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    Emma 
 
      
 
      
 
    For Emma Jones, it was not the most wonderful time of the year. 
 
    Not when she was alone. 
 
    Not when she was living on her sister's couch. 
 
    Not when she had to start her new job on Christmas Day. 
 
    Not when she had a broken heart. 
 
    And definitely not when she was out of ice cream. She let out a long sigh, making a cloud with her breath as she poked through the freezer with its bags of frozen vegetables, boxed pizza, and unidentified bricks of food, hoping for some vanilla fudge ripple, chunky monkey, or cookie dough. Her sister was a baker, surely she had cookie dough ice cream. 
 
    "Emmaline Catherine Jones, what are you doing in the freezer at nine am?" Penny scolded from the doorway. 
 
    Emma startled at the sound of her sister's voice and in her haste to shut the freezer door, knocked herself in the head. She reopened the door and reached for something cold so she didn't get a bump. 
 
    "Oh no you don't." Penny rushed into the kitchen.  
 
    Penny rented a small apartment in New York City she lovingly referred to as the kitchen closet, so it wasn't far to go. Her one requirement was the kitchen needed to have plenty of counter space, which she traded for space just about everywhere else. Emma was grateful to be able to stay on her sister’s couch after the company she briefly worked for filed for bankruptcy, but it was even more cramped than usual. Not to mention the Christmas tree and decorations. In the background, L Ryder's version All I Want for Christmas is You played for what seemed like the millionth time. 
 
    Emma cupped the side of her head. "I was getting ice. You saw that I'd closed—" 
 
    "I saw that you were going for another pint of ice cream." Penny's hand was on her hip and she narrowed her eyes at her younger sister. 
 
    Emma tucked her head and responded with a bashful look. "I just wanted to see if I needed to buy ice cream while I'm out." 
 
    "You've gone through two cartons. In two days. Why don't we bake cookies? Switch it up a little bit." Penny suggested. "Maybe get off the couch. Go for a run." 
 
    In the past, a long run helped Emma forget about her worries but lately, it only provided her more time to dwell on everything that had gone wrong. 
 
    "Then you're not concerned about my waistline?" She felt the hint of laughter on her lips, a rarity when so often lately she found herself with a frown. 
 
    "No. If anything you could stand to gain a few pounds." Penny reached for a mixing bowl. It was well known between the sisters that baking helped ease her stress, but Emma wasn’t so sure that was the solution especially right then. 
 
    "I can't now. I have to head over to Apex." 
 
    Clara, their mutual friend, received an amazingly fast response when she asked if there were any openings at the gym where she worked part-time. Apparently, they were desperate. 
 
    "Then we'll bake when you get home. It's Christmas after all." Penny opened her arms for a hug. 
 
    "Definitely." Emma nuzzled into her sister's familiar embrace, desperate for relief from the empty ache in her heart. She wanted something, anything—ice cream, cookies, Christmas carols—to provide relief, but it seemed like the more she reached out the more she was reminded of how very alone she was. 
 
    "There's a deli with healthy options on the corner by the gym that should be open for lunch." 
 
    Emma stuck her tongue out at Penny. "Okay, Mom. I'll make sure I eat my veggies too." 
 
    Penny wrinkled her nose back. 
 
    "If I were Mom, I'd tell you to find yourself a rich man and that probably won't happen at the deli." 
 
    “Or the gym,” Emma chimed. 
 
    Penny was only a year and a half older but had a maternal softness that Emma appreciated—though not so much when they were younger. Whereas their actual mother was somewhere in the Caribbean with her latest wealthy suitor and could only be relied upon to encourage the girls to marry for money. 
 
    Emma bundled up in her coat, hat, and scarf—all knit by their beloved grandmother who'd passed away. She hated being cold. 
 
    The Christmas carols in the background changed to the Twelve Days of Christmas. Emma and Penny locked eyes and started singing. It was a tradition that whatever they were doing when that particular song came on, they had to stop and sing it in its entirety. They had it memorized and found it would be stuck in their heads so over the years they'd change up the words. Then it got out of hand and they'd email each other a sound bite of the song, leave some snippet of the song in a voicemail and the other sister vowed to sing from the first day to the last, five golden rings and all. 
 
    When they got to the final verse, Emma took a deep breath. "Phew. Okay, I have to go or I'm going to be late." 
 
    Penny glanced at the time and then her eyes widened. "Wait. You have twenty minutes, and I have a great idea." 
 
    "Can you tell me later? It's my first day, I want to make a good impression." 
 
    "The gym is two blocks away. You'll be fine. Just listen. Plus it has to do with your new job." Penny waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    Emma raised hers, unsure what her sister had up her sleeve. 
 
    "Christmas is the most romantic time of the year. Couples out strolling in the snow, kissing under the mistletoe…" 
 
    "Um, yeah. That's a lovely scene and if you recall I had that with—" She didn't want to be reminded of Everett—the guy who broke her heart and her bank. 
 
    "Did you have that though?" Penny surveyed her sister. 
 
    Emma pulled her hat lower on her head. 
 
    "It's time to move on. You've been sleeping on my couch and eating my ice cream for—" Penny started counting on her fingers. 
 
    "For two days." Emma shifted from foot to foot. 
 
    "But six months before that what were you doing?" Penny asked. 
 
    "It was seven months, a week, and two days." 
 
    "You're keeping track?" 
 
    "Penny, are you kicking me out?" 
 
    "No, I'm just giving you a kick in the pants. A jump-start…Listen, I want to set you up with twelve dates. It will be like the twelve dates of Christmas, like the song. On the first date of Christmas…" she started singing. 
 
    "My true love? Penny, he—" Emma's chin trembled at the thought of Everett. 
 
    "If he was your true love he wouldn't have—" 
 
    Emma's shoulders caved and her throat felt thick. 
 
    "I want to see you happy again or at least not miserable. You shouldn't be the one suffering. Just give it some thought. You might meet some hot, ripped gym guy. That could be date number one." 
 
    "But today is Christmas day. Aren't the twelve days leading up to…?" 
 
    Penny waved her hand dismissively. "Details, details. Did I mention Clara found a Christmas hottie of her own? While you were wallowing in despair—" 
 
    "Hey, take it easy. I fell asleep last night." 
 
    "Crying." 
 
    Emma straightened. "This is a difficult time to be alone." 
 
    "So don't be alone." 
 
    Emma didn't dare say she'd rather be with her ex because even though she couldn't stop replaying what had happened and wishing things were different, she wasn't sure if that was true anymore. There was a glimmer of light at the end of the breakup tunnel, but Emma was scared of where it would lead and what it might mean to get over Everett. They'd met in college. He was all she knew. Penny was right. She didn't want to be alone, but maybe she didn't want to be with him either. Not really. Not anymore. 
 
    Penny's voice floated back to Emma. "Clara found herself kissing L Ryder, the famous singer, under the mistletoe. Can you believe it?" Penny gave her a quick recap of the previous night when their good friend, Clara Covington, roped the famous musician into volunteer work at a dog shelter, finding homes for twelve adorable puppies. 
 
    "Maybe that's what I need, a puppy," Emma said, brightening. 
 
    "Not a terrible idea, but they don't allow them here." Penny glanced around at the apartment. 
 
    "I'll find my own place soon." 
 
    "You don't have to. I like having you here. It reminds me of old times…" 
 
    Emma knew her sister was thinking of before Everett. They’d fallen for each other hard and fast. She didn't mean for her friendships, cookie-baking dates with her sister, and pretty much everything else to fall away. She also didn't mean for her relationship to fall apart but she started to wonder about her stickiness. Did she lack the glue, the charm, the whatever that kept people loyal? Loved?  
 
    "If you dated twelve guys, casually, no strings, for fun, you'd discover what qualities you value, the kind of person you're compatible with—" 
 
    Emma's thoughts remained on Everett. In the last months, he'd stuck in her mind like glue. "On paper, he was perfect." 
 
    "Exactly. On paper. In real life, he was a—" 
 
    Emma opened her mouth to defend him but felt foolish for having been so gullible to fall for his deception. She thought he was loyal and that they’d loved each other. 
 
    Penny lifted a fierce eyebrow and shook her head. "No! I know what you're going to say. Everett Craven was a toad." 
 
    Emma pressed her lips together. "I don't disagree but I have the right to defend my ability to pick a guy and not be a total failure when it comes to men." She recounted a few of the previous guys she'd dated before him—there were only a few.  
 
    Penny tilted her head in disbelief.  
 
    "I guess I do have a terrible track record." 
 
    "Think of it this way, now you know exactly what you didn't want in a guy. Giving you the opportunity to figure out what you do want." 
 
    "I just thought Everett was the one." 
 
    Penny tickled Emma's nose with the end of her scarf, softening the mood with sisterly understanding. "I know you did, Sis. Cookies later?" 
 
    "Cookies always," Emma replied, grabbing a box tied with a ribbon to bring to her new coworkers. "I'd better go. See you tonight." 
 
    Emma and Penny weren't wealthy growing up, but they were always generous in ways they could, including sharing cookies with anyone who'd eat them. They did an annual cookie bake-off to feed the homeless, donated cookies to school and church bake sales, and generally tried to brighten everyone's day with sugar, butter, and chocolate. They also had the tradition to bring them to work on the first day of a new job even though it was the last place she wanted to go on Christmas day. 
 
    When Emma stepped outside, she pulled her scarf tighter against the frigid air. The gray sky made her feel gloomier than she already did. She closed her eyes, said a prayer of gratitude that she had a place to stay, her sister, and God’s grace. Then as she waited for the crosswalk signal, the twinkle lights glowed, illuminating New York City with that special Christmas magic she couldn’t deny. A smile hid under her scarf. 
 
    She crossed the street, passing a happy couple, hand in hand. Through the window of a coffee shop, another pair leaned close, but she turned away before their inevitable kiss. The unusual, lonesome feeling dimmed the light inside of her on the otherwise festive occasion. Her smile faded. 
 
    Emma pushed open the glass door of the gym and was met with the strains of beat-heavy music. After wiping her feet and untying her scarf, Emma approached the reception desk. 
 
    A woman with a high, blond ponytail greeted her. "Welcome to Apex Gym. Merry Christmas." 
 
    "Hi, um, I'm the new girl, Emma Jones, here for the job." She wasn't sure she could summon that level of perky cheer at nine am on Christmas morning, but she desperately needed a job and was willing to do whatever was necessary. Previously, she'd worked for Everett's firm but that and life as she knew it disappeared in a single day, leaving her with mountains of debt and despair. She'd found another job, but the company folded after she'd only been there several months. 
 
    "I'm Melody. Nice to meet you. So glad you're here. Let me go find Joe, the manager." Melody jogged down a nearby hall. 
 
    Emma waited by the desk. She'd worn leggings and a sweatshirt. Because of the suddenness of the job, she wasn't sure if there was a uniform or—Melody reappeared and passed her a black tank that had a triangle in the center over the word Apex and the slogan Attain. Build. Crush. 
 
    Joe, the manager, trailed Melody as he scanned his tablet. He bobbed his shaved and shiny head in Emma's direction. "Glad you could start on such short notice. So many people have been calling in sick. Yeah right, they just had too many holiday jollies." He clicked his tongue disapprovingly and then consulted a list on the sleek device. "Another girl just left." He puffed his cheeks and let out a breath. "Let me have you fill this out." He passed Emma the tablet. "Have you ever worked as an assistant?" 
 
    Emma wasn't sure if that was a good sign or a bad omen because she'd been Everett's assistant, which meant she'd gotten him coffee, made copies, and essentially ran the company. "Actually, yes. My last job—" 
 
    Joe clapped his hand on her back. "Excellent. Looks like my Christmas wish came true. You'll do great. Just finish that up. It's a month-long position and then we'll find you something else within the company." He leaned over Emma's shoulder while she filled out her personal information, including address and phone number. "Just your last job for the previous work experience will do. Great. You're a lifesaver, Emma." 
 
    A mixture of confusion and appreciation flashed across her face because the number in the pay rate box was significantly higher than she expected to earn working at a gym. Joe grabbed the device from her hand and walked away. Over his shoulder, he said, "He'll be here soon."  
 
    Emma turned back to the desk and gazed up at an enormous photo print of a set of abs. Rock hard abs. 
 
    Melody sighed and fluttered her lashes as she gazed at the photo. "They belong to the owner." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "The abs. I'm sure you've seen them around town, on billboards, model spreads in magazines, stores. He's everywhere. Has quite the reputation." Melody leaned in and dropped her voice. "Despite his health and wellness empire, he likes to have a good time. I've been hearing rumors about his partying, clubs, women... Then again, I wouldn't say no to a night with those abs…" Melody pointed to the print on the wall and went on to tell stories of the gym owner's lifestyle and rampant spending on everything from gold-plated gym equipment to placing a wager on a small island in the Caribbean during a card game. 
 
    Emma's thoughts darted to how she preferred the simple, quiet life. The one she'd wanted with Everett: travel, fine dining, theater, art museums...  
 
    Her chest tightened. She'd never told anyone the entire story because she was embarrassed. She'd hardly even let herself think it. Everett had frequent business meetings and often worked late. As his assistant, she kept track of receipts and expenses. She logged a huge bill into the accounting software; a bill she reasoned must have been a mistake on the company card. She'd Googled the payee and discovered it was for a club, one she'd never expect her fiancé to patronize, but certainly could imagine the owner of the gym visiting—if the rumors about his wild lifestyle were true. She already hated him on principle alone. However, Melody and Joe seemed nice enough even if she didn't agree with the values of the gym owner. Thankfully, she'd probably never have to meet him. 
 
    "Why don't you go change into your tank and we'll get you started," Melody said, apparently done gossiping. 
 
    "Who works out on Christmas, anyway?" Emma muttered. 
 
    At the same time, the doors behind Emma opened, sending in a gust of cold, winter air.  
 
    She turned around and laid eyes on a tall guy wearing a fitted wool coat. A shadow of stubble lined his jaw and his eyes were as blue as northern ice. 
 
    Her heart stuttered and her mouth fell open. If guys like him worked out on Christmas, she might just enjoy her new job. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
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    Will 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Will Wheaton entered the room, people stopped and stared. It wasn't anything new. He'd be lying if he said he was used to it, but he tried to ignore it. Some people thought he was arrogant. But he'd challenge them to act differently with dozens of eyes on them, day after day. Year after year. He wasn't used to it by a long shot. Numb might have been the better word to describe how he felt. Making himself numb was the one thing that worked lately—it took away the sting, the glare, the ache. 
 
    The snarky question about people going to the gym on Christmas rubbed against him like salt on snow. "Working out is an act of self-improvement for the body and mind. Are there days you don't eat? Drink water? Sleep?" There was no such thing as a day off as the owner and operator of a health and wellness empire. 
 
    The girl who'd asked, snug under a knit hat topped with a pom-pom and scarf, shrugged. "Christmas is a time for family, for celebration not working on your six-pack." She held a brown box tied with string. 
 
    He glanced up at the branding in the gym, his own familiar abs—captured on film and glistening with sweat—, and out the window to his face advertising a luxury brand on a billboard. He stifled a sigh. He'd attained. He'd crushed. For what? He couldn't answer that question anymore. Something was changing inside him and he feared that meant the outside might change too: he'd built everything on his appearance and if he didn't have that then who was he? But he didn't have the time to think about it. He'd just arrived at the Manhattan location, had an agenda, and a new assistant. 
 
    "Six-pack? More like—" He was about to give a snappy retort about his well-earned muscles when the girl tugged off her hat, revealing bob-length brown hair and bangs that stuck out in all directions from static. His lips lifted toward a smile as the tendrils took on a mind of their own. 
 
    He approached the desk in several long strides as he evaluated the franchise. He'd given attention to every detail right down to the exact shade of gray tile for his high-end fitness centers. With his name attached to it, he knew, and the quarterly reports proved, that anyone who wanted to work out, look good while doing it, and associate with celebrities in the fitness world would flock for a membership. 
 
    The employee behind the desk opened and closed her mouth a few times, flustered. "We weren't expecting you until—" 
 
    "Wanted to keep you on your toes," Will said in his low British accent. 
 
    "I'm Melody." She batted her eyelashes. "It's so nice to finally meet you in person. I feel like I already know you—" She glanced at the photo print on the wall. 
 
    He felt like rolling his eyes. They were all the same: goggling after him, longing for what he represented. He turned from Melody to the girl with the static-crazed hair. Customers first. What was she doing there if not to work out on Christmas? "Welcome to Apex, can I help you with—?" He pointed to her hair. 
 
    Emma's hands flew to her head and her cheeks turned pink. "Actually, I work here too." 
 
    Clearly, she didn't have any idea who he was and the thought was refreshing like a cool glass of water. She was kind of adorable. He'd be interested, but she'd probably turn out like every other girl who applied to work there: hoping to get five minutes with him or if he could get them five minutes with his agent, to pose with him in the next spread, be seen with him to boost their career, or more intimate, personal interests. He'd had it with shallow, self-serving… Then again, he didn't do much to keep them from staring. He supposed it was an occupational hazard. 
 
    Melody pulled him from his musings. "Actually, Mr. Wheaton—" 
 
    "You can call me Will." 
 
    Melody cleared her throat. "Of course, Will." Her voice went all dreamy. "Will, um—" She gestured at Emma and lowered her voice. "I'm sorry. I don't remember your name." 
 
    "Emmaline Jones," she whispered back and passed Melody a brown box tied with a string. "Those are for everyone who works here. Merry Christmas." 
 
    "She's new, just starting today… and she's your assistant while you're here." Melody's voice tinged with jealousy. 
 
    Emma's mouth fell open but it didn't seem like it was because she was impressed or filled with desire. The hardness in her eyes suggested dislike or perhaps even loathing.  
 
    Confusion plagued Will. He wasn't used to the frosty reception, but he was ever polite. "Welcome to the team, Emmaline." 
 
    "You can call me Emma," she echoed. Her eyes darted to the door as if she wanted to leave but then thought better of it. 
 
    "Right. Well, let's get started." Will waited for the customary tour of the gym anytime he visited new properties. This was the ninety-ninth franchise, one of many in the US and the last one to visit over the last six months. Still waiting, Will looked to Emma. 
 
    "Oh, you're to give him the tour, Ella," Melody said. 
 
    She swallowed and smoothed her hair. "Emma." 
 
    Will turned to Emma. "Since you're new, we'll postpone it for now. Melody, please direct us to the office we'll be working out of and we'll get settled in." He'd have to talk to the manager later about suitable training for his personal assistant while stateside. Surely, she should at least know where the locker rooms were located. 
 
    "Right. You'll be on the third floor. The room on the right. It has a lovely view." Melody winked.  
 
    Emma turned in a circle, looking for the elevator.  
 
    Melody rolled her eyes and pointed.  
 
    Will's phone beeped as soon as they stepped inside. Yet another message from his agent, urging him to call. He tucked the phone in his pocket, ignoring it for the fifth time that morning. Talking to Jared Wilcox, most likely about the recent blemishes to his brand and image, was the last thing he wanted to do on Christmas morning. 
 
    Jared worked strictly with Will and his modeling career. Jared took time off for several months earlier that year, but now that he was back, dogged Will about getting modeling jobs even though the gym mogul had other responsibilities now. 
 
    The elevator opened to a wide hall with several doors. The office was at the end, complete with a wall of windows, framing the billboard with his image. He snorted. "Nice view indeed." 
 
    His gaze landed on Emma, standing in the doorway. She was petite and her skin held onto its summer tan. A faint smattering of freckles dotted her nose and her dark eyes reminded him of something savory, rich, delicious.  
 
    "Am I supposed to agree with you or—?" She gazed from the window to him. 
 
    He swallowed and realized he'd been the one staring, at her and not the billboard. 
 
    Emma stood in the doorway. "I'd like to talk to Joe." 
 
    "Joe?" 
 
    "The manager. I didn't realize—" 
 
    "There you are. I see you've both met. Wonderful." Joe pressed past Emma and into the vast office. He extended his hand. "Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Wheaton." 
 
    "Will." 
 
    "I see you've met your assistant. Remind me your name." Harried, he didn't let her answer and continued. "My apologies for not being at the front desk when you arrived, Sir." 
 
    "No worries. I was early." 
 
    Joe rocked back on his heels. "Has everything been suitable so far? To your liking, Sir?" 
 
    Will started to nod, but Emma cut across him. "Actually, Joe, I was wondering if we could talk for a sec." 
 
    The space between Joe's eyebrows creased. 
 
    They stepped into the hall. Will sat in the chair, tucked his hands behind his head, and kicked his feet onto the desk, tired from the night before.  
 
    From the hallway, Emma and Joe's voices rose and fell. He caught snatches of the conversation, including Emma requesting a different position. 
 
    His head jerked back. That was a first. Who wouldn't want to be with him? His chest tightened. That was the wrong question to ask. He knew the answer well enough. He got to his feet and met the pair in the hall. 
 
    Joe, red-faced, wrung his hands. 
 
    Emma, red-faced, clenched her fists. 
 
    "Is there a problem?" Will asked. 
 
    "No, of course not," Joe said. 
 
    "Right. It's just a job," Emma said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Will turned back into the office and resumed his position in the chair. He closed his eyes, dozing. 
 
    Moments later, the door slammed. He opened his eyes slowly. 
 
    Emma stood opposite him in the Apex gym tank top but not with the accompanying friendly or flirtatious smile most of the girls wore who flocked to work for him. 
 
    "How can I help you, Emmaline?" 
 
    "You're the gym owner. I'm your assistant. Shouldn't I be asking you that question?" Her tone was mildly harsh as if she tried to hold back anger. He had to admit it was cute. 
 
    "I would, but I have everything I need." 
 
    "Then you don't need my services?" Her eyebrows lifted as if she'd just received a get-out-of-jail-free card. 
 
    "Do you need a job?" 
 
    She shifted from foot to foot as though reconsidering. "Yes." 
 
    He nodded. "Then, yes, I'll need your assistance." He closed his eyes again and settled back into the chair. 
 
    "Can I get you a blanket then, perhaps a pillow?" She scoffed. 
 
    Will smirked. She was feisty. Not a first, but usually it came with flirtatiousness and she definitely wasn't flirting. He wasn't in the mood for either. In fact, he'd like her to go to the corner and pick up a burger, fries, and milkshake. However, he hadn't allowed himself that particular kind of indulgence since he'd signed his first modeling contract. The thought made him hungry and angry but he'd built the gym and health supplement line, including protein shakes—his empire—on his face, his abs, and charm. Oddly, all of which were failing him right then. 
 
    "Have you had breakfast?" he asked. Maybe she'd break the rules and get him a doughnut at least. 
 
    "Ice cream and cookies." Her voice came alive at the mention of two of his favorite things in the world, foods he could only taste in memory given his strict diet and workout regime. 
 
    "What?" he asked, confused and wondering if she mocked him. 
 
    "Breakfast. I had two gingerbread cookies and finished off a carton of vanilla ice cream. It had freezer burn. My sister probably had it in there since last year." This was the most she'd said so far, at least to him. 
 
    "Who has cookies and ice cream for breakfast?" He was suddenly afraid he sounded condescending. Sydney had cautioned him about it often enough. 
 
    "My point exactly. Who wants to workout on Christmas?" 
 
    He was about to answer when his phone rang. He looked from her to it and back again. 
 
    "Do you want me to get you something to eat? Bagel? Croissant? There's a bakery down the street but I'm not sure if they're open today." 
 
    He exhaled sharply. "Uh, no. I'll have a protein shake." 
 
    With a sharp shake of her bob-length hair, she whisked from the room. 
 
    He answered the phone. His agent blasted him for a full five minutes, proceeded to ask him rhetorical questions the way an angry father would for another five—not that he ever knew his own— and then said, "So what are you going to do about it?" 
 
    "Jared, even though you're older than me, you remember what it's like to have a little fun. You're just worried your paycheck is going to get smaller." 
 
    "We're going to lose the next deal. Nexxiss wants a clean and sexy health and wellness guru: the epitome of style, luxury, and desire. Not a scruffy, just rolled out of bed after a long night partying schlub recently dubbed the billionaire playboy."  
 
    His phone beeped with incoming texts from Jared: photos from the night before compromising his squeaky-clean image. Just because the paparazzi took photos of him, didn't mean they were necessarily accurate. 
 
    Will inhaled sharply. He'd forgotten about the dare with the whipped cream, not that he'd eat the stuff. Everly Corbett hosted a Christmas party in the city and he didn't want to be rude and decline. However, he hadn't been there long before the odd sense of loneliness, even in a room full of people, sent him on a long walk to clear his head.  
 
    Jared stepped into the office and slid his phone into his suit pocket. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Will asked, but not entirely surprised. Will was one of Jared's few clients and he'd built his agent career around him. 
 
    "We have to land this account, Will," Jared's voice was more nasally in person than on the phone.  
 
    "I don't understand why this is a big deal." 
 
    "Nexxiss wants you to rep their brand but they care deeply about their customers who value a clean and committed image. We can't have you hooking up with a new girl each night—" 
 
    "I don't hook up with—" He was about to defend himself, but had stopped caring about how the media slanted his image. It was as if they were trying to make him look bad. Everyone had cameras and photo editing software. It was a losing battle. 
 
    Jared ran his hand down his pale face. "We've all seen the photos. Stop partying and clean up your act. Listen, I can call Veronica. We can patch things up." 
 
    Will's voice went cold. "I'll clean up my image. You will not call Veronica." 
 
    "Fine. What's your plan?" Jared asked. 
 
    "I don't—" 
 
    "Well, I do. Find a nice girl here in New York. Sweet. Wholesome. One without any baggage. Someone you can be seen in public with and not those—" He exhaled, shaking his head. "Go on a few dates. Make it look like the last few reports were blown out of proportion, mistakes you made while in the big city. You need a girl like—" 
 
    Emma reappeared just then with a protein shake in one hand, a muffin in the other, and a scowl on her face. 
 
    Jared pointed. "Someone like her." He looked her up and down. 
 
    "Emmaline?" Will asked, shocked by what his agent was suggesting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
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    "I said you can call me Emma." She was already tired of correcting him but more concerned about the strange conversation she'd walked in on. 
 
    Jared plucked the muffin from her hand. "You're the new assistant? I'm the agent. Jared Wilcox. And this is a no-no for him." With his free hand, Jared pointed at Will. "No muffins, cookies, cakes, or pies for our man Will. I'll email you his diet plan. The protein drinks and supplements are disgusting, but—" 
 
    Will cut across him. "We've had them third party tested. They're the highest selling in the nutrition industry. What do you mean they're—?" 
 
    Jared brushed Will off. "Emma, do you have a criminal record?" 
 
    Her eyebrows squished together. "No?" What kind of question was that? In fact, she'd already answered it on the application. 
 
    "No with a question mark as in yes but you're afraid to tell the truth or no as in no, I do not have a criminal record," Jared asked around a mouthful of the chocolate chip muffin. 
 
    "I most certainly do not have a criminal record." She liked this guy even less than she liked Will. 
 
    "Are you married? Single?" 
 
    She huffed. "Single. I filled out the application. I don't see how these questions pertain to my job—?" 
 
    "Excellent. What do you like to do? Hobbies? Interests?" 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably. "I like to bake." 
 
    "Please refer to the diet guidelines only. What else?" 
 
    Earlier that morning, she'd gone from sad, to relieved to have a job, to disgruntled because she wasn't pleased that her employer was a rich, arrogant party boy. Now she was perplexed. "I like dogs, um, reading and running. I'm very organized, sensible. I aspire to—" 
 
    Jared threw his arm around her shoulders and shoved her toward Will. "She's perfect. A little short, but she can wear heels." He stood back as though taking a photograph of them. "It's all about the image. You look good together. A handsome couple. I am a genius if I do say so." 
 
    "I don't understand," Emma said. She glanced at Will. He was undoubtedly attractive. Model material for sure. The broad planes of his face hid under scruff. He wasn't bulky like a bodybuilder but sculpted with strong muscles under his suit. Penny would swoon. She recalled a photo spread featuring him from a magazine she'd posted in her college dorm room. Emma glanced at him again to be sure. Yes, it was he, only he was shaven, paler, and younger then. The thought flitted through her mind that she preferred this version. He was slightly more rugged and had a healthy glow to his skin. But she tossed the idea out of her mind as questions about her current reality resurfaced. 
 
    Will turned to Emma, matching her expression of confusion.  
 
    Jared pinched the bridge of his nose. "Try to keep up. I'm suggesting we stage a fake relationship to keep Will's career from veering off the rails. Act like a couple, like you're falling in love for all the world to see. It'll be easy. Only a kiss." 
 
    Emma balked. 
 
    "Sweetheart, it's all smoke and mirrors." Jared turned to his client. "Will, the health and wellness guru thing is just a fad. But you've had a successful modeling career for a decade. Let's keep it that way." 
 
    "I work hard to help other people feel good and look good." 
 
    Jared waggled his finger at him. "You know that I know what's best for your career. I've been doing this longer than you've been alive. Now, make it seem realistic for the next month while you're in the US. Then you'll break it off because long distance relationships are hard to maintain. We just have to make sure we get it on camera. Fake. Simple. Done." 
 
    This time protests did rise to Emma's lips. "This is absurd. I applied to work at the gym. This morning I find out I'm an assistant to a man-child who can't conduct himself in public and now you're suggesting—" 
 
    Will's hands flew to his hips. "What do you mean man-child?" 
 
    "Melody told me all about you." 
 
    "They're rumors." 
 
    "Are they Will?" Jared waved his phone, streaming with photographic evidence of Will's alleged partying. 
 
    "I was a guest at a party. I left early and was here early because this is my job." Will's voice turned icy. "Perhaps I've been out more fun than you'd like, Jared, but—" 
 
    "Will, my job is to make sure you uphold your image so we don't lose—" 
 
    "It's not like money is in short supply, Jared." 
 
    Emma huffed. It must be so easy for these men and their money. She just needed a job to get back on her feet. 
 
    Jared leaned in and hissed. "Yes, but money doesn't buy trust and that is what your image is built upon. The public buys your products and goes to your gyms because they believe in the good British boy with the tousled brown hair and abs of steel. I created you and that's why your whimsical little health fetish took off. Have you ever asked why people think you're a hero? Who they aspire to? In a time when parents shield their children from celebrities because their lives are disastrous or they merely follow because they enjoy a good train wreck, you're a beacon. Digital media can make or break a career, Will. What goes on the internet stays on the internet. Think hard about your direction." 
 
    "You sound like Sydney." 
 
    "Then I'm flattered." Jared's voice was dry. 
 
    Emma cleared her throat, wondering what she'd walked into. 
 
    Jared turned to her and smiled. "What's your number, Good Girl?" 
 
    "My number? Good girl?" she asked. 
 
    "Yeah, how much?" 
 
    Emma held her hands up between them, appalled. "What are you asking me?" 
 
    Jared grunted with annoyance. "Name your amount to go along with this scheme to pose as Will's love interest for the next month. To make it worth your time. You probably have college debt, uh, a car loan…"  
 
    She blinked a few times, trying to understand. They wanted her to be Will's assistant and pose as his love interest and they'd pay her.  
 
    It was tempting. So tempting. If she could get out from the debt Everett put her in, she could truly start over. If it meant she could move on without the shadow of the past haunting her with a monthly bill, she'd do it. She squared her shoulders. "Twenty-nine thousand five hundred sixty." 
 
    "That's very exact," Will said wryly. 
 
    "Is there a contract? Something for me to sign?" she asked. 
 
    "I'll have it to you by the end of the day." Jared checked his watch. 
 
    Will held his hands up. "So we're doing this? For real?" He shook his head. 
 
    "Do you have a better idea, lover boy?" Jared clapped his client's cheek. "Just doing my job so you can do yours." He turned on his heel and left. 
 
    Silence stretched between Will and Emma until the elevator in the hall dinged, signaling Jared's departure. 
 
    Will slouched into the chair. "I could really use that muffin." 
 
    "Jared said no muffins, no…" 
 
    "Apparently, I always listen to Jared." 
 
    "Do you?" Emma asked, surprised at the challenge in her voice. 
 
    Will's phone beeped and he checked the incoming message. He drew back the arm that held the phone, closed one eye, and pretended to throw it like a fastball at the billboard outside the window. Then he took a deep breath. "Change of plans. We have to go to London." He spent the next few minutes texting on his phone. "Jared said it's fine—the plan should stand an even better chance back home." 
 
    He was asking her to go to London. "Did you say we?" Maybe she could bow out, get a job at Starbucks and move on with her life. Then again, the twenty-nine thousand dollars plus the salary the assistant job offered was enough to wash her slate clean. She held her breath as though the perfect answer would come when she exhaled. 
 
    His eyes met hers. They were cool, blue, devastating. She blinked a few times, pulling herself from their allure. Only a kiss? 
 
    "Do you really want to do this, Emmaline?" 
 
    She huffed. No one except her grandmother ever called her that, well, and her sister when she got mad. "I don't know, William. I haven't had much time to think it through. It's only 10:30 am and all I've had to eat are cookies and ice cream." 
 
    "Do you make decisions later in the day after you've eaten cake and pie?" 
 
    "Watch it or I won't share." 
 
    "Ooh. She bites." A dimple formed in his cheek when he smiled. 
 
    "Only when I'm hungry." 
 
    Will chuckled. His phone beeped again and then he signed into the tablet on the desk before passing it to Emma. "Jared sent over the contract." 
 
    "He moves fast." 
 
    "Too fast." 
 
    Emma skimmed the digital document. Nothing jumped out at her as being unusual, except for the entire situation. There was a non-disclosure section, meaning she couldn't tell anyone about the arrangement or about Will and his associates' private lives and business dealings. The agreement also included the cost of her travel, lodging, and several other expenses. Emma closed her eyes, visualizing her debt dropping from five digits to zero. She drew a deep breath and signed with her finger. 
 
    "You really need this job, huh?" Will asked as he pressed the lobby button in the elevator.  
 
    "I really do. Even though I don't have a fancy agent to draw up documents, you and I need to have a verbal agreement. Don't ask me questions." 
 
    "What if I need a muffin?" 
 
    She cocked her hip. "I thought muffins were off limits. I mean don't ask anything personal." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    She leveled him with a glare. 
 
    As they exited the gym, Melody sat slack-jawed under the photo print of Will's abs.  
 
    Outside, Emma folded her scarf around her neck as Will pulled open the door of a waiting black SUV. 
 
    He told the driver. "Times Square, please." 
 
    "At least you say please," Emma mumbled. And he had a really nice voice. A sigh escaped. 
 
    "Are you suggesting I'm inherently rude? I opened the door for you." 
 
    "No. I—" But she was and knew it. Everett wasn't a billionaire, but he was wealthy and impolite to the people he referred to as the help. Often, including her even though they'd been together when his company was just a startup. She'd logged long hours to get it off the ground because she knew internet coding better than he did and fixed all his bugs. She was determined to be a partner. But she didn’t have a buy-in other than her effort, sleepless nights, and diligence. What did that earn her? The title assistant. And there she was again, a rich and arrogant guy's assistant. 
 
    As they turned the corner, she let out a jagged breath. "Why are we going to Times Square? Didn't get enough of yourself on the billboard?"  
 
    One of his images flashed on the screen high on a building. 
 
    "I didn't realize we licensed my image to—" His eyes floated to the street level as they passed a souvenir shop. "Here will do," he said to the driver. "I won't be long." Will stepped onto the slushy sidewalk. He turned to Emma, still in the SUV. "Are you coming? Or am I not allowed to ask you that question?" 
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    The agreement to stage a fake relationship was unconventional and possibly wrong. Fake? Easy? Will was all about that but he sensed the arrangement might become tedious.  
 
    Emma was hot and cold, sweet and irritable, and at times seemed vulnerable and at others invincible. 
 
    "Am I coming?" she repeated. "Yes, you can ask me that. I meant not to ask personal questions. But my answer depends on where we're going." 
 
    Will pointed to a souvenir shop with flashing lights in the window. 
 
    "Do you need an Empire State Building keychain? An I Love New York magnet? Perhaps a mug with the Statue of Liberty?" 
 
    "Not a bad idea, considering I suddenly don't feel very free." 
 
    "Ouch. Only a few minutes in and we're already bickering like an old married couple." Despite having made the comment, Emma flinched. 
 
    "The old married couple I knew didn't argue." Memories flashed through Will's mind as the city, already amped up on that unique Manhattan energy, rushed by him. 
 
    "Am I your assistant right now or your fake girlfriend?" 
 
    Will sighed. "Both? This was Jared's idea. I'm sure someone will take a photo of us souvenir shopping. He'd probably approve." 
 
    Emma huffed and hesitated before exiting the SUV and followed him into the nearest souvenir store.  
 
    A guy eyed her, even bundled up in her hat and scarf. She was cute, he'd give her that, but he wasn't sure about her personality. It was as if she didn't want him to like her and she didn't want to like him. He scratched his head and followed her inside. 
 
    The salesman tried to sell her everything on the shelves. "My dear, we have everything for you to bring back home. How long is your visit?" 
 
    "I live here. I'm just looking," she said in a different tone than the one she used when speaking to him. 
 
    "Then perhaps I could interest you in—" 
 
    "Actually, I'm shopping," Will said, stepping in. 
 
    The man's eyes landed on him and lingered there a moment too long. 
 
    Even though he hadn't shaved, he knew in that instant the man recognized him—not hard with his image splashed all over the city. It was like the split second before a channel changed on TV. It was in the blink of an eye. "My son is a big fan. Wait one minute. He'll be right back. Went to get bagels. He'll want to take a picture with you." 
 
    "We're in a rush. I'll just take this. Will grabbed a snow globe with the New York City skyline, threw a twenty-dollar bill on the counter—even though the price tag said ten dollars—and rushed out of the store. He promised his niece a gift from every city he visited, especially when he was gone for long stretches of time. Will wasn't ready to go home. He didn’t want to deal with the pending tragedy he'd avoided facing and whatever other dumpster fires waited for him in London. He certainly didn’t want to return to the flat with all the soured memories it held between its walls. 
 
    Will waited in the SUV as Emma emerged from the store, looking bewildered. A man who was a younger version of the shopkeeper entered as she exited. He gave her a long, lust-filled look. She strode passed as though she didn't notice the guy ogled her. Either that or, like him, she'd learned to ignore it. 
 
    Without a word, she buckled her seatbelt. She wasn't the usual model type he dated. She certainly lacked the height and from what he'd gathered, she didn't swear off carbs, something he appreciated even if he couldn't enjoy them himself. He put the emphasis on dated in his mind because the last thing he wanted was a relationship. That's what made his current lifestyle so appealing. He could kiss and walk away. No strings, emotions, lives, or anything with a heartbeat attached. Talk about a dumpster fire. The very notion of being in a relationship made his skin burn. 
 
    With Emma, it would all be fake. No real emotions. No real relationship. No real flirting or anything beyond that.  
 
    He could pull this off and pull his reputation from sliding into the gutter. Jared didn't know the photos were usually a result of him being in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people or the paparazzi altering the images. But there was little he could do to prove it false. He'd tried and as soon as one picture was removed, another popped up. 
 
    Emma's voice floated to him through the murk of his thoughts. "Do you mind if I stop and grab my things. I won't be long; my clothes are still packed. I hope my sister will be there. Hopefully, she'll understand." 
 
    That was the last he heard as he rested his head against the back of the seat. He felt tired, so tired. Maybe it was the weather, his worries, or whatever. His eyes closed and he dreamed. He'd loved Veronica and she'd loved him, at least she'd claimed. He'd thought they were a team, together forever. Then he walked in on her with someone. Only it wasn't a dream but had happened in real life. Will had caught Veronica with some guy. He never found out whom. Didn't want to know, afraid of what he might do to him. He dreamt about it frequently. Not knowing the guy's identity haunted him. Sometimes it was his trainer, other times his cousin, strangers he'd seen earlier that day. The guy was different each time, but the scene was always the same: his ex-girlfriend cheating on him. 
 
    Someone pushed his head off their shoulder. Disoriented, he sat up. 
 
    "Will, we're here. I think. I don't know. Maybe this is like in the movies and you're going to dump me off in the middle of nowhere. Stranger things have happened today." Her voice was only slightly familiar but sweet.  
 
    He wiped his mouth, fearing he'd drooled as the snowy scene took shape before him. His new assistant, the one he needed to date to recover his career as a wholesome role model, came into focus. She was cute. Her nose was like a button. Her lips like cherries. He remembered it was Christmas. He sent a quick text ahead of their departure. "Sorry about—" He gestured to her shoulder. "It looks like we're here." 
 
    The driver opened the door and escorted them to the sleek jet waiting on the runway. As they walked up the ramp, Emma said, "Classy. I missed my calling as a gym owner."  
 
    "I made smart investments early on with my modeling money. My mentor saw to it I didn't spend all of it foolishly. Then I had the opportunity to start a health and fitness line of supplements, protein shakes. I got involved in a lucrative business model. The brand exploded. Then the gym franchises. It happened fast."  
 
    The expression on her face was familiar, like the last several hours of her life had accelerated. He understood the feeling. That had been the last decade of his. He'd longed for it to slow down. That was his intention with Veronica, but as quickly as it had started, everything fell apart, leaving him in pieces. 
 
    Will settled into his usual seat on the plane. 
 
     Emma turned around a few times, her face unreadable. 
 
    "Sit wherever you'd like." He reclined in the large cushioned chair, ready to sleep through the flight and not think about the bittersweet reality of their destination. He'd made it a point to stay away from London as long as possible because he couldn't bear the reminders of love and loss. But there was always the tug, drawing him back. One he'd learned to ignore as best he could, along with the fans going wild, the people staring, and the questions in his heart.  
 
    He felt Emma watching him and blinked his eyes open. 
 
    She sat opposite him as the plane taxied on the runway. The look she gave him was as if she'd understood his thoughts, the conflict raging inside, and how he perched on the edge of a kind of flight of his own, or maybe she just had a perma-scowl. 
 
    "Shouldn't you adjust your seat?" Her voice was firm but concern pinched the space around her eyes. 
 
    Will looked around as though his surroundings would provide the obvious answer.  
 
    "On every airplane I've ever been on, the flight attendants insist on having seats in the full and upright position during takeoff and landing." 
 
    Will smirked. "How many times have you flown?" 
 
    She pursed her lips but her fingers trembled slightly. "Three times." 
 
    "On a private aircraft?" Will elaborated. When she didn't answer he said, "It's fine. You can recline." 
 
    "I don't want to." She seemed flustered. Maybe she was having second thoughts about their arrangement. 
 
    "Then why'd you ask?" 
 
    "It seems like you play by your own rules."  
 
    Perhaps she needed a dose of the famous Will Wheaton charm. It wasn't only his good looks that earned him the private jet, sizeable bank account, and the other accouterments of a billionaire. "Rules? None for me. I do have my own playbook. Would you like to know what's in it?" Will leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He looked down at his hands and lifted his eyes slowly to meet hers.  
 
    She took off her jacket, revealing her trim physique despite her supposed propensity for cookies and ice cream. She smoothed her hair, sat back, buckled in, and placed her hands in her lap.  
 
    His eyes didn't waver.  
 
    Her cheeks grew rosy as though she was self-conscious. 
 
    He counted the three guideposts of his public persona. "Have a good time. Make sure it's fun. Don't regret it in the morning." He flashed his most charming smile. He left out work hard, be kind, and always choose what's right over what's easy—all things Sydney instilled in him. 
 
    "Yup, you have your own rules. Mr. Wheaton, can I get you anything before we depart?" Derision laced her voice. 
 
    He flashed a cocky smile. "I don't think you'd be willing to give me what I need." 
 
    "That sounds arrogant." 
 
    He sighed. He'd meant it flirtatiously, testing her, trying to work his charm. Most of the women he'd encountered would have responded with what do you want, practically offering him the world. Emma had simply called him out. He liked that about her but wasn't sure how to turn off the charm.  
 
    He hated that he'd even questioned whether she was like the other girls, greedy for money and fame. She had a fixed dollar amount, which meant she had a hardship or a goal. Even though their arrangement wasn't real, she was and that was refreshing. "You could've asked for more than twenty-nine thousand five hundred dollars. Why didn't you?" 
 
    "And sixty dollars." 
 
    "Precisely. Why didn't you ask for more?" 
 
    "Remember? No questions." 
 
    He leaned back, amused, confused, and curious about her as the plane suddenly became weightless, suspended as it lifted into the air.  
 
    Emma gripped the armrests of her seat. She gazed at the ceiling. Despite her apparent fear of flying, it amused him how she was actually there to do her job as an assistant rather than fall for him. He may not live by the rules common to most people, but he was relieved not to have to play the game, at least not with Emma. She intrigued him. 
 
    However, she trembled as the plane gained altitude and panic seeped into her features. 
 
    He got out of his seat and crossed to the empty chair beside her because it was the right thing to do and Will didn't even need to hear Sydney's voice in his head to urge him. 
 
    "Will, you're not supposed to get up." Emma's voice quaked. 
 
    "Remember, no rules." 
 
    "That doesn't mean you can just walk around the plane when it's—" 
 
    He buckled next to her, to ease her nerves and not because he always wore his own seatbelt. "Look. I'm fine."  
 
    She wasn't. He wasn't sure what to do. He felt tempted to hold her hand and let her know they were safe, but she didn't seem like she'd appreciate that. 
 
    "I'll be fine once we're cruising." Emma took a deep breath. 
 
    "What if I told you I have Santa's best reindeer at the helm?" He chuckled to lighten the mood. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and tears pierced the corners. 
 
    "If I'd known you were afraid of flying, we didn't have to go through with this." 
 
    "I thought we were staying in New York and then it happened so fast. It's not that I'm afraid of flying. It's takeoff and landing." 
 
    Will considered this. Sydney would say there's a metaphor in her comment or was it an analogy? He could never remember the difference. Starting or ending something was usually the most challenging whereas going along on autopilot was easier. Even though he wasn't sure if they were going to last more than the next few hours together he hated the idea of Emma suffering. She was smart so telling her not to be afraid wouldn't be effective. He took a deep breath and said the first and only thing that came to mind. "Look, out the window. Do you see it out there?" He infused his voice with excitement. 
 
    Emma slowly opened her eyes and turned to the small porthole window. Will leaned over her shoulder, inhaling her vanilla scent. "That red blip. Do you see it? I think it's Santa, heading back to the North Pole." 
 
    She gazed out the window. "Do you mean the light on the end of the plane's wing?"  
 
    Nevertheless, he glimpsed the beginning of a smile form on her lips, suggesting he'd eased her fears, at least for the time being. She was quiet though and she continued to tremble beside him. 
 
    Will wasn't sure what else to do so he did something he hadn't done in well over a decade. He sang Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. He fumbled over the words a few times but on the second round, Emma joined him and their voices, though far from perfect, echoed through the cabin on the cloudy Christmas afternoon. 
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    The reality of Emma's situation came at her slowly like water turning to ice. One moment it was liquid and the next it was solid, hard, and impenetrable. She knew going to London meant flying and she knew that taking off and landing paralyzed her with fear. But what really scared her was falling. There was no one there to catch her. No safety net. She was alone. She'd fallen for Everett and knew how that turned out. 
 
    When she'd gone back to the apartment to grab her still-packed suitcases, her sister was out so she'd left a note, promising to call as soon as she landed.  
 
    Landing. 
 
    In London.  
 
    She reviewed the hours that elapsed since she woke up: Penny exposed her ice cream addiction, encouraged her to date twelve guys, and now she was fake-dating one.  
 
    A famous one. A rich one. A hot one.  
 
    An arrogant one.  
 
    A guy who played by his own rules, whose agent was clearly nuts, and who sat across from her humming Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. 
 
    It was sweet of him to try to pull her out of the spiral of anxiety as she visualized falling through the gray sky to her doom. That didn't change the fact that she sort of hated him, what he stood for, and their new situation. However, it did mean money to erase the past so she could finally move on. 
 
    Resolved to go through with it, no matter how absurd, she straightened in her chair.  
 
    She was keenly aware of Will's presence. She couldn't deny or ignore how she felt a little fluttering inside as she had every time she saw her high school crush. Emma frowned when she realized that was the last time she'd experienced that inner lift, the butterflies dancing in her belly, and the surge of fizziness throughout her body when she sensed his eyes on her. 
 
    "What are you thinking?" His voice was smooth with a British accent yet masculine with a hint of a gravelly undertone. 
 
    She realized she'd been staring at him, lost in her thoughts. "I told you no personal questions." 
 
    "You could've been thinking about the stock market, politics, or the inner workings of my watch." He shook his wrist. "Nothing too personal." 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    Just then, a man wearing a modern tunic-style suit appeared from the back of the plane pushing a cart.  
 
    Will twisted in his chair. "Basil, how are you, chap?" 
 
    The man with a trim mustache nodded. 
 
    "We are doing wonderfully now that you're here." Will rubbed his hands together as Basil removed the cloches from the tops of the plates to reveal steaming potatoes, sausages, and peas. 
 
    "I didn't realize anyone else was on the plane with us," Emma stammered. "Thank you," she added as Basil presented the meal. 
 
    "We couldn't miss Christmas dinner. I figured since we'll be arriving in the evening and due to the time difference…" 
 
    "It was very thoughtful." She couldn't imagine how he'd planned this so quickly given the fact he'd learned they had to go to London on short notice. Starved, she started eating, not giving the conveniences money could buy another thought. 
 
    Will lifted his glass of sparkling water. "No wine. Empty calories." He patted the rock solid abs hidden under his shirt by way of explanation. "But I'd like to make a toast. To our alliance." 
 
    Emma lifted her glass. "Is that what we're calling it?" 
 
    "A business agreement? A pact of sorts." 
 
    "Whatever. I just want to get it over with." 
 
    They clinked and sipped. 
 
    Will hesitated before he took a bite of his potatoes like the words hit a nerve. After a few minutes of awkward silence passed he said, "I'm doing this because I have to clean up my image. What's in it for you?" 
 
    "I told you not to ask." 
 
    "How can we pretend to be dating and have a conversation if I can't ask questions?" 
 
    "There's no one watching us here on the plane." 
 
    "But we should practice and get to know each other." 
 
    Emma stuffed a heaping mound of mashed potatoes in her mouth. 
 
    "I'll start singing Christmas carols again," Will teased. 
 
    She already missed her sister and might have enjoyed that, but didn't want to give him the satisfaction. This was a business transaction, as he'd said. Typically, she didn't get chummy and sing during board meetings. 
 
    "On the first day of Christmas, my true love gave to me the cold shoulder and a plate full of peas." He sang and then pointed at her plate. "I see you didn't eat your peas. But you like ice cream and cookies. Good thing there's dessert." 
 
    Basil appeared carrying a tray. On a plate in the center was an assortment of cookies: chocolate chip, gingerbread, peanut butter, sugar…  
 
    Emma's eyes lit up as Basil set them in front of her. They were still warm. She couldn't resist and plucked a chocolate chip cookie from the top and sang the entire Twelve Days of Christmas song true to her and Penny's agreement, changing a few of the lyrics. "On the first day of Christmas, my nemesis gave to me, a chocolate chip cookie…" 
 
    "Nemesis? I thought we were fake dating." He clutched his chest, mock insulted. "A nemesis wouldn't get you cookies from the best bakery in New York City," Will boasted. 
 
    "New York City doesn't have its best bakery yet." 
 
    "Oh, wait. She speaks. What's this you say? I'm intrigued. Tell me more." Will chuckled. 
 
    "My sister, Penny, is the best baker I've ever known and by default, her bakery would be the best. We even conducted a study. She has a baking blog and one summer we tried every single cookie at every single bakery in Manhattan that was worth their dough and reported our findings." Emma took a nibble. The chocolate and butter melted in her mouth. 
 
    "Let me guess, Penny's are better," Will asked. 
 
    Emma nodded. 
 
    "Do you bake too?" 
 
    "We share the recipe." Emma took a sugar cookie. "It was our grandmother's." 
 
    "So your cookies are just as good as Penny's cookies?" 
 
    "I don't aspire to be a baker. I just enjoy baking. She puts her heart and soul into it." 
 
    "So modest. She gets the accolades as best cookie baker. I see. What about these cookies? Are they okay?" 
 
    Emma shrugged and then took another bite as Will sat there cookie-less. "I guess you'll never know because you're some kind of monster who doesn't eat cookies or desserts." 
 
    "Some kind of monster?" 
 
    "It's Christmas." 
 
    "I have a—" 
 
    "A brand to upkeep. I know." 
 
    Will stiffened. "Emmaline, you're mistaken if you resent me for having money. I wasn't born with a silver spoon in my mouth. I've worked for everything I have." He gestured around them. "I certainly wasn't expecting this level of wealth, but it's afforded me opportunities and—" 
 
    "Then you decided to throw it all away for a few nights out partying because—?" She left the question hanging there because she sensed he was just as uncomfortable talking about his personal life. 
 
    Will sighed. "I see. You think I'm a shallow, selfish, snob who plays by his own rules, who can simply hire an assistant, employ her as his wholesome girlfriend, then whisk off to London at the snap of his fingers and—" 
 
    She nodded. "Shallow? Selfish? Snob? Sounds accurate." 
 
    He leaned in and inclined his head. "If that's what you think I'll take it as a personal challenge to prove you wrong. To show you that I'm more than that." His voice was low and his eyes flashed. The words raked across her skin in an intimate way as if he dared her to rise to the occasion and do the same. "If you think I'm shallow, selfish, and a snob then I think you're insecure, afraid, and directionless." 
 
    Emma got to her feet and crossed her arms in front of her chest. "I'm not insecure, afraid, or directionless. I know who I am and where I'm going. To London. With you." She lifted her chin defiantly.  
 
    They faced off, the cookies forgotten between them. Their eyes locked, challenging and intense. 
 
    The plane shuttered from turbulence. Emma shrieked and stumbled. Will caught her in his arms. His gaze held a personal question they'd agreed not to speak. Are you okay?  
 
    The butterflies that previously existed only in Emma's stomach flew to the places on her skin where Will held her: her arms, her back, a spot on her hip. Her heart raced. If they were in a play, she'd have swooned. However, in real life, she was on a plane and it terrified her. He did too. Sort of. She was afraid if she answered any of his questions she'd fall, in an altogether different way. She broke free and returned to her seat, buckling up. 
 
    Will sat back but didn't take his eyes off her. She supposed she could silence his words but not keep the questions from his gaze. Why'd he care anyway?  
 
    The plane leveled out. She stared out the window into the nothingness. When she looked back, to her relief, he'd reclined with his eyes closed. 
 
    Now, at rest and his expression serene, she almost glimpsed another side of the stud the public saw: vulnerability, like he hid something. Then again, he was a model, likely a pro at wearing a mask in any given situation.  
 
    Tingles lingered inside Emma after the contact with Will when they'd hit the bumpy patch high up in the clouds. She tried to shake off the feeling. 
 
    She turned on her phone, pleased to see the plane had Wi-Fi and for a distraction.  
 
    Curious, she searched his name. As Melody suggested, the online news outlets reported his debaucherous nights in the city. She couldn't understand why he'd risk losing everything he'd created for a few lousy parties. Yet she scrolled and scrolled, moving back in time and unable to pull herself away. 
 
    The plane lowered in altitude and Will woke up. "Why are you scowling?" he asked. 
 
    "I'm not." She wasn't about to confess she'd practically been stalking him online. "Why are we going to London?" 
 
    He scrubbed his hand down his face. "Personal matters, actually, and a few business things that would be more easily solved there." His expression was cold, hard. 
 
    "As your assistant, shouldn't I know these details?" 
 
     Will shook his head irritably. "We'll discuss the scope of your role when we arrive." 
 
    But she knew he didn't owe her an explanation because she'd shut the door of inquiry with her no questions rule. 
 
    Maybe she didn't have the money or a personal brand, but there were cookies on the plate next to her and they solved nearly every problem—at least that's what she and Penny believed. Maybe he just needed some sweetness in his life to soften that rock hard exterior. 
 
    "Are you sure you don't want a cookie?" She made a show of savoring a bite. "Mmm. You know, on second thought they're really yummy. Scrumptious. Irresistible." She closed her eyes as she bit into a soft sugar cookie. "You have no idea what you're missing." Her hand hovered over the plate. "Do you suppose you could ask Basil to bring me some milk?" 
 
    Will's eyes held hers with intensity, a hunger, a desire she wasn't sure was entirely for the confections on the table between them. 
 
    "Are you sure I can't tempt you with just one little nibble? It's only a kiss. It's only a cookie." 
 
    He shook his head slowly as though entranced. 
 
    She mock pouted. "Well, then more for me. I guess. But if you change your mind…" 
 
    The set of his jaw suggested he'd need more convincing to give in. If nothing else, she'd get him to eat a cookie. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
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    Will 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was impossible and spunky. He was annoyed and highly amused. She certainly had an effect on him. He felt it when their hands brushed and when he held her during the turbulence: she made his heart race and his thoughts cloud. However, he couldn't afford to lose focus. Not when he was back in London. 
 
    Will's driver, Benson, met them at the airport. They loaded into another SUV and passed the duration of the ride in silence, seated on opposite ends of the long leather seat.  
 
    He had an effect on her as well; he just wasn't sure what kind. He glanced over to her as the streetlight outside illuminated her smooth and rosy cheeks. She had eyes he could get lost in or live in or love. He shook the absurd thought from his head. She clearly didn't like him for reasons he couldn't figure out other than the big one—money. 
 
    He sighed as that familiar fatigue swept over him. If only it took him to sleep at night. He'd struggled with insomnia for months—what had sent him to the clubs when he was in the US. At least there, he wouldn't be alone with his thoughts. Will cleared his throat. "I get the sense you don't like me." The cover of night gave him the courage to speak the words out aloud. "In the modeling world, the energy between two people matters. If they don't have chemistry, the audience can tell." 
 
    She seemed to think about this. "I don't despise you. We're from different worlds." 
 
    Returning to London thrust him back into his old world—one he'd tried to avoid. 
 
    "London is a difficult one for me to be in." Much like the breakup with Veronica, he wanted to keep the visit as quiet as possible. He'd erected walls to protect himself. Then the sadness and feelings of rejection crept into his mind, his bones. But he'd never tell anyone. Never. It was easier to be numb. To build up his business and armor and forget everything. 
 
    He'd made himself perfect in every way, but it still wasn't good enough. 
 
    However, with the new agreement between Emma and him lying low wasn't an option.  
 
    As the SUV exited the motorway, familiar stone and brick buildings lined the sleepy streets, making him feel hollow, alone. 
 
    Her lips turned up ever so slightly and her eyes danced with the glow of London, still lit up for Christmas. 
 
    He was starting to resent Jared for putting him in this situation. "I think we got off on the wrong foot. Or ab…" He meant to make a joke but it fell flat and he knew it was stupid. 
 
    The vehicle stopped in front of an old, familiar, and stately building.  
 
    The rubbish bins were out for collecting and the headlights of the SUV swept over a figure rooting through one. His eyes and eyebrow ring glinted as he scurried off. A light in the upper window indicated things had been prepared for their arrival. Will took a deep breath and stepped into the street. "Home sweet home." But his words lacked meaning and emotion. 
 
    "Toto, I don't think we're in Kansas anymore," Emma said as her eyes grew wide, taking in the ornate architecture of the large building. 
 
    They climbed the stone steps, passing through the columns. Her hand landed on the fleur de lis engravings. 
 
    "My mother was French." It slipped out. 
 
    "I've always wanted to go to France. I thought you said you weren't born with a silver spoon in your mouth." 
 
    "I bought this building with her memory in mind." He'd said too much. 
 
    "Oh. She's not—?" 
 
    He had to stop this before she took it further. Thinking about the loss made him afraid he'd crumble. He had to remain strong. "If you're going to make certain topics off limits, I can too. Let's not go there." His voice was harder than he'd meant because apart from Veronica, being home came with its own baggage. He cleared his throat as they both stepped inside the foyer. "Is that where you're from? Kansas? There was an application for a gym there." 
 
    Bartholomew, the butler, greeted them and took Will's coat. Will bypassed formality and drew the man into a hug. After everything that happened with Veronica, Bartholomew had been loyal and kind. The former he'd expect since Will paid to keep him in service, but the kindness was true. Bartholomew patted Will cordially on the back and then smoothed his coat.  
 
    The butler moved to help Emma out of hers. "I'm fine, um." Bartholomew ignored her protests and eased her sleeves from her arms. "Okay, well, here you go." She passed him her outerwear and he slipped out of the room. Her hair stood straight up from the static again. 
 
    Will smirked. 
 
    Her cheeks blistered and she immediately smoothed it down. "No, I'm not from Kansas. I'm from a small suburb of New York. It's an expression. Like 'there's no place like home.' Wizard of Oz? Dorothy, the Scarecrow, the Lion—?"  
 
    "And the Tin Man. He needed a heart, right?" Will said, eager to think about something familiar and not how irresistibly adorable she was, especially when she got flustered. It was endearing and a relief. A nice change from her irritable mood and a welcome dart to pierce his sullen one. 
 
    Nonetheless, after she looked around at their surroundings, she tossed him a shrewd look, suggesting he needed a heart like the Tin Man. "It's not very festive. No Christmas decorations?" 
 
    His flat might as well have been from the pages of a magazine called Modern Man: the metal and hardwood edition. It was a combination of traditional British style and sleek utilitarian.  
 
    After Veronica finally left he had the entire place redone. It suited him though. Simple, clean. Hard and reflective surfaces. It dawned on him that he'd sculpted his body in much the same way.  
 
    "Bartholomew wasn't expecting me so soon and this is my first time back since the renovations." Gone were the plush sofa, the lacy curtains, and frilly touches Veronica insisted upon. "Looks good, huh?" He ran his hand along the polished surface of a credenza. 
 
    "Do you mean do I like your apartment? It's fine. Not really my style, but hey, it's your place." 
 
    He paused, his attention captured by a small sculpture atop the table. He'd commissioned it back when he and Veronica were still together because she had to have one of Shuman's pieces. No one confirmed it was being made. He went on to explain to Emma that there were only three sculptures made by the reclusive artist per year. He supposed Shuman couldn't refuse his high offer. 
 
    Emma stood in front of the piece and tilted her head. "What is it?" 
 
    "It's by Shuman," Will said as if that was explanation enough. 
 
    "Sherman? Shaman? Shoe Man? Like Tin Man?" she asked. 
 
    "Shuman," Will corrected. He couldn't tell if she was being obtuse or had never heard of the guy. 
 
    She shrugged. "Who's that?" 
 
    "He's a famous sculptor. Everyone knows he's the most sought-after artist of the century." 
 
    "Last I checked I'm part of the collective everyone. I had a science teacher once called Mr. Shellman but he was more into the tangible rather than the abstract." Emma poked the piece of art with her forefinger. "What does he use to sculpt? Playdough? I could do better than that." 
 
    "You could?" 
 
    "Yeah. With cookie dough. It looks like a lumpy eggplant to me." 
 
    All the heartache and stress from being home erupted out of Will in a long peel of laughter. He picked up the sculpture and turned it over in his hands. 
 
    Emma almost smiled. 
 
    When his laughter died away, Will said, "I paid a million dollars for a lumpy eggplant?" 
 
    "Oh, I mean, it's a, um, gourd, like the kind used in Thanksgiving decorations." 
 
    "It's supposed to be the spirit of the ocean." 
 
    Emma shook her head. "I've never seen the spirit of the ocean but I'm quite certain it isn't ugly." 
 
    "You think my lumpy eggplant-ocean spirit is ugly?" Will asked mock offended. 
 
    "I think your lumpy eggplant-ocean spirit could have paid for a small village to eat for a lifetime or fund underserved schools or save the ocean itself. My good friend Clara works at an animal shelter. They can always use extra funds you have lying around. You know, instead of buying ugly cement eggplants. Just saying." 
 
    Will's mouth dropped open. "You don't think I'm generous?" He went on to list the philanthropic organizations he'd donated to in that quarter alone. 
 
    "Okay, you're generous but what are you trying to prove? Certainly that you don't have good taste in art." 
 
    "And you do?" 
 
    "Not particularly." Emma strolled across the room, taking in the décor. "But I'm just the fake girlfriend. It doesn't matter what I think." She paused her tour of the living room in front of a bookshelf. "Although you do have decent taste in books." Emma ran her finger along a few of the spines. 
 
    Will smiled. He had missed his book collection. "Make yourself at home," Will said. 
 
    "My home had a leaky roof, lacked in fine art, and butlers." Emma stopped in front of a painting and pointed. "I feel like I've seen that in a museum somewhere." 
 
    "A butler, singular. Also, it's on loan from the Guggenheim Bilbao. Have you been?" 
 
    "Will, I have no idea what you just said." 
 
    "The museum in Spain." 
 
    "I meant I think I've seen a picture of it in a book." 
 
    "All the same." Maybe they were from different worlds. Surely, he had room in his for her. He didn't grow up with a silver spoon but after the tragedy, Sydney taught him how to eat from one. 
 
    Emma strolled past him, concluding her survey of the space. "Why not hire a professional?" 
 
    "Cleaning service? They come three times a week." 
 
    "No, I meant don't they have people whose job it is to repair careers instead of paying off your new assistant?" 
 
    Will snorted. "Firstly, who's they? My agent? Manager? The celebrity world?" He tossed his phone on a table and it landed with a clatter that echoed through the spacious flat. "Secondly, they'll just as soon be paid off by gossip sites. No, we need to keep this private." 
 
    "I mean there are probably women more qualified than me." 
 
    He didn't know how to say he was glad it was she but would be lying if it hadn't crossed his mind that she might betray him too. "You seem sweet and wholesome. Like you wouldn't know the first thing about selling someone out, breaking the law, or living a decadent lifestyle." 
 
    "No, I suppose not. But why would I sell someone out? That seems unnecessarily mean." 
 
    "You hate me." 
 
    "That's not exactly true," she said slowly. 
 
    "Prove it." 
 
    "It's just better if we keep our distance." 
 
    "When we're not in public." 
 
    "Right." She nodded emphatically. 
 
    "But when we're in public…" 
 
    "Yeah, whatever." 
 
    "I guess that's where we should start. Um, what do you like to do?" 
 
    Emma shrugged. "I told you. Baking—" 
 
    "I mean for fun? Do you even know how to have fun?" He knew he wasn't helping his don't-hate-me case but she was so guarded they'd fail to convince the paparazzi and Nexxiss that they were actually together. 
 
    "Since I don't have a private jet or unlimited funds…Mostly Netflix, um…" She glanced at him. "Probably not the kind of illegal activities and wickedness you're used to." 
 
    He was about to explain the problem with the paparazzi but stopped himself because she was just trying to get under his skin. "I get the sense you don't know how to have a good time whether following the law or against it." 
 
    Her hands flew to her hips. "What makes you think that?" 
 
    "Just a hunch. Name the last fun thing you did." 
 
    If she'd asked him the same thing, he'd lie and mention going to a club. However, until he'd spent time with her, even with the banter and disagreements, his own spirit felt like the lumpy sculpture on the table across the room. Now it felt lighter. 
 
    Emma's eyes narrowed as though offended by the question, which only made the grin on his lips bigger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
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    Emma 
 
      
 
      
 
    Will infuriated her. He was pompous and she wanted to wipe the smirk off his face.  
 
    He repeated his question. "What was the last fun thing you did?" 
 
    She huffed, annoyed. "I ate ice cream and watched a Hallmark Christmas movie." And cried but she left that part out. 
 
    "That's what you call fun? I'm not convinced." 
 
    "It was a romantic comedy. Also, I visited the Museum of Natural History." She and Penny had met her aunt and uncle there while they were visiting but still, it was enjoyable. 
 
    He scrunched up his face. "Sounds like something you’d do with your grandparents." 
 
    Close enough. "I went out for free appetizer hour with some girls from work." It was the same night she'd discovered Everett's dalliances and she'd rather forget all about it. 
 
    "Did you drink cola and eat nachos?" 
 
    "Yes. How'd you know?" Her cheeks heated. He was teasing her. 
 
    “You seem like a cola and nachos kind of girl.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Amusement played in his eyes and he shrugged, stuffing his hands in his pockets. 
 
    It had been a long time since she'd had fun and laughed heartily like Will did when she'd insulted his sculpture. "To answer your question, the last fun thing I did? My life was supposed to be plenty fun. I'd planned a tour of Europe last summer. Paris, Berlin, Rome. But—" Her shoulders dropped. 
 
    "You didn't go." His tone changed, softened. 
 
    She glanced away so he wouldn't see the disappointment in her eyes. "I've been short on funds." She left out how it was to be her honeymoon with Everett. She'd planned every detail, practically living vicariously through online travel sites. 
 
    Emma slouched onto a chair but it was stiff and didn't provide the support she needed. She sprang to her feet and poked her finger into Will's chest, accentuating each word. "You tricked me. No personal questions." His chest was rock hard. 
 
    He gripped her finger, lowering it. A fizzy zing shot from her hand and landed in her belly among the butterflies, and they scattered in all directions. 
 
    Will smirked and shrugged as though equally determined to find out more about her personal life as she was to get him to break his diet and enjoy cookies. 
 
    "All that aside, welcome to my home. I hope you enjoy your stay." 
 
    She harrumphed. 
 
    He beckoned her down the hall. He stopped short and she knocked into him. 
 
    "Sorry," she muttered. 
 
    His hand landed on the side of her face. "You have a faint bruise." 
 
    She gazed at her boots. "It's not from you. I closed my head in the freezer earlier." 
 
    "Not cold enough outside for you?" 
 
    "No, ice cream." 
 
    "Oh, right. The breakfast of champions." 
 
    "Yeah, because I'm really winning at life," she mumbled at the same time he pushed open a dark, wooden door.  
 
    A large, low bed was in the middle of the room. The combination of manly and modern made her want to grab a cozy blanket and curl up with a sweet, warm drink.  
 
    They both stood in the doorway. She could feel the heat radiating from him and had the silly notion to lean into him, to absorb some of it, if only to stoke the coals in her chest. Instead, she turned around to face him. Their eyes met. His glinted in the low light. She wanted to look away but didn't want to seem weak under his gaze. His lips quirked. 
 
    She backed up slowly momentarily unsure of his intentions. "Do all your assistants stay with you?" 
 
    "No, I only require an assistant when in a new city, but I haven't been back to London for a while. This was unexpected and I'm sure I'll need some help getting back to it on my home turf. We'll head over to HQ tomorrow." 
 
    "Wouldn't it make more sense for me to live elsewhere if you want to remake your image?" Emma and Everett hadn't moved in together. She was old fashioned like that. Some of her friends encouraged her to try living with him first to make sure they were compatible. She imagined she would've known about his late nights if they'd given it a shot. 
 
    As if he noticed her sensitivity he said, "We'll be on separate floors. I own the whole building. If this room isn't to your liking, you can have your pick." 
 
    "Oh." She barely concealed her relief and judgment. There he went, flaunting his wealth again. 
 
    He hesitated then said, "I'll be upstairs if you need me." He started down the hall, taking what seemed to be sadness with him. She almost regretted seeing him go.  
 
    She turned back to the well-appointed room. Where were her bags? What about the bathroom? If she got thirsty? Electricity was different in England, right? What else was there she didn't know about this foreign land?  
 
    She supposed she could ask Bartholomew, but Will's last words echoed as his footfalls pattered away… if you need me. 
 
    She didn't want to admit that she might. Part of her wanted to call him back if only to continue their immature arguing because it was better than the emotions that pressed against her when she was alone. Then as if he'd had the same thought, he returned.  
 
    Emma felt her lips lifting into a smile. 
 
    Will clicked off his cell phone and slid it into his pocket. "Actually, I'll be out. Late, likely. See you in the morning." Without a glance over his shoulder, he left.  
 
    In the silence of the building, she was indeed alone. 
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    Thanks to a heavy case of jetlag, Emma slept more soundly than she had in ages. In the morning, she woke slowly, taking in her surroundings. Moments later, Bartholomew knocked gently on the door and announced himself.  
 
    "Come in." 
 
    He drew her curtains open, letting in the pale, early morning London light. He also set a tray with tea and cookies on her bedside. She greeted him, feeling rather fancy yet uncertain about customs. 
 
    "Good morning to you, Miss. You'll find a note from Mr. Wheaton here as well. Should you require anything else, please ring." 
 
    She noticed the bell by the bed. "Okay. Thank you. Where is he?" 
 
    "Mr. Wheaton left for the day." 
 
    "You mean he never came home." She recalled his sudden departure the night before, the reputation Melody warned her about, and the gossip sites she'd stalked while on the plane.  
 
    "No, Miss. He returned and checked to make sure you were settled in." 
 
    Her brow furrowed. Whatever. She supposed she wasn't into his definition of fun anyway. "Well, thank you." 
 
    Bartholomew nodded. After he closed the door, she picked up the note. 
 
      
 
    Good morning, Miss Jones, assistant to yours truly with the rock-hard abs, charming wit, and winning voice. If you need me to sing Rudolph again, I'll be glad to. For your first official day on the job please see to the following: 
 
      
 
    Send a thank you note to Mr. Shuman. Stationary in office. 
 
    Pick up suit from the tailor on Portobello Road. 
 
    Boxing Day shopping: Anna, Stephanie, Brooke, Marie, Allie, and Sylvia. 
 
    Schedule Quinn for eleven on Wednesday. 
 
    Bartholomew will provide you lunch. 
 
    You should have a complete Apex manual in your email. Please review. There will be a quiz. 
 
    Just kidding. 
 
    Meet me at HQ 14:00.  
 
    Enjoy sunny London.  
 
    Not kidding. 
 
      
 
    Yours,  
 
    Will 
 
      
 
    She wrinkled the list in her hand and then smoothed it out. It was sweet of him to calm her in-flight nerves by singing Rudolph. And he was charming. Also his abs… She grumbled, annoyed with herself. 
 
    On the tray was a credit card as well. She'd certainly write Mr. Shuman a message. She had no idea where Portobello Road or HQ was. Who was Quinn? The women listed? His lovers? She'd have to be resourceful.  
 
    She kicked off the covers and instantly shivered. She'd been too tired to find her pajamas and merely slept in her shirt from the day before. She scurried to the bathroom and proceeded to struggle with the old-fashioned faucet. She turned on the tap and the water scalded her. The other one was freezing. She had to get the hot and cold going at the same time to make it warm. 
 
    She stomped the floor, frustrated. 
 
    "William, you can take your eggplant sculpture, the sleek lines and surfaces, your stupid plumbing, and—" She growled and pulled out her phone, ready to take the first flight back to New York. Twenty-nine email notifications caught her eye. Of course, the first one was her credit card bill. The to-do list lay on the counter. She had a job so she could pay off the debt and then some. 
 
    "Fine, I'll stay," she hollered. "But how do I work this thing?" 
 
    Just then, a knock sounded on the door. 
 
    "Miss Jones, if you're decent, I can help." Bartholomew's voice came muffled from the other side of the door. 
 
    "Do you mean for me to say please?" she hollered back. Then she realized he was asking if she was dressed. Her hands flew to her thighs, which were bare. A plush robe hung from a hook beside the door and she quickly covered herself. 
 
    Soon, she was a pro at operating the sink, the shower, and what Bartholomew called the loo.  
 
    While her hair dried, she wandered into Will's office. It was like a movie set, everything untouched. If he'd only just returned to the apartment after the remodel, he probably hadn't even been in there yet.  
 
    She sat behind the desk and bounced in the chair before kicking her feet up. Lowering her voice she said, "Basil, Benson, Bartholomew, do my bidding. Emma, make me laugh. Ha ha ha. World, admire my abs." She half expected the three men in Will's service to appear. When they didn't, Emma slung her hands behind her head and glanced up. A sigh escaped.  
 
    Feeling slightly guilty at making fun of Will, she rummaged through the drawers until she found the stationary and penned a note. It was probably longer, more detailed, and demanding than he'd intended but then he should have done it himself. She licked the envelope and wandered through the flat until she found Bartholomew. 
 
    After giving him the envelope to mail and getting directions to HQ, he helped her into her jacket. "Really, you don't have to. I'm perfectly capable of putting my jacket on." 
 
    "Well, of course, Miss. Then what would I do? Stand here on my hands?" He didn't seem to be joking. 
 
    "Can you do that?" Emma asked, joking. 
 
    He hardly cracked a smile. "Mr. Wheaton can do a handstand. He has many exceptional skills." 
 
    "I'm sure they were on display last night." Emma scoffed. 
 
    Bartholomew opened his mouth to speak and then held back. "I apologize, I'm not sure I get your meaning." 
 
    Emma shook her head as she stepped into the brisk day. 
 
    The butler called, "Be sure to check both ways before crossing." 
 
    She gave a friendly wave and ducked into the nearest entryway and out of view. She typed the directions for the tailor into her phone and figured she could ask someone about Boxing Day and Quinn. 
 
    Emma had only left the United States once before and that was a trip to Mexico for summer break with Penny and a few of their friends. It was just before she'd met Everett at a study group senior year in college. 
 
    She shrugged off the memory as she strolled down the lane, feeling free and invigorated and—Emma shrieked as she jumped onto the sidewalk. A car honked, nearly striking her. She'd forgotten cars drive on the opposite side of the road than the US. 
 
    With her heart pounding in her chest, she continued to Portobello Road. The street was crowded and she overheard people talking about Boxing Day sales, which didn't make sense because as far as she knew the sport of boxing didn't involve discounted items. 
 
    After picking up Will's suit and paying with his card, she asked the tailor, "What's Boxing Day?" 
 
    "Sale day mostly." He went on to explain it was also a day to give to charities, visit family, and continue the celebrations of Christmas.  
 
    She popped in and out of shops and purchased six gift certificates to a quaint bakery. The salesperson wrapped them in small brown paper boxes and wrapped them with string. She also bought a dozen cookies to bring to HQ because it was her first day on her second job or was it her second day on her first job—? Never mind, she told herself. If Will had something else in mind, he should've been more specific. 
 
    Emma returned to the apartment when her sister called. 
 
    "Are you alright? Were you abducted? Do they need ransom money? Is this blackmail?" Penny asked frantically.  
 
    Emma calmed her sister and explained everything that had transpired but didn't give up Will's identity because then her sister would freak out. She had enough of that on her hands, but for different reasons. 
 
    "You say it's a fake relationship but—" 
 
    "Shh. No one can know." 
 
    "Sheesh. Alright." 
 
    They spoke for a few more minutes and Emma described London—the brisk air, the history, the wonderful accents, and her awe at being in a place so different than home. 
 
    "You sound different. I can't put my finger on it." 
 
    "Jet lag, shock at the change in my circumstances, and that I'll finally be able to pay off my debt and move on." 
 
    "No. Wait. I know what it is. You sound fizzy." 
 
    "Fizzy?" 
 
    "Yes, remember when we were in high school when I met Aaron? You said I was fizzy. Then with Caleb and Winston. Emma, you sound fizzy like you met someone. Like you're falling in love." 
 
    "I know what you meant by fizzy and I am far from fizzy. I'm more like frosty. It's cold here." 
 
    "Who is this guy anyway? Or if not him how're your twelve dates of Christmas going?" 
 
    "It's not going and I'm not dating." The truth was she didn't know what she was doing. 
 
    After ten minutes of pleading, Emma finally gave up when Penny threatened not to bake with her anymore. "Will Wheaton." 
 
    The line on the other end was silent. 
 
    "Penny are you there? Did I drop the call?" 
 
    "No, I'm here. I heard you. Are we talking about Will Wheaton of international modeling fame? The one with the devastating accent? The abs? Or someone else with the same name?" 
 
    Emma cleared her throat, glimpsing at what the situation must look like from her sister's perspective. She explained how it was temporary and staged. "If anything, we hate each other." 
 
    "Love, hate. Same thing." 
 
    "Penelope Victoria Jones, love and hate are not the same things." 
 
    "Never mind that. Is he as good looking in real life as he is in print?" 
 
    "Better." She didn't mean for it to slip out. 
 
    "Then you do have a crush on him." Penny accused. 
 
    "No," she said firmly. "I was just being honest. His personality is abysmal. He has a butler and a private jet—." 
 
    Penny screamed and Emma pulled the earpiece away from her head. "And you're complaining why? What's wrong with that? You used to make Clara's brother be our butler when we'd play house." 
 
    The reminder of his tragic death made them both silent for a moment. 
 
    "But this is real life," Emma said. 
 
    "You're doing a brave thing, sis." 
 
    "Working for a billionaire and pretending to be his girlfriend is not what I consider brave." 
 
    "No, getting on with your real life." She was quiet a beat. "So tell me more about Will Wheaton," Penny said. "What does he smell like? Does he floss? Does—?" 
 
    "He's obnoxious." 
 
    "Obnoxiously good looking." 
 
    "He's British, which automatically makes everything he says and does charming which isn't fair." 
 
    "I bet his accent is delicious." 
 
    "He doesn't eat cookies, Penny. It's a travesty." 
 
    "If anyone can change that, you can." 
 
    Emma glanced at the time. "I have to go. Don't tell mom. I miss you." 
 
    "I won't. I miss you too. It's only a month." 
 
    "I hope to see you before that. It's too long." 
 
    "Maybe you will and make sure you have fun." 
 
    "Wish me luck with that. His idea of a good time is vastly different than mine." 
 
    "Oh, I doubt that." 
 
    "Penny, you have no idea." 
 
    "Give it a chance," her sister urged. 
 
    After they hung up, Emma followed Bartholomew's directions to Apex Headquarters. A girl wearing the same tank she'd acquired the day before greeted her. She set the brown paper box of cookies on the desk and said, "Hi. I'm Emma. I'm new. These are for you." 
 
    The girl peered inside and then pushed the box away. "We don’t do that here." 
 
    Emma's forehead wrinkled with confusion. "Don't do what?" she asked. 
 
    "Eat cookies." 
 
    Figured. It was bad enough Will didn't eat cookies. His staff too? She frowned. "Oh. Um, well, they looked really good. Baked fresh today." 
 
    Another girl came over. "Sylvia, we need more towels in the weight room. Ooh. What's in there?" She pointed at the box. 
 
    "Nothing, Anna." With that, Sylvia dropped the box in the trash and cast a sneer in Emma's direction. 
 
    "Hey," Emma started, but the two women started arguing over who had to get the towels. Then they abruptly stopped and glanced over Emma's shoulder into the weight room.  
 
    When she turned and followed their gaze, she realized why. 
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    After visiting Sydney the night before and meetings with specialists all morning, the only thing Will was motivated to do was work out. He lifted and pulled until his muscles screamed, until sweat slicked his skin, and his heart thudded in his chest. 
 
    He felt eyes on him, likely the girls at the desk, staring at the ripped muscles below his belly button and above his hips. He'd heard them call it his "Adonis belt" after the Greek God of mythology and depicted in sculptures. Real sculptures, not like the one Emma pointed out the night before. At the thought of her, a smile, unbidden, crinkled his eyes, breaking his concentration.  
 
    She was not what he expected. 
 
    He grunted, lifted the bar back onto the rack, and put his shirt back on. When he turned, it wasn't only the girls at the desk, but Emma too. He'd instructed her to meet him well after noontime. Had he been working out for nearly two hours? He meant to be showered and dressed before her arrival; they had work to do. 
 
    The headquarters to his health and wellness empire was on the floors above, but the gym was available to all employees and the community. Will crossed the room to the reception area and greeted Emma. 
 
    Sylvia swept in front of her. "Excuse me, Will. She brought cookies, saying she's new. I don't want her to bother you." 
 
    Will's eyes swept from Sylvia's to Emma's. He held back a smirk. "You brought cookies to a gym?" 
 
    Emma pointed to the bin by the desk. "Don't worry, she threw them away." 
 
    "I don't think she'd follow the rules even if she knew them." Will suppressed laughter. 
 
    Emma scowled. 
 
    "We need more towels," he commented. 
 
    "She's the new girl. Why don't you have her get them," Sylvia retorted. 
 
    "She's my personal assistant." 
 
    Sylvia shuffled back but quickly recovered. 
 
    Sweat dripped into Will's eyes and he reached for Emma's scarf. As he used it to wipe his brow, his shirt lifted, revealing a sliver of his famed abs.  
 
    The three women held their collective breath until Emma shook herself free from the trance, snagging her scarf back and storming down the hall. Minutes later, she held a stack of towels. 
 
    He admired her humility and practicality. Seeing her again shot little sparks through him, igniting his muscles anew. 
 
    "Thank you." Will gestured he follow her down the hall to the treadmills. "Thirty minutes of solid cardio and I'm done. Sorry, I lost track of time." 
 
    Emma followed him and waited in the doorway, still outfitted in her cold weather gear. 
 
    "Don't just stand there. Join me." 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    "Come out with me and then you won't feel guilty about eating cookies." 
 
    "I don't have any guilt, actually and unfortunately, I didn't get to eat one of the cookies because your employee threw them away." 
 
    "I'll get you more." 
 
    "That's not the point." 
 
    "I'll make her get you more." 
 
    "I bought gift cards to the same bakery for all the girls on your list, not realizing they keep to the same strict diet as you." 
 
    "I agree. They could stand to live a little. You too, though." 
 
    "Oh, like last night?" 
 
    Will's brow furrowed as the incline on the treadmill increased. "Didn't we agree not to talk about our personal lives? If I told you then you'd be obligated to tell me something about yourself." 
 
    "I have no interest in your personal life." 
 
    "Considering you're part of it, come on, get undressed." 
 
    Emma's head jerked back. 
 
    "Not all the way undressed. Take off your coat. Break a sweat. A couple that works out together stays together." 
 
    "We're not a—" 
 
    Will bounded off the treadmill, picked Emma up, slung her over his shoulder—she was lighter than the weights he'd been lifting earlier—and plopped her on the treadmill next to his. He almost didn't want to set her down. Instead, whisking her off to the private island he'd recently come to own. "Darling, we are a couple." He winked and then unfurled her damp scarf and tossed it aside. He knew he should apologize, but couldn’t resist irritating her. When he popped off her hat, her bobbed hair lifted in all directions.  
 
    She smoothed it into a tiny ponytail. 
 
    Under her coat, she had on an Apex tank and leggings. Perfect. He looked away because she was perfect—not manufactured in a gym like him, but with curves in the right places and strength in others.  
 
    His voice was lower than he expected when he spoke again. "We could race. If you win, you come out with me." 
 
    "If I win?" 
 
    "Um, I'll get you a box of cookies to replace the others." 
 
    She leveled him with her gaze. "You want to race?" She pointed at him. "With me?" She pointed at herself. "On this?" She pointed at the treadmill. At first, he thought she'd say no, but twin flames burned in her eyes. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She stepped onto the machine. He punched a few buttons on the machine to set it up then said, "Go!" 
 
    Emma shook her head and started running. He didn't want to show her up and win, but he had a long stride and ran on the treadmill every day.  
 
    Without a word of protest, she was off and running so he picked up the pace. 
 
    His mind drifted to their arrival and his return to the flat then his visit with Sydney. It was all familiar but also lonely. There was no way to stop the inevitable. Shortly after, a rhythmic beeping announced Emma had completed her circuit. 
 
    Will watched her, admiring how lightly she floated as her arms and legs pumped for the cool down. She'd beat him by a mile. Literally. Her cheeks were pink and she glistened with sweat. 
 
    "Well done, Jones. Is there something I don't know about you?" 
 
    "Many things. Among them being I was a US Junior Olympian, got a scholarship for college running, and was a US Running finalist." 
 
    "Whoa." 
 
    Emma patted him on the shoulder, pulled her hand away because he was sweaty, and then wiped it off on the hem of his shirt. "Any time you want to run, I'm your girl. Oh, and you owe me cookies." 
 
    Will chuckled. "In that case, you can train me." But secretly, he liked the sound of her being his girl. 
 
    "My pleasure." 
 
    Will scratched the side of his face. "Are you being sarcastic? I can't tell." 
 
    "It would be fun to run together." 
 
    "Fun? Did you say fun?" Will opened his hands wide and then clapped. 
 
    While they waited for the elevator to go to the office, Emma said, "This is taking too long. Race you." At that, she took off running up the stairs. 
 
    "It's nineteen more flights," he called after her. 
 
    By the time he reached the top floor, his heart thundered and his legs wobbled. 
 
    Around a deep breath, Emma said, "I won. Again." 
 
    "What's your prize?" 
 
    "Do a handstand. Bartholomew said you could." 
 
    "Now?" 
 
    "Now." 
 
    Will hinged forward, caught his hands on the tile, and kicked up. Then, still on his hands, he walked toward her. 
 
    Realizing he wasn't going to stop, she backed away. He continued, chasing her around the office on his hands. She shrieked a few times and he caught the threads of what might have been laughter before he lowered onto his feet. 
 
    He crossed the room and said, "Maybe I can't catch you on my hands, but—" He swiped to grab her again, as he did when he'd hauled her onto the treadmill, but she leaped out of the way. 
 
    "It's only four. Don't we have work to do?" 
 
    "Right, work." Will wiped his forehead again. He was perplexed. She wouldn't give in and flirt with him.  
 
    He shuffled a few papers, unable to concentrate. "We should, uh—" He glanced up. 
 
    Emma already leafed through files and acquainted herself with his office. She was all business to the point where she didn't let herself have fun. He wanted to remedy that.  
 
    Several hours passed during which Emma asked countless questions about the business. The sun had long since set and a silver moon hung in the sky. Will clicked on another lamp, bathing her in soft, buttery light. 
 
    She gasped. "Will, I found a problem in your financial portfolio." Her voice was grave. 
 
    "Problem? Apex is a well-oiled machine. There isn't an issue in the financial—" 
 
    "There isn’t a line item for cookies. You need to remedy that as soon as possible." 
 
    Will laughed. "You're suggesting a cookie budget?" 
 
    "It's been proven to improve company morale, productivity—" 
 
    "So you do have a sense of humor." He smiled. 
 
    "This is no laughing matter, but what I do have is an appetite. I'm starving and you owe me cookies." 
 
    "Bartholomew will have something for us." 
 
    "Will it be part of your diet plan?" She made a gagging face. "You know, you might make the protein drink more palatable by mixing them with common coffee shop beverages." 
 
    "Like people can add a scoop to their double espresso, triple vanilla, macchiato, cappuccino, sugar-filled drink?" 
 
    "Something like that." 
 
    Back at Will's place, after they finished their grilled chicken and vegetables, his phone beeped. He glanced at the message and sighed. Word already had spread he was back in town. Old friends wanted to meet with him. Some at a club, others at a pub. Being in the flat, too many memories tugged at him. He wanted out. "Time to get dressed." 
 
    Emma set her fork down. "It's been a long day. I was thinking—" 
 
    "You were thinking of eating ice cream and watching a romantic comedy? No. It's Boxing Day. We're going to have fun." 
 
    "I thought it was a time to be generous and spend with family." 
 
    "Yes, we'll celebrate. In a way. Go on; get ready. You'll love it." 
 
    Emma dragged her feet and an hour later appeared wearing a pair of slim jeans and a sweater. Not exactly what he had in mind, but she'd even be cute wrapped up in a bow. 
 
    Benson, his driver, brought them to part of town known for its clubs. A line wound around the corner even in the cold weather. 
 
    Emma shook her head. "Please don't do anything crazy. I'm not your babysitter." 
 
    Will helped her out of the SUV. "Nothing crazy, just a fun time." 
 
    They bypassed the bouncers at the door and a crowd instantly surrounded Will, glad to see him back in town. He introduced her to Rexy, his trainer. They chatted for a moment before someone else pulled him in another direction. 
 
    "Keep the merch fresh," Rexy called. 
 
    "The merch?" Emma asked over the pumping music. 
 
    Will gestured to his chest and abdominals. 
 
    "Don't you sometimes want to eat fries, chips, burgers, and milkshakes—?" But whatever else she said was lost when a bunch of people swarmed him. He tried to remain next to Emma, but with the loud music and everyone shouting and crowding he soon lost track of her. 
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    Emma plotted ways she was going to exact revenge on Will for bringing her to the club with its throbbing music and flashing lights. It was her idea of a bad dream. She'd rather live on his protein shakes, spend the entire day with Sylvia, or never eat a cookie again. She stopped herself. That was going a little too far. 
 
    Emma swept the room but didn’t spot her boss slash fake boyfriend. They hadn't outlined the parameters of her role, and given the numerous women who greeted him with lingering hugs and European kisses, she wasn't sure what she should do if she found him in a compromising situation.  
 
    She sighed, feeling irritable and tired. As she neared the bar, her foot was stepped on three times; she was mistaken for someone named Alicia twice, and a woman with bright red hair nearly poked her in the eye while dancing. Emma elbowed her way between two men and flagged the bartender. All she wanted was a glass of water. 
 
    One of the guys, with slicked back hair, looked her up and down. He squinted and pooched his lips as though trying to seduce her. 
 
    Emma shifted, uncomfortable under his gaze. She waved at the bartender, eager for a water and an exit strategy. 
 
    The guy leaned into her ear. He smelled of alcohol but had a pit in his chin like Everett. "I'm a professional photographer and can definitely picture us together." 
 
    Emma gave a slight shake of her head and twisted in the narrow space to face the other guy. He wore a button-down shirt and had the respectable look of a professional who somehow found himself at that forsaken place against his will much as she had but his eyes were glassy and slightly unfocused. 
 
    The bartender busied himself with a blond woman at the other end. 
 
    She felt the eyes of the guy in the button-down still on her but ignored him. 
 
    Five minutes passed and she was so thirsty she was ready to scream to get the bartender's attention. Someone tapped her shoulder. 
 
    One of the guys leaned in. "You look like my next girlfriend." 
 
    "Your what?" She wasn't sure if she'd heard him correctly. She'd never seen him before so he certainly didn't mean his ex. The thought of her own ex entered her mind again. She imagined him in a club, racking up a credit card tab on drinks and the company of women. She cringed. 
 
    She started to wrench her arm away but he tightened his grip.  
 
    "Let go," she said. 
 
    Someone tapped her on the shoulder. He had dark, curly hair cropped short. Just like Everett. "I seemed to have lost my phone number. Can I have yours?" 
 
    Emma opened her mouth to tell all of them to back off. But the bar was at her back and the three smarmy guys surrounded her on three sides—each reminding her of Everett in their own ways. She moved to shove past them, not caring about being rude, but the one in the button-down gripped her arm. 
 
    "Let go of me." 
 
    A tall, athletic man shouldered his way forward. "Is there a problem?" His tone held less of a question and more of a threat. "She told you to let go and unless you want my hands on you, I suggest you listen." He stepped closer, his figure imposing. 
 
    The guy's hand vanished to his side. "Sorry, mate." 
 
    Emma raised her eyebrows and slipped past them. "Thank you," she said to the guy. "Are you from the US?" He didn't have a British accent. 
 
    "New York." 
 
    Emma lit up. "Me too." 
 
    "There you are," Will appeared, his face set like stone, and then he did a double take. "Matteo?"  
 
    The two men embraced. 
 
    "I thought you were trying to hit on her." 
 
    Matteo shook his head. "They were though." He pointed toward the bar but only one of the three men remained. 
 
    "They used the worst pick-up lines I've ever heard." Emma wanted to take a shower to wash off the slimy feeling. 
 
    "Where are my manners? Emma meet Matteo. She's from New York," Will said, introducing them. 
 
    "I know," Matteo said. He was handsome with dark hair and eyes. Tattoos peeked out from his shirtsleeve. "I'm headed there tomorrow." 
 
    "I just got back. Missed you at Everly's Christmas party." 
 
    "I've been here for three months. Where've you been anyway?" Matteo asked. 
 
    "Around." Will stuffed his hands in his pockets. 
 
    "Avoiding—" Matteo laughed darkly. 
 
    Will seemed to remember something and gripped his friend's shoulder. "I'm sorry about your father." 
 
    "Don't be. Regretfully, I have to go pay my respects. I should get going. A few people invited me here tonight as a farewell but it's not my scene." 
 
    "What? We used to club all the time—" 
 
    Emma crossed her arms in front of her chest, ready to leave. 
 
    Matteo clapped Will on the shoulder. "I think your date would prefer a different kind of setting as well." He winked at Emma and disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    "Matteo was right. I'm ready to leave too," she shouted over the music. 
 
    "I haven't introduced you to anyone." 
 
    "I don't think there's anyone else here that I'd like to meet." 
 
    "Don't you want to dance?" Will said, reaching for her. 
 
    She stepped back.  
 
    A gust of cold air blew from the front of the building indicating the exit.  
 
    "I want to go home." As Emma glided through the crowd toward the awaiting fresh air and freedom, several flashes snapped in their direction as if taking photos. She picked up her pace. She couldn't be sure if they were taking pictures of her or just wild and reckless. 
 
    Will called after her, trying to convince her to stay. As she exited, someone whistled at her. She grunted and her breath clouded. The catcalls continued as she scanned the street for a taxi. 
 
    Will appeared at her side. The space between his eyebrows pinched. "You shouldn't be out here by yourself." 
 
    "I'm better off than in there." She rubbed her hands together to warm them, having left her mittens behind. "Why'd you take me to a place like this?" she hissed. 
 
    Will's shoulders sagged. "I'm sorry. It's what I used to do to network. Apex has a certain clientele. You must've seen at least three actresses in there and—" 
 
    "I cannot picture any of those people breaking a sweat on a treadmill," she said pointedly. 
 
    He shrugged. "No, but celebrities and models draw in the people who want to be associated with them. It's how the industry works." 
 
    Her teeth chattered. 
 
    A black SUV pulled to the curb.  
 
    "That was quick." Emma bounced on her toes to keep warm. 
 
    Will slid into the seat beside her and at the same moment, his phone lit up with a call. The name Jared flashed across the screen. Will reluctantly tapped the button to answer.  
 
    Emma could hear Jared's nasally voice on the other end as he said, "If you don't get your career on track you're going to lose some big opportunities." 
 
    "It's my first night back, I just wanted to say hello to old friends." 
 
    "Ever heard of a cell phone? Oh, wait. You're on one right now. If you don't stop indulging the fame machine, you're going to lose yourself." 
 
    Will grimaced. 
 
    "You don't bring the girl you're using to clean up your image out to the clubs. You bring her on a date." 
 
    Will bristled. "This is your plan. Not mine." He leaned against the window and muffled whatever else Jared said.  
 
    Something sunk inside her as the words the girl you're using echoed in her ears, louder than the music from the club. The comment made her feel awful. She told herself it was just a job. Honest work. Sort of. Assistant by day and fake girlfriend by night. 
 
    But at what cost? She certainly wasn't going to another club. That wasn't her scene. If Will thought her idea of fun was boring, so be it. 
 
    "Fine. Whatever, Jared." Will's voice brought her out of her thoughts. At that, he hung up, looking guilty and as if he'd gotten an actual scolding. 
 
    Minutes passed as Benson hit multiple stoplights. The only sound in the vehicle was the tires on the damp cement.  
 
    But Emma caught Will giving her a sidelong glance. She felt a pulse under her skin that wasn't there when the other guys looked at her. But he wasn't like most other guys and that was something she didn't want to risk thinking about. 
 
    Silence wedged itself between them and neither Will nor Emma said a word the whole ride home. 
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    The next morning, Will stopped in to check on Sydney before heading over to Apex HQ. He sat there a long time, eventually telling the old man about the girl he'd met. If Sydney were conscious, he'd probably tell Will things he didn't want to hear: things like settling down and not bringing nice girls like her to clubs. 
 
    There'd been no change in the prognosis and the visit left Will feeling helpless hopeless. His dearest friend, mentor, and father figure was dying and despite all the money he threw at doctors, he couldn't stop it from happening. Outside, cold rain dropped from the sky as Will dashed from the car to the office building. Inside, his gaze landed immediately on Emma. She was wearing an Apex tank and eating a cookie at the front desk. He fought against the craving.  
 
    "Good morning. A steady diet of cookies for breakfast, I see." 
 
    "I'll eat them even if you don't." 
 
    Brooke, one of his employees, eyed the box.  
 
    "Were you the teacher's pet?" Will asked Emma as he removed his coat. "Moved on from apples and onto cookies?"  
 
    "I'm not trying to win anyone's approval or suck up, Will." Emma crossed her arms in front of her chest.  
 
    "She's trying to fatten us," Sylvia said with disgust.  
 
    "No, but you could certainly use a little sugar," she shot back.  
 
    Will peered into the box.  
 
    Emma slammed it shut. "Employees only."  
 
    Will's head jerked back. "What?" His lips quirked. "Technically this is my corporation so I am an employee." 
 
    "You really want one of my cookies? I thought you didn't eat cookies or talk to me." 
 
    "I told you good morning."  
 
    Sylvia, Brooke, and the others looked on with keen interest.  
 
    "And I didn't say I'd never ever eat a cookie."  
 
    Everyone's eyes lifted to the photo print on the wall emblazoned with his rock-hard abs.  
 
    "But you want one now?"  
 
    He smirked. "I really, really do." He wanted to get things back on track with her and there was no way anyone would believe they were an item if they were arguing in public. Plus the cookies smelled good. She looked good. 
 
    "You can't have one." Will shifted to swipe the box but Emma stepped in front of it.  
 
    The phone rang. "Will, Quinn is ready for you upstairs," Sylvia said.  
 
    "I'll be right up," he replied. He turned back to Emma. "I'll get my hands on those cookies if it's the last thing I do." 
 
      
 
    Emma lifted her chin. "If that's the case, it seems to me like I'm the girl you're using for cookies."  
 
    It was a cheap shot but it still stung. He opened his mouth to reply but didn't want to bring his personal matters into the office. He'd made that mistake with Veronica and vowed never again. Plus, Quinn was waiting and he really needed a massage. 
 
    Without a word, throwing him and Emma back into silence, he went to his appointment. 
 
    While the masseuse attempted to work out all the kinks and tension in his muscles, he couldn't stop thinking about Emma. She was different than other women, which meant if things were going to work between them in their pretend relationship—or even in real life—he needed to act differently but he wasn't sure how. 
 
    He was restless and frustrated. He knew it was stupid to party as a way to cope with the past and a particularly difficult situation in the present—one he tried very hard not to think about.  
 
    Jared was right about him needing to clean up his image. His time in the US had been fun, but he couldn't go on like that. It was never as bad as it looked on film.  
 
    However, Jared was wrong about one thing. He'd said the girl you're using. Emma was more than that. Even if their relationship was fake, he wanted them to be friends or at least tolerate each other, especially since they had to work together. She'd heard the comment. He certainly didn't want her to feel used. He wasn't sure how to fix it because he got the sense a simple apology on his agent's behalf wasn't going to cut it. 
 
    The door opened, illuminating the dim space. 
 
    "We have to talk." Emma's voice was demanding, on edge. "Apparently, we have a date tonight. I just got a message from Jared." She spoke his name with disdain. "How is this going to work?" 
 
    Will lifted his head from the table. "I was just wondering the same thing." 
 
    Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes tightened. 
 
    He didn't want to have this conversation in front of Quinn so he carefully sat up, put on a robe, and excused the masseuse. "I'm sorry about last night. It was stupid and a mistake. Tonight will be better, I promise." 
 
    "How do you know? You didn't plan it." 
 
    "Jared did, it'll be great." He hoped. 
 
    "This whole thing was also his idea and see how well that's working out." 
 
    Will wanted to calm her down. Sure, things were rocky but he could fix it. He just had to work a little harder and try a little more. He gripped her shoulders and nudged his head so she'd look at him. He blinked, lost in her eyes for a moment. 
 
    Her lips parted but no sound came out. 
 
    He wondered if she felt this connection. It was as if they were physically attracted to each other but something blocked them from getting along. "Meet me tonight. I'll make everything up to you." 
 
    After Will talked to Jared and modified the plan slightly, he attended a full afternoon of meetings that bled into the evening. He was restless, eager to meet Emma and bring her to Le Petit Bisou, one of the premier restaurants in the world. Jared arranged a car for each other them because he was held late at the office.  
 
    He worried she'd bail out, not wanting to meet him. Surely, she'd see it wasn’t a loud club and the clientele was refined and respectable—not the sort to use cheesy pick-up lines on her. He wore the suit she'd picked up from the tailor and flashed a smile in the mirror before leaving. Numerous calls demanded his attention on the ride over. Sometimes he wanted to leave his phone behind but was tethered to it, his business, and career. 
 
    The driver left him off at the airstrip where he found Emma waiting outside the plane. 
 
    "William, where are we going?" Something other than excitement laced her voice. 
 
    "It's a surprise and the flight will only take an hour. That's like getting across town in traffic during rush hour." 
 
    She huffed. "I don't like flying." 
 
    Despite her obvious irritation, she looked slightly windswept and gorgeous in a designer dress that shone like sapphires. Her hair was down and smooth, curving just below her jawline and leaving his eyes to roam over her delicate neck. He swallowed hard. 
 
    "Can we try this? Please," he asked. "All the arrangements have been made, and I'm certain you'll love the destination." 
 
    He extended his hand to kiss hers in an old-fashioned but romantic gesture. Then, placing his hand on her low back, he guided her onto the plane. "How are you this evening?" he asked. 
 
    "I was well until I found out we're flying. You?" 
 
    "Dashing." 
 
    After exactly one hour of her punishing him with silence—he'd tried to start up numerous conversations—they landed. 
 
    "Bienvenue." 
 
    "Wait. Are we in France?" 
 
    Will nodded. "Yes, Paris actually. On our way to my favorite restaurant. I think you'll enjoy it." He recalled she'd mentioned planning a trip there. 
 
    A car met them and ten minutes later, they settled at a table for two, strategically in view of anyone else at the establishment. 
 
    Will's phone beeped with a message from Jared. He grunted with irritation. 
 
    They exchanged small talk and then the waiter presented the menu items. After placing their order, Will fidgeted with his utensils. Emma smoothed her napkin on her lap several times. He didn't know what to say since she'd boycotted personal questions. 
 
    "I don't know how to thank you for this lovely gown. I spent time at a dress shop with Jared's assistant, Bridget. It was quite the experience. She kind of threw this outfit at me, assuring me it was perfect." 
 
    "I have to agree." 
 
    Emma looked down at her gown. "I've never worn anything like it before. Thankfully, it fit because she was gone as quickly as she'd appeared. Like a clothing Mary Poppins or something." 
 
    "Was the experience good, bad, somewhere in between?" 
 
    She nodded. "It was lovely, actually. Bridget was so nice. I don't know how she tolerates Jared though." 
 
    Will chuckled. "She has thick skin." His phone beeped again. "Speak of the devil. I think he's watching us." 
 
    "What?" Confusion rippled across her face. "We're in another country." 
 
    "Jared sent me a scripted plan for our courtship. According to him, it seems we're getting off to a slow start. And because I'm not following it to the letter, he sent a reminder." 
 
    "Our courtship?" Emma asked. "Sounds rather formal." 
 
    "Sounds rather ridiculous." Will didn't know why he'd agreed to this. Not because he didn't like Emma but because he wanted a real life and not the glossy or false version for the cameras. 
 
    "Sounds like something out of Pride and Prejudice." 
 
    "Am I Mr. Darcy?" Will smiled wryly. 
 
    Emma scoffed. 
 
    "What? I'd make a terrific Mr. Darcy." 
 
    She nodded. "Exactly." 
 
    The waiter brought them course after course, served on fine china, which kept them busy enough, but still semi-shrouded in that awkward, nearly impenetrable silence. 
 
    "This is so lavish," Emma said after taking a sip of tea to conclude the meal. 
 
    "You fit in perfectly. I think the billionaire lifestyle looks good on you," Will said, leaning back in his chair. 
 
    Emma rubbed her sleeve. "It's itchy." 
 
    "You look the part." 
 
    "But I'm not the part. I'm a girl from a small town. I bake. I read. I have a degree in computer science. Up until the other day, I didn’t have a job. Sure, I can be your assistant, but the late-night parties and fancy meals aren't really my style or at least they're not like this. Fake and staged, or whatever." 
 
    He nodded in agreement. 
 
    "So far, I think we've proven how very different we are." 
 
    "Maybe it's in our differences we'll find common ground." 
 
    "We hardly know each other." 
 
    "I'd like to get to know you." His fingertips were a thread's distance from hers on the table. 
 
    She tucked her hands in her lap. "So you can use me to clean up your image." 
 
    Will straightened. "I'm sorry Jared said that." 
 
    "You don't have to apologize for him. You may not have said it but you were thinking it too." 
 
    "I wasn't." His was voice was firm, true. He met Emma's gaze with an intensity that even took him by surprise. "Jared has his own ideas and we certainly don't share them." He paused, gathering courage because he'd never spoken so openly before. "If circumstances were different I might have asked you to dinner anyway." 
 
    "I'm not like the girls from the clubs." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "I'm not like the girls you usually date." 
 
    Will took a long drink of water. "Tell me more about girls I don’t usually date." 
 
    "I told you no personal questions." 
 
    "Right. Well, since we are on a date, real or fake, what would a girl that I usually don't date talk about?" 
 
    Emma sighed. "I don't know. This is make-believe. Made up. Fake." 
 
    Will couldn't hide his disappointment but he didn't build an international corporation by giving up. "Think back to the last person you dated. What did you talk about?" 
 
    Apparently, this was what he shouldn't have said. 
 
    "We should go." Emma stood. "Thank you for dinner." 
 
    Will followed her toward the front of the restaurant calling after her, "Wrong question. Sorry. Terrible idea. Um, okay." He pulled out his phone and searched first date questions. He scanned an article while they waited for their coats. "Where would you next like to vacation? What's the best present you've ever received?"  
 
    She ignored him. 
 
    "Do you keep me talking because you like the sound of my voice or don't want to talk about yourself?" 
 
    "Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner." 
 
    "I'm going to pretend you weren't being sarcastic." Will carried on as they stepped outside. For a moment her expression streaked with something like awe at the wintry Parisian street, but then several cameras flashed, temporarily blinding them both. Of course, the paparazzi showed up. 
 
    His phone beeped. Will sighed. "Emma," he called.  
 
    She paused on the sidewalk, her eyes blinking into focus. He pulled her close. She smelled sweet like vanilla and slightly zesty, like a perfume with citrus. He whispered, "Jared wants us to hug." 
 
    He felt her stiffen but she leaned into him nonetheless. As he pulled her closer, he wished things were different between them. He wanted to be normal. Modeling put him on the map. His money kept him there. For once, he wanted something else. 
 
    The photographers volleyed questions, but he ignored them, having already given them exactly what they wanted—new gossip for the rumor mill. He knew they'd splash the photo all over the online tabloids. He hurried to help Emma into the car. 
 
    He slammed the door. "Sorry about that." He turned back to the questions on his phone, but before he could ask another, her phone chimed. 
 
    She answered it. "Hi, Mom."  
 
    A tinny voice shot out from the other end.  
 
    Emma turned away from him in the seat. 
 
    Will tried not to listen but couldn't help overhearing. Her mother blasted her for leaving the US. "What about trying to fix things with Everett? You can't just let a man like him go." 
 
    Will read another article about first dates, still trying to ignore the mostly one-sided conversation happening between Emma and her mother. 
 
    The tinny voice continued, blaming Emma for her problems, something about a wedding, and then said, "It's your fault he strayed."  
 
    Emma hung up. 
 
    Will opened his mouth to say something comforting but Emma said, "That's why I don't want you to ask personal questions." Tears welled in her eyes as they got back on the plane. She was quiet the entire flight back to London. But all he wanted was to hear the sound of her voice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
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    Emma 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emma couldn't face Will the next morning. She'd hardly slept as the conversation with her mother played repeatedly in her mind. During the long hours, she thought about why she didn't want him to know her business: it came down to him, a strong man, knowing she was weak and that meant she could be broken again. 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. There were errands to run for Will but she also needed to clear her head and get some fresh air. 
 
    The night before he'd taken her on a date to Paris. Paris! Ordinarily, wonder, gratitude, and awe would've filled her mind and her heart—it was so romantic. But the circumstances weighed heavily on her because she couldn't shake her own feelings of failure, her fears, and comparing the situation to Everett's betrayal. 
 
    As shops opened their doors for the day, she wondered what she'd be doing if she were still back in New York. She called her sister, missing her terribly, and left a message when she didn't answer. 
 
    Emma crossed the street into a park. The trees were bare and the clouds heavy with rain or snow. She realized she hadn't seen the sun in all the days she'd been in London. It was dreary and bleak just like she felt. 
 
    Lost in thought she nearly tripped when a large golden retriever crossed in front of her. 
 
    She bent over, giving him a pat on the head. 
 
    "Sorry about that," a cheerful voice called. "He's friendly." 
 
    Emma smiled at a woman in a red coat. She held the leashes of seven dogs. "Toby likes everyone he encounters to give his head a good scratch," she said. "But he's fourteen so I say he's earned it." 
 
    "He's a lucky boy," Emma said as the rest of the dogs circled her. 
 
    "I'm Charlotte." She spoke with a British accent and her eyes were bright, blue, and kind.  
 
    Emma introduced herself.  
 
    "I can't have pets in my flat so I walk dogs and pet sit. It's my side job. My daughter loves them so that's another perk." 
 
    "I can't have dogs in my apartment either. Well, back in New York." 
 
    "Are you on vacation or here for business?" 
 
    "It's an extended arrangement. Complicated." Emma waved the question off. "One of my best friends volunteers at a dog rescue. On Christmas Eve she—" 
 
    "Wait, it's not the woman from Angel Ears who had L Ryder sing to raise money?" 
 
    "Yeah, that's her. Clara Covington." 
 
    "What a heartwarming story. My daughter and I saw it online. She sent them the Christmas money she received from her granny." 
 
    "So sweet. I'll make sure to tell Clara next time we talk." 
 
    "That would be lovely." 
 
    One of the dogs barked at a pigeon. 
 
    "I best be going. If you'd like to meet for tea—" Charlotte passed Emma her card. Paws to Play Animal Care.  
 
    She waved as they continued on their walk. Still standing under the bare trees, Emma reflected on the suddenness of her new position, the agreement, adapting to life in a foreign city, the arguments with Will, and the call from her mother—blaming her for everything that went wrong. She paid for it then, she paid for it now, and she paid for it with credit card debt. But it all led her to the present moment, and the little bit of kindness from the woman with the dogs drew a contented sigh from Emma's chest. She relaxed for the first time in months and resolved to clear the air with Will. 
 
    On her way to HQ, a man wearing black crossed the street at the same time as her and otherwise trailed a few paces behind. She felt unsettled and worried it was a paparazzo. A window display caught her eye and reflected his image reflected before he continued past. He wore a black hat and an eyebrow ring glinted as he cut his eyes away from her. 
 
    Will had meetings all day so Emma kept busy with tasks at the office. She waited to catch him at the end of the day but Sylvia informed her he wouldn't be returning to HQ. Back at the apartment, she practiced her apology in the mirror, mustering up the courage to tell him she was sorry for ruining dinner but things were complicated in her life—more so now that he'd entered the picture. He didn't return home. It was well after midnight when she finally gave up and went to bed. 
 
    Despite the cushioned mattress, the soft sheets, and warm blanket, she couldn't get comfortable. She tossed and turned as the clock on the night table tormented her, ticking slowly, hour after hour. Meanwhile, scenes from the days with Will played in her mind. She felt bad about the way she'd acted and how things weren't working out. She needed the money, but maybe a friend too. They could try that. Right? 
 
    She decided to write him a note and leave it for him to read in the morning. He had stationary in his home office so she padded out of her room. A light was on in the living room, leading her forward so she didn't stub her toe or knock into a rare antique or costly piece of furniture. 
 
    Under the lamp, Will sat in a chair with his head resting in one hand, reading. 
 
    She paused, feeling foolish in her long-sleeved sleep shirt and pink fuzzy slippers her sister had given her for Christmas one year. 
 
    "Oh, hi," he said, glancing up from the book before she could dash back down the hallway. 
 
    "Couldn't sleep. Um—"  
 
    He wore reading glasses. She gripped her hands, not sure where to look. Granted, she was the one in her pajamas, but Will wearing reading glasses was undeniably cute and distracting. 
 
    He smirked as though sensing as much. "Long day?" 
 
    She shrugged. "What are you reading?" 
 
    He ran his hand down the spine. "Pride and Prejudice." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Really." His voice was low and floated to her like fog. 
 
    She sat down on the sofa opposite him and pressed her hands together. "I, um, want to thank you and to apologize." 
 
    He closed the book. "I'm intrigued." 
 
    "Thank you for trying to make our date work. Under ordinary circumstances it would have been wonderful, any girl's dream to get dressed up and meet you for dinner. And go to Paris." 
 
    "But you're not an ordinary girl." 
 
    "Yes and no. I just didn't think our plan through. It's hard to fake it when—" She stopped herself from saying more. This was a business transaction after all. Emma didn't need complications and distractions. She had to pay off debt and move on. "You were the perfect gentleman, and I apologize for ruining it." 
 
    "Well, thank you, but you didn't ruin anything." 
 
    "Not according to my mother." 
 
    "About that—" 
 
    Emma held up her hands. "I don't want to talk about it." Shame blistered her cheeks. 
 
    "If you change your mind, I can be a good listener." 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    "I'd also like to make an apology." 
 
    "If it's about Jared—" she started. 
 
    "That and for taking you to the club and for generally being a prat." 
 
    "A what?" 
 
    "A jerk. An idiot." He bit his lip. 
 
    "Apology accepted."  
 
    They were both quiet for a moment. 
 
    Emma peeked up at him from under her bangs. "Now what?"  
 
    Will met her gaze. Something rippled between them, sending a fissure in the walls they'd both erected.  
 
    He got to his feet and crossed the room in a few short strides. He took her hand in his, sending tingles across her skin, and lifted her to her feet. They were toe to toe and she looked up, meeting his eyes once more. He took off his glasses, leaned in, and then enveloped her in his arms. 
 
    He held her and hugged her and warmed her. She melted into him, feeling the muscles he'd worked so hard to achieve. He tightened his hold, pulling her closer. He smelled clean like soap and spicy like aftershave. Her head rested against his chest and his heart thudded. She closed her eyes for one delightful moment. 
 
    Unlike the hug in front of the restaurant, this one wasn't for the cameras. Perhaps, this was the first thing they'd shared that was real. She wanted to stay there forever.  
 
    Will sighed as if he too needed a hug. "That was to make up for the lousy hug in front of the cameras last night. After that conversation with your mother, you seemed like you really needed one." 
 
    Emma nodded, glad to see this deeper, more meaningful side of Will. 
 
    "I was busy at the office all day yesterday and we never did talk about the terms of our agreement." 
 
    "What are the parameters of my roles? Who? What? When? Where? Assistant? Fake girlfriend?" 
 
    "Friend? Maybe we can start there." 
 
    She nodded. That, she could probably deal with.  
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    The next morning, Will shuffled into the kitchen, looking ruffled and kinda cute in a sleepy way. The birds chirped outside as the new day dawned. Or almost afternoon since he'd slept in. 
 
    "What's on your agenda for the day?" she asked. 
 
    "More meetings. Tiresome really. It's funny, I have no trouble snoozing while a marketer presents their plan for our next product launch but put me in bed and I'm wide awake." 
 
    "I know the feeling—the not sleeping part." 
 
    "You have insomnia too?" 
 
    Emma nodded. "But some of my best ideas come to me in the wee hours. Since we're trying to rebuild your image into something wholesome, how about I bring you out tonight." 
 
    "Were you thinking about me while lying in bed?" His voice was low, teasing. 
 
    Her cheeks heated at the suggestion. 
 
    Will grinned. "Are you asking me on a date, Emmaline?" 
 
    "No, I'm taking myself on a date and fulfilling the terms of the agreement with something sweeter, cuter, and more casual than the other night." 
 
    "It wasn't terrible was it?" He gripped his chest as though insulted. 
 
    "I liked my dress even though it was itchy and I loved Paris, even though our time there was brief." 
 
    "You looked beautiful." 
 
    The compliment floated between them as though waiting for Emma to reach out and grab it. She didn't say anything but liked the idea that he thought she'd looked beautiful. Everett had never said as much. Then again she hadn't worn a six-thousand dollar dress in his presence. 
 
    "What should I wear? Speaking of dressing. I have a meeting at the office in a bit…a big, important meeting. I should get ready and so should you. I could use someone to poke me every ten minutes to make sure I keep my eyes open." Will chuckled but the circles under his eyes were dark, and she didn't get the sense he was kidding. 
 
    They both got ready and met in the entry. 
 
    "The car should be here shortly, Sir," Bartholomew said. 
 
    Will turned to Emma. "We have time. Do you want to walk? It helps me to get in the zone." 
 
    They set out into the brisk morning. The air woke Emma up. She forgot her mittens again so she rubbed her hands together to keep warm. Will dropped his hand between them and nudged his head. "Go on. I'm like a heater. A human furnace." 
 
    She took his hand and like his touch before, it warmed her through, thawing parts of her she hadn't realized were frozen. Her hand fit there inside his, like a mitten she didn't want to take off. One she didn't think she'd ever forget. But she wasn't sure people who were just friends held hands like that. However, they were in a pretend relationship and as Will had said, he didn't follow rules. 
 
    When they passed the café on the corner, Will said, "Meet me in the conference room with one of each of the specialty drinks on the menu." 
 
    As she dropped his hand, his fingers brushed the length of hers, leaving her feeling effervescent. 
 
    While waiting in line and settling all the fizzy bubbles inside, someone tapped her on the shoulder.  
 
    "Emma? We met the other day in the park." It was the woman with the red coat but no leashes this time. 
 
    "Of course, Charlotte. With the—" 
 
    "With the dogs. That's me. Do you have time to stay for tea?" 
 
    "I wish. I'm on a beverage run. I'd say coffee but my boss wants me to get one of every drink." 
 
    Charlotte tilted her head. 
 
    "Odd, I know. The whole situation is strange, but—" She interrupted her stream of thought. "I have a question that I hope isn't odd. Since I'm new to the city, I'm wondering if you could describe your ideal date." 
 
    "Why? Did you meet someone or are you playing matchmaker?" 
 
    "No, that would be my sister, Penny." While they waited in line, Emma told her about the twelve dates of Christmas. 
 
    "My brother loves to tease me too." Charlotte shrugged. "But let's see. Tell me a little more about the date." 
 
    "If I were on Facebook I'd say my current status is complicated. I'm taking him on the date I would've liked for him to have taken me on. Does that make sense? Don't get me wrong I enjoyed our first date if you could call it that, but it was…" She shrugged. "I don't know. Over the top? Scripted? Forced?" Probably because it was. 
 
    They both placed their orders and because Emma had to wait a while for them to prepare and box up the beverages, Charlotte outlined what sounded like a magical evening. 
 
    As they parted she said, "You just have to promise to let me know how it goes." 
 
    "I promise," Emma said as the barista called her name for the order. 
 
    With the large box holding the drinks, Emma shouldered her way through the doors at Apex HQ.  
 
    Sylvia watched as she struggled. "More cookies?" 
 
    Emma rolled her eyes and waited for the elevator. 
 
    When she returned to the meeting room, a man with thinning hair gestured her over.  
 
    She stood still, waiting for Will to finish speaking so he could give her instructions. 
 
    The guy interrupted Will. "I'm thirsty and the protein shakes are disgusting. Tell your help to stop standing there like a useless idiot and distribute the coffee already," he said. 
 
    Will jolted and got to his feet. "Excuse me. What did you say?" A shadow crossed his features like storm clouds rolling in on an otherwise sunny afternoon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
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    Will 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sylvia walked into the conference room pushing a drinks cart. 
 
    "She can get you something to drink if you're thirsty," Will said, gesturing to Sylvia. "Then, Mr. Snyder, you may see yourself out." It wasn't the first time someone had insulted the protein drinks but he wouldn't tolerate anyone being rude to Emma or his staff. 
 
    "What?" Snyder stammered. 
 
    "Your lack of tact and respect suggests Apex is not the best match for your services. Good day." He turned back to those gathered. "My assistant, Emma, brought us specialty beverages from our local coffee shop to demonstrate the direction I'd like to take this segment of the company." He sprinkled the protein powder into the specialty drinks, explaining how consumers want to optimize their lives. "Double duty. They get protein and nutrition while drinking their—" Will shook the cup. "What's this?" He took a sip. "Caramel something or other." 
 
    Emma tried one and said, "Not disgusting at all. You could also market to people who typically don't like protein powder but are health-minded. Combined with the pumpkin spice flavor it's delicious and nutritious." 
 
    By lunchtime, they'd settled on a strategy to introduce the plan to coffee shops as well as potentially opening some of their own, starting in the gyms to go along with the smoothie bars. 
 
    "I'm buzzing from all that sugar," Will said when he and Emma returned to his office. And the thrill of having Emma help make his latest move for his company.  
 
    "You only had a sip. What'll happen when you eat a cookie?" 
 
    "When? Not if?" 
 
    Emma smiled. "Thanks for having my back too." 
 
    "When a man flaunts what little power he has by cutting other people down it actually demonstrates insecurity and weakness of mind." 
 
    Emma stood taller. "Wow, look at you, Mr. Wheaton. Going deep." 
 
    "I'm not only good for my looks alone." However, he had Sydney to thank for any and all wisdom he'd acquired. 
 
    Later that afternoon, Will finalized a few things and prepared to leave for the day. Emma sat in the chair opposite him, focused on the computer screen. She was exceptional at interpreting data, catching errors, and had a keen eye for opportunities. 
 
    She glanced up. "Can I help you?" 
 
    "Depends. I wasn't joking before about being more than my good looks. I'm going on a date tonight but I'm worried she only likes me for my body." 
 
    Emma choked on what almost sounded like laughter. "Excuse me?" 
 
    "It happens a lot. Women want to date me for superficial reasons: money, fame, and my appearance." 
 
    "You seem very confident. I'm sure you can spot the keepers from the duds." 
 
    Will smirked. "I'd like her to be a keeper." 
 
    "Is that so?" She sat back in her chair, apparently interested. 
 
    He nodded. "She's pretty, sweet, and funny even though she doesn't realize it." 
 
    Emma's eyes widened. "What's her name?" 
 
    "I know her name, but that's the thing. She won't tell me anything else about herself." 
 
    "Maybe she has her reasons." Emma resumed typing on the keyboard. 
 
    "I've dated with no strings attached, but this is something else which makes me worry about her intentions." 
 
    "Perhaps she's had difficulties with men in the past and is wary." 
 
    "If only she'd open up." He leaned in, hoping to provide her the opportunity to talk about it without pressure. It's not that he was nosy; he wanted to help relieve her burden. 
 
    "Maybe you need to make the first move." As she spoke, she kept her eyes on the computer monitor. 
 
    A thrilling zing rushed through Will's stomach. "Do you think she'd be okay with that?"  
 
    "That depends on whether it's something real or if you and this girl have some kind of arrangement." 
 
    "Well, we did. That's how it began but I'm starting to feel like it could be something more." He chose his words carefully, not wanting to scare her off. 
 
    His gaze floated to meet hers and lingered there until she cleared her throat. "Starting as friends is usually the best approach. It's important to build trust." Her cheeks flushed. 
 
    She returned to her work but Will watched, intrigued, enthralled, and like the hollow feeling that had haunted him for so long was starting to be filled up by something far more delicious than a protein drink. 
 
    Will clicked off his computer and his phone beeped. He read the message and got to his feet. "About that date. Are we still on?" 
 
    "If you're speaking to your assistant right now, then I don't think that's appropriate. However, the girl you're using to improve your image says yes." 
 
    He thought he'd broken through the barrier but perhaps she was actually speaking to him before in a hypothetical way. "In that case, pick me up at seven." 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "My front door." 
 
    "Considering our housing arrangements, do you mean your bedroom door?" she asked. 
 
    "That'll do." He gathered his coat. "Are you coming?" 
 
    "I'd like to finish up this report." 
 
    "Earning your keep." 
 
    "This is my job, remember?" 
 
    "Right. You never told me what to wear." 
 
    She brushed him off. "Whatever you want. Your birthday suit for all I care." 
 
    "What kind of date are you taking me on?" 
 
    "It's an expression. Get your mind out of the gutter, Mr. Wheaton." 
 
    He smirked. "Don't get too excited. You're taking me on a date and it's wholesome, remember?" The smirk turned into a wide grin after he left the room. 
 
    Will skipped the car service and had Benson wait for Emma. He walked the few blocks, feeling like he'd turned a corner, flipped a page. Something in him or between him and Emma was changing. He wasn't sure what it was but it stirred something in him that put a little skip in his step. 
 
    He stopped by his sister's flat and finally gave his niece the snow globe he'd brought from New York. They chatted for a few minutes and she asked if he'd look after her daughter because she had to work the following day and school was still on winter recess. 
 
    "With everything on my mind, I keep forgetting what day of the week it is. Are you sure it's not too much trouble?" his sister asked. 
 
    "You know I'd do anything for you guys." 
 
    "Including take a day off work?" 
 
    "Absolutely. We may have to pop into HQ for a minute. It'll be like Uncle Will takes his niece to work day. Other than that, we'll have a grand time. Won't we, Birdie?" He ruffled his niece's hair. 
 
    She passed him a couple of chocolate candies wrapped in silver foil. "For you. It's from Santa, but I thought he'd want me to share." 
 
    "Thank you and thank Santa," Will said. 
 
    She shook her snow globe then dashed off to put it with the others in her collection. "Thank you, Uncle Will!" 
 
    "I should get going. I have a date." 
 
    "William, be on your best behavior. You'll be looking after my daughter tomorrow." 
 
    "I can assure you she's different. Sweet, wholesome, someone to bring home to Maman." 
 
    They both looked away. Will blinked a few times and his sister wiped her eyes.  
 
    "In that case, Sydney will have to do," Will's sister said, referring to the only family member they had. 
 
    "Have you been by?" he asked. 
 
    "Every day." 
 
    "With Rupert?" 
 
    "Of course." She smiled, but it was thin, sad. 
 
    Will pulled his sister into a hug. "You're a good person." 
 
    "You are too." 
 
    Will shrugged. 
 
    "You are. Don't let Veronica get in your head." 
 
    "She already set up camp, long ago and hasn't gotten the message it's time to leave." She'd crushed him and despite all the time spent building himself back up he still didn't feel he could trust women even though he wanted to, desperately. 
 
    "You need to kick her out." 
 
    "But I'm the one who left. I left Maman, I left Veronica." 
 
    "You can't blame yourself, Will. And you haven't left Birdie or me." 
 
    "I never will." 
 
    "Look at us, getting all emotional." She playfully whacked him on the shoulder. "Don't you have a date?" 
 
    "Right. She's picking me up at seven." 
 
    "Wow. She is different. Usually, you're the one showing off, whisking women off to Paris for lunch." 
 
    "Dinner and that was the other night. It's her turn." 
 
    "I hope she's the one, Will." 
 
    He closed the door behind him and without realizing it until it was out of his mouth, he whispered, "Me too." 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Emma knocked on Will's door at exactly seven. Bundled up in her coat, hat, and scarf, she had a basket in her hand. "Hi," she said. 
 
    "Hi. Want a Kiss?" 
 
    Emma tucked back her head. "What? That's a bit forward, isn't it?" 
 
    He held out the candies Birdie gave him. "A candy?" 
 
    "Oh, sure," she said, flustered. 
 
    His fingers drifted over hers. 
 
    "Do we need the car?" he asked when they reached the front door. 
 
    "Can I ask you a question?" 
 
    "Is it personal?" 
 
    "Sort of." 
 
    "Only if I get to ask one in exchange." 
 
    "Fine, but I reserve the right to decline in which case you'll have to come up with a different one." 
 
    Will nodded in agreement, finally feeling like was making progress. 
 
    "Do you know how to drive?" 
 
    He squawked a laugh. "Of course. In fact, I was a guest at the Monte Carlo two years ago." He'd been driving since he was a lad. 
 
    "Did you crash?" 
 
    "No, I won. But I prefer my motorbike. You call them motorcycles, but it's too cold. And Benson does a great job chauffeuring me around. He knows the best routes and he's good company. We talk football." 
 
    "Soccer?" 
 
    "Right. Why'd you ask?" 
 
    "You have a driver." 
 
    "Texting or talking on the phone isn't safe while behind the wheel. In the backseat, I get a few extra minutes to work between destinations." 
 
    "That's efficient of you." 
 
     "I'm not sure if I should thank you for a compliment or not. My turn to ask a question?" Will had countless questions he wanted to ask Emma. There were too many. "Actually, can I save it for later?" 
 
    "Like you're saving that other Hershey's Kiss?" 
 
    "Do you want it?" He held it out. 
 
    "I'd love a kiss." She popped the candy in her mouth. "You don't know what you're missing. It's delicious." 
 
    Will had an inkling that he was missing something but not the chocolate. She was driving him mad. He couldn't tell if she was flirting or if she didn't realize the effect her words had on him. 
 
    Emma led him along a lantern-lit path through the park to a clearing. Lampposts illuminated the space. She spread out a blanket and took sandwiches from the basket. 
 
    Will sat down beside her. 
 
    "I've never had a moonlit picnic before," she said. 
 
    "I've never been on a picnic period." 
 
    "You've never been on a picnic?" 
 
    "For a photo shoot once, but not for real." Even though their date was officially part of the agreement, it felt real enough.  
 
    As they scooted closer to keep warm, the pop of a flash came from the bushes. Another followed. 
 
    "Did you tell Jared where we are?" 
 
    Will shook his head. "They must have followed us. Just ignore them." 
 
    After a few awkward minutes, Emma stuffed the rest of her sandwich in the basket as though she'd resigned herself to a long day at the office. She got to her feet. "Next." 
 
    "Already?" Knowing the photographers lurked in the bushes was unsettling and he imagined even more so for Emma. 
 
    They walked to the other end of the park. An ice skating rink surrounded a giant tree covered in colorful lights. 
 
    "I've never been ice skating," Emma confessed. 
 
    "Me neither. It's a night of firsts." 
 
    "Then this should be interesting, especially for the cameras," Emma said, thumbing them over her shoulder. 
 
    Two men in black, carrying cameras with long-range lenses, tailed them. 
 
    Will and Emma laced up and teetered onto the ice, holding each other for support. 
 
    "If I go down, you go down, Jones," Will said around a laugh as Emma clutched his arm for dear life. 
 
    "How do people do this?" she asked as a little girl whizzed past them. 
 
    "I think we have to bend our knees." 
 
    "I think we have to be brave." 
 
    Will glanced at her. "I think we do." 
 
    She eyed the cameras as they snapped. The two of them made fools of themselves, but he glimpsed a smile growing on her lips. 
 
    They made it around the rink once and then a group of teens took to the ice, laughing, joking, and weaving in and out of the crowd. Will finally had the hang of it when he and Emma were separated. As he looked for her, he spotted a young guy careening toward a woman wearing a hat with a giant pom-pom. 
 
    "Emma!" He called her name to warn her then practically ran across the ice when the guy bumped into her, she wavered backward, swung her arms to keep balance, and then started to pitch forward.  
 
    He slid in her direction, launching himself underneath her to pad her fall. He winced as the ice chilled him but took most of the impact. 
 
    They lay there on the ice as skaters whizzed around them. Emma panted, catching her breath and his heart hammered in his chest. He recalled her comment about her fear of landing when they were on the plane. "You landed. That wasn't so bad was it?" 
 
    Emma's eyes crinkled. His eyes drifted from there to her lips because he couldn't deny the transformation. She was smiling and it lit up her eyes. 
 
    "Thank you for catching me." 
 
    "My pleasure. We should do dangerous things like this more often if it means that." He pointed at her lips. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Never mind." He didn't want to spoil the moment of seeing her smile. 
 
    As they got to their feet, the paparazzi took more photos. 
 
    "Okay, moving on. We have one more stop," she announced. 
 
    They walked back onto the main street. Emma consulted a piece of paper and then led Will to a little shop with a light pink awning. Steam fogged the windows and the delicious scent of chocolate met their noses as they stepped inside. 
 
    "I called ahead and they can make hot cocoa out of your chocolate protein shake." 
 
    "So thoughtful of you," he said, genuinely grateful. 
 
    She motioned to a woman behind the counter who presented two mugs. One was topped with whipped marshmallow cream and chocolate shavings. 
 
    They took a table in the window of the quaint café. Sitting across from her, he thought perhaps he was getting over Veronica. A smile blossomed, unbidden, across his face. 
 
    "What?" Emma asked as she took off her hat. 
 
    "I'm glad to be here." He meant it, despite her comment. It was as if he craved her presence, her attention, and now, especially her smile. "Also, your hair."  
 
    She smoothed her bob as the cameras outside the window made their presence known. "When I agreed to this I wasn't expecting so much photographic evidence. Now, I'll be known as Electric Emma or something." She shook her head. "Not that I care." 
 
    "You don't care what the media and public think?" 
 
    She tilted her head as though pondering this. "Nope. They can think what they want." 
 
    Will took a sip of his chocolate protein shake. It wasn't half-bad warm.  
 
    Emma extended her arm and wiped some from the side of his lip. "You had a smudge." 
 
    He caught a drip of the fluffy mixture from her cup and then wiped some on the tip of her nose. 
 
    "Hey!" she said. 
 
    "You said you don't care what the cameras reveal." 
 
    They both laughed. His preoccupation with appearances started to fade away, no longer mattering. But she mattered. He moved to wipe the cream from her nose but she flinched.  
 
    "As I said, I don't care." She licked the cream from her finger. 
 
    Will's phone beeped. He read the message. "Jared said we should kiss. Only a kiss." 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
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    Emma 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fog covered much of the window but Emma supposed the paparazzi could manage an image of their silhouette. "How does your agent even know where we are?" 
 
    "I don't know. He's always watching though—eager for the photo opp." 
 
    Emma shifted uncomfortably in her seat. 
 
    Will cleared his throat. "We can start by holding hands." He reached for hers and their fingers twined naturally. He tilted closer in his chair. "Just pretend you're licking marshmallow cream from—" His gaze dipped. 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    He smiled, revealing his dimple. 
 
    Her heart fluttered. 
 
    Then their lips brushed. 
 
    He was sweet yet minty. 
 
    His lips were soft yet strong. 
 
    His kiss was gentle yet demanding, as though he wanted more. 
 
    Tingles started in Emma's toes and crept up, all the way to her chest. Will's lips were perfect and warm and everything she needed. Then bright flashes bounced off the glass window as the cameras lit up. 
 
    If only she could press pause or if they were somewhere else. If only if things were different and they stood half a chance as a couple. It was all for show, yet it was surreal. 
 
    Suddenly, Will toppled out of his chair, knocking into the table, spilling the drinks, and landing on the floor. "I tilted too far." He groaned. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Emma gasped. 
 
    Will patted himself. "Fine, just my pride is damaged." He quickly got to his feet. "My pants seem to have taken the worst of it. Great, it looks like I took a wee." 
 
    She stifled a giggle. "I'll walk in front of you." 
 
    "Do you mind if we call Benson to pick us up?" 
 
    "Sure. Let me get some towels." 
 
    Will followed her toward the back of the shop. He texted to have Benson meet them at the service entry so he didn’t have to walk past the paparazzi drenched in liquid chocolate.  
 
    Emma passed him a towel. "Look. There's an old-fashioned photo booth. Let's take a picture to make up for it. Waist up only." 
 
    Will glanced at his phone. "Benson won't be here for about five minutes. Sure." 
 
    They squeezed into the small space and Will closed the curtain. 
 
    Emma tried to sit on the round stool, but ended up partially on his lap, though she avoided the wet area.  
 
    He fed the machine a bill. "Hey, you still owe me the answer to a personal question." 
 
    "Now?" 
 
    He nodded. "Will you smile again?" 
 
    "Right now?" 
 
    "For the photo. You smiled earlier and you looked—" 
 
    "I smile all the time. In fact, my grandmother used to call me Smiley. 
 
    He shook his head. "Well, I'd like to see it more often because you look—" He paused to find the word. "Radiant." Will's eyes sparkled. 
 
    "I can't force a smile. Tell me a joke or—" 
 
    Will clicked the button to take the picture and then tickled Emma's sides until her lips lifted in a grin. The second photo was more of a cringe as he continued to tickle her. The third was her sticking her tongue out at him. The forth was him leaning in for another kiss, but the machine snapped the photo before their lips touched and Will's phone beeped with a text from Benson. 
 
    The SUV waited in the alley and they both hurried to the car. As they maneuvered onto the street, a motorcycle pulled alongside them. It remained there for a few stops and turns. 
 
    "Looks like we've got company." 
 
    "I'll lose them," Benson said. 
 
    He took numerous turns, revving through traffic lights and leaving the motorcycle in the lurch. All the while, anxiety rose in Emma. She wasn't afraid of what they'd post but that they were so persistent. She couldn't help but worry someone was going to get hurt if the paparazzi went through such lengths following them. 
 
    When they finally arrived at Will's building, she stepped out of the SUV. A motorcycle flew down the street toward her. She froze for a moment before rushing onto the sidewalk, but it was too late. The bike went through a puddle and splashed her with filthy, cold water. 
 
    Will rushed over, comforting her. "Are you okay?" 
 
    "Now we're both drenched. But I'd rather the chocolate." 
 
    "Did you get the plate?" he asked Benson.  
 
    "I'm sorry, Sir. It went by too fast." 
 
    Will stiffened and a low growl came from his throat. 
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    Early the next morning, Emma's sister called. They each filled the other in on everything going on in their lives. Emma skirted most of the details surrounding her agreement with Will. 
 
    "You sound different?" Penny said before they got off the phone. "Lighter, happier. I'd almost think the London gloom agrees with you." 
 
    Emma was glad she didn't say fizzier. She wasn't sure how to navigate the layers of their relationship: boss and employee, fake boyfriend and girlfriend, friends? She was open to that but… 
 
    Will called her from the other room. 
 
    "Is that him?" Penny asked. 
 
    "Yes, we're headed into the office." 
 
    "That sounds so romantic in a nerdy kind of way." 
 
    Emma was about to protest but her phone beeped. "I'm getting some kind of alert from my cell company. I'll talk to you soon." They said their goodbyes and then Emma saw an overage alert. The calls and data she'd used the past few days had cost a fortune. Her palm slapped her forehead. She didn't think to get an international plan. She powered down her phone so she wouldn't be tempted to use it. Her credit card was to the limit and she didn't have a dime to spare. Hopefully, she'd be able to make the monthly payment before the phone company automatically deducted the charges. She tried to remember when all her bills were due but she'd left the info at her sister's and didn't dare check the app on her phone. 
 
    As she hurried to meet Will, her eyes landed on all the art and furniture, representative of his wealth. Working as his assistant and taking it upon herself better to understand his business, she saw the raw numbers. The totals. The bottom lines. She couldn't quite wrap her head around the strange life she suddenly lived—half-luxurious with dinner in Paris and half fretting over her phone bill. 
 
    She couldn't imagine not having to account for every dollar. Of course, Everett promised her a life of financial security, but the result of that was evident on her credit card statement.  
 
    Even though it was all fake—the romantic dinner in the park with Will, when he saved her from hitting the ice, and the hot chocolate—she wondered if the kiss counted. Her fingers landed on her lips. It was unexpected, so fast, a flash. He was sweet in a way but also savory, rugged. She imagined his fingers in her hair, caressing the length of her back. She recalled the feeling of his breath on her cheek. She stopped herself when their eyes met. He waited in the entry with his coat buttoned and an expectant look on his face. 
 
    She choked on a sigh He was undoubtedly handsome morning, noon, and night. "Busy day today? You're up and at 'em early." Usually, he straggled out to meet her. 
 
    "Actually, we're taking the day off. No questions. It's a surprise." 
 
    Ten minutes later, Emma waited in the SUV while Will rang the buzzer outside a modest flat in a nearby neighborhood. He disappeared for less than five minutes and returned holding the hand of a little girl. She reached just past his waist and they had the same color hair and cool blue eyes. 
 
    Emma's mouth dropped open in shock. 
 
    The two buckled in.  
 
    "You didn't mention you had a daughter," Emma hissed. 
 
    Will smiled. "I don't think anyone in their right mind would pick me to be their child's father. I'm not going to win a daddy of the year mug." He shook his head. "I'm looking after Birdie today. I'm Uncle Will and she's my niece. Emma meet Birdie." 
 
    Relief swept through Emma; not because he wouldn't make a good father, but the situation highlighted the fact how little they knew of each other with no thanks to her no questions rule. 
 
    The little girl waved. "Nice to meet you. I gave him an uncle of the year mug for his birthday last year." 
 
    "It's my favorite mug." Will smiled at Birdie. "Did you know today is a very important day?" 
 
    Birdie tapped her chin. "Well, it's almost the weekend and that means Mummy doesn't have to work." 
 
    "That's very special. But today is your day. I have some ideas but I'd like to know what you'd like to do. You name it. Anything." 
 
    "Mummy said you can't spoil me." 
 
    Will mock pouted. "But you're my favorite niece. Of course, I can spoil you." 
 
    "I'm your only niece." Where Will had one dimple, she had two. 
 
    "True." Will turned to Emma. "My darling sister stubbornly refuses my help even though she has three jobs and a child." 
 
    "Last year she let you take us on holiday." 
 
    "We should do that more often." 
 
    "Yes!" She bounced in her seat.  
 
    "For now, let's officially make today Birdie day. What should we do? Go on a shopping spree? A museum? Take a turn on the London Eye? Emma do you have any suggestions?" He leaned into his niece. "Be careful, she took me ice skating last night, we fell down, and then I spilled hot chocolate on my trousers." 
 
    Birdie giggled. "Why'd you do that?" 
 
    Will cleared his throat and didn't answer. "Where to first?" 
 
    "Mummy says you know the princess." 
 
    Will inhaled. "I do know Princess Ava and Prince Oliver." 
 
    "Can we visit them?" Birdie and Emma said at the same time. They looked at each other and giggled. 
 
    "You talk funny," Birdie said to Emma. 
 
    "I'm from The United States." 
 
    "That's far away." 
 
    Emma nodded. "This is my first time in London." 
 
    "I'm a really good tour guide. I could show you around." Birdie took her hand. 
 
    "Would you?" Emma asked. 
 
    "Yes. First, we'll go to the Mews. There's a golden carriage there. Also, we must see the crown jewels, and I'm sure you'd like to watch the changing of the guards. They're very serious." 
 
    "Are those the men with the funny hats?" 
 
    "Yes, but Mummy says we mustn't try to make them laugh because it's rude." 
 
    "Mummy needs to laugh more," Will muttered. 
 
    They spent the morning touring the city, still dressed with lights and garlands for Christmas but creeping toward New Year's in just a few days. When they'd left the Tower of London after admiring the crown jewels, Will asked, "Are you getting hungry, Birdie." 
 
    "Starved. But only for our place." 
 
    "Our place?" Emma asked. 
 
    "If eating cookies for breakfast are any indication, I think you'll love it." 
 
    Birdie's eyes widened. "You eat cookies for breakfast? Mummy would never let me." 
 
    "When you're an adult you can have them for breakfast, lunch or dinner, but mostly I do it to annoy your Uncle Will," Emma said. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    But Emma didn't answer because she wasn't sure anymore. 
 
    Will directed Benson to an address across the city and he dropped them nearby. The scent of burgers and French fries wafted along the city street. 
 
    Emma's stomach growled but she hung back. She couldn't afford to buy lunch, not even at a burger place because of her phone situation. She was mad at herself for not getting it sorted out before she left but everything happened so fast. Since she hadn't been working as Will's assistant for a week yet, she hadn't been paid. 
 
    After Will ordered, he stepped aside and gestured for Emma to go. 
 
    "Oh, I'm fine." 
 
    "You're not hungry?" 
 
    "Um, no. Not today." 
 
    The space between Will's eyebrows crinkled. "You didn't have breakfast unless you have a secret cookies stash. We've traipsed all over the city. You must be starved. Come on, my treat." 
 
    Emma shook her head. 
 
    "Considering you're acting in assistant capacity at the moment, I'm buying. I insist." 
 
    When she still didn't say anything, Will turned to the counter clerk. "Add one more regular. Three specials total, please. Remember, mine with no bun." He turned to Emma and said, "Rexy said no carbs today." 
 
    Emma started to protest him buying lunch but Will shuffled her toward the table where Birdie waited.  
 
    "Tell me or I'll tickle you," he teased. 
 
    She turned to face him. "I didn't change my phone to an international plan, ran up a huge bill, and now my debt is twenty-nine thousand nine hundred thirty-nine dollars." 
 
    "I'll pay the bill." 
 
    "You just paid for lunch." 
 
    "Did you read the contract Jared sent over?" 
 
    "Well, sort of… I just really needed a job. I had no idea I was signing up to…do whatever this is." 
 
    "You did apply to be my assistant." 
 
    "No, Joe just threw the position at me." 
 
    Will sighed. "I apologize for not addressing it sooner. We'll get you set up with an international plan." 
 
    She was upset because she'd once been on her way to being a financially independent and secure woman. Then Everett came along and she made some stupid choices. Then kept making them and now was in more debt than ever. 
 
    "Less than a month until you get your money. Plus you'll get your regular paycheck tomorrow." 
 
    "You're already counting down until you can be rid of me?" Emma asked, taken aback. 
 
    Will shook his head slowly, studying her, and then lifted his eyes to hers. "No, Emmaline. Actually, I'm not." 
 
    Frustration brewed inside because she didn't know when she was supposed to be his coffee girl and when she was supposed to be his fake girlfriend. The kiss wasn't supposed to be a big deal. It was staged, posed, probably like so many of his modeling jobs. But she also couldn't stop thinking about it. 
 
    Birdie's voice interrupted her thoughts. "All the ladies fancy Uncle Will. But I've heard him burp." She giggled. "Especially when he drinks soda." 
 
    "My burps happen to be rather manly and—" He turned to Emma. "No, not all the ladies fancy me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
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    After lunch, Will checked his phone and said, "Birdie, since you did such a wonderful job showing Emma around our city, how about a special surprise for you this afternoon." 
 
    "Are we going to visit the princess?" 
 
    Will chuckled. "Someday, but I think you'll like this almost as much." 
 
    Birdie begged him to tell where they were going but Will remained tight-lipped, hoping Emma would also enjoy their next stop as much as his niece. 
 
    Benson turned down a street strung with lights, holiday bells, and baubles. Shoppers and tourists bustled along the sidewalk despite the cold weather. 
 
    "I know where we're going," Birdie exclaimed as the SUV stopped in front of the London Coliseum. She pressed her nose to the window. Unable to contain her excitement, she hopped onto the sidewalk. Two men in black jackets appeared from the crowd and started snapping photos. 
 
    Emma rushed over, guarding Birdie.  
 
    Will strode toward the men. One of them had a mustache and another wore an eyebrow ring. "Not now," he ground out. Couldn't he enjoy an outing with his niece and Emma out of the glare of the lens?  
 
    The cameramen continued to snap photos and ask questions. "Is this your secret love child? Will, do you owe child support? Is this the American's daughter? Have you set the date?" 
 
    He ignored them and hoped the Birdie didn't hear the questions. He'd managed to shield her and his sister from the spotlight, but it had never been this bad. He could hardly leave the house since returning to London. Even the other night when he went to visit Sydney, they'd tailed him. 
 
    Safely behind the doors of the theater, Will let out a breath. "Yes, you guessed right, Birdie, the theater. But do you know what we're going to see?" 
 
    As they entered the foyer of the beautiful building with ornate woodwork, marble floors, and classical details, Emma's eyes sparkled. "It's like we're in a fairytale." She turned in a circle and abruptly stopped. "Will, isn't this a little much? I don't recall such lavish events in the contract." 
 
    "I thought you didn't read it closely." 
 
    Birdie gripped Emma's hand. "I think it's okay to let Uncle Will spoil you." 
 
    Emma laughed. "Just this once." 
 
    "I'd let him spoil me every day if it was okay with Mum. We'd go to tea and drink with our pinkies up, shopping on the high street, and even be invited to visit the princess." 
 
    Emma giggled. 
 
    "I love shiny things. That's why Mummy calls me Birdie like a magpie." 
 
    The lights lowered as they settled into perfectly centered and plush seats inside the grand theater.  
 
    "I bet the princess has sat right here," Birdie whispered. 
 
    Will thought about how the princess was a little snobby and the prince was a little full of himself. 
 
    "The princess is so pretty," Birdie went on. 
 
    "And the prince is so handsome," Emma added. 
 
    Birdie giggled. 
 
    A twinge of jealousy shot through Will at that comment.  
 
    "Have you met him?" he asked her. 
 
    "No, but we know you have, Mr. Famous-knows-the-prince-pants." 
 
    Will wrinkled his nose at her teasing. 
 
    Birdie giggled. 
 
    "I have more money than he does." 
 
    "He's a prince," Emma countered. "He can have anything he wants with a wave of his wand." 
 
    "He's not a wizard, and I can too." Only, his stomach sunk because there was one thing he couldn't have. He'd been ruined and feared he'd never trust a woman again. There was Emma, but there was no way their relationship could work. 
 
    As the play began, he listed the reasons why: 
 
    She hated him. 
 
    She worked for him. 
 
    She lived an ocean away. 
 
    Their fake relationship was mostly a disaster. 
 
    She thought the prince was cute so he'd always have competition. 
 
    His relationship with Veronica was an utter failure, proving to him he was too. 
 
    He'd suffered so much loss already, trying to love again put him at risk to lose too much. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    For the duration of the show, he hardly paid attention, wrapped up in thoughts of work, Emma, Sydney, his career, and what he stood to lose if he didn't make sure everything was perfect.  
 
    Jared had been right: Will built his career on trust and that was why his fans and customers flocked to his gyms and bought his supplements and health products by the millions.  
 
    Will glanced over at Birdie. She was perfect and he wondered how his sister managed it. She too was alone after their mother had passed. Her ex-husband remarried less than a year after Birdie was born. Sure, they had each other, but she was as guarded as he was. They'd both endured so much. Yet, she risked love for her daughter. He supposed he did too. But he wasn't sure if he could risk more than that. 
 
    Swept up in the magic of the story on the stage, his niece's eyes twinkled. She sang along at every opportunity. This reminded him of when he and Emma sang Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer on the flight. A smile broadened on his lips and he found himself gazing at Emma. She glanced over and smiled. It made a dent in the wall he'd so carefully constructed. 
 
    After Cinderella was over, Will bought Birdie a T-shirt as a souvenir. On the way out of the theater, an animal rescue called Wags and Purrs hosted a pop-up adoption shop. 
 
    "Don't let the magic of the holidays end for these pups," a woman called. "Give them a forever home." 
 
    Birdie looked at Will with puppy dog eyes. 
 
    "You know what your mother would say." 
 
    "But can we pet them?" she pleaded. 
 
    Emma also made puppy dog eyes. "Please, Uncle Will?" she added.  
 
    He wasn’t sure if she was joking. 
 
    He sighed. "Fine, but we can't bring anyone home with us today." 
 
    Birdie took Emma's hand as they trotted over to the kiosk.  
 
    Emma leaned in and said, "Notice Uncle Will said today. That doesn't mean never." 
 
    Birdie giggled.  
 
    "You're not helping," he muttered. 
 
    "But I want a puppy too." She frowned. 
 
    "I suggest you read that contract." His tone was flatter than he intended but he'd meant it as a joke. He started to resent the contract, Jared, and Nexxiss. With his travel schedule and work commitments, he knew it wouldn’t be fair to the dog to be gone so often. He glanced at Emma. Or be fair to her, if things were different. 
 
    Emma and Birdie snuggled the puppies. He wandered over to an older dog with a white muzzle. "Hey, boy."  
 
    The dog's brown eyes met his and sadness swept over him. Sydney slipped into a coma after his last stroke. The nurses said he might be able to hear and it was good his sister brought Rupert to visit, but he was missing so much. It was another loss compounding the others. If he wasn't strong, he feared he'd break. 
 
    After a few more minutes, they said goodbye to the animals.  
 
    Emma took a business card from Jennifer, the woman hosting the event, and they got back into the warm SUV. 
 
    "What'll we have for dinner?" Birdie asked. 
 
    "I think Bartholomew has broiled fish and broccoli on the menu," Will said. 
 
    The little girl stuck out her tongue. 
 
    Emma did too. 
 
    Will grinned. They were both adorable but he knew he'd see Birdie next week, month, year. He'd know her for all his life. As for Emma, their time would be brief and he had the odd thought he was missing her even though she was still there. Or perhaps he was confusing the situation with Sydney, lying still at the hospice. 
 
    "Uncle Will, you have a frown. If broiled fish and broccoli makes you sad, we don't have to eat it. I won't tell Mummy." 
 
    "And I won't tell Rexy," Emma said, referring to his trainer. 
 
    Will couldn't help but laugh. "I already had a burger today." 
 
    "No bun, no fries…" Emma crossed her arms and leaned back in her seat. 
 
    "He's no fun, Emma," Birdie said. "Uncle Will, she ate her entire burger and fries. Clean plate club." 
 
    "She doesn't make her money off her rock hard abs." 
 
    Emma stiffened. He knew the comment may have sounded rude, or disrespectful, but he wasn't exactly sure how or why. Money was a sore subject for her. He'd mentioned he wasn't born with a silver spoon and had worked for every coin, but his family had gotten by growing up. Then Sydney took him and his sister in and taught him everything he knew about business. Money was no substitute for the love he'd lost, but it worked out for him just fine. Emma had debt but she'd soon pay that off. Why did his wealth upset her so? 
 
    After dinner—Will had his broiled fish while Emma and Birdie shared a pizza—, Birdie asked to play a board game. He had an outside looking in moment as the three of them sat around the coffee table smiling and laughing. Although he knew Birdie was his niece and Emma was his assistant slash fake girlfriend, he wondered what it would be like to have a family, a wife, and kids—to settle down. He imagined a house in the countryside with broad fields and meadows filled with flowers. His jaw trembled and he looked away. 
 
    "Will, are you okay?" Emma asked. 
 
    Her voice pulled him back to the present. 
 
    Birdie placed her hand on top of her uncle's. "It's okay. He's just sad. Mummy gets that way too sometimes. I never knew Grand-Maman, but Mummy tells me all about her. She had long brown hair and she'd sing all the time. Kind of like Cinderella. Only, she didn’t get her happily ever after." 
 
    Will drew a deep breath. "I suppose not." He avoided Emma's questioning gaze as they finished the game. 
 
    When it was time to tuck Birdie in, she asked for a story. "But you have to snuggle up." She patted the bed on either side of her. 
 
    Will climbed on top of the comforter and Emma followed suit. They took turns reading the pages from her book. Emma yawned and then Will did. They turned to Emma.  
 
    She covered her mouth with her hand and yawned. "They sure are contagious." 
 
    "I'm tired but too excited to go to sleep. Can you read the book again?" 
 
    Will obliged. Then Birdie asked for another story. 
 
    "We can't read Duke's Day at the Park, again." 
 
    "But you can tell me a story. How about telling me about how the dogs from the shelter get their happily ever after." 
 
    Again, Will agreed. 
 
    It was well past Birdie's bedtime when her eyes started to dip. "Okay. I'm sleepy now. Thank you for the special day, Uncle Will." She stretched up and gave her uncle a peck on the cheek before turning to Emma. "Your turn." 
 
    "Oh, yes, thank you, Uncle Will. Today was magical." She leaned toward Birdie. "And I think I might be able to conjure some Cinderella magic for the puppies." 
 
    "Can I call you Auntie Emma? I'd like you to be my auntie." 
 
    Emma's shoulders bunched up by her ears. She turned to Will. 
 
    "We'll see. It's time for you to say your prayers and get some rest." 
 
    Birdie smiled but didn't rest back onto her pillows. "It's still your turn, Auntie Emma." 
 
    Emma stuttered. 
 
    "You have to kiss him, silly." 
 
    "Oh, I do?" 
 
    "Yes, we're princesses and we have to kiss the prince good night. That's how it works." 
 
    Emma couldn't help but giggle. She stretched across to the other side of the bed and gave Will a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    His phone was on mute, but he felt it vibrate in his pocket and ignored it. 
 
    Emma's lips were warm and shot a spark through him, lighting him up inside. He almost felt dizzy as he stood up after being sure Birdie had everything she needed. 
 
    He heard Birdie whisper to Emma, "He said, 'We'll see,' and you told me that doesn't mean no." 
 
    Emma's soft laughter was like a lullaby. He too felt sleepy but waited in the hall for her. 
 
    She closed the door quietly behind her and padded over to him. "I meant it when I said thank you. It was a wonderful day." 
 
    Her gaze wandered to his. Did she feel it too? The intangible, nameless sensation that floated between them, that magnetized them, that drew him and his thoughts dangerously close to her. 
 
    "Did you mean it when you gave me a kiss?" he blurted, instantly realizing it was the wrong thing to say. 
 
    "Will—" Emma opened and closed her mouth a few times as though struggling with how to respond. 
 
    He felt himself involuntarily building up his inner walls. "Never mind." 
 
    "Will, I—you're really sweet with your niece." 
 
    "Yeah, she's great." 
 
    "You mentioned Grand-Maman." 
 
    He nodded and scrubbed his hand down his face. He almost couldn't bear to say it, but keeping it inside also hurt. "My mother. She died when I was eighteen—just after I'd started modeling. It was Christmas. I was gone. It was cancer. Unexpected. After that, I threw myself into my career." He didn't want to have this conversation. Even though it had been a long time, it still hurt to think about how she left so suddenly. With Sydney, it was the opposite, a long and slow goodbye, and nearly as painful. "Talking about it makes the loss more real especially this time of year." 
 
    "But don't you want real?" she asked. 
 
    They stood close together in the hallway. She smelled sweet. Like a cookie. He couldn't have that. Couldn't have her. 
 
    His phone beeped with a reminder message and he glanced at it. The name Sydney flashed across the screen. "I have to go." He grabbed his coat, rushed into the garage, gunned his motorbike, and dashed into the night. 
 
    If Sydney had the awareness to call him that meant he came back to himself there was hope. 
 
    He left his bike in the front. He didn't care if he got a ticket. His mind flooded with possibility, of what it would mean if he could talk to Sydney again. The entry would have been inviting if it weren't for the fact that most of the people that stayed there never left. The thought followed him down the hall to the familiar room where his custodian had rested for months.  
 
    The old man's chest rose and fell, but his breath was shallow as though he only hung on for another few minutes. Will dropped into the nearest chair next to him, held his head in his hands, and forced back the pain of seeing his hero dying. 
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    Emma stewed all night. As usual, she could hardly sleep. She knew as well as Will did they could never have a relationship, but she'd meant what she said about how magical the day was and how sweet he was with Birdie. The kiss she'd planted on his cheek sent the butterflies afloat in her belly. They swooped, dove, and performed loop the loops. 
 
    It was enough to trick her into thinking there could be something more between them someday. 
 
    However, that was as likely and realistic as her fairy godmother whisking in, transforming all the butterflies into dollar bills, and wiping her troubles away. 
 
    She didn't want a fairy godmother. She wanted something real. 
 
    Despite the wonderful day, Will had to go and ruin it by running off the moment he got a booty call. She'd heard him mention Sydney before and imagined an exotic woman with luscious hair, long eyelashes, and legs for days. Pretty much the opposite of her. She envisioned Will lounging and the woman fanning him with palms and feeding him grapes. She dozed with the vision in mind. Her dream shifted and Will fanned her with palms, only instead of grapes, he fed her cookies. In his other hand, he held a wand and whisked it through the air, before planting a kiss on her lips. 
 
    She woke, feeling flushed and out of sorts. This wasn't something she'd tell Penny. Because she read into all things romantic, she would claim Emma wanted Will. She didn't. At least that's what she told herself. 
 
    After a cool shower, she dressed and wandered into the kitchen where she spotted the mail. She sifted through to make sure nothing was misdirected and meant for Apex. An official-looking letter addressed to Veronica Seeger caught her eye. 
 
    She was probably just as gorgeous as Sydney was—smooth skin, full lips, and legs for days. She envisioned both Sydney and Veronica fawning over Will and tried to shake off her dream. 
 
    From down the hall in his home office, Will laughed. Emma followed the sound as though drawn against her will. She rolled her eyes, annoyed with herself. She'd been fooled once and wouldn't be again. Will had proven he was just like Everett, and she couldn't trust him. 
 
    Emma was still in the hallway when Will's laughter turned somber and the conversation sounded intense. She pivoted to go to her room and deliver the letter later when she heard her name. 
 
    "Yeah, it was Jared's idea—" Will sighed. "I can't just fire him—"  
 
    The caller must have interrupted.  
 
    "It's ridiculous if you ask me." There was a long pause. "Yeah. Last night. It won't be long now. Sydney left me a message. He told me to settle down. With her." There was another pause. "I heard she's back in town." Pause. "No, no way." 
 
    Emma leaned against the wall, holding her breath. She knew she shouldn't eavesdrop, but didn't put it beyond Will to keep secrets. If they involved her, she reasoned that she had a right to know. 
 
    "I can't come out there." Pause. "I know, I know, rolling hills for miles. Cows, horses." Will laughed. "Cowboy, cowman." Another beat. "Yes, I'll come out to the ranch soon. I promise." He listened for a long moment and Emma turned to leave when Will said, "Does she have any friends? A sister. I don't know. Actually, I think so. They like to bake. She won't talk about her personal life." Emma heard something shift from inside the room and then Will was in the hall staring at her. 
 
    She startled.  
 
    "Listen, I have to run, Wyatt. Talk soon. Bye." 
 
    Emma's gaze shifted to the painting on the wall behind Will—it was a rolling hill, dotted with daisies. She recalled Will describing the meadows in his story to Birdie and Grand-Maman. 
 
    Will pocketed his phone. "Miss Jones, curious about the call are you?" 
 
    "I heard my name so yes, I was." She lifted her chin, meeting his eyes. 
 
    "That was Wyatt Jones. Funny, I never realized you shared a last name." 
 
    "No relation." 
 
    Will shrugged. "He's a rancher from a small town in the US—out west." 
 
    "I'm also from a small town but no one in my family is named Wyatt." 
 
    "He's a cowboy and one of my best friends. With the cameras everywhere and the press getting involved in my business, you might understand that I don't want people listening in on my conversations. I've respected your request not to ask personal questions. I expect you to treat me with the same level of—" 
 
    Emma gritted her teeth. "I wouldn't tell the paparazzi anything if that's what you're suggesting. Also, I didn't ask a personal question but when accused of the crime, I might as well commit it—" She held up the letter. "Who's Veronica?" 
 
    "No one." Will shifted from foot to foot. His features hardened. 
 
    "Who's Sydney?" 
 
    Will shuttered, visibly pained. He stepped back into his office and leaned against the desk. Emma stood in the doorway. 
 
    "I don't want to play games. Veronica Seeger is my ex. She cheated on me. Broke my heart." His words came out clipped. 
 
    "Oh, sorry." Emma imagined he'd had exes, probably a lot of them, but she never thought they could break his heart. She thought he was like the Tin Man. She swallowed. 
 
    Will gripped the edge of his desk. "She cheated on me. Me. Who'd cheat on me?" 
 
    Emma couldn't ignore the framed prints of Will modeling on the wall in his office. "Perfection isn't everything." 
 
    "Perfection isn't real, but thanks for the compliment if you were giving me one." He stepped closer to Emma. She stepped back. "That was a stupid comment. I know I can be a jerk." 
 
    "And self-absorbed." 
 
    Will cocked his head. "We're getting honest now?" 
 
    Emma nodded. "And cocky." 
 
    "You're stubborn and flaky." 
 
    "I am not. I'm flexible and detail oriented." 
 
    "Says the girl who refused to let me buy her lunch because she'd neglected to change her mobile plan." 
 
    "You're uncommunicative and obsessive." 
 
    "I'm pretty sure we're communicating right now." 
 
    "You're a workaholic, untrusting, and promiscuous." 
 
    "Promiscuous?" 
 
    Emma crossed her hands in front of her chest. 
 
    Will's eyes tightened. "I don't have to explain myself to you." 
 
    "See? Uncommunicative." 
 
    He threw his hands in the air in defeat. "After what happened with Veronica, I questioned everything I thought I knew about people, about women. No, I didn't question, I just shut off. I've learned repeatedly that once people learn my identity they change. They want something from me. She taught me that lesson the hard way." 
 
    "What did she want from you?" 
 
    "To ruin me." 
 
    "That sounds harsh." 
 
    "I've worked so hard to create this. I thought wealth was enough of a buffer between—" He paused. "The world and heartache." He gestured around the room and at himself. "She used me and then tossed me to the curb. I stopped trusting women and myself. So I created the devil may care persona. I went to a few clubs and parties. They weren't my scene but when the tabloids got ahold of the idea, they ran with it. They printed lies and altered photos and facts." 
 
    "You have enough money; you can stop them." 
 
    Will shook his head. "That's the thing. I didn't care anymore. All those months while in the US, I couldn't sleep so I'd read, workout, or haunt the streets—taking long walks, trying to escape the pain. So I looked like I'd been out late but really I was agonizing." 
 
    "Over Veronica?" 
 
    Will shrugged and turned toward the windows, looking at the city. "I was trying to get over her, over losing, and over not being good enough for people to stay." 
 
    "Will," Emma said softly. "You are good enough and… You can't let your fans down. They're the ones who're loyal. They don't want to see you lose." 
 
    "No, they eat up the gossip because it's a train wreck. They want to see people slip and fall. It's entertaining." 
 
    "Then show them the real you. Who are you really? When we flew to London you told me you'd prove me wrong and show me you're more than a shallow, selfish, snob." She said the words at the same time she realized she now wanted to know the answer—who was Will really? 
 
    Their gazes locked, the air in the room seemed to thin, and the sounds from the street went quiet. 
 
    Will stiffened. "Easy enough for you to say. They wouldn't want the real me. Speaking of which, who are you, Emmaline? I know you're hiding something." 
 
    "How do you know you want to know the real me?" she countered. 
 
    That silenced him. 
 
    She circled his desk and then sat down. 
 
    "I had my heart broken too, William." 
 
    Will leaned on his desk as though her confession softened something inside him. 
 
    "I was on track to a brilliant career in computer programming. I met a guy in college who swept me off my feet. He even hired me as his assistant. I worked long hours, helping to get his startup off the ground. His business took off because I corrected a little bug in his programming and a few big ones too. I didn't tell him because I wanted him to feel successful. I always want to give. A developer offered him a huge deal as long as my name was attached. How could we say no? Then he surprised me by asking me to marry him. We agreed I'd put everything on my credit card because his funds were tied up in the company. He promised we'd pay it off together. He also asked if he could withhold my pay until after the wedding because he needed the capital." 
 
    "Sounds—" 
 
    "Sketchy? Slimy? Stupid?" Emma snorted. "So I was living off credit, charging everything to the card. I'd already discovered he went to clubs because he'd used the company card. I told myself it was the pressure of the launch. We were getting married, after all. I was so naïve. Then the day of the wedding, he didn't show up. Left at the altar. It was a small affair because that's all I could afford. Funny, he didn't invite most of his friends because dumping me was his plan all along. Turns out he was seeing someone else. All along, he used my computer skills and what should have been my pay per the agreement with the investors to fund his playtime." 
 
    "I'm sorry, Emma." 
 
    "Not as sorry as I am." 
 
    Will reached out for her but she was just out of his grasp. 
 
    "His company tanked. Because my name was attached to it, my reputation was ruined. All I have left are a few medals from my days as a runner." 
 
    "You have more than that. You've helped Apex so much. You're an amazing assistant." 
 
    Emma lifted her chin. "Will, if I hadn't been so stupid and so in love, I would've been the CEO. I should've had my own company." 
 
    "You still could." 
 
    She shook her head. "He'd used all our money to take his girlfriend on lavish business trips. When I showed up at your gym for the job on Christmas Day, I had fifty-four dollars to my name and was staying on my sister's couch." 
 
    "And twenty-nine thousand five hundred and sixty dollars in debt." 
 
    "Plus the phone overages." 
 
    "I told you I'd cover those." 
 
    Emma took an uneven breath. "So you'll understand why I'm feeling used and why I might be reluctant to accept your generosity." 
 
    He stood in front of her and leaned over, clutching the armrests of the chair, caging her between his strong arms. "I'm not whatever his name is. I would never hurt or deceive you." 
 
    His minty breath whispered across her skin.  
 
    "I ditched my dreams of success for some guy who turned out to be a jerk. I can't trust my own judgment when it comes to men." 
 
    "You can trust me." 
 
    "Can I?" she asked. 
 
    He traced his finger along her jaw and lifted her chin to meet his eyes. His were blue and so close she could see flecks of silver and gold. The intensity pulsing between them told her this wasn't make-believe. This moment was real. 
 
    His gaze dipped to her lips.  
 
    She bit hers, afraid to turn away. Afraid to lean in. Her mind told her to go. Her racing heart begged her to stay. 
 
    "Say yes, Emma." His voice was a growl. 
 
    "Say yes to what?" she whispered. 
 
    "Tell me you trust me." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
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    Will 
 
      
 
      
 
    Will wanted her to trust him. He wanted to trust himself. 
 
    He could feel her sweet breath on his skin and see the pulse in her neck. The only thing between them was a single word. Yes. 
 
    She didn't say it. 
 
    He understood. Yet he didn't.  
 
    It was terrible what that prat of an ex did. Diabolical really. Evil. The worst. For a moment, Will fantasized about what he'd do to the guy if they ever met, in Emma's honor, of course. Looking good wasn't the only thing his muscles were good for. But he wasn't a knight in shining armor. In fact, he felt like she'd penetrated his hard exterior. His shield became heavy in his hands as though he needed to set it down. Yet it wasn't enough. 
 
    Her eyes drifted from his. 
 
    He stepped back, needing to catch his breath. His phone buzzed.  
 
    They both startled, pulled from the trance of their own devising. It was plain they had feelings for each other. Could they move past them? Could they heal old wounds? He couldn't buy the answer. He couldn't work out harder, gain more notoriety, or force things to work. He just had to be patient. 
 
    The phone buzzed a second time. Blast that thing. He had half a mind to chuck it in the Thames or in the very least take a holiday to that island he owned. He doubted there'd be reception there. He didn't want her to think, not for a moment, that anyone on the other end of the line was more important than she was. Her ex had done a number on her and he wanted to show her that she was valuable, amazing, talented, and beautiful. 
 
    Then his mind flicked to Sydney. The situation tore him in two. He'd provided the best possible care, hired the most skilled doctors. But that didn't mean much to a ninety-eight-year-old man who'd had several strokes. Sydney was all he had left other than Birdie and his sister. 
 
    Sydney's message, during what must have been a lucid moment, haunted and thrilled him in equal measure. 
 
    His phone buzzed again. He was almost afraid to look at it. The hospice would call, not text right?  
 
    It was Sylvia, not Sydney. He let out a semi-relieved breath. 
 
    "We should head into the office." He flashed his phone at Emma. "Either she wants to torment me or there's a problem." 
 
    "You mean torment me?" 
 
    "I'm sorry about that." 
 
    Emma shrugged. "I'm used to it." 
 
    "Being walked on?" 
 
    "No, ignoring people with little minds." 
 
    Will's brow furrowed. "You surprise me, Emma. You're so—" 
 
    "Weird?"  
 
    "No, I was going to say different." 
 
    "Same thing." 
 
    "No, weird is your hair when you take off your hat. Different is rare." 
 
    She pulled her hat on her head as they set out. "Different, weird, unusual, rare..." 
 
    "Rare like treasure." 
 
    Emma pressed her lips together as they loaded into the SUV, forcing back a smile. 
 
    Will pulled out the picture strip from the photo booth. 
 
    "I was wondering where that went." 
 
    "I'll make you a copy." 
 
    "No fair. I want it." She reached for it but he held it out of her grasp. 
 
    "Do you? So you can lay in bed looking at it and dreaming about me." 
 
    Emma blushed then she narrowed her eyes playfully. "Who said I dream about you?" 
 
    "Just a guess." 
 
    Emma's cheeks tinted darker and this time the corners of her lips turned up, ever so slightly. 
 
    Benson stopped the SUV in front of Apex HQ. 
 
    Will said, "Actually, Benson. I have to make a quick visit." Sydney's message played in his mind on repeat. "Emma, I'll meet you in the office within the hour." Then again, if by some chance Sydney was awake and lucid, he knew he wouldn't leave the old man's side. He prayed Sydney had another lucid moment so he could answer Will's questions. Was she the girl for him? Despite the odds? The obstacles? The unlikelihood? 
 
    Benson hit traffic so Will went into work mode, eager to catch up on emails. Jared interrupted with a call. 
 
    "We need a better kiss. More public. The clock is ticking. We need it soon," were the first words out of his agent's mouth. "The one in the hot chocolate shop was too blurry." He went on to detail his plans for their big moment. 
 
    "I regret letting you talk me into this." 
 
    "Why? Is she intolerable?" Jared said in his nasal voice. 
 
    "Something like that." At first, they'd had friction but now being with her was intolerable because he knew it would soon end; it's what she wanted. It was what had to happen even though it's not what he wanted. "I need you to alter the contract to include phone coverage, meals out, and—" He racked his brain trying to come up with anything she'd try to keep him from paying. She was much like his sister, refusing handouts. In fact, he should introduce them. They'd probably make fast friends. 
 
    "How about we include some stipulations. Like if she cheats on you, she'll owe you the exact dollar amount she specified." 
 
    Will shook his head even though Jared couldn't see him. "No, that's ridiculous. She wouldn't." 
 
    Jared clicked his tongue. "Don’t be so sure. Listen, we have a few opportunities coming up. Make sure you look your best on New Year's Eve." 
 
    "Yeah, whatever. Gotta go," Will said, eager to hang up. He'd forgotten all about the annual New Year's Eve bash. 
 
    There were times when he doubted Jared's integrity and judgment. He shook it off as Benson let him off at the hospice, focusing on more important matters. 
 
    A nurse showed him to Sydney's room. "I'm sorry, Mr. Wheaton. There's been no change. He hasn't woken in months." 
 
    Will patted the pocket that held his phone. "He—" 
 
    Had he imagined it? Were the semi-sleepless nights catching up with him? Making him crazy?  
 
    "As always, you're welcome to sit with him. Your sister was by earlier." 
 
    Will nodded, not sure he could speak without his voice shaking. When the nurse left the room, he pulled out his phone. As he watched Sydney lying there, still and silent, he replayed the message. It was his voice, aged, gravelly, but his. He'd referred to Emma. Had he heard Will talking about her? Sydney had given Will so much. Was this his last gift? 
 
    He stayed there until he had mere minutes to get to the office in order to keep his word to Emma. He let his doubts and fears chase him, making his strides long and fierce as he ran. 
 
    When he reached the glass doors of the building, sweat beaded along his forehead. 
 
    Emma approached from the treadmills, her face flushed, and her skin glossed with sweat. 
 
    Were they both running away from their problems or were they running toward each other? He wanted to sweep her into his arms and promise it was all going to work out and be okay, better than okay, but he wasn't sure if that was true.  
 
    "Where've you been?" It wasn't Emma who asked, but Sylvia. She held out a paper scrawled with a number. "They said it was urgent. Has to do with New Year's." 
 
    Will and Emma went up to the office. The sun hung low in the sky, near the horizon. The days were short this time of year and Will longed for light. Light to shine on his problems, to provide him with direction, answers. He scrubbed his hands down his face. 
 
    "You okay?" Emma asked. 
 
    He turned, wanting nothing more than to feel her embrace. To feel the soft touch of her skin. For the tension to leave him. 
 
    He clicked on his phone. "We'll find out in a moment." Ten minutes later, he hung up. "It looks like I'm out a party planner." 
 
    "Do you keep one on staff? I'm sure between Basil, Benson, and Bartholomew they could whip up a fiesta for you." She shook her hips and snapped her fingers. 
 
    "You're in a good mood." 
 
    She seemed relaxed, more at ease than usual. "I had a good run. But you seem worried." 
 
    "I need a party planner on short notice." And Sydney to wake up and things between the two of them to mean something. 
 
    "You seemed preoccupied when you got here so whatever was bothering you came before that piece of news." 
 
    Will nodded. He couldn't lie or hide the truth. He felt sullen, sad, or perhaps it was the lack of light. He turned to Emma. She glowed in her Apex tank with glistening skin and bright eyes. 
 
    "I'm a billionaire, and I can't afford the thing I want most." Will paced in front of the large windows. 
 
    "A party?" she asked. "I can plan it if you want." 
 
    Will parted his lips but she went on. "Seriously. I'm your assistant. It's my job to bail you out of tough spots. Let me earn my wages. Or you can hire a new party planner." When he didn't immediately reply, she added, "Like you said, you're a billionaire. You can afford it." 
 
    But I can't afford to lose you. The words were on the tip of his tongue but he wasn't brave enough to say them. Instead, he said, "The bulk of the work is done: guest list, catering, venue. You're just doing the last minute details like decorating, swag bags, music. Maybe we could even have a photo booth." 
 
    "About that." She swiped for his pocket. 
 
    "Hands to yourself, Emmaline," he said, joking. 
 
    "I want that photo. It was my date." She lunged for him. 
 
    He caught her arms and pulled her closer. "I figured this could be a memento in addition to my stained pants." 
 
    "You can replace the pants." 
 
    "I suppose so but I just like looking at your smile." At that, he leaned in and then started tickling her. He liked how it felt to connect, to feel her beneath him even if she was wiggling and laughing hysterically. Then he felt her hands on him, small but warm, reaching for his side, for the crook of his neck, and making him erupt into laughter. 
 
    He leaned on the desk, both of them struggling to avoid the other's fingers, but at the same time, he wanted her touch. Their legs tangled and he was deeply aware of her knee, her calf, her ankle. He admired her smooth curves. She filled him with a desire he could only hope for her to satisfy. He let him tickle her until he couldn't breathe he was laughing so hard. 
 
    Panting he said, "Okay, I give in. You can have the photos." He passed the strip to her. 
 
    "Thank you. So, can I help with the party?" 
 
    "It's a big deal." 
 
    "You're a big deal, and I seem to be handling you just fine." 
 
    He stopped short. "Emmaline, did you just flirt with me?" 
 
    She smirked. "What's the party for?" 
 
    "It's the New Year's bash. Premier party in the city." 
 
    "But that's tomorrow." 
 
    He nodded then turned away because he almost couldn't say the next part aloud. "It's where Jared wants us to stage another kiss." 
 
    Her face fell in the reflection of the glass. 
 
    "He suggested I propose to you then we can break it off later. His exact words were,' Then you'll be a heartbroken puppy, which the media will eat up.' It's over the top and I think—" 
 
    "Sure. Whatever. Just get me a list of what you need me to do. I'll do it."  
 
    Before he could stop her and explain, she fled from the room. 
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    They'd had a moment that was for sure. They'd had several in the last few days. She'd felt his eyes on her, staring, gazing, admiring. No, that was absurd. However, there was no denying his touch caused heat to rush through her body. Will always smelled good, clean, even when sweaty.  
 
    As she thundered toward the elevator her cheeks were on fire because she couldn't ignore the way he made her feel.  
 
    She also couldn't deny that he was a prat. It sounded mean when it came out of his mouth. A jerk, an idiot. Her stupid feelings and her stupid heart. 
 
    He called her name down the hall as the elevator closed. Her name on his lips had an altogether different tone. It was one of longing, desire, and warmth. Yet the truth was Will was selfish and was using her for his career. She couldn't lose sight of that. 
 
    The elevator dinged as it descended past each floor as though reminding her that she too agreed to the plan. He didn't force her into being his fake girlfriend. She could've said no and he would've found someone else. The truth was part of her wanted the fantasy: a guy to open the door for her, to spoil her, to kiss. 
 
    She caught the reflection of her frown in the shiny panel of the elevator. Her hair frizzed from her run and her cheeks were pink. 
 
    If only life were as simple as the coding on a computer. The thought of Everett and everything she'd lost thrust her into a spiral of too many emotions to name. Men, money, and her career were three big failures. Maybe she could find a private island somewhere, live off coconuts and sunshine. It wouldn't matter if her hair were a mess. The only other inhabitants could be tropical birds and rare salamanders. 
 
    She huffed. Will had said she was rare. 
 
    Yeah, she was rare all right. Raw. Angry. She felt like screaming. 
 
    She passed the front desk and her glower flashed like a warning to Sylvia not to dare mess with her. Her breath came heavy as she stepped onto the sidewalk. 
 
    The sun hovered by the tops of the buildings. She needed fuel to make arrangements for the bash on short notice. She'd do it, she'd kiss him and go along with the charade, and then she was done. She'd get her money, pay off her debt, and maybe she really would go somewhere warm and sunny to start over. 
 
    Wrapped up in her thoughts, a car nearly ran into Emma as she crossed the street. The driver issued an angry honk. Once safe on the sidewalk, she caught her breath as she pressed her hand against her chest. 
 
    After buying a tea at the corner shop, she settled at a vacant table and reviewed the list for the party. She spotted a business card in her bag and made a call. 
 
    Several minutes later, Charlotte appeared without a hair out of place. She tilted her head from side to side when she sat down at the table with Emma. "Yeah, you look desperate." 
 
    Emma smoothed her hair, remembering the way her hat made it stand on end. Will's smirk when it had first happened, and every time since, flashed in her mind. 
 
    "It's a guy, isn't it?" Charlotte asked. 
 
    "Well…" Emma started. 
 
    "Let's get it out of the way and then we can discuss whatever else is going on." 
 
    "You don't read the tabloids do you?" Emma asked. "The ones at the market or online?" 
 
    "I do not waste my time on that rubbish. You couldn't get me near them with a cattle prod. I wouldn't open one up if you paid me a million dollars." 
 
    "Not even for ten million dollars?" 
 
    Charlotte shook her head. "I don't take handouts." 
 
    "I wish I could say the same." Wasn't that exactly what she'd done? Taken Jared and Will's offer in exchange for the kiss and the use of her sweet and wholesome persona? 
 
    "Earth to Emma. About the guy." Charlotte waved her hand in front of Emma's face to get her attention. 
 
    She sighed. "The guy. We don't really get along but he's cute. More than cute. Like model hot."  
 
    Charlotte raised her eyebrows. "What about his personality?" 
 
    "We're not compatible. We have different values and lifestyles." Emma went on to give Charlotte a sketch of the situation without using any defining details. 
 
    "If I didn’t know better I'd say you're in love. So the problem is—?" 
 
    Emma shrunk in her chair, desperate to avoid the possibility. 
 
    Charlotte sat up taller as though she just realized something crucial. "You were hurt in the past." 
 
    Emma nodded. 
 
    "I see. The only solution is to make yourself irresistible so he can't help himself." 
 
    "Pardon? I'd like to cut things off and pretend this never happened…go on my merry way." 
 
    "It'll haunt you for the rest of your life." 
 
    "Dark, Charlotte." 
 
    She shrugged. "Being honest. You'll regret not pursuing it." 
 
    Emma considered this. She'd had a few regrets in her life and Charlotte was right, they did haunt her. "But what were you saying about making myself irresistible?" 
 
    "If you can't pluck up the courage to open up to the relationship, make him come to you." 
 
    "That's the problem. He just sees this as a work arrangement. I don't think he feels the same way. He was hurt too. It's all just so complicated." 
 
    "A wise man once told me, 'We don't always choose who we love but we do decide whether we make it easy or difficult.' Sounds to me like you guys have muddied the waters." 
 
    "But how do I simplify it?" 
 
    "Follow your heart." 
 
    "My heart gets lost easily." 
 
    "It got lost once, Emma. Hearts are smart. They don't make that mistake twice." 
 
    Emma smiled. "In that case, I need a dress." She could've contacted Jared's assistant, but wanted to avoid anything to do with Will's agent. 
 
    "I can definitely help you with that." 
 
    Charlotte led Emma several blocks to the Tube where they took the train to the Knightsbridge station. Harrod's, the famous shopping emporium, shone ahead of Emma like a promise. 
 
    They passed racks and racks of sequined, stitched, and glittering gowns. She tried not to look at the price tags attached, but Will's company card was in her pocket and she knew she had to look the part if their kiss was to be captured for his fans to see. 
 
    A salesclerk approached them. "Can I help you?" 
 
    "My friend is looking for a gown." 
 
    Emma nodded. 
 
    "The occasion?" the sales clerk asked. 
 
    "New Year's Eve." 
 
    "My, that's tomorrow. Budget?" 
 
    "None." Emma forced the word out of her mouth. 
 
    "Style?" 
 
    Emma shrugged. 
 
    "In that case, we have some work ahead of us." 
 
    The pair followed the salesclerk into a fitting room. Emma waited until she returned with gowns in multiples colors, textures, and styles. They were all exquisite and expensive. 
 
    She tried on one with ruffles, another that was sleek and fitted, and one with a complicated set of straps. Each time, Charlotte shook her head. 
 
    After several more failures, she smoothed her hands down a gorgeous dress with silver chiffon and sparkly embellishments. She stepped out of the changing room and spun in a circle, feeling like she was having a Cinderella moment. 
 
    "That's the one," Charlotte declared. 
 
    It was. Emma had never felt so pretty. 
 
    Charlotte checked her watch. "Oh, I have to take the dogs on their evening stroll. Care to join me to pick up my daughter from her friend's house on the way?" 
 
    "I'd like to but I should get started on this list. This is only one of the things I need to check off. Well, it's not on the list, but—" 
 
    "In that case, be sure to dazzle him tomorrow." 
 
    When she changed back into her workout gear, she revisited the conversation with Will. She'd dazzle all right. She'd earn that money and show him what he was missing even though, as he'd said, their kiss was to be staged. She wouldn't even let herself think about Jared's idea of a proposal and the comment about Will being a sad puppy dog. Then as though a lightbulb went on in her head, she had an idea. A brilliant one. 
 
    After saying goodbye to Charlotte, Emma carefully crossed the street back to HQ. She needed to be strategic given she was short on time. As she passed Sylvia, seated at the desk, she flashed a smile, feeling fortified by her conversation with Charlotte and her idea. As the elevator rose to the top floor, she wasn't altogether sure how she'd pull everything off on short notice but knew determination would carry her far. 
 
    A shaft of light shone from Will's office door. She drew a deep breath. The plan was simple. Ignore him. Stay focused. Laser focused. 
 
    She smoothed her hair and stepped through the doorway. He was behind the desk, scrolling through something on his giant monitor and clicking a pen under his thumb. He glanced up, lifting his eyebrows. 
 
    Without a word, she sat in her chair and got to work, researching, sending emails, stating her case on behalf of the renowned William Wheaton and his New Year's bash. 
 
    Emma only looked up from her desk when she felt Will's gaze on her. She tried to ignore it but it seared her skin. She slouched and positioned her laptop screen so she couldn't see him. 
 
    After receiving two yes's from vendors offering their services, and several no's, Emma sent a document to the printer that she needed to fill out by hand. 
 
    At the same time she crossed the room, Will strode to the printer. They stood there, both waiting for the machine to spit out their papers. Will picked the first one up and said, "I think that's for you." 
 
    She plucked it from him without touching his hand. 
 
    He retrieved the next one while they both continued to wait. 
 
    "I have one more," he said. His tone low, uncertain. 
 
    "Me too." 
 
    They both stood there dumbly, not saying a word. 
 
    Emma could feel his energy humming next to her. He was warm, a human furnace like he'd joked. She was still in her shorts and tank from the run. She shivered. 
 
    "I could turn up the heat." 
 
    "I shouldn't be much longer." But she knew she'd stay up all night to pull this off if only to prove to herself she was more than a girl someone used to improve his public persona. 
 
    They both returned to their desks.  
 
    An hour later, deep in negotiating terms for the flowers at the event, Will called, "Emma, I'm ordering dinner delivery. What would you like?" 
 
    "I'm fine. Not hungry." Her voice was rusty when she spoke. 
 
    "Your stomach has been growling for the past half hour." 
 
    She shook her head. After another half hour, the scent of something cheesy flooded her nose. 
 
    A man wearing a blue and red uniform poked his head in. "Pizza for Emmaline Jones." 
 
    Emma glared. 
 
    The delivery guy shrugged. "The girl at the desk said I could come right up." 
 
    Will paid and set the box on his desk. "That's for you." He nudged it toward her. 
 
    "I told you I'm not hungry." 
 
    "You're fibbing. You can't deny the doughy, cheesy, toh-mah-toh-ey pizza smells delicious." 
 
    "You eat it then." 
 
    "Emmaline," Will said, exasperated. 
 
    "William," she countered. "Also, it's tomato. Toe-may-toe." 
 
    He brushed her comment off. "Tomato-tomatoh, potato-potatoh," he said, using the American English and British English versions. 
 
    The pizza sat on the desk tempting Emma but so did the guy on the other side of the box. She didn't want to bicker. She had the urge to dazzle him, to show him who she really was. But she was also mad and hurt and conflicted. All the feelings overwhelmed her inside. 
 
    Will powered down his computer and sighed as he looked at the pizza. 
 
    She got to her feet, grabbed a slice, and stalked to the door. 
 
    Again, Will kept pace with her. 
 
    They both tried to exit at the same time. 
 
    "Excuse me," she said. 
 
    He gestured she go first. "After you. I have to go tend to some business." 
 
    "So do it." 
 
    "Good." 
 
    "I will." 
 
    "Well then." 
 
    "Go on." 
 
    "I'm going." 
 
    "Surely." 
 
    "Me too." 
 
    The ride down the elevator was awkward. Emma nibbled the pizza because she was starved. However, next time William Wheaton saw her, her hair would be smooth and styled, there wouldn't be pizza grease on her fingers, and she'd be sensational. 
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    Will woke to a text and then a phone call, then another text. He rubbed his temples. He hadn't fallen asleep until nearly three am and the night ahead would be long. It was New Year's Eve and never had he wanted to put a year behind him more. 
 
    The phone demanded his attention again. 
 
    Whatever it was, he told himself it could wait. He'd built the company from the sweat off his own back, literally. If people couldn't hold it together for a single morning, well, perhaps he really, truly was a failure. He'd failed at being a son and boyfriend so perhaps his meteoric rise was just so he could fall splendidly, publicly, humiliatingly. 
 
    He tried to ignore the phone and go back to sleep but saw Emma behind his closed lids. Their argument burned into his mind. 
 
    The phone buzzed and slid across the table beside his bed. It was Jared. He ignored it. They'd see each other at the New Year's Eve bash, an event he'd hosted for the past few years—the it party in the city. In past years, they'd had a beach theme, carting in tons of actual sand and a pool with a wave machine. Another year it was a masquerade. It was always over the top and outrageous. The party planner surprised him and did a wonderful job so he had no idea the theme for this year's event, but hoped Emma pulled it off. She was smart, resourceful, and… 
 
    He wouldn't let himself think it. No. He refused to let himself feel the way she filled in the hollows inside of him. She'd made it clear she hated him, and he hadn't been on his best behavior either. It was as if she somehow brought out the worst in him when all he wanted to do was give her the best. There was a block there and despite all his strength, he couldn't find a way around it. 
 
    Will threw the covers off, suddenly restless and grabbed his phone after it buzzed again. He'd give Jared a piece of his mind. It was from the hospice. He sunk onto the bed and listened to the message. 
 
    The nurse gave him an update. No change. An exhale escaped. He'd mentioned the party later that day so she was letting him know how things were now so she didn't have to bother him later. 
 
    Nothing about Sydney was a bother. He was just in his own world now. The doctors said he was dreaming. But how did they know? He might have been having nightmares. Will clutched his fists angry at how helpless he felt.  
 
    After showering, he met his eyes in the mirror. Sydney would have blasted him for having a pity party. He'd tell him it was a new day. A gift denied to many. Will blamed the negative thinking on fatigue. He just needed a break from it all. A chance to reset. 
 
    He hit the gym. Hard. He'd blow the stupid thoughts right out of his head. He lifted until stars flashed in front of his eyes. He ran until he couldn't breathe. He just wanted to bring the man who was like a father, a mentor, and a best friend back to life. 
 
    Will spent most of the day at the office, fielding calls, putting out fires, and trying to ignore the image of Emma working across from him the night before every time he made the mistake of looking up from his computer. 
 
    Later, he got ready for the party, donning a perfectly fitted tuxedo and his favorite watch—it had been a gift from Sydney on his twenty-first birthday. Now, he felt like time was running out and not how Jared meant. Freshly shaven, he slapped on some cologne.  
 
    He rode to the party, prepared to meet Emma, apologize, and then kiss her for the cameras as well as shower his guest with attention, network, and continue to build his empire. It was a simple, tidy plan. Exactly what he needed. 
 
    He followed a red carpet toward the entrance of the grand building that hosted the event each year. Cameras flashed and he posed, waved, and smiled. 
 
    "Will, where's your date?" a reporter asked. Another said, "Are you on the outs with the American?" A third thundered, "He can keep fit but he can't keep a woman." 
 
    Will ground his jaw and took a deep breath. It was just noise he told himself. People trying to get a rise out of him. He didn't hate reporters, in fact, they were key to his career, but there were some out for blood—like the bloke who made the last comment. Likely, the same kind of person who followed him around, trying to get into his private business. 
 
    He blinked his eyes a few times to refocus and thought he saw paw prints on the red carpet. When he looked up, the cameras were still popping and he continued into the building.  
 
    Friends, employees, and acquaintances all greeted him. It took him what seemed like ages to get through the line of people as they made small talk, asked questions about the direction of Apex, and a few making condolences about his personal life. It was at the last New Year's Eve party he and Veronica seemed to be in love. So much had changed. 
 
    What sounded like a dog barking got his attention. He finished a brief conversation as a member of the catering staff offered him a mini hot dog. "Thank you, but I'll pass." Pigs in a blanket weren't his idea of upscale party food. He scanned the room for Emma. 
 
    When he finally broke free of the people clustered around the entrance, her party theme became clear. It had to be her doing.  
 
    Dozens of dogs, wearing New Year's party hats, roamed through the crowd. The woman with the pop-up animal rescue from the day out with Birdie held court by a corral of puppies. Several volunteers wearing Wags and Purrs animal rescue T-shirts talked with his guests, likely about the animal adoption crisis. He knew all about it. Sydney and his sister were dog lovers.  
 
    One of his best trainers from the gym played fetch with what looked like a boxer mix. The girls that worked the desk cooed over the puppies and one of the high rollers who he relied on to keep his stock prices favorable pet a Great Dane on the head while he spoke with a model that was as leggy as the dog. 
 
    With the exception of the paw prints everywhere, the décor was tasteful black and gold with lots of glitz. If his guests were at all concerned or confused about the theme, they didn't show it. 
 
    He continued to scan the crowd for Emma. His eyes floated over men in black and white tuxedos and women in their finest, flashiest, and frilliest dresses. He recognized several actresses and singers, a few models, and then finally a gorgeous brunette in a stunning floor-length silver gown. His breath caught.  
 
    Emma was dazzling. 
 
    With each step, his frustration lessened, replaced by awe. He opened his mouth to tell her she looked beautiful but she spoke first. 
 
    "You wanted help remaking your image. I imagine people will appreciate your cause." 
 
    "I already have a cause. Health and fitness." 
 
    "How does partying fit into that again? Seems like the opposite." Her tone suggested she was still bitter about their argument and only hated him more. 
 
    A handsome couple interjected, thanking Will for hosting. She wore a red dress with feathers. He had a trim salt and pepper beard. 
 
    Will and Emma plastered on polite smiles. 
 
    "Did you try the puppy chow?" Emma asked. 
 
    "Puppy chow?" the woman asked, confused. 
 
    "It's delicious—chocolate, nuts, and some kind of caramel crunch. Don't worry, not actual dog food." 
 
    The woman's eyebrows lifted. "That sounds like a treat." 
 
    "Oh, and be careful, if you have too many salty dogs, you might feel a little ruff in the morning." Emma lifted her glass to the couple. 
 
    She was charming and gorgeous. 
 
    They laughed cordially before moving on. 
 
    A server passed with glasses of sparkling water. Will lifted his. "Well, thanks fur pulling it off." 
 
    "Did you just say fur?" Emma's eyes shone with laughter despite her obvious irritation. 
 
    Just then, Jared clapped Will on the back, nearly spilling his water on Emma. 
 
    "If it isn't the man of the hour? Interesting concept for the party. Listen, we have to make sure everything is perfect for the kiss." He glanced at Emma. "You ready to smooch this stud?" 
 
    Emma barely nodded. "Have to keep things running smoothly," she said as she rushed off. 
 
    Will turned to Jared. "Do you have to be so—?" 
 
    "So outstanding, a genius, a power player? Well, yes. Yes, I do." 
 
    "I had the word obnoxious in mind." 
 
    Jared laughed him off. "Listen, we nearly have the Nexxiss account clinched. They just want to see that you're a good boy and won't blemish their image." 
 
    "Right." Will enjoyed modeling. However, he was starting to question his career or at least his agent's intentions and investment in it. 
 
    "I've been telling everyone you have a midnight surprise. So remember, after the kiss, you're going to propose." 
 
    Will shook his head. "I don't have a ring." 
 
    Jared fumbled in his pocket and passed Will a small box. 
 
    He refused to take it. "That's going too far. I'm not going to fake propose." 
 
    "Trust me; it'll be worth your while." Jared tossed it to him, winked, and then called across the room, waving. "Ricco! So glad you could make it." Before Jared hurried off, he said to Will, "Circulate. Mingle. Have a grand time. Just make sure the kiss at the stroke of midnight is the billion dollar shot." 
 
    While Will engaged in polite conversation with a Duke or Count or someone, he spotted the DJ. Live music equipment was set up on the stage as well. A large crowd danced in the middle of the room on the parquet floor. Will's eyes floated over them until they landed on Emma. 
 
    The straps of her dress draped delicately over her smooth shoulders and the neckline accentuated her collarbones. Her hair was professionally styled and her lips a tasteful pink. He wanted to taste them but not in front of the cameras.  
 
    It all felt wrong to him. He wanted it to be real, natural, and organic. Not staged as Jared insisted. He wouldn't go through with the proposal though. That's where he drew the line. She'd say no because she was clearly done with the charade. However, it was too late to do anything about it now. They had a party to host, a kiss to enact, and then he could let her slip quietly from his life. 
 
    Yet he couldn't take his eyes from her as she circulated the room, likely talking up the dog rescue, and doing her part to earn donations for the organization. His sister would appreciate her efforts. 
 
    She glowed and he had the urge to go to her, but he couldn't pull away from the man banging his ear off about foreign investments because he was also a top investor in Apex.  
 
    Will was the host and had to be on, the life of the party, charming, and demonstrate the value these people made in him. Jared's distinct laugh boomed from across the room. 
 
    Standing next to him was a woman in a hot pink dress. Her long blond hair curled at the ends and she draped her arm over Jared's shoulder. They both smiled in a private, intimate way.  
 
    Veronica? What was she doing there? Will's stomach turned to cement and he gritted his teeth. 
 
    Either she was someone's guest—tasteless to make their plus one his ex at his party, or a mistake and her name were still on the list made the previous year. 
 
    He didn't make eye contact. She was crazy, ruthless, and would be out for his blood. She'd turned the situation around to make him look like the bad guy after he broke it off when she was the one who'd cheated. 
 
    It was too late. She'd spotted him. He moved to vanish into the crowd, but one of his associates locked him into small talk. 
 
    Veronica brushed this person aside and laid her hands on the lapels of Will's tuxedo. He recoiled, but that only drove her closer. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "Visiting old friends. But I see you have a new one." She turned her vicious gaze to Emma. 
 
    "Yeah, something like that." 
 
    She pooched her lips. Her eyes lingered on his. Then she straightened his bowtie. "I sure hope it's only a kiss." She strutted away. 
 
    Will wanted to leave but instead, he turned his attention back to Emma. She held a glass aloft and then tossed her head back with laughter. A guy in a slate gray suit flirted with her. It was Ricco, Ricco Guasparre Salvestro—an Italian hotshot who owned more cars than he had letters in his name. He also had an equally high number of women in his life. 
 
    Yet, Emma flirted back. He could see it in her smile. The one she'd shown him but once. The one he tried to draw from her when he'd tickled her. Again, she laughed at something Ricco said. 
 
    Confusion battled with contempt. It was his party. She was supposed to be his date and helping to clean up his image so he could land the deal with Nexxiss. 
 
    A woman in a little black dress lifted onto her toes and gave him a kiss on both cheeks. "Will," she purred. 
 
    "Nice to see you, Geneva." 
 
    "You looked so lonely over here, on your own." She linked her arm in his. "I thought you could use some company." Like so many other women he knew she only saw an opportunity in him. He sighed because he'd built his billion-dollar company off his looks, his charm, and his ability to draw attractive people like a moth to a flame. It was his doing and perhaps his undoing. 
 
    Across the room, Emma linked her arm through Ricco's. 
 
    Will adjusted his collar, suddenly hot. 
 
    "Tell me who you'll be kissing at midnight?" Geneva asked. 
 
    "A very lucky lady," Will said vaguely. 
 
    An uneven breath escaped as she lifted onto her toes again and whispered in his ear, "I hope it's me."  
 
    At the same time, Emma whispered something into Ricco's ear. 
 
    Will stiffened. 
 
    Geneva's hand floated to his chest. "You're looking rather dapper tonight." 
 
    Over her shoulder, he watched as Emma did the same to Ricco. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. Will reached for Geneva's hand and asked, "Would you like to dance?" 
 
    "As long as we don’t step on any paws." She laughed. 
 
    As they made their way to the dance floor, from the opposite direction, Emma and Ricco approached. 
 
    He and Geneva swept across the floor. He was less concerned about the dogs and more concerned about Emma. Ricco was a nice enough guy but he wasn't too careful with women and had broken his share of hearts. 
 
    When her shimmery, silver dress swept by, Will led the dance with Geneva in the same direction. His hand rested on her mid back because he was a gentleman. Ricco lowered his hand on her back. 
 
    Will's jaw tightened. He leaned into Geneva's neck and whispered that he'd appreciate any assistance she can offer the dog rescue. "It's a cause near and dear to my heart." But to anyone watching, namely Emma, it may as well have looked like he was telling her she was gorgeous and hoped they could go on a date soon. 
 
    It was a test to see what she'd do if she was, in fact, toying with him. 
 
    Emma leaned closer to Ricco and Will thought her lips had brushed his cheek. 
 
    Will pulled Geneva against his chest, stepping closer to the pair. 
 
    Emma did the same, thrusting herself against Ricco. 
 
    Will dipped Geneva back, and Emma spun into Ricco's arms. 
 
    Jealousy and anger boiled under Will's skin. Why was she messing with him? Was this some kind of revenge? 
 
    The song changed and Geneva left the dance floor when she spotted one of her best friends. 
 
    Will sidestepped several couples and planted himself in front of Ricco and Emma. "Excuse me, may I take this dance?" he asked. 
 
    Ricco looked at Emma. 
 
    She smiled tightly. "No, you may not." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Emma 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emma wasn't a vindictive person but she faced three problems.  
 
    One, she thought she saw a guy who looked like Everett when Benson drove her over to the venue earlier.  
 
    Two, it was clear Will had feelings for the woman who showed up wearing the brightest pink dress she'd seen since senior prom.  
 
    Then two-point-five, it rattled her to see so many women fawning over him. Yes, he was good-looking, but half the woman at the party kissed him, stroked him, embraced him, and clearly wanted him. She was supposed to be his date. He'd hardly said a word and certainly hadn't hugged or kissed her hello. 
 
    She huffed. 
 
    Not that it mattered. 
 
    Not that she wanted him to. 
 
    She didn't. 
 
    No. She told herself. 
 
    Definitely not. 
 
    No way. 
 
    Then problem number three, she had a party to run with live dogs and hopefully, live music. If the band didn't show up soon, she'd have problem three-point-five, which was how to get rid of Romeo or Ricco or whatever. She only flirted with him to irritate Will, who'd been surrounded by every woman in the room at one point or another except for her. 
 
    Short on time, she'd pulled off the dog themed party, called the shelter, promising exposure at the premier New Year's event in the city, which she hoped translated into donations and adoptions. She'd called upon her creativity and came up with ideas to incorporate dogs into the party—from drinks to food to songs for the DJ to play to items for the swag bags. Then she scoured the internet for dog-themed vendors. It was the job of a team and she pulled it off on her own. 
 
    Now, she wanted to make sure the evening's surprise entertainment showed up on time. It was nearly eleven. Mostly though, she wanted to get out of Ricco's clutches because she was afraid she was giving him the wrong idea. Although, he was an excellent dancer. 
 
    After she endured another song, someone called her name. The accent was American and her spirits lifted. 
 
    "Excuse me, Ricco. My friend is here, all the way from America." She did an awkward curtsy and then rushed off the dance floor. The truth was Clara hadn't come all the way from the US just then. She was touring with L Ryder, the famous musician, after pulling off a Christmas miracle and falling in love with the guy in the process. They were in France and even though she didn't want to rob her friend of the romance of the evening, she asked if they'd do a special favor and perform at the New Year's Eve bash. 
 
    The two friends hugged. "I missed you so much," Emma said. 
 
    "You have a story to spill," Clara said. 
 
    "I could say the same for you, although Penny gave me a few details. But we'll get to that later. I'm so glad you came." 
 
    "I couldn't say no to you or the dogs and as it turns out Logan couldn't say no to me." 
 
    "Logan?" Emma asked. 
 
    "L stands for Logan." Clara nudged her chin toward the stage where the famous rock star took up his guitar. 
 
    He welcomed everyone, said a few words about the important work shelters do for dogs, and then broke into song with one of his biggest hits. 
 
    Emma and Clara sang along like two fangirls. Penny was going to freak out when she found out and probably be jealous because she was a major L Ryder fan. 
 
    Despite the refined crowd, it seemed everyone enjoyed the performance. While they clapped and cheered after the last song, Will jumped onto the stage. 
 
    The two men hugged as if they knew each other. 
 
    Emma looked on curiously, as Clara filled her in on her whirlwind romance. The clock ticked down, getting closer and closer to midnight. It wasn't jealousy that filled her at hearing about how in love Clara and Logan were. It wasn't concern that the kiss was going to fail either. 
 
    Sadness swept over Emma like a great wave. 
 
    When would she get her real Romeo? 
 
    She was kind and sweet and a good person. 
 
    When would a guy fall for her, truly, madly, deeply? 
 
    Not because he was using her to get ahead in his company like Everett or in his career like Will. 
 
    "Emma, are you okay?" Clara asked. 
 
    "Yeah. Fine. It was a lot of work to pull this off." 
 
    "I bet." Clara went on to compliment her on all the fun doggy details. "Oh, I better go find Logan for our midnight kiss." Clara gave her friend's hand a squeeze and rushed off. 
 
    The clock ticked down. It was up to Will to find her if he wanted his staged kiss. But maybe she just wanted a kiss. A real one. 
 
    Several people shouted it was almost midnight. 
 
    Some tooted horns and noisemakers. 
 
    Emma stood in front of the stage, in the middle of the dance floor, alone. Lonely. 
 
    People said Will's name, congratulating him on the party, and wishing him Happy New Year. She turned as he strode over to her, not stopping for them to fawn over him. 
 
    Then they started counting down. "Ten, nine, eight…" 
 
    He wore a cocky smile on his lips. But his eyes told a different story. Resignation? Sadness? Determination? She couldn't be sure. 
 
    "Seven, six, five…" 
 
    She wished the situation were different. That he wanted her. 
 
    But did that mean she wanted him? 
 
    "Four, three, two…" 
 
    He took her in his arms and tilted her back, dreamily, swooningly. 
 
    "One." 
 
    His lips landed on hers. They were soft and warm. He tasted like mint and man. He directed them both back to standing and his hands gripped her jaw as he continued to kiss her. 
 
    Her thoughts raced nearly as fast as her heart. Perhaps the cameras weren't in position. Maybe there was some kind of delay. 
 
    His fingers tangled in her hair as he pulled her closer.  
 
    The butterflies in her belly went from fluttering to full on frolicking. 
 
    Will's mouth demanded of her and she gave back, fully, completely. She pressed her lips to his and locked her hands around the nape of his neck. 
 
    Cheering surrounded them and Emma realized it must be after midnight by now but they didn't stop. The kiss deepened and the noise faded away. It was just Will and Emma. His lips and hers. Two hearts filling, pulses racing, desire growing… 
 
    When they finally parted, Emma looked into his eyes. They were big and blue and bold. They told her she was wanted.  
 
    Then the flashes popped, blinding her. 
 
    Will wrapped his arm around her waist, not letting her go. 
 
    The lines between a posed kiss and whatever they'd done blurred. She wasn't sure where Emma his fake girlfriend began and Emma, his assistant who was in charge of the shindig ended. 
 
    But her eyes must have also been blurry because she thought she saw Everett again. She drew a deep breath—it must have been fatigue, stress, and the emotions rocketing through her. 
 
    The man in slacks and a button-down approached her. He had curly, dark, short-cropped hair like Everett. He had a pit in his chin like Everett. 
 
    "Emma." He sounded like Everett. 
 
    It was him. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Her voice was thin. 
 
    "I thought I'd ask you the same question." Everett eyed Will with contempt. 
 
    There was no contest: Will was more handsome, stronger, and hadn't betrayed her. Then again, they weren't in a real relationship. 
 
    "I wanted to talk to you." 
 
    "You could have called." 
 
    "I did. You didn't answer." 
 
    "Can we not do this here?" Emma asked. She wanted to be home on New Year's Eve with a good book, some cookies, and maybe a puppy. Not here, involved in this mess. Then she realized she didn't have a home and it was because of Everett. 
 
    No, she stopped that thought in its tracks. It was also because of her poor judgment of character. She wouldn't make that same mistake again. 
 
    "Can we talk somewhere privately?" Everett asked, casting another scornful look at Will. 
 
    "Emma." His British accented voice was low, questioning. 
 
    "It's fine. You got what you needed, right?" 
 
    "Emma," he repeated, but Everett had already swept her into the crowd. He directed her toward a quiet nook. 
 
    "What did you come here to tell me, Everett? Did you finally come to your senses and realize you owe me half the money for the wedding debt? Or did you come to apologize for duping me and confessed to the investors, clearing my name." 
 
    Everett opened his mouth but Emma shot across him. 
 
    "In either case, I'm not interested." 
 
    "Why? Because you have a big hotshot billionaire boyfriend?" 
 
    Emma crossed her arms in front of her chest. This was not how she wanted to start the New Year. 
 
    Everett's eyes narrowed. "Let me tell you a thing or two about him. He left a girl at the altar." 
 
    "Ironic because so did you." 
 
    "Well, maybe you have a thing for guys like me." He snorted. 
 
    "I do not have a thing. Certainly not for you." As soon as the truth was out of her mouth, she realized how true it was. All the sadness that flooded her, which had practically drowned her in the previous months, rushed out in an angry wave. Words, like powerful water crashing into a rocky shore, poured out of her mouth as she let Everett have it. "You are a liar, a cheat, and a coward who preyed on my skills for your own benefit. Nothing you say or do would change my mind about you." 
 
    "Emma, I just want to look out for you." He softened his tone. 
 
    "How considerate. Perhaps you should have thought of that when you ruined my career, humiliated me, left me in debt, and rushed off with Sydney. Where is she anyway?" Emma wanted to give Everett's girlfriend a piece of her mind too. Wouldn't it be ironic if she were the same Sydney Will was seeing?  
 
    Everett paled. 
 
    "Wait. She left you didn't she." 
 
    "High and dry." 
 
    Emma shook her finger. "You came back here to—" 
 
    Everett lowered onto one knee and held out a box. "To ask you to marry me." 
 
    "Again?" Emma laughed. She didn't hesitate. "No, Everett." 
 
    He wiped sweat from his brow and then gripped her wrist. "Emma, I'm warning you. Don't get involved with him." 
 
    Will still stood to the side but now stepped forward. "Excuse me." Will fussed with something in his pocket. "Emma, I have a question for you. It's personal, but I truly hope you'll answer."  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Do you want me to knock him out or would you like to go home?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Will 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emma shook her head. "Goodbye, Everett. I never want to see you again." 
 
    Will took her hand in his. She lifted onto her toes and whispered in his ear. "I’m hungry." 
 
    He smirked then turned to the crowd. "Thank you, everyone, for joining us tonight. Happy New Year." 
 
    They paraded down the red carpet, decorated with puppy prints, and into the waiting SUV, dotted with rain. 
 
    "Benson, Emma would like something to eat." His phone beeped but he ignored it. 
 
    "Pick up or delivery?" Benson asked. 
 
    Will looked at Emma. 
 
    "Am I eating this on my own again?" 
 
    Will shook his head and patted his stomach. "All of those people at the party tonight pay for these." 
 
    Emma sighed. "I'll just take delivery. It's late." 
 
    They were quiet as the car drove along the damp, glistening London streets. People spilled out of pubs and revelers traveled in pairs and groups. 
 
    Will's phone buzzed in his pocket. It was probably Jared who was sure to congratulate him on the kiss even though he hadn't faked it. Will had poured everything he had into that kiss, wanting Emma to feel what he was afraid to admit, express, or know how to handle. When his lips stayed on hers, going well beyond the time it took to snap a few photographs, she didn't protest. Perhaps she wanted it as much as him. He could only hope. His agent would likely also have something to say about the wrong guy proposing to Emma so publically, but he didn't want to deal with any more drama. 
 
    "That was some party," Will said, edging closer to her on the long seat. "Thank you." 
 
    "I had a lot of help. By the way, how do you know L Ryder?" 
 
    "Logan? We're old friends from our school days. By the way, how did you know that I knew…?" 
 
    "I didn't. I'm friends with Clara." 
 
    "Ah, yes. I heard about their happily ever after." 
 
    Emma shivered and nudged a little closer. 
 
    "Cold?" he asked. 
 
    "I didn't think my winter coat would go with my dress. And my hat would've ruined my hair." 
 
    His smile dipped. "Emma, I failed tonight." 
 
    "What do you mean? We got the photo. The guests seemed happy enough. No dogs went to the bathroom in public…" She rambled. 
 
    "No, Emma. I failed to tell you—" He drew a breath and rubbed his thumb across her cheek. "You looked dazzling." He narrowed the space between them. 
 
    She sat up. "Well, thank you. No one has ever said that to me before." 
 
    "Clearly your ex-fiancé thought so too even if he wasn’t brave enough to speak the words." 
 
    "No, he's just a jealous leach. His girlfriend broke up with him and he must've seen us splashed across the tabloids. He never could deal with my aptitude in college. I scored better on tests, was given opportunities by our professors." 
 
    "I would've punched him for you." 
 
    "Thanks for being my knight in shining armor."  
 
    "Ah, so I do have a heart after all." 
 
    She brushed her hand against his chest. "One I noticed beating very hard earlier." 
 
    Their eyes locked, but the car stopped in front of Will's building. 
 
    Emma reached for the door handle. Will drew her hand back to his. 
 
    "I got what I wanted." 
 
    "What's that?" she asked. 
 
    His answer was a kiss on her forehead, her cheek, and her nose. 
 
    Emma's stomach growled. 
 
    Will chuckled. "Food should be here anytime." His phone buzzed yet again. 
 
    They went inside to the warm flat. Emma kicked off her shoes and plopped onto the couch. "If it doesn't get here soon, just wake me when it's morning. I'm exhausted." She yawned. 
 
    Unmoving, Will stood in the doorway. 
 
    "Everything okay?" she asked, craning her head. 
 
    He stared at his phone. He couldn't speak. Sydney was gone. 
 
    Will dashed back out the way he came. Benson still idled in front of the flat so he had him go directly to the hospice. 
 
    The dim light and warmth inside the building, intending to comfort was false. The nurses offered their sympathy. They'd tried to contact him earlier.  
 
    He'd ignored his phone much of the day, wanting to avoid Jared and the mess he'd made by going along with a fake relationship. Recently, he'd been ignoring his mobile, thinking it was more of the same. He felt stark, alone. 
 
    Will sat in the room next to the bed that cradled his mentor, his best friend, his father figure. He stayed for hours, his mind blank, empty until a hand swept across his shoulders. 
 
    It was his sister. Obviously, she couldn't arrive sooner because she didn't want to wake her daughter and couldn't leave her alone. The two held each other and shared the sadness that came with the loss. 
 
    It was early New Year's Day. The sun hid behind rain clouds. Will walked home, not caring that he was drenched. Not caring that the raindrops mingled with his tears. 
 
    He kicked off his boots and Emma roused from the couch, still in her gown and still looking beautiful. 
 
    "Will, are you okay?" she asked, getting to her feet. 
 
    He simply tossed off his jacket. 
 
    "Listen, if now isn't a good time, I understand. But we have to talk." 
 
    He stared blankly, still unable to speak. 
 
    Emma drew a deep breath. "Last night was great and I think the kiss we shared meant something. But I can't do this." She gestured between them. "Everett said you left a girl at the altar. I know your version of the story, but then you go running off late at night whenever your phone beeps." 
 
    As will sat down, still in his tux and with the top of his shirt unbuttoned, the ring box dug into his hip. 
 
    She got to her feet and started pacing. "You probably have a booty call or a mistress…" 
 
    Will dropped the box containing the ring from Jared on the table more forcefully than he intended. "I certainly didn't leave anyone at the altar. I made a difficult decision when Veronica's motives became clear. It upset me and broke my heart, but I couldn't live her lie. I wasn't enough for her to love without my wallet so I walked away. To your comment, a mistress would imply that I'm married and I certainly am not."  
 
    Emma winced. "You said that so strongly. I'm just trying to figure out where I stand. Is this just a setup or—" 
 
    His gaze locked on hers. "I'm not sure what it is either. But if we were to be married, I wouldn't ask you in front of all the cameras. I might take you to a private island. We'd leave our baggage behind: our fears, heartbreak, hang-ups… It would be just you and me and the future. We'd fall asleep to the sound of the lapping waves and wake to the sunrise. I would treat you like a queen and when I fully trusted myself and knew that you trusted me, I'd ask you to spend the rest of your life with me." 
 
    Emma's lips parted. He wanted to kiss her right then, whisk her away like he'd described but his chest ached and his grief was too raw. 
 
    "Speaking of trust, that's built upon honesty and you still haven't told me where you run off to in the middle of the night." 
 
    "To see Sydney." 
 
    "For your information, that's the name of the girl Everett left me for so I'll need a little more info." She was still on her feet and had one hand on her hip. 
 
    "Well, what about Ricco?" 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    He knew it was childish but couldn't stop himself. "The handsome Italian you were dancing with last night?" 
 
    Emma rolled her eyes. "You and I both know that didn't mean anything. But this Sydney person obviously does." 
 
    Sydney meant so much. Will's chin shifted toward his chest and then he took a deep breath. He lowered her down to sit beside him. "Sydney Harcourt was my guardian. He was like a father to me and he died last night. He'd had a stroke and then was in a coma. He—" Will got choked up so he pulled out the phone and played the mysterious message. His chest tightened at the sound of the old man's gravelly voice. 
 
    "'William, I'm going to miss you. I think I already do. I'll be leaving soon. I think you know that. You've done so much for me, taking care of me like this. Evelyn has been gone a long time now, but she brought me the greatest joy. I have one request to make of you. I want you to have the same happiness. Settle down with Emma. By the sounds of things, she brings that same smile to your lips as when you were a little boy, when you were free. Remember those hikes? I always knew it was good to get you out of the city." Sydney coughed. "You were strong then. You grew into a man who's even stronger than I could've hoped. But strength doesn't only come from pumping iron and fitness. Inner strength. And it doesn't only come from surviving something. Getting through a difficult situation. Sometimes strength comes from being brave and doing the things we're most afraid to do. Sometimes that thing is love.'"  
 
    Will glanced at Emma, trying to read her response but before he could glimpse her face her arms were around him, saying what words could not. They remained in the embrace, still dressed in their New Year's Eve best until Emma whispered, "I'm sorry. I had no idea." 
 
    "This was the last time he spoke. I rushed to the hospice that night but he was unconscious again. He came in and out but for the last months, he was out." Will shrugged. "Although, when I visited I'd always talk to him." 
 
    "You told him about me?" 
 
    Will nodded, shy suddenly. "Maybe he could hear me." 
 
    She nodded. "Seeing you happy was his last wish." Emma brushed her thumb across Will's cheek. "He also wanted you to be brave." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
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    Emma 
 
      
 
      
 
    Will, clearly bereaved, excused himself to take a shower. Not a thing about the night before disappeared or turned into a pumpkin, like in Cinderella. Although, Emma wouldn't have minded if Everett turned back into a toad. Her gown didn't wrinkle even though she'd slept in it on the couch, having fallen asleep after Will left so abruptly. 
 
    She also needed a shower. Not only to wash off the makeup, but to wash away the stains from the last year: the self-doubt, the selfishness, and Everett. She finally was able to let go of all the emotions that tied her to their failed relationship and her failed career. Only now, both seemed less like failures and more like detours in the wrong direction. Perhaps life had different plans for her. Everett betrayed her but she too had a role in the situation. She should've spoken up for herself or made changes sooner. That was all in the past. It was a new year. Although she knew things might not work out with Will—perhaps this was but another unexpected turn in her life—, she was ready to move forward. 
 
    As she dried her hair, her phone lit up with Penny's name. 
 
    "Happy New Year!" her sister cheered. "You have to tell me everything. Starting with the midnight kiss from the guy who does not make you at all fizzy." Penny's voice trilled with a mixture of delight and sarcasm. "I saw it online." 
 
    She told her sister the entire story from start to finish. 
 
    "So much for your twelve dates of Christmas. When are you getting married?" 
 
    "Everett proposed. Will did not." 
 
    "Yeah, I know but that kiss was broadcast for the world to see and it was something real. There's no walking away from—" 
 
    "But that's just it." Emma went on to explain why it couldn't work between them. 
 
    "Those are the cons. What are the pros?" 
 
    She thought about this, unsure where to start or afraid to. "He gives good hugs." She told her about their embrace after the call from their mother. 
 
    "She called me earlier then blamed me for missing the timer on the roast she had in the oven. She called me, Emma. That woman is out of her mind."  
 
    "Uh, she'll be thrilled when she finds out what I've been up to." Emma groaned. Their mother was obsessed with money. 
 
    "She told us to marry rich men." 
 
    "She did and look how well that turned out for her. She's alone." 
 
    "But love is love. Don't rebel against love because of Mom." 
 
    "This isn't love—" Emma started. 
 
    "Whatever it is, it's fizzy."  
 
    Emma directed the conversation away from that topic and they complained about their mother for a few minutes. 
 
    "Okay, enough about Mom. Back to lover boy." 
 
    "Loverboy?" 
 
    "Will? Mr. Dreamy, Super Stud, Hottie McHot Stuff." 
 
    Emma laughed. "He loves dogs…" 
 
    Penny interrupted. "I'm getting another call. I'm sorry. I have to take it." 
 
    "Is it your own Hunky Hunkerman?" 
 
    "I like Super Stud better. But no. Anyway, I'll talk to you soon." 
 
    "I hope so. I miss you, Penny." 
 
    The sisters hung up and Emma flopped onto the bed. She was exhausted and still warm from the shower. She closed her eyes and instead of a list of the pros and cons, she thought about all the reasons they couldn't have a relationship and then fell fast asleep. 
 
    The light in the bedroom was the grayish purple of dusk when Emma woke to the smell of something buttery and sweet. 
 
    She pulled on a fuzzy pair of socks and wandered into the hall. 
 
    A pan clattered in the kitchen. 
 
    Bartholomew was as silent as a cat so she didn't think it could be him. "Will?" she called. 
 
    "I'm in here. Hold on. Wait. Don't come in." He sounded flustered. "Blast." He grumbled. "Just hang on. It's okay. I'm just—" There was another clatter and then a few moments later he stepped into the hall, pulling off an apron. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Her voice filled with curiosity. 
 
    "It's a surprise." He wore his glasses and looked particularly handsome or as her sister would say like a super stud. 
 
    "You can't hide a surprise that smells so good." 
 
    "Well, you can pretend you don't smell them." 
 
    "Hmmm…" She tapped her finger on her chin. 
 
    "I'm hoping you say mmm." A timer dinged from the kitchen. "Oh, that's me. Stay here. No, actually, go have a seat on the couch." He hurried back the way he came. 
 
    Emma turned into the living room and was indeed surprised to see twinkle lights draped along the mantle, a Christmas tree about as tall as she was, and two mugs of cocoa on the coffee table. A fire crackled in the hearth. 
 
    "Will?" she called again. 
 
    He strutted from the kitchen holding a plate piled with cookies. "As it turns out, you can teach an old dog new tricks." The saying may have been old but his accent would never cease to send the butterflies aflutter in Emma's belly. 
 
    Her mouth watered at the sight of all the cookies. "Did you bake these yourself?" 
 
    "I did." He smiled proudly. "But you can decide whether they’re any good. I hope so because I made a lot." 
 
    "You never do things halfway, do you?" 
 
    "Go big. Always." 
 
    Emma took a bite and then gave a nod of approval. "Delicious. They might be the best cookies in London." 
 
    "But not New York?" 
 
    Emma shook her head. "I spoke with my sister earlier. I think she might have met someone." 
 
    "Did you tell her about me?" 
 
    "Well, she and the rest of the world saw our kiss so she already had an idea." 
 
    The doorbell rang. 
 
    "One sec," Will said, leaping over the back of the couch. 
 
    He returned, carrying a paper sack, wafting the scent of yummy food. 
 
    "Will, what is all this?" 
 
    He slid onto the couch. "I made cookies for you." Then he got back up again. "I forgot one thing." He clicked on his phone and Christmas carols played softly from hidden speakers. 
 
    "Was this Jared's idea? To make up for the proposal gone wrong last night?" 
 
    "Nope. No cameras. It's just you and me. I even gave Bartholomew the night off." 
 
    "It's only us?" 
 
    He nodded. "And last night wasn't only a kiss. I want you to know me. The real me." Will tucked his head as though he suddenly felt shy. "It feels like a risk to speak the words out loud. I want you to have a date with the real me." 
 
    "Does it count since I live here too?" 
 
    "Tonight, you're my special guest. Take out and cookies. A board game. A movie. Cocoa by the fire." He pointed toward the set of windows across the room. "And it's snowing. How perfect is that?" 
 
    She smiled. "Wait? Does that mean you're going to eat take out and cookies too?" 
 
    "Don't forget the cocoa." 
 
    "Is this all for me?" 
 
    "For us. We met on Christmas and I want a redo." He took a sip of cocoa. 
 
    Emma thought about everything she'd change if she got a do-over. "New Year's Eve is for saying goodbye to the old—" 
 
    "New Year's day is for ringing in the new. I want to leave all of that behind. I want to start over with you." He stood up, pushed his glasses up his nose, and then extended his hand. "Hi, I'm William Wheaton. It's lovely to make your acquaintance." 
 
    Emma got to her feet and shook his, sending the butterflies afloat in her belly. "I'm Emmaline Jones, and I cannot say the pleasure is mutual." 
 
    He stepped back. 
 
    "This is silly. I already know you." She couldn't help but smile anyway. 
 
    "Not really. At first, I liked the idea of things being fake, easy between us. If I've learned anything about you, Emma, it's that you're not easy and there's nothing fake about the way I feel—both good things in my opinion. But for now I want to start over and truly try to be friends." 
 
    She considered the offer but wasn't totally ready to let her guard down. "I know a ton about you. You forget to put the seat in the loo down." 
 
    He held up his hands. "Case in point. You don't make things easy. But I can't help that about the lid. I've lived alone for a while. Although, I suppose I could find a few flaws of yours. Loo? You've adopted Briticisms and you've only been here—" He counted the days on his fingers. 
 
    "You count on your fingers and you have a terrible pen clicking habit." She poked his chest. 
 
    "You suck your teeth." 
 
    "You're really obnoxious, William." 
 
    "You're so difficult, Emmaline." Will stepped closer and tucked a loose piece of hair behind Emma's ear. "But you're also wonderful, smart…and I like you and your flaws. I hope you don't mind mine." 
 
    "Go on." 
 
    "You have the most beautiful eyes. You're thoughtful and kind. You helped me break down my barriers. You've helped me be brave." He stepped even closer. 
 
    "You're seeking more and more wealth and I wonder what amount will be enough. When will you see that you're enough?" she asked, knowing she might push him away when it was clear all he wanted to do was pull her close. But she couldn't risk her heart again. 
 
    "It's because I want to leave something for those I love when I'm gone." 
 
    "We don't leave those we love." Her voice was gentle but firm, certain. 
 
    "My father left before I was born. My mother did before it was her time. Sydney's gone."  
 
    "As for people like your mother and Sydney, they might not be here physically, but they're always in our hearts. They're with us." 
 
    "I won't leave you, Emma." His eyes told the truth. 
 
    She felt his breath whisper across her skin.  
 
    "I didn't ask you to stay." 
 
    He stiffened as though struck by her words but her voice was still soft. She was afraid. She'd let go of Everett but not her fear of being abandoned again. 
 
    "You signed the agreement." 
 
    She knew he was joking around, trying to make light of the situation, but she needed more than that and she didn't imagine Will could give it to her. They were too different. Their lives too far apart. "Then what?" 
 
    "Then us." He took her hands. 
 
    "Can I trust us?" She stepped closer so they were toe to toe. 
 
    "We have cookies." 
 
    "We have a lot of baggage too." She couldn't imagine how they could possibly make it work. What he was trying to do was sweet, but she wasn't sure they could get past everything between them and cross the divide. 
 
    "Do we have to complicate it? Can we keep it as simple as the recipe on the back of the bag of chocolate chips?" 
 
    "Is that what you used to make those?" she asked, pointing to the cookies. "Life isn't simple. It's messy, complicated, and expensive." 
 
    "It's a new year. We can make it what we want it to be." 
 
    "Do you believe that?" 
 
    He nodded. "We also have right now. You and me at this moment." His eyes dipped to her lips. 
 
    "I like this moment," she said, feeling herself give in even though she knew better. 
 
    His lips pressed against hers. Fizzy excitement rushed through her body, lighting her up as their mouths explored with little nips by the ear, the chin, the cheek, the neck, and then landing on the lips again. 
 
    The kiss was like softly falling snow, shiny bells, and sugarplums. It was everything she ever wanted from a moment like that. 
 
    Will's hands tangled in Emma's hair as if he was hungry but not for the food on the table. She returned with her own appetite, rivaling his. It was as if the kiss erased her doubts, her fears, and her knowledge of what could never be. Their hands gripped and roamed: neck, back, waist. It all felt so good and she never wanted to leave his embrace. 
 
    Their kiss deepened as the fire crackled and the music played in the background. Emma gave in to the fantasy while she could. 
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    After eating takeout, succumbing to a cookie (they weren't half-bad if he did say so himself), and sipping on the cocoa, Will and Emma snuggled up on the couch. He let her pick her favorite Christmas movie even though it was New Year's Day. He owed her a redo of their first day together. 
 
    He knew he couldn't change anything about the past but he wanted to have a future with her. As it was, they had the present. She shifted, nudging closer to him, looking adorable with a smile on her face as she watched the move about an unlikely couple fall in love at Christmas time. 
 
    As the snow continued to fall softly through the window, they both must have drifted off because Will roused sometime later. The TV screen was dark, the sky too. Emma was warm in his arms and fit there perfectly. He didn't want it to end. She challenged him. She was vibrant, had her own opinions and beliefs. She had ambition and drive. Everything about her was perfect but he knew their situation would present too many difficulties. He forced himself not to think about them as he fell back asleep. 
 
    When Will woke a second time, it was to Emma startling.  
 
    She sat up on the couch. 
 
    "Did you have a bad dream?" He checked his watch. It was shortly after midnight. 
 
    Her face was pale, alarmed. "No, I thought there was a flash outside. I'm sorry. So weird. I must have imagined it." 
 
    Will was about to pull her toward him again when he thought he saw movement, a shadow blotted a shaft of light outside the window. He crossed the room in a few long strides. If someone prowled out there, they'd picked the wrong house to rob. Will threw open the large window leading to the balcony. 
 
    A man dressed in black wearing a black knit cap low on his head, and with a camera in hand, snapped several photos. 
 
    Will nimbly climbed through the oversized window, ignoring the cold night air. "This is private property. You're trespassing." He backed the guy toward the edge of the balcony. His muscles tensed and anger brewed inside him. 
 
    The guy took a final step back until he leaned against the stone balcony rail. The low light caught a glint of metal in his eyebrow. 
 
     Will recognized this distinguishing feature. "I've seen you before. You went through my rubbish. You tailed us when we went on a date, to the theater…"  
 
    "What can I say, the price is right." 
 
    "What do you mean? Who're you selling these photos to?" 
 
    "Do you mean who's buying?" The guy had an oily laugh. "Even a billion dollars in the bank doesn't buy honesty. It just causes greed." 
 
    "Are you saying I'm greedy?" 
 
    The guy clicked his tongue. "No, I'm saying be careful who you let into your life." 
 
    Did he mean Emma? He knew she needed the money but she wouldn't tip off the paparazzi. He glanced over his shoulder. Her silhouette filled the window, obviously distressed. He cursed himself for even entertaining the idea. 
 
    "Tell me who's paying you." 
 
    "Make it worth my time. Give me a few shots of you and the girl then I'll leave you alone." 
 
    Adrenalin rocked through Will's veins. "You're not in the position to bargain." 
 
    The guy shrugged. "If you say so. But she's awfully pretty and seems so sweet. I'd hate to see her name in the news." 
 
    They were hollow threats. He hadn't cared much about his own image in the last months but he'd do anything to protect her—even if she claimed not to care. What angered him was he'd finally gotten some alone time with Emma and the slimeball had to ruin it. He was done with having his life recorded and paparazzi prying into his business to make a few dollars. Will fumed and clenched his fists. 
 
    The man tossed Will a leer. "Always so hotheaded, Will Wheaton." The guy held up his phone, recording their interaction. "Be careful." 
 
    Will towered over him, ready to pound him into the ground. Will peered over the edge of the balcony. "It's a long way down." 
 
    "And it'll be a long way down for you and your career if you touch me and I show the world." 
 
    Will looked from the guy to the camera to the phone. Rage burned the fuse inside of him.  
 
    "Will, is everything okay?" Emma called. 
 
    Her voice provided the calm he needed, to refocus, and remember what was at stake. This guy had gone too far. 
 
    "Yeah. Be right in." He glared daggers at the intruder. He gripped the guy by the jacket and shoved him against the wall. First, he broke the phone in half. "That is for coming on my property." Then he smashed the camera against the cement wall and took out the memory card, snapping it in half. "That is for going through my trash and harassing us." He turned the guy around, grabbed his wallet, and took out his identification. "Brian Bowen." He threw the wallet, phone, and camera over the balcony and shoved the guy again. "If I ever see, hear, or get the thought in my head that you're anywhere near Emma, me, or taking photos, I will break you." He let him go. "Leave the way you came and never come back." 
 
    Will went back inside and explained everything that had happened. After brushing off the snow, he closed all the curtains to give them privacy even though he doubted the creep would be back. 
 
    Clearly shaken, Emma sat on the corner of the couch. "Do you think it was the same one who'd been following us?" 
 
    "Eyebrow piercing? Pointy nose? Dark eyes? About this tall?" He measured with his hand. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    "I don't think we'll be seeing him again." The adrenaline hadn't dissolved and Will paced. 
 
    Emma got to her feet and guided him over to the couch. He couldn't relax. He rested his elbows on his knees, fuming over the nerve of people to intrude into his and Emma's lives. He was about to vent when she started rubbing his shoulders, massaging away the tension. After a few minutes of her hands on him, he finally felt at ease. 
 
    "Does that feel better?" Her voice was tired. 
 
    He nodded. "Though I don't think I can fall back asleep. Do you want to finish watching the movie? I think I missed the second half." 
 
    "I can't promise I'll stay awake but I've already seen it." 
 
    "Does it have a happily ever after?" 
 
    "I guess you'll have to watch it to find out." 
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    Like so many mornings, Will woke to the sound of his phone. However, unlike any other morning ever, he woke with his favorite person nestled in his arms. She'd drifted off but he'd watched the rest of the movie and had to admit he'd liked it. 
 
    As Emma continued to slumber, Will studied the faint freckles on her adorable nose, her smooth cheeks, and a little scar on the edge of her jaw. He didn't want it to end, but life wasn't like the movie. He had a big year of travel ahead, appearances, and probably more encounters with loser paparazzi. She didn't want that kind of life, following him around. She'd already lived in Everett's shadow and she was too smart, too vibrant, and too wonderful to do that again. 
 
    Will sighed. 
 
    Emma roused, burrowing her head into his chest. She was cozy in her sweater, leggings, and fuzzy socks. He wanted more of that softness in his life. More of her. 
 
    His mind played through every reason why it wouldn't work but he just wanted a little longer. The phone beeped again. He reached for it, disturbing Emma and her eyes fluttered open.  
 
    "Good morning, Sleeping Beauty." 
 
    "Good morning, Prince Charming." 
 
    "I like that. I like this," he said, gesturing between them. 
 
    "It seems someone likes you; your phone won't stop beeping." 
 
    "It's a workday." 
 
    "Every day is a workday." Could that change? Could he? 
 
    "You know, when we met, I underestimated you. I thought you lived the good life: traveling, vacationing, yachting, having gorgeous women fan you with palms and feed you grapes." Her cheeks tinted pink. 
 
    He chuckled. "I do live a good life." 
 
    "But I mean that you work hard. Harder than anyone I've met. You never stop." 
 
    She touched on a sore spot, a fear he rarely let himself entertain. "I'm afraid of what will happen if I do." 
 
    "Kind of like my fear of landing?" 
 
    "I suppose." Will shifted, wanting to get space from the hollow feeling but not from her. She filled it. "If I let up, I'm afraid I'll slip into insignificance and…" 
 
    She took his hand in hers. "What?" 
 
    "If I'm not seen I'll be insignificant, forgotten, and alone. At least with work, I have the fans. I couldn't bare being—" He almost couldn't say the word. But Emma waited. She made him brave. "Abandoned." 
 
    "You won't." 
 
    But he would. She'd leave soon and it'd be over. His phone beeped. It was Jared. He checked the messages. "My agent has big news. I guess we got the Nexxiss deal." 
 
    The cast of her eyes and the downturn of her lips suggested exactly what he was thinking. He didn't have to take it. "It's what we did this whole thing for. It's what we've been striving toward all this time. It's…I gave Jared my word." 
 
    Emma nodded but didn't look at him. "I understand. You have to do what's best for you." 
 
    "It looks like I'll be back in a couple of weeks. I'll still need an assistant. There's plenty for you to do at HQ." 
 
    She nodded again as though trying to convince herself of something. "Right. I'll figure it out." 
 
    "You can stay here as long as you like. Bartholomew will get you anything you need." He got to his feet. "My plane leaves for Morocco in an hour." Will scrubbed his hands down his face. 
 
    Emma stood, lifted onto her toes, and kissed him softly on the cheek. "Thanks for everything, William." Then she disappeared down the hall to her room. 
 
    It wasn’t a goodbye, but it sounded like one.  
 
    Will had to hurry. He didn't want to let anyone down. Maybe after this job, he could take some time off. Visit that island finally. Maybe Emma could join him. No work, no paparazzi. Only them. 
 
    After getting ready, Will hesitated outside Emma's door, but the shower ran and he had to be at the airport in twenty minutes. As Benson maneuvered through traffic, Will tried to focus on the task ahead. 
 
    When he arrived, the engines of his private jet already whirred. He had five minutes to spare. When he stepped inside the plane, Jared already occupied one of the seats, along with his ex, Veronica. His jaw locked and his stance stiffened. 
 
    "Don't look so surprised Will," Veronica said. 
 
    "I'm not surprised. I'm angry." 
 
    "You'll have to get over it and paste on your famous model pout before we do the shoot. Just be sure you lay off the chocolate from now on. Wouldn't want you to damage the merchandise." 
 
    The only person who'd seen him eat sweets was Emma…and Brian Bowen. "We?" 
 
    "Yes, you and I are the new faces of Nexxiss, the luxury brand. Just like old times." 
 
    Jared wore a sympathetic smile. "Buckle in. We can't leave them waiting." 
 
    "We?" Will repeated. 
 
    Veronica looked around and frowned. "Is there an echo in here?" 
 
    The fiery rage from the night before reignited. Jared's insistence he clean up his image to get the deal. Seeing them at the New Year's bash. It made a twisted sort of sense. "We as in Jared and Veronica." Still standing in the doorway, Will clapped his hands together. "This has always been about you two, hasn't it?" 
 
    "Well, I do have the connection at Nexxiss. I just needed you to clean up your image so they'd agree to hire you." 
 
    "And why would you do that, Veronica?" 
 
    "So I could have you back." 
 
    "You're the big fish, Will. You may as well take advantage of it while you can." Jared guffawed. 
 
    The fuse lit and Will exploded. "Tell me if I understand correctly. Veronica, you had a connection at Nexxiss, but the only way you could get the job was if you had me attached." It was much like Emma's situation with Everett. 
 
    "You're quick for being a big, dumb jock." 
 
    "And Jared, you orchestrated the wholesome brand reimaging so we could land this gig." 
 
    His agent nodded. "I won't lie." 
 
    "But you did." Will's eyes narrowed. "You knew about the chocolate chip cookies. Someone tipped you off. So did you also pay the paparazzi to alter images and stories, slandering me?" 
 
    Jared lifted and lowered his shoulders. "They mostly did that on their own, with a little nudging." 
 
    "Why if you wanted me to clean up my act?" 
 
    Jared sneered. "You were so caught up in your own problems you played right into my hands. I knew you wouldn't get back with Veronica so I had to engineer a fall so you'd have to get back up. And I knew you wouldn't be able to tolerate a plain, simple girl like Emma for long." 
 
    She shot him a dark look. 
 
    "What's in it for you two though?" Will staggered. "It's the paycheck, isn't it?" 
 
    They both shrugged non-committedly. 
 
    "Veronica, when you took off with that guy you were dating you blew through your cash. Jared, you burned through your money gambling, didn't you?" 
 
    "Brian was expensive too." 
 
    "That paparazzi piece of—? You hired him?" 
 
    "I had to make sure the world saw you weren't out partying all the time to appease the heads at Nexxiss. Speaking of which, we have to leave. Now. We already have the wind against us." 
 
    Will shook his head. "No, we're not going anywhere." 
 
    Jared sat up straight. "Will, think about this. Nexxiss is going to give you the biggest payday of your life." 
 
    "I'm a billionaire. I've made a fortune with my supplement brand and the gym. Investments. I don't need—" 
 
    "You need the world watching you, Will," Veronica said. "You don't want them to forget about you." 
 
    "No, maybe not. But I'd like to forget about you. Both of you. Jared, you're fired. Veronica, goodbye." 
 
    The two sat, unmoving, still buckled in. 
 
    "Will, I made you who you are. I got you your first modeling gig. Without me, you'll amount to nothing," Jared hissed. 
 
    "Thank you for that, all those years ago, a decade, right? But I'm about ready to test that theory of yours. We'll see if I'm forgotten or if my true fans stick around." 
 
    Veronica leaned in, batting her eyelashes at him. "Think about what you're doing. What you're throwing away." 
 
    He shook his head. This was all happening fast but he should've seen it coming. "Leave. Leave now. My lawyer will be in touch." Will glared at them as they got to their feet. 
 
    "Fine, in that case, we don't need you, do we, baby?" Veronica said, taking Jared's hand. 
 
    Will's face fell. Veronica left him. Jared mysteriously disappeared around the same time to deal with a family issue. They must've had their fun and then desperate, when their funds ran out, hatched the plan together. "It was you two? Veronica, you cheated on me with him?" 
 
    "Don't be so surprised. He's not as fixated on work as you are." 
 
    "No, he's just obsessed with money, deceptive, greedy—" 
 
    Jared rolled his eyes. "That's always been your problem. You're too idealistic. This is a game. You should learn how to play it." 
 
    "Not when that means betraying and taking advantage of people. You wanted me to clean up my image while you'd gone behind my back and were one of the reasons I'd been so upset in the first place." 
 
    "No, I'm just using your position to my advantage. There's a difference." 
 
    "So be it, but now you’re out of a job. Goodbye." Will closed the door to the plane at their backs. 
 
    He slouched into the seat, replaying what transpired. He wanted to get out of there. Fly far away to the island he'd bought. He hadn't packed for it but he could pick up everything he needed on the way. However, his mind landed on Emma. She was probably already on her way back to New York. 
 
    Basil appeared. "I see we've lost our passengers. Where to, sir?" 
 
    Will got to his feet. 
 
    "Change of plans." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
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    Emma 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emma lugged her suitcase to the curb. Bartholomew hadn't yet arrived for the day or perhaps Will gave him another day off. Benson hadn't returned from dropping Will off at the airstrip yet. She didn't thank them for everything and she hadn't even said goodbye to Will.  
 
    However, it was easier this way, slip out and be gone. Forget the whole thing happened. She'd get a cab and hope a flight was leaving Heathrow soon, bound for New York.  
 
    She knew if she didn't keep working, she was going to be out on the street, and at least back home, she had her sister. She'd find another job and work her way out of debt. 
 
    A woman in a red coat with an old dog leading her approached from down the lane. It was Charlotte. At least she should say goodbye to her. She waved at her new friend.  
 
    The dog met her first and gave a lazy sniff. 
 
    "Fancy meeting you here. This is Rupert." Charlotte gave the dog a pat. Her phone beeped. "Oh, no. It's my daughter's school. She had a short day. I forgot. I've been so—" She brushed her hand down the side of her face and fretted. "I was just bringing Rupert up." She pointed at the flat. 
 
    "Will just left for Morocco." 
 
    "How long will he be gone?" 
 
    "Two weeks, I think." 
 
    "That means he'll miss Sydney's memorial service, and I can't keep Rupert at my—" 
 
    Emma staggered back. "Wait. How do you know Will?" 
 
    "William Wheaton? Who lives here? He's my brother." Her eyebrows pinched together. 
 
    Then as understanding dawned, both of their eyes widened. 
 
    "You're the one dating Will?" Charlotte asked. "You're the auntie that Birdie wants to show her snow globe collection to?" 
 
    "Well, we were dating. Sort of. It was kinda crazy actually. His agent—" Emma quickly explained the scenario. "We weren't really together." 
 
    Charlotte laid her hand on Emma's arm. "No, it was real. At least to him. I hadn't seen him that happy in a long time, despite everything that was going on with Sydney." Her phone beeped again. "I have to dash." She passed Emma the leash. "I have to pick up Birdie. I'll be back soon." 
 
    Emma stood on the sidewalk with the leash in her hand.  
 
    She wasn't sure what to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
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    Will 
 
      
 
      
 
    Will was torn. He needed a break. Some time to think.  
 
    He could leave, fly anywhere in the world. The plane and pilot were ready.  
 
    He could go and fulfill his obligation with Nexxiss without Veronica and Jared. But that would mean he'd miss Sydney's funeral. 
 
    The old man's last wishes came back to him. 
 
    William, I'm going to miss you. I think I already do. I'll be leaving soon. I think you know that. You've done so much for me, taking care of me like this. Evelyn has been gone a long time now, but she brought me the greatest joy. I have one request to make of you. I want you to have the same happiness. Settle down with Emma. By the sounds of things, she brings that same smile to your lips as when you were a little boy, when you were free. Remember those hikes? I always knew it was good to get you out of the city." Sydney coughed. "You were strong then. You grew into a man who's even stronger than I could have hoped. But strength doesn't only come from pumping iron and fitness. Inner strength. And it doesn't only come from surviving something. Getting through a difficult situation. Sometimes strength comes from being brave and doing the things we're most afraid to do. Sometimes that thing is love. 
 
    The word love sent fear rippling through him, landing heavily in his stomach. What did he need? What was he missing? Why was he so afraid?  
 
    Just the night before Emma had wondered what dollar amount would be enough. He'd tied his own worth to his earnings. He was enough. She was enough. 
 
    And just like the night before, Will was brave. He could do it again. He'd be brave and earn her love instead of chasing more money and more fame. 
 
    He knew exactly what he had to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
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    Emma 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emma stood on the sidewalk with Rupert until her hands numbed from the cold. Of course, she'd packed her mittens somewhere in the depths of her suitcase. The dog nuzzled her leg. She patted his head but wasn't sure what to do. Would Bartholomew be back soon to look after Rupert? She could meet Charlotte and let the siblings figure out the situation. She wanted to leave but couldn't leave the dog stranded. She pressed her stiff hands together, praying for answers to that question and bigger ones. 
 
    Charlotte and William were brother and sister. How had that escaped her notice? She completely understood how Charlotte refused Will's offer to help her financially. However, Emma had been so preoccupied with her own problems she felt bad that she'd hardly thought about what Will and Charlotte must have been going through losing Sydney. 
 
    A raindrop plopped onto her nose. Then another and another. A man in a hat and trench coat approached from down the street. Perhaps he could look after the dog. She needed to leave before she changed her mind. The rain picked up and she dashed under the eaves of the building. 
 
    "Oh, Miss Jones," said a proper British voice from a few paces away. It was Bartholomew. "What are you doing in the rain? With Rupert? With your suitcase? You're not leaving us are you?" He sounded perplexed. 
 
    "I'm not sure. I mean I was, but then—"  
 
    He pulled out a key and said, "Come inside. We can't have you getting soaked. It'll be raining cats and dogs at any moment." He glanced at Rupert. "Sorry boy, it's an expression."  
 
    He toted her suitcase and she led the dog back the way she'd come. 
 
    Bartholomew settled in, got the dog a treat, and then invited Emma to sit in the kitchen. "I don't ordinarily mettle in Mr. Wheaton's affairs, but I have to ask, were his cookies eatable?" 
 
    Emma couldn't help but laugh. "Actually there were pretty good. There are some leftover." 
 
    "Ordinarily, he's a calamity in the kitchen," Bartholomew said as he fixed them both a cup of tea. 
 
    "Good to know." 
 
    "He's been a bit of a disaster lately. He didn't come home for a while. I supposed he tried to escape everything going on here. Of course, we were in touch, but he was so upset. So troubled. Then you came along." 
 
    "I think I only made things worse." 
 
    "Nonsense. It was gloomy around here for some time. Weather notwithstanding. I haven't seen him this alive in ages. Since your arrival, he skipped a few workouts, he finally smiled again, and he baked cookies." 
 
    "But he left for Morocco. Went on some job with Jared." 
 
    Bartholomew, ever polite and proper, pursed his lips. "If you ask me, and I know you didn't, but it's just us, so we can spill some tea—" 
 
    Emma gazed at her full cup. 
 
    Bartholomew lowered his voice. "It means gossip." 
 
    "Oh. Right. Whatever you say is between you and me and Rupert." 
 
    The butler smiled. "Right. There's something off about Jared. Never liked him. Never liked Veronica either so maybe I'm slow to warm to people." He took a sip of tea. "But I like you, Miss Jones. I believe I'm correct in saying Will does too. Now, I should see to my chores. You sit here and enjoy your tea. Ring if you need anything." 
 
    Emma needed some space. Time to think. 
 
    The front door opened and closed. 
 
    Rupert barked. 
 
    Someone's shoes squeaked along the wood floor and down the hall. Bartholomew was as stealthy as a cat, never making a peep. She feared it was the paparazzi, breaking in. She grabbed a cast iron skillet, crept to the entrance to the kitchen, and peeped out. 
 
    Wet footprints led toward her room. Bartholomew stashed her suitcase there. The guy wouldn’t go through her things, would he? Not that she had much, but still. She stepped slowly into the hall. 
 
    Will appeared in the doorway, his hair dripping wet. 
 
    They both looked at the frying pan. 
 
    "Making lunch?" 
 
    She shook her head and set it down, not sure what to think of his reappearance. "Did you forget something?" 
 
    "You." He raced toward her, wrapped his arms snugly around her, picked her up, and spun her around. "I'm sorry. I won't leave you again. I did the exact thing I feared most." 
 
    Emma pulled back, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    "I left you. I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to hurt you." 
 
    "I'm not hurt," she managed to say. 
 
    "Then why are you crying? I'm the one that's drenched." 
 
    "I'm happy." She smiled and laughed through her tears. "Because you came back. Because you braved the storm for me." 
 
    "I'd brave the world for you." He squeezed her tighter, a promise never to let go again. 
 
    After Will dried off and Bartholomew brought them both warm teas, Will looked up at her. "I've terminated your contract." 
 
    "What? Will, I need to pay back my debt. I need to work." 
 
    "I know. I owe you twenty-nine thousand five hundred and sixty dollars. I'll transfer it to your bank account. You'll pay off your debt. We can do it online. It should take less than five minutes. Thank you for being my fake girlfriend." 
 
    "Uh, you're welcome." 
 
    "It's not too late for us to think about New Year's resolutions. I've been meaning to take some time off work. Go on a holiday." 
 
    "Yeah, that'd be nice, but I need to find another job." 
 
    "Tropical breezes, warm sun…Your bags are packed. Mine too." 
 
    "Stop teasing. I can't afford a trip right now." 
 
    "No, but I can."  
 
    She inclined her head and pressed her lips together. "I couldn't let you do that." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because." 
 
    "Because isn't a reason, an explanation." 
 
    "I just don't know, Will. It's very generous of you, but…" 
 
    "Well, what's your resolution?" 
 
    "To trust more. Myself, others. You." 
 
    He rubbed his thumb on the soft part of her hand. "Can you trust me on this then? It'll be good for both of to regroup and figure things out. No pressure. No extravagance. I don't even know if there's running water or electricity." 
 
    "Where are you planning on taking me?" 
 
    "I don't know, actually. I own an island. Somewhere in the Caribbean." 
 
    "Will, that sounds crazy." 
 
    "Not any worse than pretending to be my boyfriend."  
 
    She stepped back, letting her arms fall to her sides. The butterflies danced in her belly at the mention of that word, at the relationship it implied. 
 
    "We both need some time to think, to figure out what we want next out of our careers, and maybe we can even relax." 
 
    "That does sound like a nice idea." Emma had been working her entire adult life and hadn't taken a vacation since she and her sister went on spring break. The week between when her last job ended and she landed on her sister's couch wasn't very restful. 
 
    "It'll be a long flight, but will you let me support you when we land—at least until you have everything sorted?" 
 
    She thought about it for half a second and then threw her arms around him. "Yes." What started as only a kiss had become so much more. 
 
    "I know you're an independent woman, intelligent, and have dreams of your own, but I have more money than I know what to do with and—" He shrugged. "Maybe you can help me spend some of it." 
 
    Bartholomew appeared with the plate of cookies. 
 
    Will reached for one. "Wouldn't want them to go stale." He went on to tell her about Jared and Veronica, the paparazzi, and their affair. "His suggestion we be in a fake relationship was slimy. I should've known. I'm sorry. It was wrong." 
 
    "As you know, I've been tricked before by someone I trusted too. Remember, I signed that contract, but I must admit, even fake dating you would have been hard to resist." 
 
    "So you were using me for my body?" He mock pouted. 
 
    "And your brilliant businessman mind, your kind heart, and your baking abilities." 
 
    "Are you saying you like my cookies?" 
 
    Emma laughed. "We'll work on the recipe. I bet Birdie would love to bake cookies with us." 
 
    "So you met my sister. How did that happen?" 
 
    Emma explained when they'd met as they continued to sip their tea. "She should be back for Rupert, I think." 
 
    Will clapped his hand on his head. "I forgot all about that. He was Sydney's dog, and I got custody of him. She got his old flat. When I say old, I mean huge. But still. Dog? Real estate?" He weighed his hands. 
 
    "I'd go with the dog." 
 
    Will smiled. "I said it would only be you and me, but do you mind if he came to the island with us?" 
 
    Lying on the kitchen floor at their feet, Rupert sighed.  
 
    Emma looked at Will. "Are you kidding me? Me? The dog lover? Who threw you a dog-themed New Year's party? Who wrote Shuman a letter, demanding they donate the money you paid for the eggplant blob to a dog shelter?" She got on her knees and gave Rupert a pet. 
 
    "Wait? You what?" 
 
    She lifted and lowered one shoulder. "You told me to write Shuman a thank you letter. So I did, but I also pointed out that there are dogs around the world in need of food and care. Surely, they could spare some of the money you paid for that hunk of metal and donate it in Shuman's name." 
 
    "That was bold of you, but I seriously doubt they'd do it just because you asked. Shuman is a renowned artist, revered, respected—" 
 
    "It was that or William Wheaton was going to chuck the thing into the Thames. Publicly." 
 
    Will sniggered then reached for Emma's hand and pulled her close. "You're rare, Emma. Priceless. A treasure. Worth more than a billion eggplant-spirit-of-the-ocean sculptures." 
 
    "Considering what you paid for it, that's a lot." 
 
    They both laughed and leaned closer. The rain pattered softly outside. The kitchen was cozy and warm. Will smelled fresh. She took a deep breath as their lips brushed. 
 
    The doorbell rang. Rupert barked. 
 
    They pulled apart. 
 
    Charlotte and Birdie appeared, shaking off the rain. The little girl rushed up and gave Emma a hug. 
 
    "So this is the lady Uncle Will fancies. Small world, huh," Charlotte said, giving Emma and her brother hugs in turn. 
 
    They chatted for the next minutes and Will mentioned the vacation.  
 
    "But not until after Sydney's memorial service?" Charlotte asked. 
 
    "Certainly wouldn't miss it. I don't know what I was thinking. I default to work, but I'll work on that." 
 
    "Ha ha," Emma said. 
 
    "Uncle Will, I think you should play more," Birdie said.  
 
    He considered it. "I like that idea, Birdie." He turned to Emma. "I know this might seem odd since we're just newly, um, together, but would you like to come with me as I pay my last respects?" 
 
    "I'd be honored." 
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    The next weekend, Emma, Will, Charlotte, Birdie, Rupert, and dozens of other people attended Sydney's funeral. There were tears, laughter, and smiles. The reception was at an indoor garden terrace and the sun shone even though it was chilly. Emma admired the flowers in bloom and reflected on the bittersweetness of life, thinking about the people she'd lost, most especially her grandmother. 
 
    Will stepped away from a group of people who'd offered their condolences and joined her. "I was so afraid of him leaving. But it still feels like he's with me." 
 
    Emma smiled. "He's happy for you, happy for us."  
 
    Will wrapped his arms around Emma and they stood there a while, finally together. 
 
    When it was time to leave, Birdie kept asking her mother if they could keep Rupert.  
 
    "Darling, I'm sorry. We can't keep him in our flat." 
 
    "And I think Emma's rather fond of him," Will added. "But…" 
 
    "But what?" Birdie asked, lighting up. 
 
    "But Sydney left your mum his old flat." 
 
    "Do they allow dogs there?" 
 
    "They do."  
 
    Birdie jumped out of her seat. "Mummy, can we stay there? It's near the park and I miss Sydney so much so if we're there it'll be like he's still here and it will be wonderful," she said in one long breath. 
 
    "I haven't decided if we should move there," Charlotte said. 
 
    "Isn't it what Sydney wanted?" Will asked. 
 
    "Yeah. Something like that." Charlotte exhaled and looked away. 
 
    As they walked toward the waiting car, Jennifer from Wags and Purrs animal shelter waved at them. She was hosting another pop-up adoption event in front of a busy storefront. 
 
    "Hello, who do we have here?" she asked, gesturing to Rupert. 
 
    Emma quickly explained while Birdie and Will petted the dogs.  
 
    Charlotte stood off to the side as though deep in thought. A brown dog with shaggy fur nudged her hand. She absently mindedly petted it. Rupert sniffed her and they stood side by side. 
 
    "Oh, you have a new friend. That's Molly. She's been with us a while. People don't like adopting senior dogs." 
 
    Charlotte's eyebrows lifted. 
 
    Birdie rushed over at the sight of her mom petting a dog.  
 
    Will and Emma stepped aside with Rupert nearby. "Let's let them get to know each other." They said a quick goodbye with the promise to talk to them later. "We don't need to pressure them into anything." 
 
    "Charlotte seemed sad." 
 
    "She misses Sydney. They were best friends too." 
 
    Emma gripped Will's hand. They fit together so perfectly. She couldn't believe they'd almost walked away from each other. 
 
    When they reached the street corner, traffic blocked them from crossing. 
 
    "Let's go this way," Will said. "It's a nicer walk." 
 
    They passed through a park with low boughs of trees creating a canopy. Lights still strung up from the holidays, twinkled above. 
 
    Will stopped when they were halfway through. "Emma, we've put all that nonsense about me being your fake boyfriend behind us." 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Well, now I'm wondering if you'll be my real girlfriend." 
 
    Emma wrapped her arms around his neck. "Yes, Will. Yes."  
 
    He drew her close and they kissed. 
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    Find out about Penny’s adventures abroad. Will she stick to her motto baking before boys? 
 
    Excerpt from book 2 in the Only Us Billionaire Clean Romance series:  
 
    Only a Night with a Billionaire 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Penny 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a bag slung over her shoulder, Penny Jones stood just inside the door to her New York City apartment. She turned around one last time, glanced at the kitchen and sighed—she and her sister had affectionately dubbed the apartment the kitchen closet because the whole space was tiny, except the kitchen. Baking was at the center of Penny’s life and having the space for it was her only requirement. She’d miss her place in Manhattan but she couldn’t pass up the opportunity to apprentice with David Park, master baker extraordinaire. 
 
    She smiled, turned the doorknob, and with suitcase in tow, stepped into the hallway. As she closed the door behind her, her stomach did a little flip. She was leaving behind her secure job, her friends, family, and life as she knew it. “What could go wrong?” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    In her silent, cat-like way, Mrs. Wong, Penny’s elderly neighbor shuffled past. “Everything, dear. Everything,” she said as if in answer to Penny’s question. 
 
    “Huh?” Penny asked. 
 
    The old woman passed her an envelope. “The mailman put another piece of your mail in my box.”  
 
    Penny glanced down at her full name written across the front. Penelope Victoria Jones. She stuffed it in her suitcase. “You shouldn’t get anything more for me. I was selected for an apprenticeship with David Park.” Usually, when she said this, she got a polite smile in response—not too many people outside the culinary world knew of him. 
 
    However, for avid bakers, he was a household name, being the master baker for the royals in Burklingham Palace, but commoners usually didn’t make the connection. 
 
    She got just such a smile from Mrs. Wong but it quickly dipped into a frown as she opened her door. “There goes Pumpkin. She escaped again. If the super would take care of the rodent problem, she wouldn’t be so tempted.” 
 
    A furry, orange cat streaked by at the end of the hall. Penny set her belongings down and quietly tiptoed down the hall after the cat so she didn’t startle it. She called his name and the images of pumpkin pie, pumpkin scones, pumpkin bread—all the delicious things she could bake inspired by that single ingredient—floated into her mind. What marvelous things would she make at the palace? 
 
    She knew she was a bit on the older side when she’d applied for the position—most people applied for apprenticeships or to work as an assistant right out of culinary school, but she had bills to pay and had earned her way forward starting in the kitchens of some of the best bakeries and restaurants in the city because she couldn’t afford to work without compensation. But she’d scrimped and saved and eight years later had her opportunity. Better late than never. 
 
    Penny was the kind of person who led with her heart but knew this was her only shot at moving forward in her career. She wasn’t poor but would be living off savings for the next few months and didn’t have enough for whatever would come after the apprenticeship was over. She was giving up her apartment, her security, and banking on her future—not to mention her baking abilities. People came far and wide for her lemon bars, her lavender cheesecake, and macarons. But she was best known for her cookies: good, old fashioned chocolate chip in particular. 
 
    Penny scooped up the cat and then hurried to return him. “I hope you have a nice day, Mrs. Wong.” 
 
    She nuzzled the giant orange and white feline then said, “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll need it.” 
 
    As Penny wheeled her suitcase along the slushy and slippery New York City sidewalk, she looked forward to the gilded halls of the palace, imagining the wood floors and plush carpet. Though, she reasoned, she’d mostly be in the kitchen and pictured it classic but outfitted with modern equipment as well. 
 
    She passed her favorite bookstore, the ramen place where she often grabbed lunch, and then the café where she’d met her ex as they’d each vied for the last butterscotch cookie. She won but ended up giving him half. After six months, he broke it off, which was what usually happened—the relationship not the cookie.  
 
    In the end, she was convinced he was using her for her whoopie pies. Before him, she’d dated an investment banker and was left feeling like he just wanted her for her morning glory muffins. And the guy she’d met when she first moved to the city was all about her peaches and cream cake. 
 
    She hadn’t dated much and had always told herself baking before boys. With the new beginning overseas, she’d stick with it because she’d given up on love and was focused on her career. 
 
    Bound for the airport, she squeezed into the subway car. Someone sneezed on her, a toddler had a meltdown and threw himself on the floor, screaming (and kicking, Penny once), and a man decided that would be a great time to play the macarena on his saxophone. She’d miss Manhattan in all its zaniness, but imagined the peaceful tranquility of the palace. 
 
    In the international terminal, when the ticket agent called, “Now boarding flight 3529 bound for London,” Penny had a little skip in her step as she got into the line.  
 
    Unfortunately, she was seated near the very back of the plane and had to press past everyone else to get to her seat: between a teenager with headphones whose video game blasting was audible and an older man who decided then would be a good time to tell her the story of his near-death experience while on a commercial flight back in 1973.  
 
    It was her first time on a plane and she made a mental note not to buy the cheapest ticket next time—her mother always said you get what you pay for. Her mother, off in the Caribbean with her latest suitor, never paid for anything. She liked to refer to the arrangements she made with the men she lassoed. Her strategy was to find someone rich, keep him happy, and be set for life. She insisted her daughters marry for wealth. Emma and Penny made a pact to marry for love. Lucky for Emma she got both, but Penny wasn’t interested in relationships anymore. Her career came first. Baking before boys. Nothing would come between her and her dream of becoming a successful baker. 
 
    As the blasting from her seat neighbor came from one side and the older gentleman rattled on about the many calamities in his life, Penny rubbed her temples and reminded herself she was going to London. To the palace. To apprentice under the expert tutelage of the most renowned baker in the world. 
 
    When the plane touched down, she gathered her belongings and only got lost once on the way to baggage claim. As the suitcases slowly rode past on the luggage carousel, and hers didn’t turn up, panic twinged in her belly. She thought back to when she stood in her apartment. There was a moment when she’d hesitated…had she made the right choice? 
 
    She reported the missing bag and after being assured it would turn up and the airline would deliver it to her free of charge, the employee gave her a pink ticket. “If you have any changes or don’t receive it within forty-eight hours, call this number.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Penny said, stuffing it in her bag. At least she had toiletries and some essentials. Namely, leftover cookies. She’d kept surplus in the freezer and in the last remaining days before her big overseas trip, she gave them away to friends, coworkers, and neighbors, leaving her with a few to remind her of home and for emergencies—losing her bag fitted the criteria. She took a nibble as she studied the map for the Underground, referenced the address for the flat she was renting for the next three months and once again, set off. 
 
    In contrast to the New York subway, the Underground was tidy and quiet. She people watched and listened for her stop spoken in the smooth British accent over the intercom. 
 
    She’d never been abroad but had fallen in love with all things British, especially the prince, at a young age. She even had a poster of Oliver in her room back in high school. The refinement, the customs, the royalty, it had always fascinated her. She lost interest in high school when it turned out he was a snob. Nonetheless, she fought the urge to tell the person in the seat opposite her she was on her way to the palace bright and early in the morning.  
 
    When she finally arrived at her stop and emerged on the street, she was not met with the quaint neighborhood lined with trees and people walking their dogs photographed on the website where she’d found the place to rent. Instead, she stared at a brick wall smattered in profane graffiti. Trash littered the sidewalk and a homeless man shambled toward her. She glanced at the address for the rental. “Um, is this Pembury?” she asked him. It sounded so charming in the description and was the best she could afford in close proximity to the Underground. 
 
    “Grotty, no good…when I was a boy…” She couldn’t understand the rest of what the man said. 
 
    “Um, thanks.” She passed him the cookies she had left and walked in the opposite direction—he probably needed them more than she did.  
 
    In the distance, police sirens wailed. 
 
    She turned down the street and followed the address. Despite the cloudy sky, at least it was still daylight. She didn’t want to be out there after dark. When she got to the building three blocks later, it was boarded up. Her stomach twisted. “This was not what I expected.” 
 
    Her heart sank and she stood there for a few minutes, trying to figure out what to do. Feeling eyes on her, she turned. A man in an alleyway leered in her direction. She tucked her phone in her pocket and rushed back to the Underground, thankful she didn’t have to tow her suitcase behind her. 
 
    Back on the train, she consulted her phone, seeking a café where she could regroup and figure out what to do. She also sent an angry email to the person who’d ripped her off. She’d only put a deposit on the rental but now she was out five-hundred dollars. She sighed as she got off the train and emerged from the High Street Burklingham Underground station and was met with houses in lovely colors that reminded her of macarons and a cobbled street and broad park with willows hanging over a pond. She took a deep breath. “This is more like it.” 
 
    At a nearby café, Penny ordered a tea and scone and sat at an empty table. “Okay, now what?” she asked. “I’m talking to myself. Great. Could this day get any worse?” She needed a game plan, a place to stay, and her sister. 
 
    Last she knew Emma was traveling with her billionaire boyfriend but maybe they were back in London. She hadn’t told her sister about the apprenticeship because she wanted it to be a surprise on her doorstep. She had an elaborate plan of showing up on their doorstep with a plate of her favorite cookies baked at the palace.  
 
    She pressed call on her phone. Emma didn’t answer but moments later her phone beeped with a text. 
 
    I have terrible phone service here. I answered your call but then the connection went dead. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    In the Caribbean. 
 
    With mom? No way would Emma willingly travel to visit their mother. She used to pester the girls, nonstop, about when they were going to get married. Penny imagined it would only get worse now that Emma was with a wealthy and well-known guy. 
 
    Goodness, no but I’ve been in contact with her. I’m with Will…on his private island. I wish you were here. Wait. Where are you? 
 
    I'm in London. 
 
    A slew of emojis came next. Then I just tried calling. The reception here is so spotty. Penny, what are you doing in London? 
 
    She explained about the apprenticeship and then the two went back and forth about why Penny didn’t tell her. Mostly she didn’t quite believe it herself and because she didn’t want to jinx it. Too late for that. Then she told her about how she was going to surprise her with homemade chocolate chippers. 
 
    My mouth is watering. Anyway, make sure you get an international phone plan. I didn’t and it cost me! 
 
    Penny had already thought of that; she’d obsessed over every detail in the months before her scheduled departure. However, she had to rent the flat sight unseen and should have gotten references or something. 
 
    Her tea had gotten cold. What was she going to do? 
 
    Where are you staying in London? Emma asked via their text thread. 
 
    Penny replied and asked for recommendations for where to stay after typing a long explanation of what had happened with the rental but she didn’t get an answer. She blamed it on the bad service. Figured, considering how her day was going. 
 
    Penny stayed in the café, hoping to hear from Emma again and searched for a place to stay. She found a few affordable options but they were far. After she consulted the map for which trains to take, she opened the car service app on her phone. “Three transfers or a twenty-minute ride for twenty pounds…”  
 
    She sighed again but stepped out onto the sidewalk. None of the classic London taxis passed and it was getting late in the day, nearly dark. The scent of baking bread met her nose, reminding her why she was there. She lifted her chin, squared her shoulders and navigated the Underground once again. 
 
    When she stepped onto the sidewalk a third time, it had started to rain. She dashed to the nearest, though decidedly sketchiest hotel on her list and booked a room. 
 
    “It’s only temporary,” she told herself. 
 
    When she got upstairs, the room smelled like cat pee, reminding her of chasing after Pumpkin early that morning. “Was that really today?” she whispered. 
 
    A fluorescent light flickered overhead and something green and jelly-like was on the bedspread. She lowered into a chair, told herself she’d figure out what to do the next day, and fell fast asleep. 
 
    Never mind that she woke with lines imprinted on her cheek from the scratchy chair, or that her back ached, also from said chair. Forget that she was without housing and her luggage. As Penny splashed cold water on her face, she smiled at her reflection in the mirror. “My apprenticeship at the palace starts today. I can do this.” She smoothed her hair and set out. 
 
    The letter of acceptance for the prestigious position was printed on thick, cream-colored cardstock. She followed the directions leading to a service entrance at the back of the palace. She figured she’d get to see the front, in all its splendor, at the end of the day. She had enough time then but it was blustery and she already looked like she’d just rolled out of bed—because she didn’t dare shower in the hotel—, no need to make things worse. 
 
    She waited in line at the security checkpoint. When it was her turn, the guard asked for her ID and followed up with several other questions.  
 
    Penny referred to her letter. “I’m here to meet Esther Newman, the coordinator for employment, positions, and stations at the palace. I’m the baker’s new apprentice.” 
 
    “Oh, shame about David. He’s been sick.” The guard shook his head. 
 
    Penny’s stomach sank. “That’s terrible news but I’m happy to pitch in.” Maybe she could pick up the slack and prove herself. She was a quick learner. She clung to this hope because she desperately didn’t want her opportunity to fall through. 
 
    Nonetheless, the guard directed her down a hall, giving a complicated set of instructions.  “Left, right, right again, left, then continue down three steps. You’ll see three doors. Don’t enter any of them. Go back up the steps and go through the entrance on your left.” 
 
    Penny tried to follow the directions but soon found herself wandering aimlessly beneath the palace. She invented a scenario where she bumped into the prince and they quickly fell into a sweeping romance and she went on to live a fairytale life. 
 
    “Baking before boys,” she muttered, not that the fairytale would ever happen. 
 
    When she got to a set of three doors, she tried to remember which entrance to use. She closed her eyes, spun in a circle and then opened a door.  
 
    She stepped into an actual fairytale. Elegant gowns in every color, fabric, and style lined the wall. She’d stumbled upon the sewing room. She ran her hand down a silky, peach dress embroidered with little golden threads that reminded her of a sunrise. 
 
    Penny stopped in front of a full-length mirror, still wearing the outfit from the day before. She spotted a pretty floral day dress at the back of a rack. She held it in front of her. Whoever it belonged to must’ve been the same size as her because it looked like a perfect fit. She’d probably look more presentable wearing that than the rumbled outfit, complete with a jam stain from her scone. 
 
    But if she was going to play dress up, why be modest? She thought of her fantasies from when she was a girl, going to balls, dressing in gowns, meeting the prince. For all she knew, he could be there right now. A little thrill ran through her replacing the anxiety of the last twenty-four hours. Throwing caution, and reason, to the windy streets of the city, she changed into one of the grandest dresses in the room: the bodice was made of golden flowers that sparkled in the morning light. They cascaded down to the full skirt dotted with more golden flowers. It was perfect for a princess. 
 
    As she twirled in the mirror, the door opened. 
 
    “Penelope?” a woman’s voice asked. “What are you doing in here? We’ve been looking all over for you.” 
 
    Penny froze. 
 
    The woman tsked. “Just like when you were a little girl. Playing dress up but when you were supposed to actually dress up, you’d refuse. I remember you’d wear the most outrageous…” The older woman, with gray hair, twinkling blue eyes, and an unmistakable regal bearing opened her arms. “My, have I missed you. Such a young woman now. Well, young compared to me. It’s been far too long.” 
 
    Penny opened and closed her mouth. As she realized the queen’s arms were wrapped around her in a warm hug, she returned the gesture. 
 
    “You look so much like your mother, but your hair is much longer. From what I remember, you always did do things your way. Just like my sister.” 
 
    “My mom—?” Penny cut herself off. Was she allowed to talk to the queen?  
 
    “I know, it doesn’t always get easier to talk about the loved ones we’ve lost. I imagine more so being back here with all the reminders. Not everyone understands your decision to remain away for so long, but I respect it, dear.” She picked up the floral dress off the table where Penny had set it down. “Now, put this back on. You have a grand return to make.” 
 
    Practically shaking with nerves—how could she explain to the queen she was mistaken and Penny was not the Penelope she remembered without embarrassing her? She couldn’t. She simply followed orders. 
 
    The queen seemed to float ahead of Penny as she led her through the hall, up a set of stairs, and onto the main floor of the palace. Polished wood met creamy paint. Gilded frames held exquisite portraits. There was gold and marble. Everything was polished and shiny and opulent. 
 
    Penny let out a breath of awe. 
 
    “It’s good to be back, isn’t it?” the queen said.  
 
    She led Penny along a wide hallway and they passed a man in uniform carrying a tea tray. He paused, bowed to the queen, and the plate of cookies reminded her of where she was supposed to be. She caught up to the queen, feeling the need to explain. “Ma’am—” 
 
    “Penelope, don’t ma’am me. I’m your Aunt Bea. Don’t you remember you used to call me Auntie Bee Bee?” the queen laughed. 
 
    They turned into a room with pillars on either side. Several sparkling chandeliers hung above. At the very end was a raised platform and upon it a throne. There were also several seats beside it and people arranged in a semi-circle. As they approached, Penny realized it must be the throne room, the special place for coronations, ceremonies, and accepting visitors like royalty and ambassadors. She did not belong there. Sweat beaded along Penny’s brow as her boots squeaked on the parquet floor. 
 
    She took a deep breath when she got close enough to spot him. She’d recognize his chiseled jawline, the wink in his eyes, and his kissable lips in her sleep. Maybe she was dreaming. She pinched herself then cringed at the sharp little pain. 
 
    Emma was not going to believe this. Maybe dreams did come true. It was a strange twist to her series of unfortunate turns in her trip.  
 
    As she got closer, the room turned fuzzy, unfocused. Her breath, shallow. She was hungry. Lightheaded. That would explain it. Surely, she was imagining things. Seeing things. The prince?! She feared she might actually swoon. Then the room went black. 
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