing his way back up to my neck. “You are many wonderful things, Grace, but when you are naked, all I can think about is how incredible you look underneath me.”

      My heart lodges in my throat. I’ve never really talked during sex before. Every other man I’ve been with has been a lights-off, straight to business kind of guy, but Leon seems to enjoy the slow build. And I certainly have no complaints. Hearing him talk about how I make him feel, about what my body is doing to and for him…is hot. And with every word, my embarrassment is fading.

      I scrape a finger down his jaw and across his neck. “I’m not usually the kind of woman who sleeps with a man on the first date.”

      “Oh,” he says forehead wrinkling. “Well, you still aren’t. I mean, this is more like our second date, don’t you think?”

      “You’re counting the wedding?” I ask.

      “You aren’t?” he shrugs. “I was more of your date than…”

      His voice trails off, and I know he’s hesitant to say Sebastian’s name. He doesn’t want to bring him into this space, and I don’t want him here, either. So, I stretch up and catch his mouth with mine. This could be our first date or our tenth date. The number doesn’t change the facts. I am going to have sex with Leon Knight.

      All of our talk has delayed things enough, and I know Leon feels the same way as he wraps one hand around the back of my neck, the other around one of my thighs. He hitches my leg up and over his shoulder, trailing his fingers down my skin and making me moan in his mouth, and then, he pushes into me.

      The first time having sex with a new guy is never perfect. It is a lot of jockeying for position and figuring out how your bodies best match up. But Leon and I don’t have that kind of awkwardness. Our bodies fit together perfectly, and from the very first moment we connect, it is heaven. Pure, hot, blinding-white heaven.

      I grab his shoulder, my fingernails digging into his skin as he circles his body into mine. Leon turns and gives attention to my leg draped over his shoulder, kissing my calf and my ankle to the timing of his thrusts.

      I try to look at him, to take in every second of what feels like an earth-shattering event, but I can’t. My eyes roll back and drift closed, and I let my head fall back into the softest pile of pillows. Leon grabs my other leg and hooks it over his shoulder, as well, and I bite my lip to keep from moaning.

      Leon’s thumb brushes across my mouth, and I open my eyes to see him looking down at me. He looks almost unrecognizable. The kind lines of his face are hardened, focused, and his blue eyes are mostly pupil now.

      “Don’t,” he says.

      I must look confused because he grips my chin and continues. “Don’t hold it in.”

      He increases his pace, and I’m grateful for his understanding because I can’t stay quiet. Animal sounds pour out of me, and I claw at Leon, desperate to hold onto him or anything to keep me rooted to the ground.

      Warmth is building in my body, lapping at my insides like I’m dried wood for kindling, and any second, I’ll alight. Then, the same thumb that moments before brushed against my lips, brushes against another sensitive part of me. My hips buck of their own volition, and I squirm as Leon’s pace becomes relentless and wonderful.

      Heat builds inside of me, a tight ball of fire making me clench and coil until, finally, mercifully, I snap.

      It feels like standing in front of a fan in the middle of a heat wave, like drinking a glass of ice water after days without water. Leon is quenching a desire in me I hadn’t realized was there, and I only realize as I’m coming down that I’m thanking him.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” The words are breathless and embarrassing, but sincere. “Thank you.”

      “My, you sure are polite,” he growls, nearing his own edge based on the pattern of his breathing.

      My arms and legs feel like limp noodles, but when Leon takes my legs from his shoulders, hooks his arm around my waist, and flips us both over, I position myself on top of him like it was a choreographed move.

      Once again, our bodies find an easy, natural rhythm, and we move together until another wave of pleasure washes over me and my arms collapse. I fall forward onto his chest, and Leon strokes my hair even as he is bucking and twitching into me, finding his own release.

      We curl into one another, kissing and stroking and talking until he is ready, and then we do it again. The sun sets, and the only light in the room is the yellow streetlights filtered through his curtains, giving us both an unearthly kind of glow. When I fall asleep, I’m exhausted and far beyond caring that I’m covered with nothing more than a sheet and Leon’s arm.
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      I wake up with the sun.

      Leon’s room has east- and west-facing windows, which I hadn’t noticed the night before. He’s still sleeping next to me, his breathing deep and even, and I gently slide out from under his arm and tiptoe, naked, through the still-dim room and into the en-suite bathroom.

      The floors are white tile, the countertops marble, and the shower is just a continuation of the floor with a drain in the middle and a large pane of glass acting as the divider. It looks like the bathroom you’d see in a spa brochure. There is even a white robe hanging from a hook behind the door, and when I smell it, I know immediately that it’s Leon’s. I make a mental note to tease him about having a robe.

      I rinse my mouth out with water, scrub the leftover makeup from my face, and run my fingers through my tangled hair. There are soft brown bruises across my neck and shoulders from Leon’s playful sucking, and I run my fingers over them, thinking it wouldn’t be so bad if one of them became permanent. Then, I would have a reminder that last night was real. It really happened.

      The thought of putting on my skirt and blouse from the day before repulses me, so despite my plan to tease Leon for it later, I grab the robe from the hook and slip it on, rolling the sleeves until I can see my hands.

      Leon is still asleep, sprawled across the bed like a starfish, so I sneak out and pull the bedroom door closed behind me. When I walk down a short hallway and take in the living room, my mouth falls open.

      The room is two-stories tall with brick walls, exposed pipes and steel beams in the ceiling, and a mezzanine level around three walls with bookshelves. A modern chandelier with glass orbs hangs over the main living space and is at least eight-feet wide. Had I really been too distracted to notice all of this the night before? I know he was carrying me inside, but I mean…his living room has a balcony.

      Large windows as tall as me dot the far wall, and I realize Leon must live in a penthouse. He has an entire floor of the modest brick building with windows in every direction. The house is still dim, but the morning sun is leaving squares of golden light on the dark hardwood floors.

      The couch is a giant gray sectional with square arms and wooden legs. Very modern, very sleek, but also comfortable with bright green and yellow throw pillows. There is a metallic bar cart with a marble top behind the couch, stocked with ten liquor bottles of various colors and sizes, and a giant flat-screen television hanging on the brick wall, speakers mounted on either side. I can picture myself curling up in the corner of the sectional with a pillow and a blanket, watching a movie. My feet would be on Leon’s lap, a drink from the bar cart on the glass coffee table. The space is beautiful but warm. Like Leon.

      I smile just thinking about him. I’ve never been with someone who made me feel giddy like this. Who gave me butterflies and made me do stupid, reckless things.

      But then, is this stupid? Was last night a mistake? I’d avoided thinking about it during because, honestly, I couldn’t think about anything except Leon and what he was doing to me. But now, the morning after, when I would normally start to feel the beginnings of regret, I just feel happy. Blindly, blissfully happy. Being in Leon’s house, in his space, feels normal. I feel more comfortable in his penthouse after one night than I have in Sebastian’s after one month.

      It isn’t entirely fair to compare the two since there has never been and will never be a romantic connection between Sebastian and me, but the question is: am I willing to be uncomfortable for two years or more of my life when the opportunity for real love and passion is waiting for me in the world? Maybe with Leon, maybe with someone else, I’m not sure. Is $500,000 worth putting my life on pause and having less than I deserve? Because I do deserve this—love, romance, happiness. I deserve to be with someone who appreciates me and wants to take care of me, and now that I’ve had even the smallest taste of that with Leon, I’m not sure I can go back.

      I wander into the kitchen—a white room with dark wood cabinets and white marble countertops—and focus in on the fancy coffee machine on the counter. It’s all intimidating metal and unexplained levers, and looks exactly like the ones they use in actual coffee shops.

      I rifle through the nearby cabinets until I find a bag of coffee, but when I open it, I realize they are whole beans. I have to grind them myself. In my head, I had an image of me making coffee and breakfast in the kitchen when Leon woke up, looking effortlessly calm and confident as I hand him a steaming mug. In reality, I’m stomping my foot and cursing at the coffee grinder when I hear his laugh behind me.

      “Try plugging it in.”

      I look over my shoulder and see him in boxers and nothing else, looking perfectly tousled, his eyes still sleepy. I look away before I hurl myself at him and make us both late for work.

      “I don’t even see a plug.”

      He walks up behind me, heat radiating off of him, and reaches around me to grab something at the back of the machine. Then, he pulls it out.

      “The cord retracts.”

      I click my tongue. “Fancy people and their fancy machines.”

      Leon plugs it into the wall and then shoos me away, grinding the beans, leveling the grounds inside of a metal cup, and then locking it into the bigger machine and flipping a switch. The whole process takes him less than a minute, and then he leans back against the counter, arms crossed over his bare chest, and looks at me with the deadliest pair of bedroom eyes.

      “How did you sleep?”

      Not near as well as I woke up, I want to say, blushing at the memory of his arm draped across my body.

      “Like a baby. You?”

      “Considerably better than usual,” he says, a dark eyebrow flicking up. Then, he twists around—the muscles of his midsection pulling taut and being more toned than any muscles have a right to be—and checks the clock above the stove.

      “I better get in the shower if I want to make it to work.”

      “It’s not even six yet.”

      “I usually show up at seven.”

      “In the morning?” I ask, not bothering to hide my distaste. “Why? Aren’t you the boss?”

      He laughs. “Yes, which means everyone has a thousand questions for me at all times. The only way I can get any quiet time is when I show up early.”

      I think about Sebastian, closing his door and unplugging his phone for two hours every afternoon, leaving me to field his phone calls and take messages. It’s my least favorite part of every workday.

      “Don’t you have an assistant?” I ask. “You could just close your office door and leave them to deal with everything for a while.”

      “First, I don’t have my own office,” he says, as if this is standard practice for CEOs. “I share a large communal space with a few of the other executives. Second, Andre has enough work to deal with without taking on my load in the afternoon.”

      I try to imagine Sebastian sharing an office, but the idea is so far outside the realm of possibility as to be laughable.

      “Apparently, I should be your assistant.”

      Leon smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “You shouldn’t be anyone’s assistant.”

      Before I can confess to Leon what I’ve been thinking about all morning—that I might not be Sebastian’s assistant for much longer—he grabs the fresh cup of coffee out from under the spout and hands it to me, quickly sliding a fresh cup underneath and going through the whole process again.

      I don’t normally like black coffee. I only drink it when I am desperate for caffeine in any form. But this might be the best cup of coffee I’ve ever had. I don’t realize I’ve said it out loud until Leon laughs.

      “Good. I would offer you breakfast, as well, but like I said last night, I don’t cook much. My pantry is pretty bare.”

      “What do you normally eat for breakfast?” I ask, sipping on my coffee, not really minding that it is burning the tip of my tongue.

      “I don’t.”

      “Don’t have a usual breakfast?”

      Breakfast is the one meal of the day where I’m content to eat the same thing every morning. Scrambled egg whites, one link of chicken sausage, and sliced strawberries. It’s a trustworthy combination with plenty of protein to keep me full until lunch.

      “Don’t have breakfast,” he says. “At all.”

      I don’t realize my mouth is hanging open until Leon reaches out and gently lifts my jaw back into place. “How? Why?”

      He grabs his full cup of coffee and takes a sip. “Coffee’s good enough for me.”

      “No. No, no, no.” I shake my head, bottom lip tucked in. “You have to eat breakfast. If you don’t eat breakfast, then your body thinks you’re starving and slows down your metabolism.”

      He smiles and gestures down to his gloriously flat stomach. “My metabolism is fine.”

      Okay, fair point. Also, mee-ow.

      I rally. “Breakfast is delicious. The best meal of the day.”

      “I eat breakfast foods for dinner at least once a week.”

      I sigh. “Well, that’s something. All hope is not yet lost for you.”

      He sets his mug down and moves forward until our bodies are flush. One brush of his hips against mine, and I’m ready to let my robe drop to the floor and climb him like a tree.

      He lowers his head, blue eyes narrowed and sultry.

      “You think I can be redeemed?”

      With the thoughts running through my head, I don’t think either of us can be redeemed. I will be forever lost to this lusty, crazed state. I don’t see a way out.

      “Perhaps. But not this morning.”

      With superhuman strength and resolve, I push him away, grab my coffee mug, and walk out of the kitchen and towards the bedroom. I hear Leon padding along behind me.

      “Like you said, I’m the CEO. I can show up a little late if I need to.”

      “Ahh,” I say, wagging a finger in the air over my shoulder. “But I am not, so I cannot. Sebastian will expect his secretary to be there and waiting for him by eight at the latest.”

      I quickly run through my options. Myla’s apartment isn’t far, so I could hop on the train, shower and change at her place since she has fresh clothes I could borrow, and then get to work. Or, I could shower here and wear the same thing I wore the day before. Sebastian barely looked at me all of yesterday, so he wouldn’t notice, but others in the office might. I have spare makeup and a travel toothbrush in my laptop bag that I use to freshen up after lunch, so getting ready at Leon’s place seems like the best option, aside from the very real danger of Leon joining me in the shower and ruining my effort at timeliness.

      “I thought you said you were his assistant,” Leon says, voice soft and unreadable. “You said there was a difference.”

      “I am,” I say flippantly. “Everyone else calls me his secretary, so I guess I just slipped up.”

      “But you want to be more than that, right?”

      I turn around and see Leon leaning against the doorway, eyes trained on a spot on the floor. The easy smile from the kitchen is gone, replaced by an emotion I don’t quite understand.

      “Of course. Being his assistant is just temporary,” I say.

      I could tell him that I’m thinking about ending my deal with Sebastian. And that when I do, Sebastian will probably fire me, but something about the look on his face gives me pause.

      “But it’s still good experience for now,” I go on. “I create most of the agendas for meetings and do a lot of bookkeeping. I even have a few people under me.”

      “So, you like being his assistant now?” Leon’s brow is furrowed, and he’s biting the inside of his cheek, his mouth twisted to the side.

      “You say it like I’m spending my days unclogging his toilet. It’s a job in the industry, and I’m going to work hard until another opportunity presents itself.”

      “Like being his wife?”

      “You know that’s not what our arrangement is about.”

      I set my coffee cup on a long, low wooden dresser and start to gather my clothes from the floor. I slide my panties up under the robe and shimmy them on. Leon has already seen all of me, but I don’t want him to see anymore. Not now.

      “Do you really think any other companies are going to want to hire you after you’ve been married to Sebastian Wayde?” he asks, the disgust obvious in his voice. “No one will trust you.”

      I step into my skirt and jump as I pull it up over my hips, finally letting the robe fall to the floor. “No other company wanted to hire me anyway. Sebastian was the only person willing to give me a chance. You may hate him, but he is my boss, and—”

      “I would have hired you,” Leon says, running a hand through his mussed hair. “Sebastian offered you crumbs. I could have given you—”

      “I applied.” The words are louder than I intended, and Leon stops and stares at me. “FutureTrust rejected my application just like everyone else, okay?”

      His forehead wrinkles in thought, and then he rubs his thumb down his jaw. “I’m the CEO. I can talk with the other officers and HR and—”

      “I’m not going to come work for you.”

      I pull my wrinkled blouse over my head and smooth it out as best I can with trembling fingers. Working for Leon would maybe solve my issue with Sebastian, but it would only cause problems with Leon. I like him. A lot. But I couldn’t date the CEO of the company I worked for. With Sebastian, it feels different because it’s a business arrangement. Neither of us is emotionally invested, so no one can get hurt.

      But what would happen if Leon and I started dating and then broke up? Could I still work at the company? And what would my coworkers think about me dating the CEO? Every time I received a promotion or a raise, no one would trust it was because I’d earned it, because I’d put in the time and effort. There would be whispers about me sleeping my way to the top, and the whispers would hurt a lot worse if they were true.

      “Why not?” he asks, walking over and placing his hands on my shoulders, forcing me to face him. “I can help you.”

      “Because I don’t want your pity.”

      This is true. It’s one thing for me to think my career situation is dire, but when it is obvious someone else agrees with me—especially when that someone is Leon freaking Knight—I have to put on a brave face.

      I go on. “Things at work might not be ideal right now, but at least I know I earned my place there. I’d hate feeling any other way.”

      Leon lets his hands fall to his sides and then nods. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I should have known you weren’t the type of woman who would want me pulling strings for you.”

      I give him a shy smile that he doesn’t return. He turns and walks over to his closet, pulling out one of what I assume is a large collection of suits. He drapes it over his arm and looks back at me.

      “Well, on the bright side, at least we both got one over on Sebastian before your wedding.”

      The words are so casual and quick that I almost dismiss them, let them slide past without any further inspection. But then, like a delayed poison, I begin to feel their sting. Tears instantly begin to well in my eyes, but I blink them back.

      “Is that what this is to you?”

      Leon’s forehead wrinkles, and his head drops to the side. “What?”

      “This,” I say, gesturing between the two of us. “Am I just some conquest you can lord over Sebastian the next time you two run into one another?”

      “No,” he says quickly, shaking his head, his black hair tumbling over his forehead. “Of course not. I mean, it is a definite perk, but I brought you home because I like you.”

      A perk. Suddenly, I’m glad I didn’t eat anything for breakfast. If I had, I might have thrown it up all over his floor.

      Embarrassment floods through me, burning my skin, and filling me with acid. I can’t believe I almost gave up everything for a man. When I woke up, I was in a post-sex haze. The world was rosy and aglow, awash with possibilities. But now the hangover has set in. The harsh reality of what I’ve done is catching up with me, and it has taken the form of a douche in disguise.

      When I really stop to think about, Leon didn’t say much about himself the night before. He asked me questions, he let me talk, he made me feel valued and important. Perhaps, if I had taken time to turn the conversation around and ask him some questions, I would have learned he was a manipulative asshat before sleeping with him. I mean, the sex was incredible, but with the way I feel now, it was hardly worth it.

      I sit on the extreme corner of the bed and slip into my heels, promising myself I won’t cry until I’m alone, until Leon can’t see. In front of him, I’m going to look strong. I’m going to stand tall and confident. I’ll bid him goodbye, perhaps even thank him for our evening together, and then leave. Easy as that.

      “Grace?” Leon asks.

      I hear his bare feet on the hardwood floor, and I jump up as if I’ve just heard a gunshot. I don’t want him to touch me again. I don’t think I could take it.

      “I better get going,” I say, annoyed with the break in my voice. Though it was subtle enough, I doubt Leon noticed it. “We both need to get to work.”

      My laptop bag is still on the living room floor where we left it after I pushed it from Leon’s shoulder. When he’d been holding me. When I still thought the two of us might be something…real. I shake my head to dispel the thoughts. I can grab it on my way out the door.

      “You can shower here,” he says. “I can order a car. We can ride into the city together. It will be a lot faster than going back to your apartment.”

      “I need my makeup and toothbrush,” I say, forging ahead towards the door.

      “I have a spare toothbrush.”

      “I can call Sebastian and tell him I’ll be a little late,” I say. “I’m never late, so it’ll be fine. Thanks for a lovely evening.”

      I walk into the living room, and I can see my laptop bag on the floor. I mentally count the steps it will take to reach it and get into the elevator. Thirty, tops. I can stay strong for thirty more steps.

      “If I said something to upset you, I’m sorry,” he says.

      I wave a dismissive hand over my shoulder and scoop my bag from the floor. “Nope. I’m just in a hurry. I’ll probably stop and get breakfast on my way home. Know of any good bagels around here?”

      “There’s a bakery two blocks straight east. We passed it walking from the subway,” he says.

      I’m pushing the elevator button. It is only two floors away, and I thank God above. I watch the lights change and flash as it approaches. Twenty more seconds.

      “Great, thanks.”

      My vision is getting blurry. I feel so stupid. So incredibly stupid. How could I have thought he’d actually care about me? Hadn’t he made his feelings clear enough on the rooftop the night of the wedding? Company ink. That’s what I am to Leon. An office supply. I try my best not to think about the crude joke he’ll make to Sebastian next time he sees him. Probably something about double-dipping.

      “Grace. Really. Can you talk to me for a minute?”

      The elevator beeps, and as soon as the doors open, I step inside and hit the button. Leon is standing where I just was, his hand lifted like he was about to lay it on my shoulder.

      I smile as wide as I can and lift my hand in a wave.

      “Maybe later. I have to go.”

      Leon’s face is confused and beautiful as the doors close between us, and I contemplate hitting the “hold door” button and giving him a chance to explain. But I don’t.

      As the elevator moves down to the ground floor, I shake my head, hating that after everything, I almost let his handsome face draw me in again. But more than anything, I hate that I’m crying over him.
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      I end up texting Sebastian and telling him I’ll be in after lunch. I’ve never been late or taken a sick day, so I’ve more than earned it. Besides, we aren’t even on speaking terms, so I highly doubt he’ll have much to say about it. He might even enjoy that I’ll be out of the office. That way we can put off the very necessary discussion about our arrangement for another day.

      I pull up the hood of the fox onesie Myla gave me for my birthday and fall back on the couch, laying a clawed hand over my face. After my shower, I actually wished I had a comfortable robe I could slip into. My morning spent in Leon’s made me realize they are actually pretty nice, and the onesie is the closest thing I had.

      I can’t believe I told Leon about my arrangement with Sebastian. What is he going to do with that kind of information? I thought I could trust him, but now I wouldn’t be surprised if he leaked it to some gossip site so the news could disseminate across the internet, slowly ruining Sebastian’s reputation. And mine, for that matter.

      Sebastian was furious at the idea that I would tell Leon, so what would he do now that I actually had? Probably fire me. I would lose my job, Sebastian wouldn’t give me the glowing recommendation I’d need to get a job with any other banking institution in the city, and my dwindling savings account would force me back to Maryland and the farm where I’d do the books and live in my parents’ basement. Probably until I died.

      There is a chance I’m being dramatic, but there is also a chance I’ve just glimpsed my future, so I stay horizontal on the couch, feeling sorry for myself. I have a few hours to wallow before I need to be at work.

      I ate a bagel on the walk to the subway from Leon’s, but the pity inside of me needs fuel, so I shove my hand into the bag of cheese puffs and drop the cheesy balls into my mouth one at a time. Myla would push me off the couch and tell me to get myself together. She’d tell me to stop moping over the men in my life and take charge. But Myla isn’t here.

      My phone buzzes with a new text, and it’s from my mom.

      “Call me. We haven’t heard from you in a while. Love you.”

      I’ve been calling less since I started living with Sebastian. It’s easier to lie to my parents when I don’t have to talk to them. How am I going to explain to them why I got fired? I was fake engaged to my boss and then fake cheated on him with the CEO of a rival bank, and he got mad and fired me. The story doesn’t exactly paint the picture of their wholesome, farm-raised daughter. My dad already hates that I live in New York City, so he’ll be all too quick to assume the city stripped me of my morals, and I need to come back to Maryland to “find myself” again. I can’t tell them. Any of it.

      I drop my phone back on the coffee table and eat another handful of processed cheese. I can feel the residue coating the top of my mouth, but I’m too pitiful to walk into the kitchen and get a glass of water.

      I gave up everything to take Sebastian’s deal. I subleased my apartment, risked my job, and lied to my family. And then I screwed that up. A little attention from a handsome man had me spouting out the truth like a big-mouthed geyser. Now, I have to wait and face the consequences.

      An idea comes to me. I sit up suddenly, knocking the plastic container of cheese puffs onto the ground. Maybe I don’t have to wait. Maybe, like both Sebastian and Leon, I could make a plan. I could manipulate myself a slice of this pie before the whole thing gets thrown in my face.

      I could go to Sebastian and tell him I don’t want to go through with our plan anymore, however, for the price of a glowing recommendation, I’ll keep my mouth shut and move along. With Sebastian Wayde’s name on the top of my resume instead of my marriage license, a lot of doors in the finance industry would be open to me. Then, by the time Leon spreads what he knows, it won’t matter anymore. I’ll be gone, no longer associated with the company, and Sebastian will be able to dismiss the rumors as just that—rumors.

      For the first time since Leon’s callous comment, I feel in control. I can make this situation work for me. I just need to get out of this onesie and get to work.

      My phone buzzes again, and I assume it’s my mom, following up her text with a call just to see if the reason I didn’t answer her text is because I didn’t hear my phone. I answer my phone without looking to see who it is.

      “Hello,” I sing-song.

      “Grace?”

      I stand up as though Sebastian is standing in the room with me rather than just on the other end of the phone. “Um, hi.”

      “You sounded chipper.” He says it like an insult. “I almost didn’t recognize your voice.”

      “Sorry I’m late,” I start. “I wasn’t feeling well this morning, but I’m headed in now. I actually need to talk to you about something.”

      “I have a meeting across town in an hour. Whatever you need to say, you better say it now.”

      I look down at my fuzzy white belly and red furry feet. I’d imagined having this conversation in my take charge black dress and killer red heels. I’d imagined my hair pulled back in a tight bun with my bright red lipstick on. I was going to look like a deadly assassin, there to take charge and get what’s mine. But I suppose this will work, too.

      “Okay,” I stumble, wishing I’d had more time to prepare this speech. “It is about our…arrangement. Things have become complicated, and while I appreciate your offer, I think it would be best if—”

      “I’m willing to make you a new offer.”

      I stop talking, listening to the crackle on the other end of the line, wondering if I really heard what I thought I had.

      “What?”

      Sebastian sighs, never one to suffer a fool. “If you will come back on board, I’ll up your offer.”

      After our fight in the limo and our lack of communication the day before, I assumed Sebastian would have been all too willing to send me packing. An offer of more money was certainly not on my radar. And really, it isn’t very appealing, either.

      “I don’t need more money, Sebastian,” I say. “Again, I’m grateful for your trust in me, but this has become more than I’m willing to deal with, and I think it would be best if—”

      “Partner,” he interrupts, his usually cool tone a bit harried. “I’ll make you a partner at Wayde Bank.”

      I fall back on the sofa, my heart in my stomach. I open my mouth to say something, anything, but I can’t find the words. Partner. Partner. I repeat the word over and over in my head, rolling it around, testing it out.

      “You expressed hopes of moving up the ranks when we hired you here,” he continues. “Everyone agrees you do great work, so they can’t deny you’ve earned the position, whether we’re married or not. Marry me, and once it’s official, I’ll give you everything you’ve ever wanted.”

      Leon’s face flashes in my mind, and I shake my head, dispelling the image. I wanted him. Or, rather, the idea of him. I liked the thought of having a man to come home to. A kind, handsome man who I could talk about my day with and curl up in bed with. For a moment, I’d thought that man could be Leon, but now I knew better.

      Then, my mind catches another snag. Leon.

      My plan to avoid the serious repercussions of Leon knowing about our arrangement involved me getting away from Wayde Bank before Sebastian learned the truth, so I can’t very well become a partner with this kind of information hanging over my head. It could ruin everything. And suddenly, my resolve to be a badass femme fatale who takes what is hers regardless of the consequences, crumbles.

      “Sebastian,” I say, closing my eyes and running the plastic claws of the fox costume down my face. “I have to tell you something.”

      “I need to leave in twenty minutes.”

      He’ll probably hang up on me in the next minute, so that won’t matter. “I told Leon Knight about our arrangement.”

      There is silence on the other end of the line, and my heart is beating so loud I can hear it. Sebastian probably can too.

      “I already know that,” he says slowly.

      “What?” I ask, wondering how the information could have gotten to him so quickly.

      “At the wedding,” he explains. “You told Leon everything Saturday night. I know.”

      “No, I didn’t,” I almost shout. “I told you in the car that night I didn’t tell him. You didn’t believe me?”

      “Not really,” he admits with a humorless chuckle. He pauses and then. “Wait, so you told him since then? After our fight?”

      I don’t get into the details because he doesn’t need to know how far I let things go, but I tell Sebastian I had some wine in me—not enough to start spilling big secrets, but he doesn’t need to know that—and told Leon everything.

      “So, if that changes your mind about the offer, I understand.”

      Maybe going back to the farm won’t be the worst thing in the world. I’ve always enjoyed the fresh air out there. I could take a restock of my life, maybe find a nice local job that will utilize my degree. I wouldn’t have to work on the family farm forever. I could do it just until I get my feet on the ground.

      Even as I try to convince myself going back to Emmitsburg wouldn’t be as bad as it seems, there is a voice in the back of my head, screaming at me to do whatever it takes to stay in the city. Lie! Strip! Kill!

      Sebastian lets out a quick, angry puff of air. “Considering I thought you’d already told him, it doesn’t exactly change my plan, though I am more than a little annoyed you shared the details of our arrangement after I expressly disapproved of doing so.”

      Expressly disapproved? He sounds like a fancy version of my father, and like teenage Grace would have done, I roll my eyes.

      “We can deny any rumors that might arise,” he continues. “As long as we present a happy, unified front to my mother and the press, Leon’s insistence otherwise will come off sounding jealous. It will do more damage to his reputation than ours.”

      “You think so?”

      He hums. “My mother saw photos of us arriving at the wedding this weekend and wants to meet you. She thought we made a lovely couple.”

      “Oh, um, that’s nice,” I say, my voice rising slightly in a question.

      “More than nice,” he says. “Unprecedented. She has never liked a single woman I’ve dated and has never expressed an interest in meeting them. Somehow, the little she knows about you has convinced her you could be a good match.”

      The day has been a rollercoaster of emotions, and I feel like I have whiplash. I went from wanting to be with Leon to hating him, from wanting to end things with Sebastian to becoming a partner at Wayde Bank.

      This morning, I’d been willing to take a chance on real passion and love by giving up on my deal with Sebastian, and now I’m looking into chasing my career and turning over two years of my life. Two years during which time I could have met a man and moved towards starting a family. Two years during which time I could still meet the man of my dreams—but be unable to go after him because of my deal with Sebastian.

      Am I willing to face that possibility? Am I willing to not feel the way I did waking up in Leon’s arms this morning for another two years, at least?

      “Well?” Sebastian asks, annoyance creeping into his voice. “Do you have a decision? I have other things to do today, and—”

      “Yes.”

      The word is out before I can second-guess it. Before I can hesitate and change my mind.

      “Yes?” Sebastian clarifies. “You accept?”

      Why chase after what-ifs when a sure thing is right in front of me? Why wait around for a man who may or may not appear when I could make my lifelong career dream come true now? Love isn’t the only way to find happiness. For the next two years, I can find fulfillment in my work. I can find fulfillment in a job well done. And, for the next two years, I can do my utmost to pretend last night with Leon never happened.

      I take a deep breath, place a fox-clawed fist on my hip, and nod my head. “I accept.”
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        Six Weeks Later: August

      

    
    
      Having the first time Myla has ever been in Sebastian’s penthouse also be on the day of our wedding is clearly a mistake. I’m standing in front of a full-length mirror in the bedroom in nothing but a plain white slip and a garter, waiting for Myla to get my wedding dress from the closet.

      “Did you get lost?” I call, nervously tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

      A hairdresser came to the penthouse this morning and styled both of us. Mine is a loose bun gathered at the base of my neck, strands of wavy hair effortlessly tucked into the knot, and finished with a small branch of baby’s breath. It’s beautiful, but for my actual wedding, I’d want my hair to be down, tumbling over my shoulders in long beachy waves. Everything about this fake wedding is the exact opposite of what I’d want, really. Doing that helps it feel like I’m not ruining the wedding I one day hope to have with this sham one.

      Myla stumbles out of the closet with the garment bag thrown over her shoulder. “I actually did. That closet is huge. And it’s all yours?”

      I nod. “All mine.”

      “I’m green with envy,” she says. “I mean, you’ve seen my shoebox of an apartment. You know what I’m working with.”

      “It’s a fine apartment,” I argue.

      She shrugs. “I guess, but this? This is heaven.”

      Part of the reason I didn’t want to show Myla the penthouse is because I knew she’d react this way. Myla has always been a fan of anything shiny and new, and Sebastian’s penthouse is nothing if not both of those things. When I go to her apartment and complain about living with Sebastian and the awkward tension always thick in the air, it’s easier for her to sympathize with me when she doesn’t picture me sleeping in a four-poster bed with a private Jacuzzi tub in the next room over, and sliding glass doors that open onto a private balcony. But now that she has seen my living arrangement, I’m afraid she’ll never take me seriously again.

      “Well, maybe not heaven,” she says, probably noticing the expression on my face. “Maybe purgatory. That place is not quite heaven, not quite hell, right? A medium place?”

      I shrug. “I’m not Catholic.”

      “Either way,” she says, laying the garment bag out on the bed and unzipping it. “If you have to deal with Sebastian Wayde, at least you get to deal with him from the comfort of the nicest bedroom I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      I nod and smile, wishing I could be as upbeat about all of it as Myla is. This isn’t my real wedding, but she’s been texting me every day for the last week with a wedding countdown. She even threw me a bachelorette party last weekend. Or, at least, she tried to. It was going to be a classic Myla and Grace romantic comedy snack food fest, but I couldn’t eat more than a handful of licorice without feeling nauseous. I ended up spending the evening watching two people fall in love from the fetal position with a two-liter of lemon-lime soda so I wouldn’t hurl.

      Myla called it nerves. If that’s the case, I’ve had nerves for the last week. I’ve been unsteadied and nauseous for days, and unable to think about anything but my upcoming nuptials.

      “This dress is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” Myla says, pulling the dress free of the bag and holding it up. “No, scratch that. This dress is the most beautiful person, place, or thing I’ve ever seen. It is the most beautiful noun.”

      “Let me see it,” I say, turning away from the mirror.

      She hugs it to her chest. “I deserve one more minute with it alone, Grace. You’ve already seen it.”

      “I actually haven’t yet.”

      Myla turns to me, eyes wide. “You haven’t seen your own wedding dress?”

      I shake my head. “I just went to the designer, stood nearly naked while they measured every inch of my body, and then let them do their thing. It isn’t my real wedding, so why should I care?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Myla says with an awkward laugh. “I keep forgetting this isn’t real. It feels real.”

      “Not to me.”

      Her lips twist to the side. She is speechless for maybe the first time in her life, and I use the opportunity to pluck the dress from her hand and hold it up to myself. I turn back to the mirror and try to feel something. Anything.

      The dress is a vintage dream. It has a high, sheer neck with detailed geometric ribbing across the short sleeves and down to the opaque sweetheart neckline. The bodice is fitted through the midsection, but the bottom of the dress is layer upon layer of gauzy white material that makes me feel like a shower loofah.

      “Do you like it?” Myla asks, peering over my shoulder.

      With her freshly dyed red hair, black winged eyeliner, and maroon lipstick, she looks like the devil over my shoulder. Though, she does look a little softer than normal. The hairdresser put soft waves in her short hair with a straight iron.

      “I guess,” I shrug. “It’s fine.”

      Myla takes it back from my hands and unzips the back. “Put it on. That will help.”

      I raise my arms over my head as Myla wrestles the dress above my head, but just before she pulls it down, she pauses.

      “Is that the slip you’re wearing?”

      I groan. “Not a real wedding, Myla. Sebastian will never see it. Put the dress on.”

      Mercifully, she listens to me and slides the dress into place. We spend the next few minutes tugging on the fabric, adjusting the sleeves around my arms, and fixing the poufy layers of the bottom. Then, Myla moves to my side and grabs the zipper.

      “We don’t need to zip it. I’m going to take it right back off, anyway. The ceremony isn’t for two hours.”

      “I want to see what you’ll look like all put together,” she insists. She tugs on the zipper, and it glides easily up the fabric until, suddenly, it wrenches to a stop.

      Myla gives me an awkward smile and tugs again. Nothing.

      “Is it stuck?” I ask, twisting to look at my side.

      Myla waves me away, telling me not to slouch, and checks the zipper.

      “I don’t think so.”

      She tries a third time, and once again, the zipper refuses to pull the two flaps of fabric together.

      “I think it might be too small,” she says, standing back, one hand under her chin in thought.

      I look down, and it certainly looks too small. Where the fabric should be flush together, ready to be zipped, there is a two-inch wide gap where I can see the pale skin of my side.

      “The designer is world-renowned. He measured my entire midsection three times in every conceivable configuration.”

      She bites her lip. “He must have measured wrong.”

      I grab the zipper and tug even though I know it won’t do any good. The dress refuses to budge.

      “Did you eat a lot of carbs last night?” Myla asks. “Remember, I told you to stick to fruits and vegetables. Carbs make you bloat.”

      I don’t look at her and try the zipper again. “It has to fit.”

      “What did you eat for dinner?” she asks again.

      I sigh. “An everything bagel with strawberry cream cheese.”

      “A bagel! Grace, that is carb city,” Myla shouts, pushing my shoulder. Then, she appears over my shoulder in the mirror again, her nose wrinkled. “Also, an everything bagel with strawberry cream cheese? Gross.”

      “It sounded good at the time.” I roll my eyes. “Besides, it wouldn’t give me two inches of bloat. This is clearly an issue with the dress.”

      “Can you call the designer?” she asks.

      My stomach turns, and I ignore it, dismissing it as stress. “Yeah, but I’m not sure what he can do now. The wedding is today.”

      Myla pulls down the zipper and dives under my dress—modesty be damned—lifting the poufy abomination over my head. “Maybe they’ll have another one you can wear or some trick of the trade or something. I don’t know, but we can’t let you walk down that aisle with your ribs showing. Real wedding or not, it’s embarrassing.”

      Dread settles in my stomach like a boulder, and I take a few deep, calming breaths to try and dispel it.

      “Thanks for explaining it to me,” I say sarcastically, spitting out a mouthful of tulle. “I thought maybe it would be fine if I wandered into my wedding with my dress unzipped.”

      “Don’t take it out on me,” Myla fires back, pulling the dress over my head and laying it down on the bed, smoothing out the material like the world will end if there is even one wrinkle. “I’m not the one who ate a garlic and strawberry carb fest the night before my wedding.”

      I open my mouth to remind her I’ve watched her dump a bag of chocolate chips into a tub of cream cheese and eat it with a spoon, so she’s the last person who should be giving me dietary advice, but all that comes out is a tiny burp. Myla raises an eyebrow at me and laughs, but I instantly break out in a cold sweat and sprint for the bathroom.

      “Grace?” Myla runs in after me, but I barely notice her as I dive to my knees, throw open the toilet, and hurl.

      Myla curses and moves behind me to grab the few strands of my hair that have slipped free of the updo. She pats my back.

      “That’s one way to fit into your dress.”

      If I wasn’t currently vomiting up both breakfast and lunch, I’d be amused.

      When I finish, I slump to the floor and lean my head against the tile wall. Myla dampens a washcloth for me and tells me to carefully clean up around my mouth so I don’t ruin my makeup.

      “It doesn’t even matter,” I say, smearing the rag across my mouth, smudging my lipstick. “My makeup will be a mess, my dress won’t fit, and my groom won’t love me.”

      “Is that what this is about?” Myla asks, dropping to her knees next to me. “Are you having second thoughts?”

      I hear Leon’s voice in my head, asking me if I’m having second thoughts about getting off the train with him. I push the memory of him away like I’ve grown so accustomed to doing over the last six weeks.

      “How could I not have second thoughts? This entire situation is insane.”

      “That’s true,” Myla says. Then, she bobs her head back and forth, lips pulled to one side skeptically “But you’ve been planning for this. We’ve talked about it countless times these past few weeks. What changed from yesterday to today?”

      I hadn’t wanted to tell Myla about how often I’d been getting sick. Partly because it was embarrassing, and partly because I was afraid she’d try to talk me out of marrying Sebastian. But now that the day has arrived, and I can’t keep my lunch down, I want someone to shake my shoulders and ask me what in the hell I’m thinking.

      “Remember the bachelorette party last weekend?” I ask.

      She groans. “Don’t remind me. What a disaster.”

      “I’ve been sick every night since then.”

      Myla’s face goes blank. “What? Every day?”

      I nod. “Sometimes it’s just nausea, but more and more it’s becoming full-on throwing up. This wedding is killing me.”

      Myla stands up and paces to the bathroom door and back again, her hands dancing in front of her like she’s playing an invisible piano.

      “And your dress doesn’t fit.”

      “Yeah, bringing that up isn’t exactly helping with my stress.”

      She paces back and forth again, stopping in front of me, her face paler than I’ve ever seen it.

      “And you ate a garlic and strawberry bagel last night.”

      “It wasn’t even that bad,” I argue, wondering why she’s talking about the bagel again. “It was all that was left in the kitchen. I’ve been too busy throwing up to worry about how well-stocked the kitchen is.”

      “Grace.” Myla drops down to her knees and crawls over to me, placing her hands on my shoulders. “Stop talking.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but then I see the look on her face. Myla is more serious than I’ve ever seen her.

      “Grace,” she says slowly, taking a deep breath. “Is there any possibility you could be pregnant?”

      My first instinct is to laugh or dismiss the question with a flippant wave of my hand. Of course not. Myla knows about my sex drought better than anyone. Before getting engaged to Sebastian, she was constantly dragging me out to weird clubs and pushing me towards any decently handsome man in spitting distance, and then getting mad at me when I didn’t immediately hop in a taxi and go back to their place. The only problem now is, there was a break in the drought.

      “Shit.” I’m still counting back the days in my head, trying to remember when and if I had my period, but Myla is on her feet and headed out the door. “Where are you going?”

      “Pharmacy,” she calls from the hallway. “Be right back.”

      The simple math involved is almost too much for my scrambled brain to handle, but when I finally crunch the numbers, I realize my period is almost four weeks late. Either I skipped an entire month, or… Could it be possible? Am I actually pregnant? No, we used a condom.

      We. The simple word brings the man at the center of this question to mind. The man I’ve been desperately trying to repress for the last six weeks. The man who made it abundantly clear he didn’t really care about me.

      Leon.
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      Myla must have sprinted to the pharmacy because she walks into the bathroom with a small plastic bag no more than five minutes after she left. I’m in the same position, huddled on the floor in my slip, hands pressed to the floor to keep them from wandering to my stomach. I caught myself stroking the tiny pooch there absentmindedly, and my hands flew off like I was on fire. It’s probably just bloating, anyway. I’m not pregnant. I can’t be pregnant.

      Myla stands in the doorway, hand on the knob. “Do you want me to stay?”

      “I think I can pee on a stick,” I say, trying to keep my hand from shaking. “But thanks.”

      She sighs. “See you in three minutes.”

      I’ve seen enough women in movies and television take pregnancy tests to know how it works. And if I mess up, there’s a second one in the box.

      I set the test on the counter facedown when I’m done and try not to stare at it while I wash my hands. Adrenaline is pulsing through my body, sending tingles down my spine, and I can’t seem to stop tapping my foot. Myla, to her absolute credit, waits quietly on the other side of the door. Even my absurd best friend knows she needs to give me a little space right now.

      While I wait for the endless three minutes to pass, I try to think through the scenarios. If I am pregnant, I could always tell Sebastian. What better way to sell our romance than throw a baby into the mix? As soon as the thought enters my head, however, I dismiss it. Being with Sebastian is enough of a lie on its own. I can’t do another.

      Plus, I wouldn’t be able to hide a baby from my family. They’d want to know who the father was, and then I’d have to tell them about my marriage to Sebastian. Not to mention the child. The lie would have implications on the child’s life. They would never know their true father.

      I could tell Leon and Sebastian about the baby and, for the two years of our marriage, work out a split-custody situation. That idea is the most realistic, but still messy. People would ask too many questions.

      Plus, the real kicker is that I don’t think Sebastian would ever go for any of it. Honestly, he’d probably consider getting pregnant a breach of our agreement and claim to his mother I cheated on him, hoping she’d feel bad enough for him to give him the company anyway. Though, Elaine Wayde might not be able to believe I could ever cheat on her son. We’ve met several times over the previous six weeks, and she loves me. Sebastian has already said that he worries how his mom will react when we divorce.

      I lean back against the wall and drop my head in my hands, repeating three words to myself over and over like a mantra. I’m not pregnant. I’m not pregnant. I’m not pregnant.

      The timer on my phone goes off, and I flip the test over quickly, positive I can’t be pregnant. Not after all of the self-actualization I just did. The test, however, is positive about a very different outcome.

      “So?” Myla yells through the door. “What’s the verdict?”

      I yank open the bathroom door and shove the test into her hands, blowing past her to begin pacing around the room.

      I’m pregnant. I’m pregnant. I’m pregnant.

      Myla curses. “What are you going to do?”

      I look at her the way I imagine a deer looks at an oncoming car, hoping for the trajectory of my future to change course, hoping that somehow, my life will right itself, and my bloat will actually be caused by too many late-night carbs and not a human being growing inside of my body. But that doesn’t happen, and then the buzzer rings.

      Myla looks at me, waiting for me to go and answer. When I don’t, she jogs to the intercom. I hear a muffled voice coming through the intercom and then Myla responding.

      “Yeah, we’re going to need just a minute.”

      She runs back into the room, her lower lip pinched nervously between her teeth.

      “The driver is here to take you to your wedding.”

      As soon as the words are out of her mouth, I want to laugh. The idea is absurd. I can’t get married today. I can’t stand in front of Sebastian and vow to be his wife with this bombshell of a secret growing inside of me.

      I walk past Myla into the closet and grab the ridiculously expensive luggage Sebastian bought for me to take on our “honeymoon”—a trip to Bora Bora with two separate rooms and activities booked separately.

      “What are you doing?” Myla asks from the door.

      I shuffle through my hanging clothes before turning instead to the drawers. I pull out a few old pairs of jeans, my favorite T-shirts, jean shorts, and two baseball caps.

      “It doesn’t look like you’re packing for a tropical vacation.”

      “I’m not,” I say, shoving a handful of not-Myla-approved cotton underwear into the suitcase and zipping it up. “Tell the driver I won’t be needing a ride to the venue.”

      Myla’s eyebrows raise, and she can’t hide the smile creeping across her face. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      I nod. “This wedding is off.”
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      I don’t even know why I came.

      Well, I do know, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m a fool.

      Grace is getting married. To Sebastian Wayde. My window of opportunity with her slammed shut the day she practically ran from my apartment, and going to her wedding to another man is like watching someone build a brick wall over the window. No chance of opening it now.

      So, why am I here?

      “Leon.”

      A hand slaps me on the back, and I look up to see Giorgio’s tan face smiling down at me. Alessia appears at his side, and I smile up at her before I have a chance to process what I’m seeing. She is in a long purple, fitted dress, and it is fitted around a very obvious baby bump. My eyes must bug out because Giorgio laughs.

      “We’ve been getting that reaction a lot. Apparently, we kept our secret too well. No one suspected our rushed wedding was because Alessia was pregnant.”

      “I certainly didn’t,” I say, standing up and pulling them both into a hug. “Congratulations, you two.”

      “Thank you.” Alessia rubs a soft hand across her stomach and then beams, glowing as she looks around the room.

      “I thought we might see you here,” Giorgio says, pointing to the two seats next to me. “Mind if we claim these?”

      “Be my guest.”

      Giorgio and Alessia and every other half-friend I know from work are why I’m here. Because if I didn’t come, there would be whispers about why I declined my invitation. People would be asking me why I hadn’t made an appearance, and I’d have to make up excuses to cover up the fact that I didn’t come because watching Grace walk down that aisle would be torture. So, instead, I decided to endure the torture. At least when it’s over, I’ll be free to drown my sorrows in liquor and hibernate in my penthouse without question.

      “So, is Sebastian’s fiancée pregnant as well?” Giorgio asks.

      I nearly swallow my tongue. “What? No. Why would you think that?”

      “It was a joke, my friend,” he says, patting me on the back. “I just meant they’ve only been engaged a short while. I wasn’t sure Sebastian would ever settle down.”

      “Oh.” I nod. “Yeah, they must really be in love.”

      People in the seats in front of us engage Giorgio and Alessia in conversation, and I try my best not to melt into the floor. I’m pathetic. They must really be in love. The words are acid in my mouth. Sebastian doesn’t love Grace. He doesn’t deserve her. Though, neither do I.

      I had my chance to be with Grace. She was standing in front of me, wrapped in my robe, bare-faced and disheveled from the most magical night of lovemaking I’ve ever had, and I ruined it. I threw it all away. And why? Because I was afraid of rejection. Because I thought Grace would leave, go back to Sebastian, and break my heart. So, I broke it for her. I pushed her away before she could do the same to me, and now I have to live with those consequences.

      Sitting there among the wedding guests—it seems like half of New York has been invited—I think I could stop the wedding. I could declare my feelings for her, make myself vulnerable, and see what happens. But I can’t. I work in close contact with a lot of the guests. If Grace rejected me in front of everyone, I’d never be able to look them in the eyes again. Even if she accepted my offer and left the wedding with me, do I really want to be known as the guy who broke up a wedding? Not particularly.

      No, if I wanted Grace, I should have tried to contact her sometime in the last six weeks. I should have called her or reached out.

      I thought about it more times than I can count. I imagined showing up at her doorstep, boombox on my shoulder, and confessing my feelings for her, but there were several problems there. One, she lives with Sebastian in a penthouse—I couldn’t exactly throw a rock up at her window. Second, we had one night together. One night. While it was a wonderful evening, it wasn’t exactly something to build a life on.

      Could I really ask Grace to give everything up—the money, and her future—for a few more dates with me? To see where this thing goes? No. I’m a businessman. I know all about risks and rewards, and leaving Sebastian to go with me is a huge risk with only one reward—me. And sitting in the crowd, waiting for what might be the woman of my dreams to walk down an aisle and marry a man I can’t stand, I don’t feel like much of a reward.

      “Did you know the bride is his assistant?” Giorgio asks, pulling me from my thoughts, his eyebrows raised.

      “Yeah.”

      He shakes his head. “I just saw Sebastian’s last girlfriend on the cover of a magazine. I almost can’t believe he’s marrying a commoner.”

      “He isn’t royalty,” I snap, not liking the tone Giorgio is taking. “And she isn’t common.”

      “I’m sure she’s a fine girl,” Giorgio says stiffly, holding up his hands and leaning away from me like I might bite him. “Just not Sebastian’s usual type.”

      I take a deep breath, my hands knotted at my sides. “Maybe Sebastian finally bought himself some good taste.”

      “Maybe,” Giorgio says, shrugging his shoulders. Then, he leans in, his voice low. “I’m surprised to hear you say anything even remotely nice about him. Everyone says you two don’t exactly get on. Makes sense, being competitors.”

      Well, on the bright side, at least we both got one over on Sebastian before your wedding.

      My words echo in my head, filling every free thought with regret and longing. Whether I advertise it or not, people know Sebastian and I aren’t friends. How much more must my words have hurt Grace knowing that? I let her leave thinking she was nothing more to me than a trophy. And worse yet, I did it on purpose.

      I saw the horror and shame cross her face after I said it, and I didn’t rush to apologize. I didn’t rush to clarify my words or confess why I said them. I just let them sit between us, festering the last six weeks into a wound I can’t heal. Not with their wedding only minutes away. I blew it.

      “Plus,” Giorgio continues, “I know for a fact Sebastian hates that everyone considers you a rags-to-riches story while he’s seen as inheriting his family’s wealth.”

      “Where did you hear that?” I ask, neither confirming nor denying the rags-to-riches claim.

      “The horse’s mouth,” he says with a wink. “Enough alcohol will make anyone talk.”

      A petty part of me is glad Sebastian is jealous of me, but I also don’t want to be that man. Not anymore. My competition with Sebastian has already ruined what could have been an amazing thing for me. I’m not going to let it ruin anymore.

      “Sebastian and I may not exactly be friends, but we’re not enemies.”

      It’s true. If my experience with Grace has taught me anything, it’s that I am my own worst enemy. I am the villain in this story, not Sebastian.

      Giorgio nods and may have said something else, but before he can, the members of the string quartet sit tall and begin to play.

      The wedding is beautiful, if a little frilly. White chairs arranged in a lush green field behind a modern reception hall. A classic white arch covered in roses and dangling greenery hovers over the minister and, as the music begins to play, Sebastian. He walks around the right side of the crowd, waving to people with small hand circles like he is a prince, and plants two feet confidently on a white rug in front of the crowd. Large wreaths with roses and golden ribbons cap the end of each row, and I can’t help but think Grace must not have had much to do with the planning.

      When I think of Grace, I see red. Red dress, red lipstick, red heels. I can’t imagine her dressed all in white, standing beneath an arch heavy with roses. And I especially can’t imagine her standing there with Sebastian. Though, I suppose I won’t have to try and imagine it much longer. Soon enough, I’ll see it for myself.

      Sebastian is standing in front of the crowd, hands tucked behind his back, smiling. He doesn’t look nervous. Or excited. He looks perfectly at ease, which makes sense. This isn’t real.

      He isn’t a groom waiting anxiously for his bride to appear. He is a boss waiting for his assistant. A man waiting for his business associate.

      Grace deserves more. She deserves a man to weep at the altar, so excited is he by the sight of her. She deserves real passion and love, and I know right then, the hardest thing I’ll ever do is sit quietly by and let her go through with this. But I have to.

      I stare at Sebastian as though I can communicate with him telepathically and tell him to care for her. To treat her well. To be nice to her. And while I’m staring at him, I see his expression change. His mouth is still turned up in a smile, but his eyes narrow and harden.

      I bite my lower lip, not wanting to turn around and see who he’s looking at. Because if he’s looking at Grace like that, I’ll get up out of my seat and, consequences be damned, punch him square in the nose.

      Before I can get too worked up, however, a man in a white shirt and black suspenders walks down the center aisle, a nervous smile on his thin face. He looks like an employee for the venue rather than anyone involved in the wedding. Sebastian steps forward to meet him, and the boy leans in, a hand cupped to his mouth, and whispers something to Sebastian. I watch his eyes go wide, his hands clench into fists, and he nods.

      “What is this about?” Giorgio whispers to Alessia, excitement clear in his voice.

      The employee practically sprints from the encounter, his face red, and Sebastian turns on his heel, says something quietly to the best man, and then calmly and efficiently walks back out of the ceremony the way he came.

      “Do you think something’s happened?” Alessia asks.

      “It must have. That clearly wasn’t Sebastian’s bride.”

      These people don’t even know Grace’s name. It was on the invitation for Christ’s sake.

      The best man says something to the Minister, and they discuss among themselves for thirty seconds that feel like years, and then the best man walks to the mouth of the aisle and clears his throat.

      “Hi, everyone,” he says, raising his hand in a stiff wave. “I’m Sebastian’s cousin and the best man. Sebastian has asked me to thank you all for coming out today, but unfortunately, due to…unforeseen circumstances, there will not be a wedding today.”

      Gasps and murmurs move through the crowd the way they would in a movie, and Giorgio gasps and softly claps his hands, delighted at this turn of events. I sit in my seat, numb.

      “Is everyone okay?” a woman in the second or third row asks.

      The best man looks like he wants to run away, but he continues smiling and nodding like a flight attendant during bad turbulence. Keep everyone calm.

      “Yes, everyone is fine.”

      “She isn’t sick?” a man next to the woman asks.

      “No,” he answers shortly, taking a step back.

      “Will the wedding be postponed?” someone else asks.

      If I wasn’t so busy trying to make sense of everything, I’d feel bad for the best man. He probably expected his duties to involve hiring a stripper and sleeping with a bridesmaid, but now he’s handling a full-on public relations issue, and is obviously woefully unprepared.

      “I don’t think so,” he stammers with a shrug. “We aren’t sure of anything yet.”

      “Was there an accident?” the woman towards the front asks, not satisfied with his first answer.

      I see the actual moment the best man cracks. People are beginning to stand up, sticking their hands up in the air like they’re school children and he is the teacher, and he backs away as if from an approaching mob, looking over his shoulder for shelter. Questions are being hurled at him from every direction, and Giorgio and Alessia are whispering back and forth. Giorgio even turns and says something to me, but I don’t hear it.

      Finally, the best man waves his arms in the air to silence everyone and shouts, “She changed her mind. Okay? Thanks for coming out everyone. Bye.”

      Then, he flees, questions still being flung at his back, and for the first time since the employee walked down the aisle, I feel like I can breathe.

      Grace changed her mind. The wedding is off.

      “Well, well. What on earth are we going to do with our evening now?” Giorgio asks, helping Alessia from her chair.

      I don’t even say goodbye to them. I push past the guests to my right and cut across the grass lawn to the parking lot. The brick wall in front of the window has been bulldozed down, and finally, I can see the light. I have to find Grace.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

        

    
    






          Grace

        

      

    
    
      When I pull up in front of my parents’ house, it is seven o’clock exactly. In another lifetime, I would be getting married. I’d be standing across from Sebastian, vowing to love him forever. Or, in our case, two years. Instead, I’m pregnant and displaced and back at the only place that feels like a safe haven to me.

      I grip the golden apple around my neck, thinking of home and what that means to me now. What it will mean to me in the months ahead. And then, with the last remaining energy I have, I climb out of the rental car, walk the short path that leads to my parents’ wooden front porch, and knock on the door.

      The rocking chairs my dad made are on the porch, a citronella candle half-burnt between them. I’m still staring at the spot where I’ve seen my parents sit and laugh and talk to one another for years when the door opens. My mother screams.

      “Gracie girl.” She throws her arms around me, and I can’t see anything beyond her brown curly hair. “What are you doing here? Why didn’t you call? And…” She pauses, pulling back to look at me, her forehead wrinkling. “Why is your head so fancy compared to your body?”

      My hand brushes over the hair-sprayed updo I’d selected for the wedding. My wedding. And the reality of the day crashes over me like an avalanche. Before I can stop myself, I’m crying.

      “Oh, Gracie.” My mom grabs my shoulders, her eyes wide and terrified, and then she yells over her shoulder for my dad. “Scott, get in here.”

      I hear his deep voice booming from somewhere in the back of the house, and the familiar sound of it makes me cry even harder. I’m home. For the last two and a half months, nowhere has felt like home. Myla’s apartment came closest, but even that wasn’t my space. It didn’t belong to me.

      But this house? This bungalow that always smells like cinnamon apples? The place that has squeaky wooden floors and drafty windows and pictures of me in every awkward stage of childhood hanging on the walls? This is home. Just being in the house feels like a warm hug, and I weep as my mom leads me straight to the kitchen table.

      She sits me down in the same chair I sat in the time I got caught sneaking out of the house to meet my boyfriend. The same chair I sat in during the singing and cake portion of every birthday. The same chair my dad sat me in when my dog, Clancy, got run over. It is the table where all of our good and bad memories are made, and I know that we are about to make another one. What I’m not sure about, is whether it will be happy or sad.

      “I was in the middle of fixing that blasted guest bathroom sink you keep hounding me about,” my dad grumbles from the hallway, his voice growing closer. “What’s so important it couldn’t wait two more—GRACIE!”

      My dad shouts even louder than my mom did, but before he can pull me into a bone-crushing hug, my mom holds up a hand to stop him and then points to the chair.

      “Sit down.”

      He wrinkles his nose at her but listens, and as soon as he is sitting down, he looks at my face. Blind panic washes over him, draining the color from his usually rosy cheeks.

      “What is it, sweetie? What happened? And why is your hair so fancy?”

      Despite everything, I laugh. Of course my parents would notice my hair. Growing up, it was either in pigtails or unkempt waves. The only time I ever let it be styled was for my senior prom, and my mom almost made me stay home when she caught me pulling the bobby pins out of my hair in my date’s car after pictures were done. I don’t do fancy hairstyles. Especially updos.

      “I’ve been lying to you,” I say, my voice thick with tears. “For a few months now.”

      “How can you have lied to us? We’ve barely talked to you,” my dad says, giving me an apologetic smile. Unlike my mom, he doesn’t like to guilt-trip me, which is how I know he really means it. “We’ve missed you.”

      “I couldn’t talk to you because I was lying.”

      I fold my hands on the scratched old table in front of me. My mom has it decorated with a red and white checkered table runner and a bowl of apples in the center.

      “I was engaged.”

      My mom slaps a hand over her mouth, eyes wide as the full moon, and my dad just blinks. I give them a second to absorb the information before I land the next blow.

      “The wedding was supposed to be today.”

      My mom’s hand moves to her heart, but my dad doesn’t even appear to be breathing.

      “But I called it off.”

      They both seem to sag at that, either in relief or disappointment, I can’t tell.

      “Because I’m pregnant.”

      Immediately, they are both at full attention again, like they are puppets and someone came along and grabbed their strings.

      “With another man’s baby.”

      My mom closes her eyes and then holds out a hand to stop me. “Please, just tell us the whole story. My heart can’t take these snippets.”

      My dad nods in agreement. “And please tell me this is less crazy than it sounds.”

      Relief flows through me. I’ve just hit the highlights of my last three months, and my parents still sound like my parents. They aren’t looking at me like I’m an oddity in a freak show. They are looking at me like I’m their most treasured belonging being held over the edge of a cliff, and they are waiting to see if I’ll fall or not.

      So, I take a deep breath and start at the beginning. And slowly, over thirty minutes of questions and answers, I see the panic leave their eyes. I ease my way back from the precipice, and they seem to relax.

      “You could have come to us if you needed money,” my dad says, reaching out to grab my hand.

      I squeeze his calloused fingers and shake my head. “I wanted to take care of myself. I just got a little confused on what that meant, I guess.”

      “I thought you liked your job,” my mom says. “You told us you were living your dream.”

      I twist my lips to one corner and shrug. “I didn’t want you to worry.”

      “Well, what on earth do you think we’re doing now?” she asks, reaching over and patting my hand the way she would when I was a kid. “Plus, I was worried every day that you were never going to come home again. You told us you loved New York and stopped calling. We felt like we were losing you.”

      Tears well up in my eyes again, and I look around and realize they are both on the verge of crying, too.

      “I felt like I was losing me, too. That’s why I’m here. To figure it out.”

      My mom throws her arms around my neck again and kisses my cheek. Then, as if she has forgotten, she jolts and then looks down at my stomach. “And you’re pregnant!”

      I drop my face into my hands. “That is the craziest part. I still can’t believe it.”

      “Well, you’ve only known for a few hours,” Mom says. “When I found out I was pregnant with you, I didn’t really believe it until they placed you in my arms.”

      “I didn’t believe it until we brought you home from the hospital,” my dad says, smiling at the memory. “And you pooped on me within the first hour.”

      I laugh, and then so slowly I barely notice, the laugh turns to tears again.

      “What’s wrong?” my mom asks, running a hand down my immaculately styled hair.

      I wipe at my eyes and shrug. “I just realized I’m actually going to have a baby. Like, in seven or eight months, I’ll be someone’s mom.”

      “Yes,” my mom says. Then a smile brightens her face. “And I’ll be a grandma!” She claps her hands, clearly thrilled about the news.

      “I’m happy you are excited, Mom. This just wasn’t the plan.” That is the understatement of the century.

      “It wasn’t your plan,” dad says, giving me a knowing look. Then, he points to the ceiling. Though, I know what he means. “But it was someone else’s plan.”

      I nod. “Yeah, well I wish He’d give me an itinerary next time He has something like this planned. Sure would be nice to have a little advanced notice.”

      My mom holds one finger up. “I need to call the doctor. We need to get you checked out, make sure everything’s okay. You need to start taking prenatal vitamins, and no more alcohol or coffee.”

      “I can have coffee!” I argue.

      “One cup,” she says, her mom eyes wide and warning.

      I sigh, knowing I won’t win this fight as long as I’m staying with them. Which reminds me.

      “I know I didn’t call or anything, and I’ve kind of dumped all of this information on you, so I understand if you—”

      “You can stay with us,” my dad says, settling the matter before I can even ask the question. “You never have to ask or get permission.”

      I grab his hand again and smile at him and then at my mom. “You two are the greatest parents in the world, do you know that?”

      My mom shrugs and smiles, her head bobbing back and forth. “We had a pretty good idea. But really, baby girl, we’re here whenever you need us. Always. So, don’t ever keep secrets from us again.”

      “No more secrets,” I agree with a solemn nod.

      Then, as if nothing of much importance happened, my mom busies herself reheating leftovers for me to eat for dinner, and my dad wanders back upstairs to finish working on the sink. I’m left alone at the kitchen table with my thoughts, which are centering more and more on Leon Knight.

      I may have run away from New York, but I can’t escape my responsibilities. No matter how much I’d like to hole up in my parents’ house and ignore the man who gave me hope and pretend I am one of those asexual plants which can reproduce on their own, I have to deal with this.

      I have to tell Leon the truth.
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      I make it to Emmitsburg after midnight and find the only hotel in town. Actually, it’s a bed and breakfast housed in a two-story Victorian. The old woman running the place has on a floral skirt suit that matches the wallpaper. She tells me that the room is technically reserved for her son, the night manager, but I can have it if I pay for a week in advance.

      I try to sleep, but my mind is on overdrive thinking about how close I am to Grace. I gave myself a solid pat on the back when I remembered the name of Grace’s hometown from our one and only dinner date, and I hope that will earn me a few brownie points with her when I finally track her down.

      In a city like New York, not knowing someone’s address would end your search then and there, but Emmitsburg is tiny. I’ve never lived in a small town, but I suspect it’s the kind of place where people know other people’s business, and Grace isn’t the kind of woman people would overlook. Someone has to know where she is.

      After two hours of laying on the stiff mattress, staring up at the popcorn ceiling, I get up and begin to pace. The floorboards squeak underneath me, and I’m worried I’ll wake the other guests in the house, so I sit on the edge of the bed, legs crossed, and jiggle my foot.

      I don’t know what I’m going to say to Grace, but if she’s already backed out of her arrangement with Sebastian, then that is half the battle. Now, I just need to convince her I’m not the biggest jerk in the world. Which, unfortunately, will probably be way more difficult than it sounds.

      Despite my strong feelings for Grace, she doesn’t have a lot of experience with me. A couple hours at a wedding, one dinner, one amazing night together, and one horrible morning. She doesn’t have a lot of data to pull from, and what she does have doesn’t look on me too favorably. So, rather than sleeping, I spend the night preparing myself for the possibility that Grace will slam a door in my face.

      When the sun comes up, I’m already showered, dressed and packed up, ready to begin my search. A middle-aged man with the same round face and brown eyes as the woman from the night before is at the desk to greet me. Though, “greet” is a strong word for the grunt of acknowledgment he gives me. Clearly, he doesn’t appreciate me claiming his home away from home as my own for the week.

      It’s barely seven, but when I drive past the local diner the lot is almost full. If I want to find out where Grace is, I figure my best bet is to fit in with the locals. Drink where they drink, and eat where they eat. So, I pull in.

      It looks like every country diner I’ve ever seen in a movie. Black-and-white tiled floors, bright red vinyl booths along one wall, and a bar with red and silver bar stools lined up along it. Every seat in the place is claimed except one stool in the center of the bar. Seeing no other option, I claim it.

      People stare as I pass. It isn’t like I strolled in wearing a designer suit and a Bluetooth headset. I’m in blue jeans with a plaid shirt rolled to my sleeves. I look casual.

      “Aren’t from around here?” a gray-haired man at the counter asks.

      “No, sir,” I say, grabbing a laminated menu from a metal holder and opening it up.

      “Country-fried steak’s what you want,” he says, tapping the menu in the top right corner where the country-fried steak with gravy, hash browns, and two eggs is pictured. It looks like a heart attack waiting to happen, but eat where they eat.

      I order the country-fried steak and a tall glass of milk from a teenaged waitress in a red-and-white striped skirt. She grins at me and bats her lashes.

      “You want any coffee?”

      “Yes, please.” Desperately.

      She brings me a small mug and carafe along with a bowl of plastic containers of cream and sugar. I try to drink it black, but immediately choke on the bitter taste and add in three packets of sugar and two containers of cream. My next drink is sickly sweet, but at least it doesn’t make my eyes bleed.

      “Where are you here from?” the same man from before asks. He turns slightly on his stool to see me better, though we are too close together for him to really face me.

      “New York City.”

      He lifts his brows in surprise. “What business do you have here?”

      “None,” I say. “Well, I mean, I’m not here on business. It’s personal.”

      “Oh? You have family in the area? If you do, I’m sure I know them.” He takes a big swig of his black coffee, and I pray he didn’t see me nearly choke on mine. “I’ve lived here since I was a boy. Know just about everyone.”

      I have to keep reminding myself I’m still in the Northeast. Emmitsburg feels like another world entirely.

      “That could be really helpful, actually. I’m looking for someone,” I say. “Do you know Grace Miller?”

      His demeanor changes immediately. His brows lower, his lips tighten, and he runs a hand through his neck-length beard. “Grace Miller? Brown hair, green eyes, exceptionally pretty?”

      “That’s her,” I say, amazed that this could really be so easy.

      The man sits up tall. I’m not short by any means, but he’s an entire head taller than me, and he seems to be using that to his advantage.

      “What do you want with Grace?”

      “Oh, um,” I stutter, surprised by the swift change in his tone. “I just need to talk to her.”

      He hums, clearly not convinced. “Seems like if she needed to talk to you, you’d know where she lives.”

      The man is easily twice my weight, and I’m not interested in starting a brawl in the middle of the town watering hole, so I bite my tongue.

      “She isn’t expecting me.”

      “So, it’s a surprise?” he asks.

      “Something like that.”

      He slides his tongue across his front row of teeth. “Is this a surprise Grace would enjoy?”

      “Shove off, Ted.” The waitress is back with my food, and she slides it across the counter to me, all the while glaring at the man whose name is apparently Ted. Then, she turns to me, disappointment obvious in the downturn of her mouth. “You’re looking for Grace?”

      “I am,” I say, leaning forward a bit. “You’d be doing me a huge favor if you could help me find her place.”

      “It isn’t our information to tell,” Ted growls at the waitress. Her name tag reads “Christie.”

      I look from Christie to Ted and back again.

      “I’m a friend of hers from New York. I just need to talk to her.”

      Ted shakes his head, but Christie waves a hand at him and smiles at me.

      “I don’t know where she lives exactly, but her aunt works at the bank down the street. If you go talk to her, I’m sure she’ll help you out.”

      “Angie won’t tell him anything,” Ted whispers proudly to the man next to him, as if it was his life’s mission to stop me from talking to Grace. I’d almost think he was in love with her—maybe an ex-boyfriend or something—if he wasn’t dangerously close to being at least sixty.

      Ted made offhand, yet pointed, comments about “city slickers” while I finished my chicken-fried steak, but Christie gave me a free cinnamon roll for the road, so all in all, it was a good morning.

      I have my cinnamon roll in my mouth, keys in hand, about to unlock my car to drive to the bank when I look up and realize by “down the street,” Christie actually meant “next door.” In fact, every business in Emmitsburg seems to be located on the three blocks known as Main Street.

      The buildings are all brick and, by the looks of it, original, with weathered hand-painted signs distinguishing one shop from the next. There is a hardware store, a Paul’s Grocery Store, two restaurants, a host of boutiques and antique shops, and, of course, Emmitsburg Bank. When I walk into the building on the corner, the teller behind the counter smiles and waves me over.

      “Welcome to Emmitsburg,” she says, having no doubts about my visitor status in the town. “How can I help you today?”

      As I walk closer, the friendly brunette begins to look a lot more familiar to me, and it is another second before I realize why. She is an older version of Grace. Truly, they could almost be twins. She has bright green eyes, long chestnut-brown hair, and a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. The only difference is her nose is a little longer, and she is wearing a vibrant pink shade of lipstick rather than red.

      “Are you Angie?” I ask, wishing I’d asked Christie for Angie’s last name.

      The Grace look-alike points to her name tag, which has “Angie” printed in big white letters. “That’s what they call me. Do you need something?”

      “Yes,” I say, putting on my best charming smile and planting my palms flat on the counter. “I’m actually here in town looking to speak with Grace Miller, and I heard from someone over at the diner that you might know where I can find her.”

      Her eyes light up. “Grace is back in town? I didn’t even know. That stinker didn’t call me!”

      “It was a last-minute trip,” I say, doing my best not to get Grace in trouble with anyone.

      Angie nods, and then her eyes narrow, and she looks at me exactly the way Ted was at the diner. “If you want to talk with her, why don’t you call her?”

      “I don’t have her number.”

      “Well, I do,” she says, pulling her phone from her back pocket. “I can call her for you.”

      “No.”

      The word is out of my mouth before I can stop it, and Angie’s eyebrow raises in both suspicion and judgment. She thinks I’m up to something shady, and I can’t blame her. I sound suspicious.

      The thing is, though, if she calls Grace and tells her I’m looking for her, Grace might decide she doesn’t want to see me before I can even talk to her. Before I can explain why I said and did what I did. The only way I’m going to have a shot at convincing her to give me another chance is in person.

      “I mean,” I continue, scrambling to save the situation. “It’s a surprise.”

      “A surprise?” Angie asks, crossing her arms over her chest, one hip popped to the side. She isn’t buying it.

      I sigh and sag forward, forearms flat on the counter. “Look, Angie, I’m going to level with you. I like Grace. A lot. I messed things up with her, but I’d really like a chance to fix them. I just need to talk with her. If she turns me down, I’ll be out of this town by lunchtime.”

      Angie, it seems, is a bit of a romantic. Her eyes widen, and her lips pull up in a small smile that reminds me so much of Grace it hurts.

      “You’re here to apologize?”

      I nod. “On my hands and knees.”

      “And it will be a surprise?” she asks.

      I nod again. “Hopefully a good one.”

      Angie chews on her lower lip, thinking, and I stay quiet, figuring my best strategy now is to hit her with the puppy dog eyes and hope she takes pity on me. After a minute of thoughtful silence and staring, she finally smiles, rolls her eyes, and grabs a pencil and a piece of paper from her desk.

      “I’ll give you her parents’ address, but you should know her dad is very protective and has a lot of land on which he could hide a body. So, don’t even think about hurting that girl.”

      “I won’t,” I swear, trying to ignore the thing she said about hiding bodies. I’m nervous enough without thinking Grace’s dad might kill me.

      I thank Angie for the address and practically skip from the bank. When I walk past the diner windows again to get to my car, Christie is watching me. I hold up the slip of paper with Grace’s address on it and give her a grateful wave, which she returns with a limp raise of her hand and a grimace.
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* * *

      Grace’s parents’ house is at the end of a long dirt driveway. The house itself is a modest bungalow with rocking chairs on the front porch and a large oak tree out front, but the property is gorgeous. Lush green grass, forest on either side, and in the distance, I can see row after row of apple trees. The air smells sweet, especially compared to the city, and I’m standing in the driveway in front of my car, admiring the clear blue sky, when I hear the front door open and close.

      “Can I help you?”

      Everyone in Emmitsburg is so nice…at first.

      A woman with shoulder-length brown hair and a square face is standing on the porch. She doesn’t look as much like Grace as Angie did, but I can see enough resemblance to guess she is Grace’s mom. I walk forward, hand extended for a shake.

      “Hi, I’m looking for Grace.”

      She shakes my hand. “And you are?”

      “Leon Knight,” I say, tipping my head slightly. “Sorry. I forgot my manners.”

      “Leon, you said?” She is squinting at me, even though I know the sun isn’t in her eyes because it’s in mine.

      I nod, wondering if maybe she’s heard of me because of FutureTrust. “That’s me. And I assume you are Grace’s mother?”

      She hums in the affirmative and then points past the house towards the rows of apple trees. “You’ll find her out there.”

      Before I can say anything else, she turns and walks back into the house, leaving me stunned. A random man in the diner and Grace’s aunt had more trepidation about me coming to see Grace than her own mother. Either that means her mother thinks she can handle herself or she knows who I am. As I walk across the field and down into the orchard, I’m not sure which option is worse.

      I walk up and down the rows for what feels like forever, and since they are all identical, I think I even make a few circles on accident. But just when I’m about to give up and go back to the house, I hear a faint humming. Like a sailor after a siren, I follow it until the sound grows, and I begin to recognize the voice singing.

      I see Grace before she sees me. She has a small step ladder in one hand and a basket in the other. She’s walking barefoot in the dirt, head tilted back to look up at the trees, and humming all the while. She has on a worn pair of jean shorts with the hems rolled up and a cropped white knit sweater, her hair twisted into a messy knot on top of her head. She is a literal dream, and I’d be happy to stand there and watch her forever. But then, she turns around.

      “Shit.” She drops the ladder and her basket and jumps backward, hand pressed first to her stomach and then her heart.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I rush forward to grab the apples rolling across the ground, and Grace just stands there. She watches me while I refill the basket, and I feel her eyes on me. I can practically hear what she’s thinking. What is he doing here? Why did he come here? What does he want with me?

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” I say, picking up the basket and holding it out to her.

      Grace takes it and sets it on the ground by her bare feet. “What are you doing here, Leon?”

      The sound of my name on her lips is like music. I wasn’t sure I’d ever hear it again.

      “I needed to see you.”

      “Now isn’t the best time. I came here to—”

      “I was at your wedding,” I interrupt, not wanting to give her the chance to dismiss me.

      Her pouty lips press into a flat line, and she looks down at the ground.

      I continue, “It was beautiful. Shame you couldn’t make it.”

      My heart doubles in size when her mouth twitches up in an almost smile.

      “Was Sebastian mad?”

      I shrug. I don’t care about Sebastian. I don’t want to talk about Sebastian. He doesn’t matter anymore.

      “He walked out. His best man made the announcement.”

      She nods slowly several times, still not looking at me. “I figured Sebastian would be the one to race out here and find me. I didn’t expect you.”

      And why would she? I didn’t exactly give her the impression that I cared.

      “But I’m glad you’re here,” she says.

      Finally, she looks up at me, her green eyes the same color as the leaves around us, her hair as rich and fertile as the soil, and I realize for the first time how vibrant she looks here. When I met her at the wedding she was beautiful, but she didn’t glow the way she is now. Looking at her now, among the orchards where she grew up, Grace is radiant.

      I almost can’t believe her. I haven’t groveled yet. Haven’t explained myself. How could she be happy to see me?

      “You are?”

      She bites her lower lip between her teeth and points one of her toes into the dirt. “I was going to get in touch with you soon. I have some…things I need to say.”

      Things. Like, that she wants to be with me the way I want to be with her?

      Part of me wants to rush forward and confess everything, tell her how I feel and ask her to be with me, but another part of me—the same part that blew everything up the morning after we slept together—wants to be cautious.

      “Why didn’t you go through with it? Why didn’t you marry Sebastian?”

      Grace’s eyes fill with tears, and my heart begins to sink.

      In my mind, Grace skipping the wedding is the best news imaginable. But if she’s crying, what does that mean? My thoughts go to the worst place. She loves Sebastian and couldn’t marry him because their arrangement was fake and it would hurt her too much.

      “I just couldn’t,” she says, not doing anything to pull my thoughts in a happier direction.

      “What changed?” I ask. “Something must have happened for you to back out at the last minute. Right? Did he hurt you?”

      “No, nothing like that,” she says, wrapping her arms around her waist.

      “Then what, Grace? Please. I’m dying here. I came here to tell you that I screwed up and I want to be with you, but if you’re in love with Sebastian or someone else, for that matter, then please tell me before I make a fool out of—”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      The two words shut me up. I look at her again as if I might have missed her big pregnant belly when I walked up. She doesn’t look any different to my eyes, but I know that doesn’t mean anything.

      “Is it Sebastian’s?”

      Grace’s eyes fly open, and she gives me a face that could melt an iceberg.

      “Oh, sorry.” I step backward at the fierceness of her expression, scratching the back of my head on a low-hanging branch.

      “Of course the baby isn’t Sebastian’s. I told you it was only a business arrangement.”

      “Right,” I say, rubbing the back of my head until realization begins to sink over me.

      Grace’s mom knew who I was. Grace had planned to talk to me soon. She called off her wedding with Sebastian at the last minute.

      Because of me.

      “I’m the father.”

      It isn’t a question, but Grace nods anyway.

      “Yeah, you are.”

      My legs begin to wobble, and I decide to sit down in the dirt before I collapse.

      “I didn’t sleep at all last night, and now I’m pretty sure this is a dream,” I say, not realizing the words are coming out of my mouth instead of swirling in my head.

      Grace kneels down beside me, one hand on my shoulder. “I had the same thought all of yesterday, but nope. I took another test this morning. Definitely pregnant.”

      “But we used a condom.” I point my finger at her as if the information is a break in the case.

      She shrugs. “I’ve always heard they aren’t one-hundred-percent effective. I guess I have to believe it now.”

      “I guess I do, too,” I say, running a hand through my hair. “Who all knows?”

      “Everyone, I think. It’s printed on the box.”

      “About the pregnancy,” I interrupt, laughing despite everything.

      Grace smirks and holds up her hand, counting off people one by one. “You, me, obviously, Myla, my mom, and my dad.”

      “You haven’t told Sebastian?”

      She shakes her head. “He hasn’t even tried to get in touch with me since the wedding. I’m not sure he wants to talk to me right now. I embarrassed him in front of his entire family.”

      “The wedding’s off for good?” I ask.

      “Yeah. It’s off for good,” she says, shifting from her knees to sitting down across from me.

      The apple trees cast a spider web of shadows across the ground and our skin. A soft breeze blows down the row, the trees funneling the air towards us.

      “If Sebastian and I got married, everyone would assume the baby was his, and that lie was too much for me,” Grace says. “Plus, there is no way Sebastian would have wanted me to be his wife if he knew I was pregnant. He might be upset about the wedding now, but he’ll be happy once he sees me in a few months. He wanted a fake wife to avoid having a family.”

      “He’s an asshole,” I say as if it is a matter of fact.

      Grace raises an eyebrow in surprise at my outburst, and I shake my head.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s true. Having a baby is a pretty extreme way to get yourself out of the situation, but I’m glad you are. Out of the situation, I mean.”

      She twists her lips to the corner of her mouth, and I notice, for the first time, she isn’t wearing bright red lipstick. Actually, she doesn’t seem to have any makeup on at all. Now that it is full summer, her freckles are darker than the last time I saw her, and her skin is tanned gold. She’s gorgeous.

      “You don’t have to be glad,” she says quickly, the words tumbling out of her like she doesn’t want to say them but feels like she has to. “I understand more than anyone what a surprise this all must be, but I felt like you had a right to know the truth. I didn’t want to run into you on the subway or at another wedding and have you find out I was pregnant that way. But just because you know doesn’t mean you need to be excited about it. I totally understand—”

      “I am excited.” I don’t realize how true the words are until I’ve said them. Until they’re hanging in the air between us. “I can’t lie and say I’m not completely floored, but I came here to see you because I care about you, Grace. When you didn’t show up at the wedding today, I knew I had to come find you.”

      She draws a circle in the dirt with her finger and then smudges it out with her thumb.

      “I thought you were only with me to get back at Sebastian,” she says softly. “Honestly, when I found out I was pregnant, that was one of the first things I thought. ‘Leon really got back at him now.’”

      The words are like a knife to the stomach, and I reach across the gap between us and grab her hand, rubbing my thumb over her smooth skin.

      “I’m sorry I screwed everything up,” I say. “I was scared, and I took it out on you.”

      “Scared of what?” she implores. “I was ready to end my deal with Sebastian and take my chances cold-calling companies for a job until you said that. I was going to choose you.”

      I shake my head, trying to dispel thoughts of what could have been had I not been so stupid. “I’m sorry, Grace. I’ve just…I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about you. I know that sounds like a line, but it’s the truth.”

      “It is a line,” she says, rolling her eyes. Then, she looks at me from beneath her brows, her lips turning up into a small smile. “But it’s a really good one.”

      I kneel in front of her in the dirt and take both of her hands in mine, barely able to believe this is really happening. I never allowed myself to get this far, to imagine the best-case scenario. But this is it. Pregnancy and all, this is the best possible outcome.

      “I won’t push you away again. I might be an idiot again,” I say, eliciting a laugh from Grace. “But I will be there for you. And the baby. Whatever happens between the two of us, I promise you I won’t walk away from our child.”

      Her hand moves absentmindedly to her stomach, and for the first time, I realize there is a tiny little bump there. “How far along are you?”

      “I’m only a little over six weeks,” she says, smiling. “All the baby hormones are making me bloat.”

      “You look wonderful,” I say, brushing my thumbs along the back of her hands.

      Grace looks at me, her eyes a brilliant green in the sun, and just when I think the moment is right and we might kiss, she pushes herself up to a standing position and offers me a hand.

      “We better get up to the house before my dad comes looking for us.”

      I stand up and brush the dirt from the back of my jeans. “You want me to stay?”

      “We’re having a baby,” she says, rubbing her stomach. “If we are going to raise a child, we should probably spend some more time together, and there is no time like the present. Unless, of course, you have somewhere else you have to be?”

      I shake my head adamantly. “There is nowhere else in the world I’d rather be.”

      She rolls her eyes and walks ahead of me down the row. “That’s another line.”

      “It’s the truth,” I argue, following along behind her.

      “Doesn’t make it not a line.”

      When she smiles at me over her shoulder, apple trees going on forever in the background, I think it might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
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      The days pass quickly, each one packed with activities—from baking apple pies with Mom to antique shopping with Aunt Angie to fending off yet another interrogation attempt from dad. And maybe it’s the pregnancy, or maybe we are just that busy, but I flop into my old bed at the end of every night exhausted and sleep like the dead.

      Based on the growing circles under his eyes, I don’t think Leon is faring as well on the living room sofa, but he doesn’t complain, which mom says is an admirable quality. She insisted the father of my baby should stay in the house with us. So they can get to know him better and all.

      Really, Leon fits into small-town life better than I would have thought. He also fits into blue jeans better than seems fair. He wears them like they were made for him.

      I was hesitant to trust him at first. Yes, he seemed genuine out in the orchards. And with the months and years ahead of me, it would be incredible to have someone who cares about my child as much as I do be there to help me when things get tough. At the same time, I do not want to get burned again. Twice I lowered my guard and let Leon in, and twice I ended up with dashed hopes and a bruised ego. Not again. This time, he’s going to have to earn it.

      On the third morning Leon has been staying with us, I go downstairs to wake him up to find him not on the couch and his blankets folded neatly on the arm of the sofa. I follow the smell of freshly brewed coffee and bacon and find Leon in the kitchen, surrounded by eggshells, sticks of butter, empty packets of bacon, and too many plates to count. He looks like a street performer balancing plates on each of his limbs. Except, instead of wowing the crowd, he’s making a complete mess.

      “Do you need a hand?” I ask from the kitchen door, my nose wrinkled at the amount of cleanup required.

      He whips around, eyes wide, and tries to spread his arms out like he can hide the entire kitchen behind his body. “You aren’t supposed to be awake yet.

      “I woke up early,” I say, rubbing my eyes.

      “Go back to bed.” He points to the doorway and then spins around and flips bacon with tongs, cursing when the grease splatters on his hand.

      “So you can burn the house down in a grease fire?” I tease, walking up behind him and lowering the heat. “No, thank you. I’d rather stay down here and help. What do you need?”

      “I’m not really sure,” he says, looking around the room like he is lost.

      “Okay,” I say, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “You have bacon going, which is great. How about eggs?”

      He points to a large mixing bowl on the table filled almost to the brim with cracked eggs.

      “How many people are you expecting for breakfast?” I ask, noting the two empty cartons next to the bowl.

      “Is that too many?” he runs a nervous hand through his hair, somehow smearing butter across his forehead. “I told you before, I don’t eat breakfast. And I certainly don’t cook it. Ever. This is my first time.”

      I told you before. Before, meaning, the night after we slept together.

      We both pause for a moment, acknowledging our history together, and then we move past it.

      “No, it’s fine,” I say, grabbing a whisk from the utensil drawer and moving towards the eggs cautiously. Even the slightest jostling of the table might send the mixture overflowing to the floor. “We can always refrigerate the leftovers.”

      I’ve never had reheated scrambled eggs before, but there is a first time for everything.

      Over the next fifteen minutes, we make some sense of the chaos Leon had been calling breakfast. I put him on toast duty, which seems like the safest option, while I scramble the entire bowl of eggs, which requires three skillets. By the time my parents come downstairs, the mess is put away and breakfast is on the table.

      “But I’m the host,” Mom argues, pulling out her chair and reaching for a slice of pre-buttered toast. “I should be the one making breakfast.”

      “Leon just wanted to say thank you for your hospitality,” I say.

      Leon nods in agreement. “Yes, you’ve both been so welcoming to me, and the circumstances of our meeting have been strange, but you’ve made me feel right at home here.”

      Mom places her hand over her heart and smiles at him, but even with Mom kicking him under the table, Dad won’t give more than a grunt of acknowledgment.

      After breakfast, I tell Leon to put on his boots and meet me in the driveway.

      “Where are we going?” he asks for the third time in as many minutes.

      “You’re as impatient as a child,” I say, nudging him in the elbow. “Just wait.”

      I take him to a hiking trail I know like the back of my hand. He’s new at this, but with how physically fit he is, he’s a natural.

      He pulls back a long branch sticking out over the hiking trail so I can pass, and when I go to thank him, I get sucked into his blue eyes. They really are like pools. If I’m not careful, I could drown.

      “You said this is your favorite place?”

      “One of them. I came up here all the time when I was a kid.”

      “I can’t imagine growing up in a place like this,” Leon says, reaching out to pluck a leaf from a tree. “The city is fun, but this is like a storybook childhood.”

      “A storybook childhood to go with fairy-tale parents,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      Leon slides closer to me, his pace matching my own. “I’m sure you don’t want to hear this, but your parents really do seem like they are straight out of a fairy tale.”

      I groan.

      “I saw them holding hands in their rocking chairs last night,” he continues, whispering as if he saw them doing something dirtier. “Holding hands. In rockers.”

      “I get it, they’re perfect. Yada yada.”

      “Not perfect,” he says, shaking his head. “Your mom is stubborn like you, and your dad doesn’t like to show his emotions. But they’re happy, and that is as much of a fairy-tale ending as anyone can ask for.”

      I look at Leon out of the corner of my eye, wondering what he thinks of me. I was under the impression he’d just been tolerating my parents, but now I can see that he’s been watching them, studying them. How much more has he been studying me?

      Leon pulls back another overhanging branch, and I don’t realize where we are until I hear him gasp.

      “Where are we?” he asks, standing on the small ledge overlooking the riverbank.

      “My favorite place,” I say, grabbing his elbow and pulling him along.

      I called it “the blackberry patch” growing up. Not exactly a creative name, but an apt one. It’s a small area of land between the woods on the edge of my parents’ property and the beginning of the river. Surrounded on all sides by trees, which make it feel like an enchanted garden meant only for me, it is stuffed full of blackberry bushes. I can pick blackberries until my fingers bleed, and still, there are thousands and thousands more, an endless supply.

      Growing up in the city means Leon is mesmerized by food from the produce section growing wild in nature. He keeps remarking how crazy it is to see blackberries on a bush, and I can’t help but laugh every time. Seeing my secret place through his eyes feels like I stumbled upon it again for the first time. I also can’t help but feel comfortable in this space with him.

      My mom mentioned last night that perhaps we could all drive to the next town over and do some shopping and pick up lunch, but I told her Leon and I already had plans. We didn’t yet, but I wanted to.

      As much as I’m trying to guard my heart and go into this situation with my eyes wide open, there is a nearly magnetic pull between Leon and me. I feel drawn to him. Part of me thinks it might be the baby, doing its best to make sure I end up with its dad. But another part of me knows it is because Leon and I have insane chemistry. It was electric the night we first met, and it is just as powerful now.

      When our baskets are full, we find a shady spot near the edge of the woods, and Leon pulls a blanket and two paper bags out of his backpack. We settle in on the blanket, and he hands me my paper bag, which is filled with a homegrown tomato and mozzarella sandwich, kettle-cooked chips and a cookie. I look at Leon, my eyes wide, and he shakes his head.

      “I think your mom must have somehow known about my chaos in the kitchen this morning for breakfast because when she saw me trying to pack us lunches, she pushed me aside and took control. This is all her.”

      “Figures,” I say laughing.

      “It really does,” he says, nudging me in the ribs. “It reminded me of the way another Miller woman barged in and took control in the kitchen.”

      “Someone had to take control. That kitchen was a disaster.”

      He laughs, the dimple in his right cheek making an appearance. “I bet I would have figured it all out in the end.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I say, voice thick with sarcasm.

      We eat our lunch and handfuls of blackberries until our tongues are stained deep purple and we have to wipe our hands on the damp grass to clean them.

      “This place is a dream,” Leon says, cupping his hands behind his neck and laying back in the grass. “You must have had a great childhood here.”

      “I did,” I say, remembering summer afternoons spent running through the rows of the orchards, picking apples with my dad, making pies with my mom, and then taking a fresh pie to Aunt Angie at the bank. It felt like I had the run of Emmitsburg. “I love living in the city, but it’s a little sad our baby won’t have this kind of childhood.”

      Leon is quiet for a minute, and then he shakes his head. “Wow. That is crazy. Our child. I haven’t said it out loud very much.”

      “Right?” I roll a corner of the blanket up and lay my head on it. “I can’t believe I will have a baby in a little over seven months.”

      I stare up at the bright blue sky—the same shade as Leon’s eyes—and wonder if that is why I’ve always felt so comfortable around him. Even when I didn’t understand why, my subconscious knew that he is a little slice of home. When I look in his eyes, I see my favorite spot on a cloudless day.

      He rolls over onto his side. “Should we talk about that?”

      “About what?” I ask, staring up at the sky.

      If I look at him, I’m afraid of what I’ll feel. What I’ll want to do. We are alone on the edge of a wooded area, laying on a blanket after a picnic lunch. We are essentially on a date, and I’m not ready.

      “Kids. Life.” He waves his hand in a loop-de-loop motion. “Philosophy.”

      I sit up and wrap my arms around my knees. “Okay. You start.”

      “Public school or private school?” Leon asks.

      I think about it for a moment. “I never had the option for private school growing up, so I didn’t even think about that, but I think public school is important. Feel free to correct me if I’m wrong—”

      “Always,” Leon teases, winking at me.

      “But private school doesn’t seem to mirror real life. Everyone there comes from similar backgrounds and socioeconomic status, and I want our child to be exposed to all kinds of people. But, of course, I’m open to discussing it. I’m sure you have fond memories of the private school you attended and—”

      “I didn’t attend private school,” he says.

      I look at him, forehead wrinkled. “You didn’t?”

      He shakes his head.

      “But you were rich.”

      He laughs. “Not all rich people go to private school. Plus, I wasn’t actually rich growing up.”

      “Oh, right. You’re a rags-to-riches story.”

      “Not quite that.” He lays back down in the grass. “It was just my mom and me my whole childhood. My dad ran off before I was born, so she did her best. We didn’t have a lot, but we had enough. I wasn’t in rags.”

      I stare at Leon like he has just morphed into another person. Like he shape-shifted in front of my eyes. Everything is clicking into place. In the Manhattan finance industry, I am surrounded by people who grew up around wealth. Many of them are nice people, but they seem to undervalue their employees and overvalue themselves. Even though they all have different personalities and strengths and weaknesses, they all seem to be motivated by one thing: money.

      Leon always seemed different. His favorite restaurant is a small Italian place near his apartment, he takes the train to work, and he shares an office with several of his company’s executives rather than have his own. Suddenly, he makes more sense to me.

      “So, how did you manage to become the CEO of FutureTrust?” I ask. “I mean, I don’t want to be rude, but that is a major accomplishment for a kid from your background.”

      “You make me sound like an orphan on the streets.” He laughs, the smile making him look younger somehow. “A lot of people think I pulled myself up by my bootstraps and overcame my circumstances, and in many ways I did. But that’s not the full story. My dad was out of the picture my whole life, but his dad—my grandpa—was an accountant, and I reached out to him towards the end of high school when I was looking for my dad. My grandpa hadn’t seen my dad in ten years at that point, so he couldn’t help, but we became really close in the time we had together. When he died, he named me in his will along with his other grandkids, and I followed his advice and took the money straight to a financial advisor. A few shrewd investments later, I was a whole lot wealthier, and a lot of doors opened up for me.”

      “What about your mom?” I ask.

      He looks down, his lashes casting shadows across his cheekbones. “She got sick a few years ago. I got all the best doctors, but there was nothing they could do.”

      My heart aches for him. I want to throw myself on top of him and protect him, as if that would help anything. Instead, I reach out and brush a finger along his arm.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too,” he says softly. Then, he takes a deep breath, and I can see him mentally filing the sadness away. “Okay, back to parenting.”

      We agree on all of the important things. No hipster baby names, the baby will have a nanny until six months and then go to daycare, and I will breastfeed as long as possible, preferably for the first year. It all seems easy, and I feel like the entire situation could work out even better than I hoped. Except, at no point do we even broach the subject of custody. Leon came to Emmitsburg to confess his feelings for me, which implies he wants to be a couple, but with the baby bombshell, we haven’t discussed it again. And I’m not ready, too. I have no idea what I want.

      I mean, yes, of course I want my child to be raised by two loving parents, and if those parents could live under the same roof, that would be great. But plenty of children thrive under co-parenting. Leon and I could have a shared custody schedule and keep things civil. It could work really well, and honestly, it might be the best option. I’m already having a baby, so starting a relationship at the same time feels overwhelming. The sensible thing to do might be to approach the situation as co-parents and keeping romance out of the mix for now. Possibly, forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Leon didn’t try anything romantic at our picnic or on the hike home, and even though I’d already made up my mind to keep him at arm’s length, I couldn’t ignore the part of me that was disappointed. That night, laying in my bedroom upstairs, I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that Leon was sleeping on the couch just below me. That all I would have to do is creep down the stairs, and we could be together. Of course, my parents would hear the floorboards on the upstairs landing creak before I even made it to the stairs. Besides, Leon and I weren’t going to start a romance. It wasn’t in the cards. Not with the baby on the way.

      Be sensible, Grace.

      After a rough night of sleep, I’m sitting on the porch with my mom, watching Leon and my dad fix the roof of a shed. My mom has been hounding my dad to fix it for three weeks, and when she mentioned it over breakfast, Leon offered to take a look. Dad, still not on board with Leon being in our house and desperate to keep my mother’s opinion of him from growing any more, insisted he would oversee the project. So it is, we are watching my dad stand on the ground and bark orders at a shirtless Leon.

      “Not a bad view,” Mom says, sipping her iced tea.

      “Mom!” I hiss.

      “I was talking about your dad,” she says, smiling so I know she’s only half telling the truth. “Leon doesn’t look too shabby himself. They must have good gyms in New York City.”

      I chuckle under my breath and shake my head. “You are shameless.”

      “Hey, when you get to be my age, you find that you have to enjoy every minute of every day.”

      “You say that like you’re ninety,” I argue. “You’re barely fifty.”

      She winces. “Don’t remind me.”

      My dad calls up for Leon to straighten a board, and Leon just smiles and gives him a thumbs-up. He hasn’t said anything, but I know he is trying to earn my dad’s respect. Dad has made it no secret he isn’t fond of Leon, and I appreciate that Leon cares enough to try and change that. Because I want my dad to like him.

      “Your dad just worries about you,” Mom says.

      “Are you a mind reader?” I ask. “I was just thinking about him.”

      “I know you were,” she says, reaching over to place her hand on top of mine. “He wants what’s best for you, and he’s worried Leon isn’t going to take care of you.”

      “Leon promised he’ll be there for the baby. He’s excited.”

      She nods. “Yeah, but that isn’t the same as taking care of you.”

      “I can’t think about me right now.” I lay a hand on my stomach. I know it’s too early to be showing yet, but I swear I can feel my bump protruding. “I have to take care of the baby.”

      “You can’t take care of the baby without taking care of yourself,” she counters. She turns to me, voice low. “Listen, Gracie. Lord knows I can’t tell you what to do, but can I give you some advice?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “No, so be quiet and listen.” She winks at me. “You deserve a good man who loves and cherishes you the way your father loves and cherishes me. We both love you so much, honey, but when you left the house, it was just the two of us. And it will be the same for you. I know that seems like a long time away now, but when your kiddo is out of the house and off in the world, you’ll need someone to be there for you, so you can’t wait until later to take care of yourself.”

      I don’t know why I’m tearing up, but I am. I swipe at my eyes and shrug. “I’m not sure I know how to take care of myself. I mean, look at me. I just broke up a fake engagement, found out I’m pregnant, and now I’m living with my parents. I mean, I’m a mess.”

      My mom nods in agreement.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say, trying not to laugh.

      “There’s no sense denying it,” she says. “But I don’t think things are as bad for you as you think. After all, a handsome, wealthy, kind-hearted man showed up the day after you came here and has been sleeping on your parents’ couch for four nights. Clearly, he’s crazy about you.”

      “You think so?” I whisper, not realizing how much I needed someone else to confirm what I suspected.

      “I’m positive, Gracie girl. That boy is head over heels for you, and if you’d open your eyes, you’d realize you are in love with him, too.”

      I shake my head immediately. “Love is a big word. I barely know him.”

      She smiles as my dad turns around and looks at her, shaking his head like he just doesn’t know what to do with Leon.

      “Love is a big word, but it is also a simple concept,” she says. “You know it when you feel it, and after enough years, you’ll be able to recognize it. Just wait, baby girl. You’ll see.”
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      “I haven’t been here in almost ten years,” Grace says, grabbing a golf magazine off the coffee table in the waiting room. “It hasn’t changed a bit.”

      The doctor’s office is housed in an old farmhouse—complete with a dilapidated barn in the back—that has been retrofitted with a receptionist’s desk and waiting room in the living room and a series of exam rooms down a single hallway. The kitchen is visible from the waiting room, through a swinging door at the back of the house and appears to still be a kitchen—probably a lounge of some kind.

      “Do they have the equipment we need to satisfy your mom that everything is all right with the baby?” I ask.

      “We’re in a small town, not the past,” Grace whispers. “They have everything we need.”

      Grace’s mom wanted to go to the appointment with her, but Grace insisted it should just be the two of us. I had no intention of getting on her parents’ bad sides, so I didn’t say anything, but my heart noticeably swelled when Grace said she wanted me with her.

      I’ve been staying at her parents’ house for four nights now, and I like them. A lot. It is easy to see where Grace got so many of her good qualities. Even though her dad clearly accepts me on probationary terms only, he is a softie, especially where it concerns Grace and Sheila. With enough time, I know he’ll come to like me. I only hope we have that time.

      Grace and I haven’t discussed our relationship at all. I haven’t wanted to push the issue. Not with Grace being pregnant. She has enough to worry about without me throwing yet another big decision at her. However, that hasn’t stopped me from imagining our future together. I can see us living together in my penthouse, the guest bedroom transformed into a nursery. It would be a beautiful life, and I pray it is possible.

      A curly-haired nurse calls Grace’s name and then shows us down the long hallway and into a small room. The window has been glazed with something to fog the glass and offer privacy, but the light makes it seem a lot cheerier than any other doctor’s office I’ve ever been in. The nurse tells Grace to undress and put on a robe, and then leaves. I wait in the hallway until Grace knocks on the door, letting me know she is ready.

      Something about seeing her in the pale blue gown makes it all real. She is pregnant with my child. I only have a second to absorb it before someone knocks on the door again and the doctor steps into the room. He is a tall, gray-haired man with a wide smile and warm brown eyes.

      “Grace,” he says, wrapping her hand in both of hers. “It’s wonderful to see you again. I hear congratulations are in order?”

      “Thank you! And so good to see you too,” she says. Then, she points to me. “Dr. Faber, this is Leon.”

      “The father?” Dr. Faber says, giving me a warm handshake, as well. Then, he claps his hands together as if he is breaking up a huddle. “Okay. No sense wasting time. Let’s find out how your little peanut is doing.”

      Everything seems to happen in fast-forward. Grace lays back on the table after giving me strict orders to stay on the north side of her body and not approach the end of the table under any circumstances. I want to remind her I’ve already seen everything, but it seems like an uncomfortable conversation to have in front of the doctor, so I simply nod and follow orders.

      Dr. Faber calls in a nurse to wheel in a metal cart with various probes and scopes on the side and a large monitor on top. “You’re a bit too early for a traditional ultrasound, so we’re going to have to use the transvaginal ultrasound. It will give us a much better visual and help me determine how far along you are more accurately.”

      He dims the lights and turns on the monitor, the whole setup giving off a soft hum. I look away as he inserts the probe. I want to be mature and supportive, but being in the room right now feels like a deep dive into the fatherhood pool, and I’m not sure I’m ready for it.

      “There we go,” Dr. Faber says, pointing to the screen.

      I look and see a tiny white shape coming into focus, a tiny flicker in the center of it. My heart swells. I know immediately that is the heartbeat. An actual heartbeat.

      Suddenly, Grace reaches out and grabs my hand. I look down and, even in the dark, I can see there are tears in her eyes.

      “There’s the heartbeat,” Dr. Faber says distractedly. He’s moving the probe around, his eyes narrowed at the screen.

      Grace must sense the same thing I do because she tightens her grip on my hand. “Is something wrong?”

      “Well, that depends,” he says, pointing to the screen. “How do you feel about buying everything in triplicate?”

      Grace and I look at one another, confused. “What do you mean?”

      Dr. Faber hits a few buttons on the monitor, and the visual on the screen zooms in. Enlarged, I can see the same white spot I saw before with the little flicker, but then I see a thin white line going from the top of the screen to the bottom followed by another little white spot with a flicker. Then, I see a second line and a third white spot with the same flicker as the other two. I see the information on the screen, and somewhere deep in my brain I know what it means, but I’m unable to conceive of it. So, instead, I just stare at the screen, my face entirely blank.

      “This is baby number one,” Dr. Faber says, pointing to the first spot. “And then over here are babies number two and three. You, Miss Grace, are having triplets.”

      Triplets. The word hits me over the head like a brick, and it is a wonder I remain standing at all.

      I look down at Grace, and she is staring at the screen the way I was just a moment ago, and then she laughs. And it is a big laugh. Head thrown back, mouth open, eyes watering. She shakes her head.

      “No, I’m not. I’m not. I can’t possibly be.”

      “You are,” Dr. Faber insists, freezing the screen and printing out a photo. An image rolls out of the side of the machine like from an instant camera, and he hands it to her, pointing at each of the babies again. “One, two, three.”

      Grace remains wide-eyed, staring at the picture. “This can’t be real. We didn’t even mean to have one baby.”

      Dr. Faber gives her an uncomfortable smile and then looks at me as if to say you got this? I want to scream at him that I don’t, but instead, I nod and kneel down next to the bed as he slips from the room.

      “Grace?” I have no idea what I’m going to say. What can I say? I’m still reeling from the news myself.

      She looks up at me, eyes wide, pupils dilated. She’s in a full-on panic.

      I grab her wrist, and I can feel her pulse thundering against my fingertips. I grab both of her hands in mine and press them to my chest.

      “Breathe,” I say with authority.

      She takes a shuddering breath in and out.

      “Breathe,” I repeat, reminding myself to do the same.

      Together, we breathe in and out until our hearts aren’t thundering quite so loud.

      “I can’t do this,” Grace says, her voice cracking. She closes her eyes and tears leak out of the corners.

      My heart breaks. The last few months have been a whirlwind for her. Nothing but questions and decisions and staring at the road ahead of her and wondering which path to take. And now, suddenly, she’s about to be a mother of three.

      In her mind, I know she is seeing herself taking this on alone. I know she’s thinking about how she will manage, especially since her job with Sebastian’s company is no longer guaranteed. How long can she reasonably live with her parents with three babies to feed?

      I take the bundle of our hands and bring it to my lips, pressing a soft, slow kiss to her knuckles. “We can do this, Grace. The two of us.”

      She opens her eyes, tears still flooding out. “This is a huge curveball, Leon. Neither of us were expecting this, and I don’t want you to say anything you may regret later just because—”

      “Because I love you?” I ask, looking into her green eyes with all the intensity I can muster. “Because I do love you, Grace. I’ve known it for a while now. The only thing I’d regret is letting you think for another moment that you have to do this alone. You don’t. I’m here.”

      Grace looks down at her lap. “I don’t want you to feel pressured to—”

      Before she can say another word, I wrap a hand around the back of her neck and close the distance between us, pressing my lips against hers.

      Grace jumps in surprise, but then, she sinks into it. Slowly, her hands inch up my shoulder and my neck until her thumb is stroking the stubble I’ve let grow out a little too long into an actual beard.

      Kissing Grace, I can actually feel a weight lifting off my shoulders. For the first time in what feels like months, my chest loosens, and I feel like I can really, truly breathe.

      When we pull apart, I run my thumb across her cheek, wiping away tears. “I came here because I want to be with you, Grace. We could be having eight babies, and it wouldn’t change a thing for me.”

      “Don’t even joke about that,” Grace says, nearly choking. “Three is more than enough.”

      I laugh, and it feels good. I kiss her again, a soft, quick affirmation.

      “I met you when you were engaged, realized I loved you the day of your wedding to another man, and now, on the day we find out we are having triplets, I’m going to ask you to be my girlfriend.”

      Tears are rolling down her cheeks again, but they’re happy ones this time. Overwhelmed, but happy.

      “That is all I want, too, Leon.”

      We’re still kissing when Dr. Faber knocks on the door. I’m sure he sees us jerk apart and notices the red faces and tear-stained cheeks, but ever the professional, he simply finishes the exam, tells Grace to find herself a good OBGYN in the city, and sends us on our way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I hate that we’re staying with my parents,” Grace says, rubbing her fingers up my forearm as I drive, sending bolts of electricity through my veins. “I feel like I’m in high school again. Except now, we can’t even have car sex. A gear shift to the side would not be good for the babies.”

      My mind catches on the plural—babies—but my internal motor also revs at the mention of sex, and I quickly begin cycling through the alternatives. I haven’t been with anyone since Grace, and I’ve been desperate to be with her since the moment I saw her in jean shorts and barefoot in the orchards.

      “We could get a hotel?”

      She laughs. “You’d get a hotel just for the afternoon? That feels sleazy.”

      I begin to formulate my argument for why it wouldn’t be sleazy to get a hotel and spend an afternoon to ourselves when, in the very near future, we may not have any time to ourselves ever. But then the lightbulb above my head flickers on.

      “I already have a hotel. I reserved a room at a bed and breakfast for the whole week.”

      “What?” Grace asks, turning to me. “Then why have you been sleeping on my parents’ couch?”

      I shrug and reach across the console to squeeze her knee. “Because I didn’t want to leave you.”

      “That’s sweet,” she says, smiling at me in a way I wasn’t sure she ever would again. Then, her expression is suddenly sharper. Eyebrows raised and lips pulled up into a sexy, sultry smirk. “It would be a shame to let your room go to waste.”

      I quickly pull into a parking lot, circle the lot, and then pull back onto the road headed in the opposite direction. “Absolutely,” I say. “I’d hate to waste the money.”

      No one is behind the small podium in the entrance hall, so I grab Grace’s hand and pull her up the narrow steps to the second floor.

      “I feel like we’re breaking into someone’s house,” she whispers.

      I hold up my key. “The room is mine. Aside from anything illegal or damaging, we can do whatever we want in there.”

      She hums in disappointment. “Well, that ruins a few of my plans, but don’t worry, I can work around it.”

      I laugh, but the joke still sends a thrum of excitement through me.

      The floorboards creak under our weight, but we make it to the room without running into anyone. Grace lets out a little yelp when I yank her into the room, push the door shut, and lock both the handle and the chain lock. I don’t want the owner’s son getting confused and wandering up to his room to find it quite occupied.

      “Nice place you got here,” Grace says, grabbing a handful of the floral bedspread. She sits down on the edge and winces. “This bed is a rock. How did you sleep on this even one night?”

      “I didn’t.” I laugh, walking across the room until I’m standing in front of her.

      Grace reaches out and grabs my hand, pressing the back of it to her lips. Then, she grabs the other and does the same thing.

      It’s such a tender thing to do. So caring and gentle, and it makes my love for her bloom like a flower in spring. I wonder how I ever could have denied that I loved her. Now, the feeling seems like a vine twisted around my heart and my lungs, demanding acknowledgment, and I intend to let it grow.

      Grace stands up, grabs the hem of her gray T-shirt, and pulls it over her head. With her stomach bare, the bump is obvious, and it doesn’t seem so crazy to think there could be three babies in there. But when I take her all in at once, she looks the same as she did before. Long and lean and trim. Her body pulls in and flares out in all the right places, and I want to explore every dip and groove of her until I have her body memorized.

      She wraps her arms around my neck, and I gladly circle my hands around her waist. “Luckily,” she says, stretching up on her toes to kiss me. “I don’t plan to sleep tonight, either.”

      I let out a low growl as I kiss her and sit her back on the bed, pushing her until she’s flat on the mattress. I ease her jeans off of her hips and down her legs, kissing the soft skin of her thighs as I go.

      I can’t believe there was even a moment when I thought I could live without this. When I thought I didn’t need Grace to live. Now, she feels as necessary to me as breathing. As essential as air and water, and I drink in the sight and feel of her against my body as we undress one another, slowly and purposefully, baring each other one article at a time until she is perfect and naked in front of me.

      She reaches out and strokes a hand down my chest, her finger dipping low across my stomach, sending a shiver through my spine. “Has anyone ever told you you’re beautiful?” she whispers.

      “Yes,” I whisper back, laughing when she wrinkles her nose at me. “But I like it best when you say it.”

      “You are beautiful,” she says, dropping her hand lower until she is wrapped around me.

      I gasp and close my eyes, rolling onto my back. Grace props herself up next to me, massaging warmth and pleasure into my body in ways I didn’t know was possible.

      “You are beautiful inside and out, Leon Knight. The most beautiful person I’ve ever met.”

      I reach out and tangle my fingers in her long hair, which is tumbling over her shoulder, running my hand through the dark, silky strands until I can’t use my fingers anymore. Until I can’t do anything but bite back a moan and try not to fall apart.

      When I can’t take another second, I lay her gently back on the bed and kiss my way down her neck, her chest, her arms. I worship every inch of her beautiful body, grateful that she’s with me, that she’s carrying three of my babies, and grateful for every moment that led me to this place. To this strange room with an uncomfortable mattress. To this tiny town that raised such a strong, beautiful woman. I’m grateful for all of it, even as I struggle to comprehend how my life will change once we leave this room.

      Grace is soft and warm beneath me, her hands drawing lines up my back, her arms and legs wrapping around me, pulling me closer until I can’t wait any longer. I push inside of her, and we both sigh in relief and pleasure.

      I take my time, moving slowly and gently, knowing we have all the time in the world. Relaxing into the reality that this will happen again.
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      My parents waved from the porch when we left, neither of them aware that I am carrying three babies instead of one.

      “Don’t you feel bad not telling them?” Leon asked as we waved through the windshield, reversing out of the driveway.

      “Not a bit,” I admitted. “If we told them, my mom would never let me leave. She’d insist I be carried everywhere like a crazed queen. I’ll tell her when I’m further along.”

      “And four hours away?” Leon teased.

      “Exactly,” I said, turning on the radio and reclining the passenger seat in Leon’s car.

      By the time we are back in the city, however, my ease has subsided, replaced by a cold dread.

      “I’ll be right there with you the entire time,” Leon says, reaching across the console to grab my hand.

      “I know,” I say, squeezing back. “But I’m honestly not sure if that makes me more nervous or less. Sebastian hates you.”

      “I’m not letting you go in there alone,” he says firmly before looking over at me. “Unless, of course, you want to. And then I’ll wait outside.”

      I smile at his protectiveness. “I definitely want you with me. Sebastian might be less harsh if you’re there. Or he’ll be even harsher. I honestly don’t know.”

      “We will just tell him the truth,” Leon says, going through our planned speech for the third time. “We’ll tell him we liked one another, slept together once, and then decided to go our separate ways before finding out about the pregnancy. Now, we’re in love and hope he can understand why you didn’t go through with the wedding.”

      “He’ll probably think we’re lying. I mean, three babies? That sounds ridiculous.”

      “It really does,” Leon says with a chuckle. “But we have the sonogram in your purse just in case.”

      I take a deep breath. I can’t move forward until I put everything behind me, and talking to Sebastian is definitely step number one. He’s bound to find out about me and Leon soon enough. Their circle is pretty small, and we’re moving in together. Our relationship won’t be a secret for long, and as much as I don’t care for Sebastian, I want the process of him finding out to be as stress-free as possible.

      “He’s going to fire me,” I say, pressing my palm to my forehead.

      “You were going to quit, anyway,” Leon reminds me.

      “Oh, yeah.” Working in close proximity to Sebastian no longer feels like an option due to our incredibly complicated history. “Who’s going to hire a mom with three babies? The finance industry is too demanding. What if I can’t keep up?”

      “Where is this coming from?” Leon asks, turning to me. He has on a dark pair of sunglasses, and he looks effortlessly cool. I picture him in his rolled-up jeans, plain black T-shirt, and sunglasses pushing a three-seater stroller down Fifth Avenue, and it is the most adorable and sexiest image I’ve ever had in my head. “You’re Grace Freaking Miller. You can handle anything, especially whatever Sebastian Wayde may throw your way. Plus, I’ve already talked with a few people at FutureTrust, and—”

      “Leon,” I warn, eyes narrowed. “I am not going to accept a pity offer. Even from my baby daddy.”

      He smiles at the nickname and then shakes his head. “In the weeks after I screwed everything up, I asked around about you. Everyone had nothing but glowing things to say about your work and work ethic. I would have hired you even if you weren’t my baby mama. Even if you refused to date me and said you hated my guts. I separate my personal life from work, and you, Grace Miller, are an asset for my business.”

      I bite the corner of my mouth, uncertain.

      “Stop thinking about it and accept,” he says. “It isn’t like I’m making you vice president or anything. You’ll still have to work your way up the ladder. But it is an actual job in the industry, not an assistant gig. You’ll get to use your degree and learn a lot from some really great coworkers. Plus, we have amazing maternity benefits.”

      I groan. “I’m not sure.”

      Leon grabs my hand and pulls it to his lips, kissing my knuckles. “I am. Accept it.”

      The little dimple on the right side of his mouth appears, and how can any sane woman say no to that?

      “Fine, but I don’t want any special treatment. You have to treat me the same as all your other employees.”

      He hums in thought. “Does that mean I need to invite all of my other employees into my office to have lunch so I can make out with them in my desk chair? Because if so, then we might need to rethink this arrangement.”

      My face flushes, and I point at him. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      He laughs and shrugs, and I’m finally feeling a bit more at ease when my phone buzzes. I look at the screen, my heart in my throat.

      “He responded.”

      “What did he say?” Leon asks.

      “I’m at the office now. You have fifteen minutes,” I read aloud, wincing slightly. “I guess that means he’s excited to see me.”

      Leon gives me an encouraging smile. “This will all be over soon, my love. And then we’ll be free.”
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      This will all be over soon. This will all be over soon. That is what I keep telling myself as we walk through the empty office building towards Sebastian’s office. The door is ajar when we reach it, and I hesitate, wanting more than anything to turn and run in the opposite direction. Leon nudges me forward, and finally, I knock.

      “Come in.”

      Sebastian doesn’t look up when we walk in, so he is surprised when Leon greets him.

      “What are you doing here?” he snaps, looking from me to Leon and back again.

      “That’s what I’m here to talk to you about,” I say. I wait for Sebastian to offer me a seat, but when he doesn’t, I sit down anyway. I’m carrying three babies, after all.

      Sebastian leans back in his chair, brown eyes so dark they are almost black. His blond hair is white in the sunlight streaming through his office window, and were it not for the deep scowl on his face, he would look like an angel.

      “You missed our wedding,” he says.

      “I’m sorry.” I really mean it. I didn’t mean to embarrass him that way. “Something came up.”

      “Was it him?” Sebastian asks, snarling at Leon.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Don’t lie to me,” Sebastian growls, standing up.

      Leon moves slightly in front of me, and I lay a hand on his arm, letting him know I can handle myself. He looks down at me, gives me an apologetic smile, and steps back to stand behind my chair.

      “I’m not lying,” I say, my voice as even as I can make it. “I didn’t show up to the wedding because I found out I’m pregnant.”

      “Pregnant?” Sebastian’s eyes nearly pop out of his head. Red creeps up his neck and into his cheeks. Then, all at once, he seems to remember there is no possible way for him to have been the father, and his steely gaze turns to Leon. “You cheated on me with him?”

      “It was impossible to cheat on you because we were never a couple.”

      Sebastian splutters, too angry to form coherent words, and then he presses his lips into a thin line. “But Leon is the father?”

      “Yes, I am,” Leon says, laying a hand on my shoulder.

      All at once, Sebastian seems to come apart. His hatred for Leon must run deeper than I ever knew because Leon’s hand on my shoulder is the final straw. He leans across the desk, his finger pointed at my face and his top lip curled back in anger.

      “If it wasn’t obvious by now, you’re fired,” he spits. “And not only that, I will drag your name through the mud until no one in the city will hire you.”

      “Sebastian, calm down,” Leon says, blue eyes narrowed dangerously. I grab his hand so he won’t leap across the desk and start a brawl.

      Sebastian seems to take the warning as a challenge, his voice getting even louder than before. “You will never work on Wall Street again.”

      “I was a fine employee for you Sebastian,” I say, standing up. “If you can’t see that because you’re upset and embarrassed, then that is not my problem.”

      “Do you know my mother actually cried when the wedding was called off?” he asks.

      “I’m sorry, but that’s just as much your fault as mine,” I say. “You were the one lying to her in the first place. I just decided I couldn’t do it anymore.”

      “Don’t pretend you are the better person, Grace,” he says, bits of spit flying out of his mouth. “You ended up with Leon Knight, after all. How great could you really be to stoop so low?”

      “Hey,” I warn, hot with a kind of hatred I’ve never felt before. “Say what you want about me, but leave Leon out of this. This is between you and me.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Sebastian agrees. “Our deal was supposed to secure my future, but now you’ve backed out, and I’m screwed. How is my mother ever going to believe I could be engaged twice within a year or two? Even though she liked you for some reason, the old hag was suspicious I was ready to settle down. She’ll know something is up if I get engaged again. Not to mention, I’ll have to find another sad sack desperate enough to take me up on the offer. Hopefully, the next woman can keep her legs closed.”

      Leon lunges out of my grip and is halfway across the room, fist pulled back and ready to fire when the office door slams open.

      We all turn at the same time to find a middle-aged woman with chin-length gray hair and a dark gray pantsuit on. She lifts her sunglasses up to perch them on top of her head, and she has the same deep brown eyes as her son.

      “Did someone say, ‘old hag’?” she asks, her gaze withering.

      Sebastian is stunned. His face is pale, mouth hanging open, and he looks around the room as if someone is going to save him. Unfortunately, he has backed himself into a lonely corner.

      Finally, he stands tall and straightens his tie.

      “Hi, Mother.”

      Elaine Wayde crosses the room and pauses in front of me, taking both of my hands in hers. I prepare myself for her to yell at me or insult me, but instead, she looks into my eyes and smiles.

      “We both knew you could do better than my son.” She tips her head to Leon. “And it looks like you already have.”

      I’m too surprised to say anything, and when she turns away from me, any trace of a smile is gone. Her already sharp features—similar to those of her son’s—sharpened further into pointed fury. Sebastian, usually self-confident and pompous, appears to have visibly shrunken several inches. I almost feel bad for him. Almost.

      Before we can get caught in the crossfire, Leon grabs my elbow and leads me gently from the room. We hear Elaine Wayde shouting even after the elevator doors close.
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      After we move my scant belongings into Leon’s penthouse, I barely mention I’m hungry before Leon has me by the hand and is dragging me from the room, to the elevator, and out to the street. It isn’t until we’re standing across the street from the little brick building where his favorite restaurant hides that I realize where we are.

      “Marco’s?” I ask, eyebrows raised. “Is this going to be a usual thing? If so, I’m going to need to buy maternity clothes a lot sooner than I planned.”

      He twines his fingers around mine and walks me across the street and to the door. “I’ll get my credit card ready.”

      The same waiter who served us the first night we came—Matteo—is here again. He looks at me and then turns to Leon, his smile wide and obvious. “Two tonight?”

      Leon nods, and once we are seated, I lean across the table, eyes narrowed. “Why did Matteo smile at you like that?”

      “You noticed that?” he asks.

      “Hard not to.”

      He shrugs. “Matteo may or may not have served me many plates of depressed ravioli these past few weeks.”

      “Was the ravioli depressed, or were you?” I ask.

      “You mock my pain,” he says, face twisted into deep offense.

      I reach across the table and stroke his wrist. “I’m sorry.”

      He laughs and then catches my hand before I can pull it away, running his thumb along my knuckles. “I was miserable without you, Grace. Truly.”

      My heart bends towards him. The more I’ve thought about it, the more I can see everything from Leon’s perspective. I can understand his doubts about me and our relationship. I can understand why, for his own protection, he would push me away. Neither of us were as forthcoming as we should have been. I could have told him I cared about him and solved the whole thing. Likewise, he could have said the same to me. We were both foolish and scared, and it nearly cost us everything.

      “I can’t promise not to make you miserable,” I say.

      A flicker of surprise crosses Leon’s face.

      “But,” I continue. “I can promise you will never be miserable without me. You just might be miserable with me.”

      He laughs, head thrown back, mouth open, the dimple on his right cheek deep and pronounced. When he looks back at me, his blue eyes are shining. “That sounds like a fairy-tale ending to me.”

      I roll my eyes and smile. “And they both lived happily ever after.”
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      Grace is thirty-four weeks pregnant—still one week away from being considered full-term with the triplets—but she is so pregnant it is all I can do to get her out of the penthouse. I order a car to pick us up and drive us the three blocks to Marco’s, and when we get there, Matteo rushes to the door to grab her other elbow and assist her to the table.

      “I’m pregnant, not crippled,” she says fondly, nudging Matteo in the ribs.

      Over the last several months, she and Matteo have built a better rapport than he and I ever had. Though, that seems to be true with everyone in my life. They all prefer Grace to me. And I can’t honestly blame them.

      “You are carrying three other people besides yourself,” he says. “Let me take some of the load off for a few minutes.”

      He sits us at our usual table near the window and insists we have the chef’s special today.

      “It hasn’t been moving as well as we hoped,” he whispers. “Chef would feel a lot better if you ordered it.”

      Grace shakes her head before I can even answer. “No. Ravioli for me.”

      “But Grace, if I go back there and tell Chef you two are having the same ravioli you always have, then he—”

      “Will make the food we order,” she finishes for him, pointing two fingers at her belly. “Because a very pregnant woman wants ravioli.”

      Sensing a losing battle, Matteo turns to me. “What about you?”

      “What is the chef’s special?”

      Matteo tries to keep his face neutral, but as he says the special, his nose wrinkles. “Sea urchin linguini.”

      I grimace. “Do I have to? At this point, we might be single-handedly paying the rent on this place. Can’t I order what I want?”

      Matteo backs away from the table, smiling and bowing to me. “You are an angel, Leon. Thank you. Thank you.”

      I groan. “I wish I was pregnant. Then I’d get to eat what I wanted.”

      “And you’d get stretch marks, would have to pee three times an hour, and you’d have to give birth,” Grace says, one eyebrow raised in warning.

      I hold up both hands in surrender. “I take it back.”

      Grace laughs, and then suddenly, she winces and grabs her side.

      I jump up. “What is it?”

      “Down, boy,” she says, pointing me back to my seat. “Just a twinge. I’ve been having them all morning.”

      “What?” I ask, my entire body on high alert. “What kind of twinge?”

      “An ‘I’m eight months pregnant with three babies’ twinge. It’s probably nothing.”

      “Grace, you are a week away from full-term and the doctor said triplets can go at any time. Maybe we should go to the hospital.”

      “I’m not going anywhere before I get my ravioli,” she says. “Besides, it’s nothing.”

      I begin to relax back into my seat with the intention of watching her every move for the rest of the night in case she is really in labor when suddenly, her eyes go wide.

      Grace looks at me, the color draining from her face, and says, “Oh.”

      “Oh, what? What?”

      “I think,” she says slowly. “My water just broke.”

      Grace told me halfway through the pregnancy that she didn’t want me to react like every father in every movie ever. She didn’t want me to panic and throw my arms in the air and run around like a chicken with my head cut off. So, I listened. Instead, I ran around like a chicken about to get my head cut off.

      My feet never stopped moving from the moment the words were out of her mouth. I jostled Grace to the car, requesting Matteo put some breadsticks in a to-go box for her to eat on the way to the hospital, jogged in place like a football player at practice waiting for her to get buckled in, and then fidgeted and fussed the entire way to the hospital.

      Grace, on the other hand, was fantastic. She ate her breadsticks, groaned a few times when the contractions got the better of her, and ignored me entirely.

      When we get to the hospital, everything happens quickly. Since we are a high-risk pregnancy, she is whisked to a room immediately, hooked up to monitors, and doctors and nurses flit around the room, poking her with things, checking things, and constantly lifting up her gown to examine something under the hood. I keep jogging in place until they insert the epidural, at which point I have to jog out of the room so I don’t pass out. When I get back, Grace is looking much more relaxed in her bed, sitting up, chewing on ice chips.

      “You better get dressed,” she says, pointing to the blue gown laying over the blue vinyl sofa. “I’m going in for a C-section in ten minutes.”

      In the months leading up to delivery day, I imagined myself standing boldly by Grace’s side, holding her hand and comforting her as the process of life unfolded. Instead, she is holding my hand, encouraging me not to look past the sheet shielding her lower half from view, and begging me not to throw up.

      “The doctor said the babies are almost here,” she says, squeezing my hand. “Just hang in there. It’s almost over.”

      I swear one of the nurses gives me the stink eye, but I’m too busy taking slow, calming breaths to notice. And it pays off. I don’t throw up, and within thirty minutes, we have one, two, three beautiful baby girls.

      It takes a team of nurses to move our crew from the operating room to the recovery room and finally to the postnatal unit. Three bassinets. Three mouths to feed. Three tiny bodies to swaddle. Three precious faces to love.

      “I’m not sure we’ll ever sleep again,” Grace says, holding baby number one while number two and three sleep. “They aren’t going to take shifts like this forever.”

      I swipe her hair away from her face and kiss her forehead. “Then we’ll take shifts. I’ll be awake while you sleep, and you’ll wake up when I go to sleep.”

      “But when will we see each other?” she asks, lower lip pouted out.

      “During shift change,” I tease and give her a wink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Three Years Later: Grace

      

    
    
      There are few things I love more in life than a licorice rope. I used to daydream about taking a tropical vacation or backpacking around Europe, but since having three children, I daydream about eating a licorice rope without being hounded to share. Without Annabelle crawling up my leg like a spider monkey to get a bite, Charlotte crying because I didn’t ask if she wanted any, and Katherine using the other two’s meltdown as a distraction to climb the bookshelves and throw every single book into a big pile on the floor.

      “Are you enjoying it?” Leon asks, picking my feet up off his lap so he can grab another handful of gummy worms from the coffee table. “You’re moaning so loud I can’t hear the movie.”

      “This is heaven,” I say, swinging the rope above my head. “I am so glad we got my parents an apartment here. They think it was a gift for them, but now we have a place to ship the girls off to when we need a break.”

      “It was one of my more genius ideas,” he admits.

      Leon is the best dad. He loves the girls so much and is always ready to play and engage them and encourage them. But just as importantly, he is the best boyfriend. When I was going through the baby blues after the girls were born, he’d just hold me with one arm while using his other to hold a baby bottle or rock a bassinet or clean off a pacifier. When I started working at FutureTrust six months later, he took a short sabbatical from work to handle things at home and arrange daycare. And when I’ve had the worst day and can’t imagine cooking dinner, he will walk through the door like an actual superhero with bags of takeout from Marco’s dangling from his arms. I can’t imagine life without him.

      “It’s why I keep you around,” I say. “Every so often, you have a stroke of genius.”

      Leon laughs and then, suddenly, he pauses the movie and turns to me. “Does it ever bother you we never got married?”

      “Whoa. Where did that come from?” I ask.

      “From me, your genius husband.” He bats his lashes at me, and I laugh. “But seriously, does it bother you?”

      After the fake engagement to Sebastian, I wasn’t in a rush to get married, especially with three babies on the way. And once the girls were here, getting married seemed like less of a priority than simply getting through every day without collapsing from exhaustion. And now, we are happy. Really, really happy.

      “No,” I say confidently. “I love you. You love me. We have three incredible little girls. Marriage doesn’t change any of that.”

      “I agree,” Leon says, nodding once. “I’m happy to live this crazy chaotic life with you.”

      His dark hair is longer than usual, hanging over his ears and the collar of his shirt. His beard is also a little longer. Daily grooming takes a back burner when you are potty training three three-year-olds and wrestling them into clothes every morning. He still looks sexy, though.

      “Do you want more popcorn?” he asks.

      “Yes, please.”

      I hand him my bowl and grin, but as he walks away, I find myself slightly disappointed the conversation is over so quickly. While marriage hasn’t exactly been at the forefront of my mind, that doesn’t mean I don’t want it. I mean, eventually I’d like for us to be a conventional family. I’d like to wear a ring and call him my husband and not have to explain to every new mom at daycare pickup and drop off that just because Leon isn’t my husband doesn’t mean he isn’t the girls’ father. I mean, it’s the twenty-first century. Our situation can’t be so unheard of that people are confused by it.

      “Where’s the popcorn?” he calls from the kitchen.

      “In the pantry.”

      I hear him rustle around a little more. “I don’t see it.”

      “Check the countertop,” I yell back. “I just made some, so I know there’s more.”

      There is a bit more banging and muttered cursing before I hear Leon sigh. “You’re going to have to come find it, Grace.”

      I shove the last of my licorice rope into my mouth and groan. “If I walk in there and the popcorn is sitting in the middle of the pantry, you are going to owe me a foot rub. My feet are tired. I waste a lot of steps walking in here to help you. You can’t find anything without me.”

      When I turn the corner into the kitchen, Leon is on the ground, and it takes me a minute to realize he is down on one knee, a small black box in his palm. I freeze in place, eyes wide.

      “You’re right, Grace. You help me find everything,” Leon says, his blue eyes filling with tears. He smiles, his right cheek dimple appearing, and wipes the back of his hand across his wet cheeks. “Happiness, fulfillment, love. You’ve given me everything. The one thing I did find was you in your parents’ orchard, and it was the smartest thing I ever did. A real stroke of genius. Though, I think asking you this question will be a close second.”

      A sob trembles through me, and I clasp my hand over my mouth to hold myself together until he can get the words out. Because I want to hear it. I want to hear the man I love. The man who gave me my three babies. The man who is the best man and person I know. I want to hear him ask me to marry him.

      “Grace Annabelle Miller, will you make me the happiest man in all the land and live happily ever after with me?” He opens the box to reveal the most stunning diamond ring I’ve ever seen.

      I’m nodding and sobbing and stumbling towards him before I can even find the words. I wrap my arms around him and press my tear-soaked face against his neck, breathing in the warm woodsy smell of him.

      “Is that a yes?”

      I laugh and pull away, nodding furiously. “Yes. Yes. Absolutely! Give me that ring.”

      He pulls it out of the box and slides it on my finger, and I feel like it is all too perfect to be real. “This ring looks like it should belong to a princess.”

      “It does,” Leon says, pressing his nose against my cheek. “It belongs to my princess.”

      I snort and study the ring. “That’s a line.”

      “Doesn’t make it not true,” he whispers, pressing his lips to my cheek and my jaw and my ear.

      It doesn’t take long before our romantic embrace devolves into our clothes in a pile on the floor. Leon perches me on the edge of the kitchen island, wraps my legs around his waist, and has his way with me until I’m screaming his name to the ceiling, and he’s gloating that his cheesy line gave me “the happiest ever after” I’ve ever had.

      When we finish, Leon slips into his sweatpants, and I steal his shirt, leaving my clothes where they are on the floor. The popcorn is on the counter where I left it before, and we make another bag, fill each of our bowls so we don’t argue about who ate more than the other person, and then we walk back into the living room, cuddle up on the couch, and finish our movie.

      Leon falls asleep thirty minutes before the end, and I can’t help but smile when I look at him and realize I saw us cuddled up in this exact position the first time I stepped foot in his living room. Somehow, even then, I knew we would end up here, and I’m so happy our fairy tale came true.

      

      
        The End
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* * *

      
        I hope you’ve enjoyed Grace and Leon’s story! Keep reading for a sneak peak at the previous book in the Scandalous series, Prince Baby Daddy

        

        Happy reading!

        

        Layla x

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prince Baby Daddy

        

      

    
    
    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        

    
    






          Christian

        

        August

      

    
    
      Light glares off the polished white floors, burning my bloodshot eyes. I blink and close my bedroom door, pressing my forehead against the cool wood. My room is dark and quiet, and I want nothing more than to crawl back into bed and not get out all day. But Mother and Father would have servants pounding on my door within the hour. Probably within the half hour. Mother hates when I’m late for breakfast.

      For the life of me, I can’t remember why I agreed to stay in the main palace over the weekend. My private residence is only a few blocks away. There, I have frozen breakfast burritos in the freezer that are perfect for soaking up the last bit of alcohol in my system after a night of particularly rough partying. It’s a trick I learned from a woman I once met during a night out. I don’t remember her name, and I never saw her again, but every time I make one of the burritos, I raise it to her memory.

      But this morning there will be no breakfast burritos. Just bowls of fruit and puffy eggs and muffins. All fine fare under normal circumstances, but the thought of it now makes my stomach flip.

      I groan and press my cheek against the wood. It’s going to leave an imprint on my face, but I can’t bring myself to care about anything other than the headache pounding in my temples and the nausea rocking through me.

      Finally, after several deep, steadying breaths, I peel open the door and propel myself into the hallway quickly. Like ripping off a bandage.

      The halls have the familiar scent of lemon cleaning product and dust, though there isn’t a speck of dust in sight. The maids couldn’t sleep if there was even the slightest smudge on the glass-topped tables that line the hallways. The smell of dust is probably from the simple fact that every piece of furniture in the palace is ancient. Like, “keep your mitts off of that—it was a gift from the King of England for your great-great-grandfather’s thirtieth birthday” kind of old.

      Growing up here was like living in an art museum. Velvet ropes blocked off the most prized paintings and busts and running, playing, or quick movement of any kind was highly discouraged. Every kid’s dream.

      Last night comes back to me in flashes as I take the stairs slowly, clinging to the solid wood railing. Drinks, dancing, more drinks, whispers in back booths, more drinks. Just the memory of the drinks makes me want to lie down. I’ve made a name for myself as being a partier, but clearly I’d gotten a bit drunk last night and then decided to go for a new record. Father won’t be pleased if he finds out. So, he won’t find out.

      I pinch my lips together, relaxing my face into a neutral mask, and breathe. I just need to get through one breakfast and then I’ll be done for the day.

      Mother called the tailor so I could be fitted for a new suit for some charity event or another I apparently agreed to attend, but other than that, my day is uncharacteristically free. After I eat and stand still for the tailor, hiding my nausea, I can go back to bed and sleep away the last remnants of my regretful evening on the town with no one the wiser.

      As soon as I turn into the smaller of our three dining rooms, I realize my plans have been dashed before they can even begin. Father throws a newspaper down over my place setting as soon as I turn the corner, the paper landing on the fine china like a gavel.

      “I’m surprised you have the strength to join us this morning,” he says with a rumble.

      “Good morning,” I say, smiling first at my three younger brothers, who all snicker under their breath but do not look up at me, at my father, and then my mother.

      Father’s face remains stony, but Mother softens as I expected her to. She tilts her face to the side and smiles; her eyebrows pulled together in concern and worry. Whatever Father has in store, it isn’t going to be pleasant.

      “Good morning, indeed,” he says, stirring his tea with too much intensity, the silver spoon rattling against the bone china. I see Mother reach underneath the table to touch his leg, to steady him. He drops the spoon and points to the paper, looking up at me. “Care to explain this?”

      “Ahh, yes, of course,” I say, grabbing the newspaper as I drop down onto the padded antique dining chair.

      The dining set has been in the palace since it was rebuilt in the nineteenth century after a fire destroyed the entire East Wing. Mother reminded me of the origins of the set many times as a child and teenager when I would lean back in the chair, putting undue strain on the back legs.

      “Well, this is a newspaper. One of many such sources of local and world news around the world. This one here is The Sigmaran Sun. Not the most prestigious of papers, especially with its oftentimes biased coverage of the royal family that paints the eldest son in a negative light, but it is still a good paper nonetheless.”

      Jory snorts, partially chewed bits of berry splattering on his plate, but Niles is too young to fully understand the hilarity of my joke, and Erikson is old enough to know better than to laugh. Despite my own antics, I’ve warned Erik plenty of times to listen to Father and keep his head down. In a year, he’ll be eighteen, finished with school, and free to choose what he does next. Freer than I will be, at least.

      Being the first born comes with more responsibility and the crown. Even if I was only a couple years older than Erik rather than almost thirteen years older, our lives would have been very different experiences. As it is, it is almost easy to forget we are brothers at all. It feels more like very close cousins with the difference in how Father treats us.

      Father is red-faced and steaming, his eyes narrowing at Jory before landing on me. When he picks up his glass of ice water, I’m surprised I can’t hear his feverish skin hiss at the temperature difference.

      “You think making a mockery of this family is something to joke about?”

      It has been several months since he last told me I was making a mockery of our name and titles. I was about due for a refresher.

      “Absolutely not,” I say. “It is a task I undertake with the utmost sincerity and seriousness.”

      Mother sighs and eats a square of melon, chewing it daintily with closed lips. She hates when we fight, which unfortunately for her, is most of the time.

      She nudges Niles and points to his bowl of fruit, raising her brows in a gesture for him to eat it. He rolls his eyes but obeys. If only I could respond the same way to my father’s not-so-gentle nudgings.

      Before I can say anything else, Father reaches across the table and tears the newspaper out of my hand. Anger radiates off of him like a physical heat. If I hadn’t felt the wrath of it so often in my life, I might have been more cowed.

      “I am tired of your carelessness with our reputation. You galavant all over the city, bedding women you do not intend to ever see again—”

      Mother winces at this and looks nervously toward my brothers. I’m less nervous about them and more ashamed my mother is present for this speech. Yet again. No one wants their mother to know the details of their sex life, especially as it is laid out by the press.

      “—and drinking your way to ruin. In your youth, these things could be more easily forgiven, but you are a man now, Christian. Or, at least, you should be.”

      “Ranell,” Mother warns, her eyes pleading.

      But Father continues as though she hasn’t spoken.

      “Cameras follow you wherever you go, and you act as though you are on some American reality television show. As though you are here to amuse your subjects rather than one day rule them. How are they supposed to respect you when they have seen you photographed like this?” He pauses to glance at the article and then continues once he has the information he needs. “With no less than four different women on your arm in the same evening?”

      I cast my eyes toward the ceiling, trying to remember each of the women I’d seen the night before. There was a blonde at the first bar, another blonde at the dance club, and then a dark-haired woman who got in the car with me as I left the club. Everything after that is a blur, though I do not give my father the satisfaction of admitting as much.

      “As you have just illustrated, the women will love me, and the men will—”

      His fast slams against the table, sending ripples of anger through everyone’s morning beverages like an earthquake.

      “I will not allow you to set such a poor example for your younger brothers. You will not speak to me like I am someone of no importance. I am your King.”

      “What of my father?” I ask. “Is he around for a chat?”

      He sighs, and part of me feels bad for the burdens he carries. The same burdens he will pass on to me. But no matter the burdens, I would never speak to my son this way. With that thought, the pity wilts and fades.

      “Your father has attempted to correct your course, and yet you have gone on unchecked and wild. Now, your King is desperate.”

      “We both want what is best,” Mother says, tilting her head and nodding. Understanding and empathy are woven into the lines of her face just as annoyance is sewn into my father’s.

      I’ve tried on many different occasions to imagine my parents young. To see them in their youth, carefree and in love. But I can’t maneuver around my father’s frustration and my mother’s endless understanding that she extends to him and everyone else.

      They make a good match. She can see past the firm hand with which he rules his people and his home, including her on many different occasions, and he disciplines me so she doesn’t have to. But now I cannot picture them any other way. If any scandalous articles were written about either of them, they are not available to me now.

      Oh, to be born before the advent of the internet. Such a dark yet freeing time that would be.

      Me, on the other hand, I make the papers multiple times per week. Occasionally the articles are complimentary, but usually they are fodder for my father to dump over me at mealtimes.

      “You should want what is best for yourself,” my father snaps. “And for your people. No matter how you feel about it, you will be the King when I am gone, and your people will depend on you. I only worry the women and the drink will become a lifelong distraction.”

      I finally pick up a triangle of toast and take a bite. It hits my stomach like a concrete block into a pool, sending my insides lurching, but I manage to swallow and then take another bite. And another. Then, I realize my family is looking at me, waiting for me to respond. I wave them away with the remaining toast in my hand.

      “It’s just a bit of fun.”

      Father bristles at this. “Maybe the time for fun is over.”

      “I didn’t realize being King meant you had to give up fun. It sure does explain a lot.”

      I’m being surly, but he went on the attack before I could even sit down and my hangover is worse than normal. They seem to be getting worse every year. Perhaps the time for that kind of fun really is nearing its end. I can’t imagine what it would feel like to get so rip-roaring drunk in another ten years. It might actually kill me.

      “Can I go?” Erikson pushes away from the table, a half-eaten sausage between his fingers. His face is relaxed and bored, but I can tell he is wondering when their gaze will be turned to him. When he will be the one scrutinized over brunch.

      I want to ask him to stay so he can see what he is in for should he deign to ignore the commands of the King. But Father dismisses him and the younger two with a nod. They all scurry away, but not before Niles can shove his wet finger in my ear and howl in delight. I’m still wiping away his spit when my mother starts to talk.

      “Christian, the defiance I have always admired in you is becoming a hindrance. If you accept your father’s correction, it could become a great tool in your arsenal as you lead Sigmaran. But carrying on as you are, it will lead to nothing but scandal.”

      With the younger boys gone, I feel cornered. Perhaps, that was the point of sending them away. They know I would never fully yield to them while my brothers were watching me.

      I speak up with a rebuttal. “The crown has always dripped with scandal. Some innocent flirting isn’t going to ruin anyone’s innocence. I think this has been blown out of proportion.”

      My father’s only response is to throw the newspaper at me.

      Finally, I pick it up and examine the front page where a large photo of me, eyes half-closed as I was well into my drunken stupor, with my arm around a woman in a dress that looks more like a child’s tank top graces the entire section above the fold. Somehow, my night on the town became front-page news.

      “I’d appreciate if your escapades could be page-six news at the least,” he says. “But you insist on making headlines. On making us all look like one big joke. And I won’t stand for it anymore.”

      I lower the paper and fold my hands on the table in front of me. “Fine. I’ll deny my place as the first born and hand my inheritance on to Erikson. Or maybe Niles would be best. That wet willy he gave me on his way out of here was very calculated. I think he’ll be a benefit to the throne.”

      My father’s rage is tempered only by the calming hand of my mother on his shoulder. She turns her eyes to me, the kindness in them waning. I know things are bad when even she becomes annoyed with me.

      “No one can take away what is rightfully yours, Christian. But something has to change.”

      I sigh, too exhausted to continue deflecting their criticisms with humor. I need a pain reliever and a nap.

      “Fine,” I say. “I’ll cut back over the next few weeks, stick to the bars that are further from the city center. I go unnoticed at a lot of those places once the evening gets going and everyone is having a good time. I’ll lay low.”

      “It is more than laying low and letting this storm pass,” Father says. “This behavior will only continue as long as you are left to roam free.”

      I furrow my brow. “Are you threatening to send me to the dungeons or something? What are you talking about?”

      “You’re almost thirty, Christian,” Mother says, eyes widening with hope. “It is about time to think about transitioning to a family life, don’t you think?”

      I can’t help it. I bark out a laugh.

      “Your father and I had already been married for five years by the time we were your age,” she says as if my laugh might have offended her. “It isn’t so absurd to think you could be settled down with a suitable woman.”

      There’s the catch. Suitable woman. A blue-blooded debutante never seen without white gloves and a set of pearls. The kind of women I’d grown up with all my life and never once found tempting.

      “Very true,” my father says. “What’s absurd is our son’s aversion to rules and propriety and tradition.” He turns to me. “It is not the tradition that bothers you, but our insistence upon following it. You want to be rebellious.”

      “That is hardly fair,” I say, though he isn’t entirely wrong.

      Finding a way to pursue my own joy while also enraging my father has become a favorite hobby of mine. Though, since I am nearing thirty, I know the time is coming when I will have no choice but to accept my role as a cog in the well-oiled royal machine. I just don’t expect it to be dumped on me over the course of one meal.

      “It is completely fair,” he counters. “You have been like a rebellious teenager for the last fifteen years, and I’m tired of playing nice.”

      I just barely manage to bite back the laugh at even the suggestion that my father has been playing nice with me. If this is nice, then I’d hate to see what mean would feel like.

      “What does that mean? Am I grounded?”

      “Christian, please—” Mother starts, though Father interrupts her with a wave of his hand.

      “No, Mia. We are not asking him anymore. Christian, we are here to inform you that you need to be married within the next two years.”

      “Excuse me?” Even my pounding headache is caught off guard, and the beating between my eyes goes still and quiet as I stare at my mother then my father and back again. “I have a deadline for marriage?”

      Father nods unapologetically. “If you make no moves to date a suitable woman seriously, we will begin to select options for you.”

      I turn to my mother. “You have got to be kidding.”

      “We only want what is best,” she repeats for what feels like the hundredth time.

      I can’t sit by and let this happen anymore. I can’t continue letting them control my life and my movements. I’m a twenty-nine-year-old man. I will not allow my parents to begin pimping me out to any woman they think is a good match. Things have gone way too far.

      “What is best for me,” I say, pushing away from the table and standing up, “is making my own choices. It is not bowing to your demands.”

      My father snorts. “Our ‘demands.’ As if asking you to settle down is so horrible? You are not being placed under any stresses I have not already endured. Despite how you like to act, you are not a victim.”

      My hands are shaking, but I don’t want them to see how angry I am. How upset. Screaming is my father’s specialty. I could never beat him at it. No, I have to do what I’ve always done. I have to play the game my way. And my way is not a war of words, but open rebellion.

      I stare at each of them for a moment, letting a wave of calm roll over my features. Then, without saying a word, I turn and leave the room.

      My father calls after me, and my mother talks quietly to him, hoping to avoid a screaming match, but I’ve already avoided it. He cannot scream at me if I am not in the castle anymore. If I’m not in the city. If I’m not in the country.

      As a safety precaution, each member of the royal family has what is called a “Go Bag.” It’s a bag kept in every royal residence and contains everything a family member would need to leave the country quickly should an emergency require it. I grab my own Go Bag from the utility closet just off the servant’s wing, steal the chauffeur keys hanging next to the door, and march through the side door to the palace where a black town car with bulletproof glass is parked along the drive as if it is waiting for me.

      No one guarding the gate even blinks as I wave to them from the car and ask to be let through. They have been trained to be wary of strangers. Of outsiders. Not of me.

      When I get to the airport, I park in the lot and then change into the chauffeur cap and jacket I grabbed from the closet, as well. It’s not an elaborate disguise, but it should be enough to keep the press stationed at the airport from paying me any mind. And indeed, when I walk past a small gaggle of paparazzo’s standing near the front entrance, not one of them glances in my direction. I am a ghost.

      I walk to the first ticket counter I can find and hand over my passport. “Any available ticket for the next departing flight.”

      The woman is middle-aged with mousy brown hair and a pinched nose, and she studies me for a second before turning to her computer. “The next flight out is for Austin, Texas.”

      Texas. I roll the idea over in my head. I picture large ranches, cowboy boots, and tumbleweeds—everything I’d seen in western movies as a kid. I’m sure it looks nothing like my imagination, but it seems like the furthest place in the world from Sigmaran, which makes it all the more appealing.

      “Perfect. I’ll take it.”

      I dig out my wallet, hoping my father hasn’t yet lost so much faith in me that he has closed down access to my debit card.

      The woman takes my card and then flips open my passport. As soon as she sees the name—Christian Jakob Åström—her mouth falls open. She looks up at me slowly and then back at the passport before she gasps.

      Before she can do or say anything else, I lean forward, catching her eye, and hold a finger to my mouth. “I’m trying to keep a low profile.” Her eyes flash to the chauffeur cap, and I nod. “I would really rather not be photographed today.”

      “What are you doing here?” she asks. Her face reddens when she realizes what she has said. “You don’t owe me an explanation, of course. I am simply surprised. The royal family uses the airline, but it is always arranged through other means and they are taxied directly to the flight. Is everything all right? Do I need to call someone to assist you?”

      I can see theories and concern creeping into the woman’s face, and I do not want my simple rebellion to turn into a press circus about a possible threat to the royal family, so I reach out and grab the woman’s hand. I notice the name tag pinned to her chest.

      “Kara, I can assure you there is no trouble. I’m simply taking a spur-of-the-moment trip and do not wish to be spotted by any photographers. I promise you, all is well on Sigmaran.”

      Relief and disappointment mingle in her face as she nods. “I can keep a secret, I assure you.”

      I squeeze her fingers once more before letting go. “Thank you very much.”

      She prints out my ticket and slides it slyly across the table to me. “Enjoy your trip,” she lowers her voice to a whisper, “Prince Christian.”

      I stuff the ticket in the inside pocket of the stolen jacket and tip my hat to her. “Thank you for your help, Kara. Your kindness will not be forgotten.”

      No one pays me any mind as I clear security and head toward my gate. I have half an hour before my flight leaves, but I pull my phone out and switch it to airplane mode early. The next time I hear from anyone in my family, I’ll be thousands of miles away.
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