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      Noah ran an agile finger along his desk and inspected it for dust. It was clean, and he grinned to himself in satisfaction. Everything appeared to be spotless for his father’s return.

      He tried not to pace as he waited. The last thing he wanted was for his father to think he was nervous, or worse, excited. Instead he sat, attempting to look busy.

      This was the year. He could feel it.

      His father was going to pass down the torch and Noah would finally become the true CEO of Birch Industries. It was a job he had been doing successfully for years now, yet his father Richard still officially held the title.

      The door opened and his redheaded receptionist Olivia entered, announcing Richard’s arrival.

      His father flew through the door, not bothering to thank Olivia. Typical.

      Noah smiled and stood. “Father,” he greeted.

      Richard reached out a cool, tan hand, “Noah.”

      Their handshake was quick and formal.

      “It’s nice to see you. How was your trip?” Noah asked with enthusiasm.

      His father had been on what seemed to be an eternal vacation for years now. Using his vast wealth to island-hop across different continents with women who looked nothing like Noah’s late mother. His most recent excursion had taken him away for four months straight. It was exactly why Noah expected him to announce his retirement tonight.

      “Good,” Richard replied stiffly, moving over to the windows to take in the view.

      Noah joined him, looking out onto the cityscape. His view of the skyline still never ceased to amaze him; it was the best in Olympus City. “Where did you say you were again?”

      Richard shrugged his finely suited shoulders. “You know, after so long, the islands all start to blur together,” he replied.

      This was normal of his father, to disappear for months without any form of communication. And upon returning, supply no details of his personal life.

      Not knowing what to say, Noah grabbed last week’s numbers off his desk and passed them to his father. “I know you usually get them sent to your email, but these just came in an hour ago.”

      Richard reviewed the numbers, nodding his approval. They were the best so far this year and Noah was happy to be able to deliver the news in person.

      “Everything looks good.” Richard patted him on the shoulder and handed back the papers. “Is everyone ready for the meeting?”

      Noah wasn’t bothered by his dismissive tone; his father had always been that way. And after so many years it no longer bothered him. Especially today. Nothing could dampen his good spirits.

      Besides, his father rarely provided him with physical affection, so he took the pat as a good sign.

      “Yes, everyone is already gathered and waiting.”

      Noah gestured to the set of double doors and they exited his office to meet his team in the conference room.

      Sophie, his head of marketing, caught his attention, as did the red dress she was wearing. She offered him an encouraging smile.

      Noah gave her the slightest upturn of a smile in return. He wanted to maintain a formal atmosphere today.

      “Good afternoon, everyone,” Richard greeted.

      The small team offered formal hellos in response and Richard took his place at the head of the table. Noah took the now-unfamiliar seat next to him. It felt odd for him not to be the leader in this environment.

      His father asked a few questions before the finance team gave a presentation on this quarter’s numbers along with their goals for the upcoming year.

      Noah began to shake his leg unconsciously under the table. He was getting antsy as he waited for his father’s speech.

      Next, Sophie presented the team with new marketing strategy ideas. Noah barely heard a word she said, though his eyes couldn’t help but notice the way her new dress accentuated her curves. Most of the staff had dressed in finer clothes for the CEO’s arrival, but she looked particularly nice today. He wondered if there was somewhere else she had to be then remembered what she’d told him about needing to leave early for her friend’s baby shower.

      Usually Noah had strict rules about leaving work early, but Sophie had caught him in a good mood when she asked. Besides, the numbers this week were record-breaking and he knew her work running the marketing team had played a huge part in that.

      Finally, Richard stood for his speech and Noah’s palms became slick with sweat.

      No matter how long his father spent gallivanting on tropical islands, he was a true businessman at heart, and his aura demanded respect.

      Sometimes Noah wondered if his presence demanded the same.

      His father’s speech was short and to the point. He acknowledged the areas in which the company was thriving and highlighted some areas that needed attention. Overall, he genuinely seemed impressed with his staff’s work.

      Noah’s heart rate increased when Richard finally mentioned his name. He sat up straighter.

      “Before we wrap up, I would like to say a special thank you to my son for his excellent work this year.” He paused as his staff gave him a round of applause. Noah felt a blush cross his cheeks; his father rarely spoke like this.

      “You all know how important family is to this company. So as a proud father, I just want to say that I couldn’t have done a better job myself. Keep up the good work, everyone. I’ll see you again next quarter.”

      Noah adjusted his tie, ignoring the sense of suffocation that was starting to wash over him.

      That was it?

      The team began to pack up, dispersing quietly. Noah did not move.

      Sophie’s blue eyes conveyed sympathy as she passed. By the looks of things, Noah wasn’t the only one who’d thought he might be getting a promotion.

      He waited until everyone had left to address his father, who was packing up his own things, unaware of the disappointment on Noah’s face.

      “That was all? There was nothing else you wanted to announce?”

      Richard barely glanced up as he answered. “I believe we covered everything of importance.”

      Anger swept through Noah, his body heating in response. Years. He had been doing his father’s job for years now without the official title of CEO. He deserved this.

      “Not even your retirement?” Noah gritted out.

      Richard looked up, a dismissive annoyance in his narrowed eyes. “You can’t be serious, Noah. Did you not just hear my speech?”

      Noah stood, unable to be confined to a seat any longer. “Yes, I did. You said you couldn’t have done better yourself. You applauded all the work that I’ve done this year. Work that should have earned me the title of CEO a long time ago.”

      Richard shook his head. “Your work is not the issue here, Noah. Maybe you should start focusing on building an image befitting Birch Industries.”

      Noah balked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      His father set down his briefcase. “It means, if you want to become the face of this family-oriented company, you need to actually have a family. I will not have some free-spirited bachelor ruin the perfectly curated image I’ve created.”

      Fear squeezed Noah’s chest. “I didn’t realize having children was a requirement.”

      His mind reeled as his father stared at him. Was Richard insinuating that Noah existed only because of the lengths his father was willing to go to in order to curate their image?

      “Did you even mean what you said in the meeting?” Noah blurted out.

      “All I’m saying is that maybe it’s time to grow up. Find a suitable woman and settle down. It’s not like you have to love her. Just show me that you’re able to portray an image befitting of the company and then we’ll talk.”

      Noah’s hands balled into fists. “You say it as if it’s nothing.”

      Did his father seriously expect him to get married and have children in order to become CEO?

      Richard approached the door. “Because it is,” he responded.

      He left without another word and Noah stayed, leaning over the table, trying to catch his breath.
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      Sophie couldn’t stop thinking about Noah’s face when his father completed his speech. He had expected a promotion and rightly so. Noah had given more to this company than anyone. Sophie had only seen Richard a handful of times in all her years at Birch Industries. She didn’t understand why his father kept the CEO title while being so absent from the company.

      She pulled into a long, paved driveway, a beautiful three-story home coming into view. It was grand, blue with white shutters. Her friend Amy lived twenty-five minutes outside Olympus City, where the suburban houses were spacious and had well-manicured front lawns.

      Sophie parked, grabbing the large bag stuffed with pink wrapping tissue from her passenger seat, and hustled to the front door. As she climbed the wooden steps to the porch, she took a minute to compose herself. When she was ready, she plastered on a smile and knocked.

      It was her friend Penny who answered the door. They shared a hug and headed through to Amy’s spacious, warm-toned living room. There were a few women sitting down that Sophie didn’t know — she assumed they were from Amy’s husband’s side of the family.

      Finally, she spotted Amy and wrapped her into a gentle hug, being careful of her swollen belly.

      “You look beautiful,” Sophie told her. “You definitely have the glow everyone talks about.”

      Amy gave a coy shrug and smile, wrapping her hands around her belly. “And they say girls take all the beauty.”

      Sophie laughed, her cheeks already growing sore from all the smiling. She missed her friends, but between Sophie working all the time and her friends’ family obligations, it was hard to find time to get together.

      They spent the first hour catching up with one another and at first Sophie was genuinely enjoying herself. But then the women began to talk about their children, swapping stories about how hard the first few months were, and how much worse the toddler stage was.

      Sophie tried to ignore the sinking feeling in her stomach as she waited for the inevitable.

      “And what about you, Soph?” Penny asked. “Are you still planning on having kids?”

      Before she could answer, Mia chimed in. “Better yet. Are you seeing anyone?!”

      Sophie didn’t miss Amy’s sympathetic stare but pretended not to notice. She let out what she hoped to be a convincing laugh. “Not yet. It’s not like I don’t want to. I guess I just haven’t found the right person yet.”

      One of the women Sophie didn’t know spoke up from across the room. “Well you better not wait too long. Thankfully, all of mine will be out of the house by the time I’m forty five.”

      A few of the women laughed and began adding up the age they would be when their children left the house. Sophie was grateful that the main conversation had turned away from her.

      Amy gave her arm a squeeze. “There is no right or wrong age to have children. Besides, I think it’s smart to wait until you’re financially stable.”

      “Thanks,” Sophie responded. It was a conversation they had had years ago and she was surprised that Amy had remembered.

      “And when do you think that will be?” Mia asked.

      Sophie shrugged, not knowing what to say. “I like my job.”

      It hit her then, that she already was financially stable and had been for a very long time. In a sense, there was nothing stopping her from starting the family she had always dreamed of. Other than the fact that she didn’t have someone to father them.

      Amy cut in, her words dredging up the exact feelings Sophie wasn’t ready to face. “You work too much! Seriously, Soph, you need to get back out there. When’s the last time you even went on a date?”

      She considered the question. “I’m not sure. Maybe a few months?”

      “How do you expect to find Mr. Right if you’re not even searching?”

      The question prompted more discussion and the group fell into talking about how they had each met their husbands. Mia jokingly told Sophie about a dating app she could try.

      The conversation moved on and soon they forgot all about Sophie’s miserable life.

      The next two hours went by painfully slowly. They played games, ate cake, and watched Amy open all her gifts. Sophie watched with envy at all the adorable outfits that she unwrapped for her future child.

      Her gaze kept sweeping over Amy’s belly and the hand that cupped it, glimmering with her expensive wedding ring. A pang of jealousy washed over her; this was everything she ever wanted. She couldn’t help but think about how perfect Amy’s life was.

      And how utterly lonely she was on her own.

      When the party was over, Sophie managed to make it onto the highway before the first tear slipped down her face. In a span of a few hours, it felt like her entire world had been flipped upside down.

      What was she doing with her life?

      She was thirty-six, with no husband in sight. Even if she did happen to meet someone, how long would it be until they married? How long until they had children? And what if it didn’t work out, and she had to start all over again? The years began adding up in her head, causing an overwhelming sensation. A crippling fear that she had missed her chance burned in her veins.

      Had she given up her prime years to climb the corporate ladder?

      Her thoughts occupied her the entire way back to the city. And when she unlocked the door and stepped inside her apartment, she found she was unable to recall the drive home.

      Suddenly, her apartment felt empty. She checked the time on her phone and was surprised to see that it was only seven o’clock.

      Not in the mood to cook, she ordered takeout and settled onto her old blue couch, feeling miserable.

      In one way, she felt inspired to chase her dreams; in another, she felt completely hopeless about them ever coming true.

      Her mind went to the image of Amy — her belly, her ring, her gifts, her house, her husband… and the urge to cry consumed her all over again.

      How was she going to fix this? How did people even meet men these days?

      Her mind sprung to Mia’s suggestion at the party.

      At first, she recoiled at the thought. But her impending doom allowed curiosity to get the better of her as she waited for her food to arrive. Sophie looked up the dating app that Mia had told her about.

      Self-doubt swirled like the loading screen on her phone as the app downloaded. She had never used anything like this before. Did people her age even use this?

      It took her twenty minutes to find some decent photos of herself and another ten minutes to configure a bio that struck the right balance between witty and mature. Thankfully, there was an option to click Seeking serious relationship.

      After plugging in all of her information, she started to scroll through her options. Which were both underwhelming and slightly concerning.

      Most of the men seemed to be divorced with older children and no plans of having any more, and the rest only seemed to be looking for casual hookups. And why were so many of them holding fish in their photos?

      When her food finally arrived an hour later, Sophie had matched with only two men. Too afraid to reach out, she closed out the app and got ready for bed.

      While brushing her teeth, her phone dinged with a message. It was one of the men she had matched with.

      Hello gorgeous. Are you free this Friday?

      She couldn’t help but smile at the message. When was the last time somebody had given her a compliment, let alone flirted with her?

      Sophie reexamined the guy’s profile.

      His name was Matt. He was thirty-seven with sandy blond hair and a strong jawline. His bio stated that he owned a golden retriever named Max.

      Handsome and a dog lover… she could do worse than that.

      Sophie replied, her heart racing.

      Hey, Matt. That depends why you’re asking?

      She needed to make it clear from the start that she wasn’t looking to have casual sex. If someone truly wanted to pursue her, they would take her out on a proper date.

      After she crawled into bed, her phone dinged again.

      I want to take you out! You’re in Olympus City, right? How about the new restaurant on 5th, at 7? I can pick you up.

      So soon? He hadn’t even asked her anything about herself. But wasn’t that the point of a date? To get to know someone? She supposed it would be better to learn more about him in person rather than over the phone.

      Her thumbs quivered over the screen, undecided on how she would respond.

      And how do I know you’re not an ax murderer?

      She was only half joking. Sophie knew better than to give her address to some random guy off the internet, especially when she lived alone.

      Guess you’ll have to trust me ;)

      Sophie tried not to cringe. Was this how men flirted these days?

      Well, even if he wasn’t The One, she supposed going on a date was a good start.

      How about I meet you there? :)

      It’s a date!

      Saturday was still two days away; there was time to back out if she wanted to.

      It’s a date :) she replied.

      Suddenly filled with adrenaline, Sophie was unsure how she was going to sleep.

      How bad could it be?
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      The men cheered in unison as their team dunked the ball.

      “Let’s go!” Bradley hollered.

      They clinked drinks and Noah took a long deep swig.

      Only four minutes later, the team scored again and their loud cheers provoked several glances from the bartender and other customers. It was a nice restaurant and it had cost Noah two hundred dollars just to convince the bartender to put the game on for them.

      “I told you they were making a comeback,” Noah said smugly.

      “Yeah, yeah, we’ll see about that. They still need to earn back my trust after last year’s miserable season.”

      Noah laughed before throwing back the rest of his beer. He noticed that Bradley finished his as well.

      “Another?” he asked.

      Bradley shook his head. “No. I have to get up early tomorrow. I told you that.”

      Noah laughed. “Hiking with Keira and her parents? Come on, since when did you ever want to explore the great outdoors?”

      “I don’t,” Bradley said. “But it means a lot to Keira. You would understand if you actually kept a girlfriend long enough to meet her parents.”

      “Hey, I think I met Sandra’s parents once,” Noah said in a joking defense.

      Bradley rolled his eyes. “That was Stephanie and that was an accident. It doesn’t count.”

      “If finding a wife is what it takes for my father to give me the company, then I’ll know soon enough. Please, one more drink.”

      His friend sighed dramatically. “Fine, but you’re paying.”

      Noah grinned and patted him on the back, using his other hand to signal to the bartender for another round. “That’s my boy.”

      They observed the basketball game for another few moments before commercials rolled and Bradley turned to him. “You know, I can’t even picture you married. I always thought you’d be an eternal bachelor.”

      “You and me both.” Noah huffed a laugh and took a deep sip from his beer. After watching his parents barely tolerate each other, he had no desire to tie himself to another person like that.

      “So why go through with it? The way your dad drinks he’s probably only got another ten years left in him anyway. Why not just wait until he bites it and you inherit the company naturally?”

      “It’s not the same,” Noah said. “I deserve— no, I’ve earned that company. And he knows that. If his only condition is that I find a wife and pop out a baby or two, then so be it.”

      “It’s not as simple or easy as you’re making it out to be,” Bradley said. “It takes time to find that kind of love. It’s not like you can just turn around in your seat and pick the first woman you lay eyes on.”

      Noah waved his hand. “Oh, love is of no concern to me,” he said. “I simply need to find a beautiful woman who wants children and—”

      “And doesn’t care about the fact that you want nothing to do with both her and your future child?” Bradley raised an eyebrow.

      Noah frowned. “I’m not a monster, okay? I’ll provide them with anything their hearts desire. I just need someone who understands how important my work is.”

      Bradley took a deep swig, finishing off the last of his beer and setting the glass firmly down on the counter. “Right. Well good luck with that. I need to go.”

      “All right. I’ll see you later.”

      “Maybe Keira has a friend she can set you up with,” Bradley called on his way out.

      As if, Noah thought. Keira’s friends would only be interested in a love match.

      What Noah needed was a business deal. Something that would be mutually beneficial for both parties. The last thing he wanted was for his future wife and child to end up like Noah and his mother.

      The thought pushed him into ordering another drink and this time he ordered the strong stuff.

      Noah had always felt unwanted as a child but after hearing his father speak yesterday, it had finally clicked.

      The image I’ve created. As if Noah wasn’t a living breathing human being.

      Now he knew that he had only ever been a marketing scheme. His entire existence was only for the purpose of portraying the ‘perfect family.’

      It made sense why he never felt good enough; his father’s only expectation of him was to be an object, an abstract idea of everything that should have been.

      Noah did not want to be his father.

      Thinking he should call it quits before the dark thoughts continued, he texted Ryan to meet him out front.

      Ryan was his driver tonight, though his role in Noah’s life was whatever he needed him for that day. And he paid him a hell of a lot to do it, whether it was driving, security, assistant, or errand runner. Noah took off to the bathroom first, making his way past all of the people eating their fancy dinners.

      That’s when he spotted her.

      She was hiding behind a set of two large ferns posted by the door. Her light brown hair was in a twisted updo and she wore a tight-fitting black dress with heels to match.

      Noah tilted his head to the side with amusement. He cleared his throat before speaking, trying not to laugh. “Sophie?”
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      Sophie had tried on almost every dress in her closet, and the ordeal had turned her bed into a heaping mess. She didn’t bother cleaning it, deciding that it would be a good excuse not to bring anyone home.

      Not that she didn’t think about it; it had been months since a man had occupied her bed, and lord knew she could use the release, but she wanted a real connection with someone. She always had a hard time not getting attached to anyone she slept with casually.

      She glanced at the clock on her wall and decided to go with the black dress she was already wearing, as she was already running late. She grabbed her matching black heels on her way out and threw on a pair of sandals to drive in.

      A nauseating twist pulled in her stomach as she turned into the restaurant parking lot fifteen minutes later. Sweat was already escaping from every pore in her body and she was thankful that she had opted for a sleeveless cut. Her hands shook as she grabbed her heels from the passenger seat and changed out of her sandals. After one more glance in the small mirror and a touch-up of her red lip gloss, she exited the car.

      Sophie often dressed formally for work and was comfortable in heels and a dress, but tonight she felt different. Confident and sexy. Something she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      They’d agreed to meet at the front entrance and she could already see a man standing there as she approached. Relief washed over her as she neared: not only did Matt look like his photos, he exceeded them.

      His eyebrows raised as she approached. “Sophie?”

      “Matt? Hi, yes, that’s me.” Out of habit she reached for a handshake.

      He didn’t seem to mind and took her hand with gentle ease, looking her up and down. “Wow. That dress is beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” she smiled, hoping he didn’t sense her anxiety. She clasped her hands in front of her, not sure where to put them.

      Matt approached the door and opened it, gesturing for her to go ahead. “You want to go in?”

      “Sure.” Sophie placed her hand on the door so he could let go as she entered.

      She had never been to the place before, though she had heard good reviews. The inside was lavishly decorated, with gold, red, and black accents.

      Matt gave his name for the reservation and in a few moments they were seated in front of each other and a bottle of expensive wine was being poured.

      Matt signaled to the bottle. “Just leave it.”

      The waitress did and Sophie shifted in her seat; she had never really been a fan of red wine. She didn’t bother mentioning that she preferred white, though, as it was already poured.

      They filled the silence by reading the menu.

      “So, you mentioned that you work in fashion, right?” Matt asked.

      Over the last couple days they had shared a few vague things about themselves and Sophie was put off by the fact that he had forgotten so quickly. Or perhaps he was talking to other people? She supposed most single people did.

      “I run the marketing department at Birch Industries, actually. We sell a leading brand of car seats.”

      “Like for kids?”

      “Yeah,” Sophie confirmed with a smile.

      Matt’s face twitched ever so slightly at her response. The waitress returned to take their order, preventing Sophie from questioning his apprehensive look.

      “I’ll get the steak and potatoes,” Matt told the waitress, his eyes wandering over her slim figure.

      Sophie tried to act as though she hadn’t seen it and handed the menus back. “I think I’ll get the same. Thank you.”

      The waitress smiled, looking back at Matt. “Great. Anything else I can grab for you? Maybe an appetizer?”

      The two shared a look. “That will be all, honey. Thanks.”

      The waitress glanced at Sophie uncomfortably before leaving. Matt’s eyes lingered on her as she went. He didn’t seem to notice if Sophie cared; he swept his eyes over her in a sensual manner.

      “So you work in finance, right?” she asked to confirm.

      “Yeah, but I make most of my money from stock trading.” He leaned back in his seat, his legs in a wide stance.

      “And do you enjoy it?” she asked.

      The more he talked, the more Sophie wanted to bolt for the door.

      By the time their food arrived, Matt had explained in excruciating detail the entire concept and operation of the stock market. Like she was a four-year-old.

      “Are you sure you can eat all that?” he asked, staring at the equal amounts of food on their plates.

      “I’m certainly going to try,” she answered coolly. Nothing made her angrier than a man commenting on her eating habits. It reminded her of her college ex-boyfriend.

      They began eating and Sophie was just grateful that Matt had finally stopped talking. Though, her annoyance prevented her from actually enjoying the food, which was delicious.

      “You haven’t drunk any of your wine,” he pointed out as he poured himself another glass.

      “Sorry,” she said, taking a sip. “I guess I’m just nervous. I don’t date often,” she added awkwardly. The bitter liquid coated her tongue but she swallowed it anyway; she felt bad for wasting his money.

      “No worries. Wine’s great for the nerves. I also hear it’s a bit of an aphrodisiac, though I haven’t really put it to the test.” His voice carried an odd rasp and Sophie looked up to see him giving her bedroom eyes.

      It was repulsive.

      Not only had he checked out their server, showed no interest in her, and talked only about himself, he actually thought his behavior was attractive. Sophie didn’t have to date often to know that this guy was awful. And she certainly didn’t need to stick around to know that she did not want him to be her future anything.

      “I’m just going to go to the restroom,” she announced, already sliding out of her velvet seat.

      Matt didn’t respond.

      Sophie clutched her purse and headed for the bathroom. She tried to collect herself, but Matt’s presence stuck to her like she had walked through a spiderweb, like something she physically needed to wipe off.

      Her reflection caught her eye and she turned away from the mirror.

      Pathetic. This whole thing is desperate and pathetic.

      She took a few calming breaths. She had put effort into this; the least she could do was commit to the date. It was almost over anyway.

      Sophie exited the washroom only to catch Matt watching the waitress again from afar. Before he could glance her way, she impulsively jumped behind a set of ferns. Her stomach twisted. She couldn’t take it. He was revolting. She simply couldn’t go back to that table.

      She watched for another moment before digging into her bag for her keys.

      “Sophie?”

      The voice registered in her mind and she turned.

      It was Noah. Her boss. Heat swelled in her already flushed cheeks.

      “Hi,” she answered weakly. Embarrassment filled her. She glanced back at her table nervously.

      “What are you—” he started.

      Without thinking, Sophie grabbed his tie and pulled him towards her. Their chests met, and Sophie glanced up into his hazel eyes.

      Something passed in his eyes and she stepped back slightly, giving him space while still remaining hidden.

      “What—” he started again, but she shushed him in a panic and he laughed quietly, dropping his voice to a whisper. “May I ask why you are hiding behind a plant?”

      “I’m not hiding,” she lied.

      Noah smirked.

      “Okay,” she admitted. “I’m hiding.”

      His eyes shone with amusement. “From?”

      Sophie parted the fern and scanned the room to make sure Matt wasn’t looking in their direction. She pointed toward the table. “That— or should I say him.”

      The lightness in Noah’s eyes faded as his eyes landed on Matt.

      “You’re on a date,” he stated.

      Sophie let the fern fall back into place and turned to face him. “If that’s what you want to call it. The guy is a total jerk.”

      “Hence the hiding.”

      “Yes, hence the hiding.” She sighed dramatically. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Why don’t you just leave?” Noah asked.

      “That would be great, except you can see my car from our table. He would see me.”

      “So?”

      “Sooo, I don’t want to be rude.”

      “Didn’t you just say the guy was a jerk?”

      “Yes,” she agreed.

      His expression changed. “Let me help,” he offered.

      “What? No. Seriously, I’m okay. I’m sure I can think of some kind of excuse.”

      Noah rested his hands on her bare shoulders, “I want to help.”

      His hands felt cool on her warm shoulders; he had never touched her like that before. He seemed to notice it too because he quickly pulled his hands to his sides.

      “Okay,” she said finally. “How?”

      “What did he do, anyway?” Noah parted the fern to take another look at Matt. “Oh wait, never mind.”

      Sophie looked to find Matt once again staring at the waitress’s behind. When the woman turned and found him staring, he even had the audacity to wink at her.

      This time, Sophie’s discomfort quickly shifted to laughter as they watched him together.

      “What are you going to do?” she asked Noah.

      He smirked. “You’ll see.”

      She watched anxiously as he walked out of their hiding place and approached the table, where Matt was pouring himself another glass of wine. He had almost finished the entire bottle.

      Noah’s walk turned unbalanced; he stumbled towards him as if he was severely intoxicated and Sophie understood what he intended.

      “Whoa, man. Watch it,” Matt warned as he turned towards Noah, wine glass still in hand.

      Noah fell just as Matt finished his sentence.

      Sophie covered her mouth in shock as a clattering sound filled the restaurant.

      Matt hollered as wine and food poured over his crisp white tunic and pants. His chair screeched as he stood up, and he shoved Noah away from him.

      “Are you serious! What the hell is your problem?” he yelled, his arms outstretched as he examined his tarnished clothes.

      Everyone stared, the waitstaff rushing over to help clean up.

      The waitress stopped Noah for only a quick moment but Sophie couldn’t hear what was said between them. Noah stumbled back in Sophie’s direction, calling out a sloppy drunk apology as he went.

      For a moment it looked like Matt was going to go after Noah, but one of the waitstaff held their hand up to stop him.

      Matt cursed again and took off to the male washroom located on the other side of the restaurant.

      The moment Noah passed the fern, his walk evened out. He burst out laughing at the shock on Sophie’s face.

      “I can’t believe you just did that!” she exclaimed.

      “Come on.” He grabbed her arm and opened the door for her. “After you.”

      Sophie walked out into the crisp evening air, feeling better than she had in a long time.

      The image of Matt’s rage-filled stupid face sent her into hysterics and Noah joined her.

      “Thank you,” she told him as she began walking towards her car, wiping her tears from her face.

      Their hands brushed as Noah kept pace beside her. It sent a spark through her arm.

      “Anytime,” he told her.

      Her keys jingled in her hands and suddenly she no longer had the urge to flee.

      “Do you want to grab a drink?” Noah asked.

      Sophie considered it. Noah was her boss, but they had spent enough time together that it wouldn’t be awkward, and she supposed she was already dressed up.

      …She also didn’t want to say goodbye to him just yet.

      Tucking her keys back into her purse, she looked up at him. “Sure, why not?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          

        

    

    







            NOAH

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The bar they entered was packed, the music so loud that Noah had to ask Sophie to repeat herself three times before he gave up, grabbing onto her hand and dragging her back out the entrance. The line to go inside was already growing down the street.

      “My ears are actually ringing,” she laughed. “How does anyone manage to talk in there?”

      “I think that’s part of the point,” he suggested.

      Everyone inside the bar had been at least ten years younger than them and certainly not looking to talk. Noah had been surprised to feel out of place; those kinds of bars used to be his scene.

      “I know another place that’s a little more high-end,” Noah said. “Somewhere we can get a good drink and actually have a conversation.”

      “How about there?” Sophie suggested.

      He looked past her outstretched hand to see a small tavern. It was a low-rise brick building with a red neon sign that read “Polly’s.” Noah gave her a skeptical look.

      She rolled her eyes playfully. “When’s the last time you went anywhere that didn’t have a five-star rating?”

      “Just now, and I think we can both agree it was terrible.”

      Sophie laughed. “Okay, fair enough. But let’s just try it out. If it’s horrible we can go somewhere else.”

      Noah found himself persuaded by her radiant smile. It was different from the one he saw every day at work. “All right,” he caved.

      They waited for an opening in traffic and jogged across the street.

      There was no line and they walked straight in through the glass doors. Most of the furniture was wooden and the place seemed to be a mixture of an Irish pub and a medieval tavern, though the music in the background was still of this century. There were enough people to make the place not feel empty but it wasn’t so loud that they couldn’t hear one another speak.

      “Look’s good,” Noah agreed. They seated themselves and one of the servers took their order almost immediately.

      As they waited for their drinks, he couldn’t help but admire how good Sophie looked. Two light brown strands were left out of her updo to frame her face. Her blue eyes were lined in dark kohl and her lips were plump with whatever red gloss she had applied. He had already admired every inch of the dress she was wearing on their journey over here and had absolutely no complaints.

      A pang of jealousy twisted in his stomach. Sophie had never mentioned dating before. But then again, why would she? Even though they saw and talked to each other every day at work, Noah was still her boss.

      “You look beautiful, by the way,” he blurted. “I just mean, I don’t know what that guy was thinking. He’s an idiot.”

      “Thanks,” she said earnestly. “And thanks again for helping me get out of there. I really appreciate it. Next time I find a guy on the internet, I’ll make sure to do a little more research before going on a date with him.”

      The internet? Why would Sophie need to resort to the internet to find a guy? She wasn’t only extremely successful in her field; she was gorgeous. She could have any guy she wanted.

      Noah was about to question her when the waitress set down their drinks.

      They each took a sip, Noah letting out a satisfied sigh as he swallowed.

      “See? Not so bad,” Sophie gloated.

      Noah held his hands up in joking submission. “Okay. You were right.”

      Sophie smirked pridefully, and Noah felt something tighten in his stomach. He liked seeing this side of her.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.” She took a sip of her drink.

      “Not that it’s any of my business, but why were you with that guy tonight? Not because you’re not allowed to date, but why use a dating app?”

      Sophie’s face fell slightly, her cheeks growing rosy.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that.” He felt horrible. It was none of his business what or who she did in her personal time.

      “No, really, it’s okay. It’s just a bit embarrassing. And I definitely feel a little desperate and pathetic, but I don’t know what else to do.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I work a lot and I don’t get out much. It seemed like the easiest way to meet someone.”

      Noah nodded, not knowing what to say. In a way, her hours at work were his fault. He never meant to make her feel bad or keep her from enjoying her life.

      Their drinks were almost empty by the time Sophie spoke again. “Do you ever feel like you’re running out of time?” she asked.

      “Depends on the context.” He signaled for another drink as she continued.

      “Life, I guess.” She looked down, twirling her straw around her empty drink. “I always had this perfect picture in my head of what my life was going to be like and I spent so long being focused on becoming financially stable that I forgot my true dream along the way. And now I just feel like I am going to miss my chance.”

      Noah rested his hand on his chin. “Your dream?”

      “You know, a family.”

      “So you’re looking for a husband?”

      Sophie shrugged. “It’s not even that… I always thought I would be a mother by now. I’ve always wanted kids. And now it’s not even about finding a guy but finding the right guy, quickly. Apparently finding a decent guy is nearly impossible at our age. I just wish there was some way to fast-track the whole process.”

      Noah was a little surprised by her vulnerability. And also a little intrigued. “Ah… I see.”

      The waitress came and brought them new drinks and collected their empty cups. Noah wanted to say something else but felt like the moment had passed.

      Sophie was quiet again for a moment. “I’m sorry you didn’t get the promotion, Noah. I know how hard you’ve worked for it. I’m not sure what your father was thinking,” she said.

      Hearing it from her brought on an odd emotion. Like her words actually validated his hard work. And since Noah was already five drinks deep, he didn’t feel the need to shove the vulnerability down.

      “Thank you,” he said. “It seems that my father actually does agree with us on that fact. Trouble is, he doesn’t think my bachelor image would make for a good representation of the company.”

      A new drink appeared in front of him and he took a slow sip.

      “So what image is he looking for?” Sophie asked.

      “The family man.”

      She nodded in understanding. “So you’re looking for a wife. How ironic,” she teased.

      “Why? Would you like to submit an application?”

      Sophie laughed but Noah stayed silent.

      “What?” she said. “Are you serious?”

      The wheels began turning in Noah’s head “I mean, yeah. Why not? I’m a decent guy. You said you’re not necessarily interested in a guy but you want a child. Maybe we can help each other out.”

      Sophie stared at him for another long moment before she burst out laughing. “Could you imagine?”

      Noah joined her, playing it off. But some part of him was serious.

      Sophie would be the perfect woman for the job. She was successful and respected in her field. She was gorgeous and he already knew they got along well. And she wanted a child. This would solve both of their problems.

      “Hey, I mean I have good genes. I’m more than financially stable, especially once my father names me CEO. And you wouldn’t have to worry about some chump fathering your child. I would provide you both with anything you need.”

      “So what? You get the perfect family charade you need and I get a child?”

      Noah nodded. “Essentially. Yes.”

      Sophie grinned. “I’ll take it into consideration.” She finished off her drink and they ordered another.

      Noah tried not to frown; she wasn’t taking him seriously. But could he blame her?

      The discussion changed and somehow they found themselves discussing marketing strategies for the new line of car seat covers being released next fall. After three more drinks they called it quits.

      Sophie stood, then gasped as she noticed something, her hand landing on his thigh. “Oh, you got wine on your pants! I’m so sorry, Noah. I’ll buy you a new pair, I promise.” She frowned, dabbing at the now dry stain with a cloth napkin.

      He grinned. “It’s no big deal. Don’t worry about it. Seriously, it was worth it.”

      The presence of her hand on his thigh grabbed all of his attention and he tried to remain calm but when she looked up at him with those dark lined eyes, he stiffened.

      Sophie didn’t notice, as she pulled away at that exact moment, but the slide of her hand only worsened the situation.

      Noah shot up, making his way over to the bar. “I’m going to go pay our tab,” he said. By the time he’d finished paying, the situation had resolved itself and he met Sophie at the door. It had been years since the mere look of a woman brought him to arousal.

      He felt guilty, it wasn’t like she was trying to be seductive. Right?

      The air was even cooler now and it felt good on his heated skin. “I’ll call my driver.”

      “I actually don’t live too far from here. I’m okay to just walk.”

      Noah furrowed his brows at her. “You certainly will not.” It was almost one in the morning and not even Noah felt comfortable walking home alone at night.

      “Fine. Walk with me, then?”

      Noah wanted to urge her to let them drive but she was wearing that seductively persuasive smile again. Besides, the faster they got there, the faster their night ended.

      “Fine. Lead the way.”

      Sophie giggled.

      Noah followed, keeping an eye on their surroundings. The air was crisp and the streetlights created a nostalgic feeling that took him back to his youth. He hadn’t felt this free in a long time.

      “I had a lot of fun tonight,” he told her.

      “Me too,” she agreed.

      Sophie had told him it would be ten minutes maximum. They had already been walking that long but he didn’t mind the walk, so he stayed quiet. They began moving away from the business side of the downtown and into a residential area.

      “It’s just up there." She pointed to the tall apartment building.

      Noah nodded, asking her a few questions about the neighborhood. Their pace slowed; Noah didn’t want the night to end. She didn’t rush him either so he figured the feeling was mutual.

      Sophie bumped into his hip playfully. “You know, Sophie Birch has a real ring to it.”

      Noah smirked. “You think so?”

      “Mhmmm.” She nodded coyly.

      “What about your children, then? I’m sure you already have names picked out. You think theirs will sound good as well?”

      Sophie laughed, slapping his arm. “All this talk about our future children and you haven’t even proposed yet,” she teased.

      Noah’s eyes caught on a dandelion on a patch of grass under the stop sign and he snatched it up, his head spinning slightly from the alcohol.

      Sophie’s back was turned to him, walking a few paces ahead. Noah dropped to one knee, tying the small weed into a ring.

      She turned, “What are you—”

      “Sophie Cain, I stand before you with my precious family heirloom ring and ask for your hand. If you say yes, you and our family will want for nothing. Will you please do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      She looked fearful at first but then a dramatic smile crossed her face. She placed her hand over her heart, clutching her invisible pearls.

      “Oh, Noah! I’ve been waiting my entire life for this moment. I can’t believe you made me wait this long.” She giggled. “Yes!”

      Noah got to his feet as Sophie held her hand out, waiting for him to slide on the makeshift flower ring. He held her hand as he slid it on to her finger slowly.

      Caught up in the moment, he swept her into a large bear hug. He spun her once as they laughed joyously before setting her down.

      She looked up at him again through those dark lashes.

      They were so close now, their foreheads nearly touching as they breathed heavily from the laughter. The air between them was charged and Noah couldn’t help but lean into the magnetizing pull.

      Giving into his uncontrollable desire, he kissed her.
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      Like a wave of electricity, the kiss exploded every nerve in her body.

      They pulled away, breathing each other in. Noah’s smile faded but Sophie didn’t pull away.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I just got caught up in the moment. I didn’t mean to—”

      Sophie cut him off with a kiss. This time with a wave of fiery passion that could flood cities. She hadn’t realized how badly she had wanted him until now. No, not want. Need. She needed Noah to kiss her, to fill the aching desire that had been building inside her.

      His hand slid to her waist, pulling her closer and deepening the kiss. He tasted like whiskey and soda. She had never liked whiskey but now she craved it.

      More. She needed more.

      Without breaking the kiss, Sophie dug into her purse for her keys. The sound of them jingling caused Noah to pull away.

      “I want you,” she told him.

      Eyes darkening, he kissed her again in confirmation and her ache grew heavier. She grabbed his hand and led him inside her apartment building and into the elevator.

      Unable to control herself she reached for his neck, allowing him to push her up against the mirrored back of the elevator. Their mouths moved in harmony. He was an excellent kisser.

      Noah’s hands roamed her body over her dress, his right hand caressing its way down her waist until it reached the hem of her dress. His hand slid onto her inner thigh, rising higher and higher, ever so slowly, never breaking their kiss. He groaned at the slickness he was met with when he brushed against her panties.

      Sophie’s breath hitched in impending pleasure. Please.

      The elevator dinged and they sprang apart. Sophie grabbed Noah’s hand and dragged him to her front door, which was thankfully only a few steps away. She unlocked it quickly and they entered her apartment.

      They had only managed to remove their shoes before they pounced on one another again. Their lips met and Sophie led him backwards to her bedroom, undoing the buttons of his shirt as she went.

      It was so wrong. She knew that. Noah was her boss and it was probably a big mistake.

      And yet, it felt sooo right.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” she whispered.

      “I know,” he rasped.

      Noah helped her strip off his shirt, revealing a beautifully tan and chiseled chest. His hands immediately found the place they had been in the elevator.

      “We should stop,” Sophie halfheartedly protested.

      Noah’s hands made contact with her panties and he rubbed over them for a moment before pulling them to the side, his hand making full contact with her. They moaned in unison at her readiness for him. She was completely soaked.

      “Do you want me to stop?” he asked.

      “No,” she moaned. Please don’t stop.

      They paused at the edge of her bed. Sophie pulled at his belt with one hand and caressed him with the other.

      Her hand was shaking with anticipation. He was so hard. His belt came free and she pulled it out in one smooth motion, throwing it onto the hardwood floor. She loosened his button and unzipped him.

      It seemed that Noah didn’t wear boxers. Sophie reached her hand down his pants slowly, listening to his heavy breathing. Her thumb slicked across the small wetness that escaped him. She wanted to taste it.

      Before she could remove his pants fully, Noah bent down, using both hands to hitch up her tight dress. He looked up at her from the floor, his eyes darkened with arousal.

      “Off,” he ordered.

      Sophie obeyed, pulling her dress over her head as he slipped off her panties. Suddenly his mouth was between her legs and Sophie moaned loudly.

      Her hand moved to fist his hair as he gently pushed her legs apart with his hand, guiding her thigh to rest over his shoulder. His hand remained there, gripping the outside of her thigh.

      Sophie leaned back against the wall as he licked her gently, swirling his tongue in a circular motion.

      “Oh my God,” she breathed.

      His free hand began sliding up her leg until he reached the spot where his mouth pleasured her.

      “Noah…” she whimpered.

      He inserted a finger and they moaned together again. The moan caused his mouth to vibrate over her. It felt amazing.

      His mouth and finger continued at a blissful rhythm until Sophie neared the edge.

      “Sophie,” he murmured.

      “Noah…” she moaned again.

      “Come for me,” he rasped.

      Oh. She wanted to, so badly. But she pushed on his shoulder, signaling him to stop.

      “I want to do it with you inside me,” she said. Normally she was never this forward with the guys she slept with, but for some reason she felt comfortable with Noah. Powerful.

      His eyes danced with dark delight and he stood, allowing her to remove his pants. As he came free, her mouth watered. He was clean and perfectly sized for her.

      Sophie looked at the bed. Noticing the pile of clothes that were still there, she mumbled an apology and pushed them off the bed.

      So much for not bringing anyone home.

      Gently, she pushed him onto the bed. She smirked as she crawled on top of him, allowing her wetness to glide over him as she leaned down to kiss him.

      Noah’s hands cupped over her breast as they kissed, using his thumb to caress her nipple.

      “I want to be inside you,” he groaned.

      Sophie leaned forward, stretching her hand behind her thigh to guide him in. He slid inside easily and she let out a breath of relief. Finally.

      Noah breathed loudly and Sophie giggled at the pleasure she provided him. “Yeah?” she asked confidently.

      “Yeah,” he breathed in confirmation. His hands dropped to her waist, guiding her back and forth.

      Sophie felt a pressure start to build and Noah used his thumb to rub her as she grinded on top of him.

      This was so wrong. So bad. And yet, the taboo of it all only turned her on more.

      “Does that feel good?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she moaned. God, he’s so good at this. Too good.

      Sophie’s moans grew quieter with the building rhythm. She focused on that feeling. The feeling of him sliding in and out of her, the feeling of his thumb caressing her. It was too much.

      “Are you going to come for me, Sophie?” Noah asked.

      “Mhmm,” she replied, unable to conjure full words.

      “Come for me,” he said again.

      This time she obliged, his words sending her over the edge, and she leaned forward as he pumped into her faster and harder. Sophie climaxed over him, waves of pleasure pulsing through her body, again and again, each time he thrusted into her.

      “Fuck,” Noah grunted. She felt him growing firmer inside her. He was going to come too.

      Sophie didn’t know why she said it; she must have been too caught up in the moment, but she wanted it so badly. “Don’t pull out,” she pleaded.

      Noah groaned at her words, thrusting into her only once more before spilling into her.

      Sophie collapsed to the side, breathing heavily.

      That was amazing… and stupid… and amazing.

      Sophie bolted upright, suddenly anxious. What did they just do? Reality began to sink in. What if this ruined everything? She grabbed a towel for them to clean up.

      “Is everything okay?” Noah asked, eyeing her skeptically.

      She nodded, feeling too sick to speak. Her job was everything to her, she couldn’t lose it. It was the only thing she had. And what about the proposal? Was Noah serious or…?

      “Hey.” He reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling her from her thoughts. “Sophie. Talk to me.”

      “I uhm. I—” She didn’t have the words to describe what she was feeling. “You’re my boss.”

      He looked slightly offended by her words. “Do you want me to go?”

      “No.” And she didn’t. “I just don’t know what to say.”

      “Then don’t say anything. Tonight was amazing. Let’s just sleep, okay?” he suggested.

      Sophie squeezed his hand. “Okay,” she agreed.

      Noah was right. Tonight had been amazing and maybe she could leave it at that for now.

      They could do damage control in the morning.
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      Noah set the plates filled with food onto Sophie’s glass dining room table. He turned the kettle on just as she stepped out of her bedroom.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “It’s the least I could do for last night.”

      Sophie laughed. “Are you thanking me for sex?”

      Noah laughed nervously in realization. “I guess I am. Coffee?”

      “Please,” she said, grabbing two mugs from the cupboard. She took over, telling him to sit, and poured them each a mug. She looked nervous.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” he started.

      “No. No, it’s okay. Thank you.”

      They ate slowly and quietly.

      Noah had never overstayed his welcome at a woman’s house before, nor had he wanted to. It always felt too intimate. But with Sophie, it felt different. Normal.

      Her light brown hair was loose and she wore an oversized black T-shirt. She sipped her coffee, showing off her finely manicured hands. She tapped them along the mug, her eyes withdrawn in thought. Her lower lids were slightly smeared with kohl, the remains of last night’s makeup.

      Noah replayed last night in his head over and over again — not just the sex, but their discussion. He knew it was crazy to ask her to marry him but it felt too perfect. She was everything he was looking for.

      He didn’t love her but he knew he didn’t hate being in her presence. And as long as they agreed not to catch feelings and remain platonic, what could go wrong?

      “Sophie, about last night…” Noah trailed off just as she looked up at him.

      “Let’s do it,” she blurted.

      He was shocked. Was she agreeing to what he thought she was agreeing to?

      “Are you sure?” Did she truly understand that they could never be a normal husband and wife? Would she really be willing to give up love to have a child?

      She nodded. “I mean, we should probably talk about it some more… but yeah, I think so.”

      Had it truly been that easy for him? Noah was overcome with relief… and fear.

      “Okay. Tonight, then,” he said. “We can have dinner and discuss some ground rules.”

      Sophie laughed. “Ground rules?”

      “I think it would be best if we set some expectations for one another. That way nobody gets hurt. Let’s think about it as more of a business meeting.”

      Sophie stood and moved to the sink, rinsing off her dishes. She was quiet, with her back turned to him. Noah got scared that she had expected more but then she spoke. “Okay.”

      Noah stood, approaching her.

      Her eyes flickered across his bare chest. Was that arousal he had just seen there?

      Noah couldn’t help but admire her long bare legs. Was she wearing anything under that T-shirt?

      No. If he wanted this to work, they couldn’t sleep together again.

      Sophie leaned over the counter to grab something on the far side, the movement revealing a hint of her naked underside.

      Well, she definitely wasn’t wearing shorts. What about panties?

      Sophie turned back around and Noah realized how close he had gotten.

      “So, this business agreement…” Her eyes gleamed. “Does it include—”

      “Let’s discuss the rules at dinner,” he interrupted. He needed to get out of here before she made him cave to the desire growing in his pants.

      Noah went to step back but Sophie grabbed the hem of his pants, preventing him from moving. He exhaled loudly, now fully hard. Dammit. He needed to leave.

      “Sophie…” He trailed off but didn’t step away. To tell her that he didn’t want to would be a lie. He wanted her to push him. To seduce him.

      She met his gaze, heat blooming in her blue eyes. God, she was so sexy. She rose onto her toes to whisper in his ear, her breath sending a shiver down his spine.

      “So there are no rules until tonight?”

      Oh. She had a point. Perhaps they could experience each other one more time before anything became serious. Just to get it out of their system.

      He wondered, if he reached out his hand, would he find her as ready for him as last night? He had to know.

      “We shouldn’t,” he said, repeating her words from last night. But his mind begged her to continue. To convince him a little more.

      Sophie grabbed his hand and guided it towards her. “Tell me to stop.” Her movements were slow, allowing him more than a reasonable time to object.

      Noah couldn’t. He wanted to experience her one last time. His hand brushed along the bottom of her T-shirt.

      Both of their breathing became audible. And Noah closed his eyes as her wetness coated his fingers.

      No panties.

      Holy fuck.

      Sophie moaned softly but Noah didn’t open his eyes. He began moving his fingers against her. Circling her.

      He reached out for the back of her neck with his other hand and brought her closer to him. With her head cradled against his chest, he slid a finger inside her.

      Sophie gasped, reaching for his button and freeing him from his pants. She nudged him back to lean against the counter and sank to her knees before him.

      With Noah fully exposed now, she planted one hand at his base and licked the entire length of him. And then she took him fully in her mouth and it just kept getting better and better.

      Noah moaned in pleasure as Sophie began twisting her hand and mouth over him, gently squeezing and adding suction exactly when it was needed. If he let her continue like this, he was going to come.

      No. If this was his last chance to be inside her again, he would not waste it.

      Noah felt the absent ache of her mouth as soon as she stopped. Sophie pulled off her top, exposing her breasts.

      “Your tits are fucking amazing,” he whispered.

      Sophie giggled as he hoisted her onto the quartz countertop. He paused, admiring the view of her perfectly curvy body.

      Impatiently, she raised her leg, planting one foot onto the counter top and smirked, giving him a sight more holy than he had ever witnessed. “I want you inside me.”

      He didn’t make her ask twice. Noah grabbed onto her hips with one hand and guided himself inside with the other.

      Sophie wrapped her arm around his neck and Noah leaned onto her shoulder as he thrusted into her, allowing her to hear every moan that left his lips.

      He was getting close, but he wanted her to come again. “Do you have a toy?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Go grab it,” he instructed, thankful for the moment to calm himself down.

      Smiling, Sophie hopped off the counter and disappeared into her bedroom. She reappeared a moment later with a small black vibrator.

      Moving elegantly, she led him over to her sofa and sat him down. “I want to ride you.”

      “Yeah?” he taunted. Yes please.

      “Yeah,” she replied. She straddled his legs and eased herself on him.

      She used her legs to slide him in and out of her, using the back of the couch to steady herself. And then she turned it on and pressed the vibrator on to her clit.

      They both gasped in pleasure.

      “Does that feel good?” he asked, watching her eyes close in pleasure.

      She nodded, speeding up the rate that she rode him. “I want you to come inside me again. That was… so… hot,” she panted.

      Her request and the vibration sent Noah’s pleasure into overdrive. He never wanted this to stop.

      She pressed her lips against his, kissing him passionately as she began to slow on top of him. She was trying not to come, he realized.

      “Please,” Noah begged against her lips. He gripped her hips with his hands and began lifting and pushing her hips faster.

      “Noah,” she moaned in warning. Her hand fisted in his hair, taking every inch of him with delightful enjoyment.

      He didn’t stop. Not until she let out a loud whimpering moan and exploded over top of him.

      The gripping pulse of her orgasm was too much and he slammed her hips down once more before climaxing inside of her.

      Sophie’s head rested on his shoulder. The room suddenly became hot, the physical heat between them making him sweat. But a peaceful exhaustion swept over him, and he didn’t want to move.

      Neither of them did as they caught their breath. Eyes closed, they took in the moment and Noah gently traced his fingers along her lower back.

      Eventually they rose to clean themselves off and get dressed.

      Sophie walked him towards the door.

      “So tonight?” he asked, tugging on his shoes.

      “Yeah. Just text me the time and place.”

      “Okay,” he agreed, standing by the now open door.

      He was unsure how to manage his exit, so he simply said goodbye. From this point forward they would have to maintain a platonic relationship.

      Sophie returned his goodbye and shut the door.

      Noah clicked the down button on the elevator and took a deep breath. Had all of that really just happened? The image of Sophie naked on the counter surfaced in his brain.

      Well great, that image was now burned into his mind. How had he gone so long without knowing what she hid under her dress?

      And the real question… Could he continue without ever seeing it again?
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      Sophie twisted her wet hair into the towel and surveyed the outfit she had selected for her date— no, her business meeting with Noah tonight.

      She had selected a low-cut tan dress with an overlay of dark lace, and paired it with her black heels. It was both elegant and sexy.

      The events of the past twenty-four hours felt like an odd dream. Sophie had sex with Noah.

      Twice!

      Sure, she had always found her boss attractive, but she’d never thought that the two of them would ever sleep together. Let alone get married!

      Was she really considering marrying and having a baby with her boss?

      It was total insanity. And yet, she had agreed, overcome with the feeling of missing out.

      She had no idea what Noah’s ground rules would be, but it sounded like intimacy would be off the table. Which was probably for the best. This was meant to be a mutually beneficial transaction. That was all. Noah wasn’t looking for love, right? As she did her hair and makeup, she pondered the absurdity of it all.

      Sophie knew she wanted a child and Noah was willing to offer her one. And she trusted Noah — truly, he had been one of the only consistent men in her adult life. He had promised to take care of them financially, and was an overall decent man. But what would his role be in their child’s life?

      Sophie shook her head, trying to push out her doubts. It wasn’t like she had signed a contract or anything. She and Noah could discuss the options, and then she could make an informed decision.

      She plugged the address Noah had sent her into her phone and made it to the restaurant right on time. He messaged her to tell her he had already gotten them a table and was waiting inside.

      The restaurant was familiar to her as she had been there multiple times before. It was ironic, really, that she and Noah had hosted several of their annual work dinners at this very location, and now they were here to discuss having a child together.

      The glass decor looked expensive and chic. Abstract chandeliers hung from the ceiling and elaborate sculptures that looked like they might break with the slightest touch decorated the corners of the room.

      Sophie’s heels clicked along the pristine hardwood floor.

      As soon as their eyes met, Sophie felt her heart flutter, heat rising to her cheeks as she remembered. Noah had now seen her naked. Had tasted her. Knew the sounds she made when she climaxed. She suddenly felt shy.

      “Hey,” she greeted.

      “Hey,” he replied. “You look beautiful.”

      Sophie thanked him and took a seat.

      She didn’t know what to say without the confidence of alcohol she had had last night. But she also knew that this was the kind of conversation they needed to have sober.

      They maintained pleasant conversation, discussing their previous dinners here and noting some of the new decor until the waitress took their orders.

      After she left, the tension between them became palpable.

      “So—” they said in unison.

      They laughed at the awkwardness and Sophie insisted he go first.

      “So obviously we both know why we’re here,” Noah said. “I think it’s best if we both start by explaining our reasonings and our expectations. I’ll go first, but just remember that you are under no obligation to say yes, and I won’t hold anything against you.”

      Sophie nodded, encouraging him to continue.

      “Okay. As I stated, I want to take over Birch Industries and the only way my father will allow me to do so is if I can create a family image for myself. So I am looking to get married and have children. But I want you to know, if you agree to this, that I am not going to be a perfectly doting father or husband — my work will still be my first priority. I am not looking for love.”

      At least she had her answer.

      “Okay,” she breathed. “So let’s talk about the marriage part. How will that work?”

      “We will be married on paper only. I am not looking for a real relationship. And as much as I enjoyed myself, what happened last night and this morning cannot happen again. If we do this, I don’t want things to get messy.”

      “Fair enough,” Sophie said. “And what about the wedding? Will we have a whole event?”

      “Definitely an event. You may plan the entire thing if you wish or I can hire someone, whichever you prefer. I will need to use the event to create good press. Which is another thing I should mention — if you are to become my wife, the media will be a part of our everyday lives. That means photoshoots, magazine features, even the occasional paparazzi.”

      Sophie hadn’t really considered that aspect before. It was true that Noah had been a hot topic in the media for the past few years. Especially for young women looking to bag the city’s hottest billionaire.

      She could deal with a few photos here and there. “I suppose I should have figured that. From now on, I’ll make sure to wear panties when leaving the house,” she joked.

      Noah smiled slightly. “Upon our engagement, I will have my lawyer draw up a contract. I will pay for everything, of course, along with everything else after. I promise, Sophie, that I will take care of you no matter what.”

      “Okay,” she said, believing him. “And the baby? How will we—?”

      “It will look better if we wait until after we are married. And then, when we’re ready to start trying, we should look into some kind of artificial insemination route. That way we keep things strictly professional.”

      Sophie nodded, taking in all the information.

      Noah must have taken her silence as hesitation. “If this isn’t what you want, I completely understand.”

      “No, I’m just taking it all in,” she told him.

      It was a huge decision. When she pictured herself as a mother, she always pictured a family-oriented husband beside her. She really had to ask herself if she was willing to do this all alone.

      Yes. More than anything, Sophie wanted to be a mother. Who knows when, or if, she would get the chance again organically. She was running out of time and Noah was offering her the opportunity.

      “I know I’m asking for a lot but like I said, I will support you and our child completely. You will want for nothing.”

      Noah offered her both stability and security. How many other men could even offer her that? It wasn’t just convenient, it was practical.

      Her heart raced as she came to a decision.

      “I want to do this,” she announced.

      “And you’re sure you are okay with not having a romantic relationship?”

      Sophie hesitated. Their chemistry last night had been amazing but that didn’t mean they were good for each other romantically. It was better to cross that aspect out and keep their relationship platonic.

      She had to be willing to sacrifice something for this arrangement. And if that thing was a man, then so be it. She would be too busy enjoying motherhood to even focus on a real marriage anyway.

      “Yes. I want to be a mother. I don’t expect anything else from you, Noah.”

      He would get the CEO position and Sophie would get the child she’d always wanted. It was a win-win.

      Liar, her brain yelled. Her mind replayed images of Noah’s head between her legs. His fingers. The feeling of her climaxing on top of him.

      Sophie crossed her legs beneath the table.

      It was just sex, she told herself. They had known each other for years and never had sex before; they could do it again. And in time, Sophie was sure she would forget that they had ever even slept together.

      The server arrived with their food, taking her mind away from this morning.

      “How soon are you—?” Noah started after the waitress walked away.

      “Now. If you would like,” Sophie said in a rush. If she was going to do this, she had to be all in.

      Noah smiled in delight, taking a deep breath. “All right, then.”

      Sophie replied with a smile, twisting her fork in her pasta.

      “So from this moment on, we’re engaged?” Noah asked.

      Sophie found herself excited by his statement. She was going to be a mom! “Yeah. I guess we are.”

      While they ate, they discussed some more details.

      “I think six months for a wedding should be ample time, yes?” Noah took a bite of his steak. “I mean we can still set up an appointment with the doctor to get things started. Maybe begin trying a month or so before?”

      She hesitated. Six months? That was half a year away! Didn’t he want this to be done quickly?

      “I know six months seems far away, but we will have so much going on that it will fly by,” he assured her. “We will have to come up with the terms of the prenup, announce the engagement, find a wedding planner, actually plan the wedding, and meet with fertility doctors to discuss our options.”

      When he put it like that, it sounded like they needed more time.

      “Okay,” Sophie agreed. She could wait five months to begin trying for a baby. It would give her plenty of time to prepare and plan.

      Noah took a sip from his drink before speaking again. “I know this will be a bit of a shock to the office, and once we tell them, word will get out. So I was thinking about hosting a party to celebrate our best quarter in two weeks’ time. What if we announced it then? I will invite some press; that way we’ll be announcing it to everyone at once.”

      It was a smart plan. “We should probably get a ring then, huh?” She grinned. Once they began announcing that they were engaged, people would be asking to see it.

      “Monday, during lunch. I’ll take you to pick one out,” Noah said.

      “Okay.” She smiled in agreement.

      When they were both ready to leave, Noah paid for dinner and walked Sophie out to her car.

      “Thank you,” she told him.

      “No, thank you.” He smiled. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Sophie waved goodbye before getting into her car, a thrill of excitement going through her.

      Looks like we’re really doing this!
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      They stopped for coffee on their way to the jeweler’s. Noah drove and Sophie sat in the passenger seat, holding her coffee with both hands, as if she was scared to spill coffee in his nice car.

      “I always thought drinking black coffee was a myth,” Sophie teased.

      Noah shrugged. “That’s the only way I ever drink it. It’s healthier that way.”

      It was true. He had made a commitment to himself that if he was going to start drinking caffeine, he wouldn’t try to make it taste good. Noah prided himself on maintaining healthy habits.

      “I didn’t realize you were so worried about your figure,” she said with a smirk.

      “Well perhaps I should indulge more often — it seems to be working perfectly fine for you.” Noah tensed, realizing halfway through that he shouldn’t have said that. Hopefully Sophie didn’t mistake the bite in his voice for rudeness.

      She didn’t show any reaction, her voice neutral as she replied, “Guess you can’t miss what you’ve never had.”

      Now that they had slept together, maybe not flirting with her would be harder than he thought. He had to be more disciplined.

      They were quiet as they pulled into the large shopping mall. Technically, they only had a little under an hour before they had to get back to work. But in reality, they could take as long as they needed; Noah was the boss, after all.

      They parked by the nearest entry point, so they were only a few steps away from the store when they entered.

      He had brought her to Pearce’s, the finest jeweler in Olympus City. The only place with quality worthy of his future bride. Or more accurately, the quality expected of Noah’s future bride.

      They were greeted upon entry and were directed towards the rings.

      Noah looked away as Sophie bent over the counter to observe a ring, pretending to look at another piece.

      She had worn a silky gray blouse and a tight, knee-length black skirt, her brown hair in a slick ponytail. Noah didn’t want to admit his attraction for her but told himself that it was a good thing; it was expected that he would marry someone as beautiful as Sophie.

      “Would you like to take a look?” the jeweler asked.

      “Please,” Sophie said.

      The man behind the counter unlocked the glass case and presented the ring to Sophie. “It’s a set, comes with both the engagement and wedding band.”

      Noah went to her side to view the ring.

      The jeweler helped Sophie slide the stackable rings onto her manicured finger.

      “What do you think?” he asked.

      Sophie held her hand up, examining the sparkling diamond in the light. “I love it.”

      “A perfect fit, too,” the man commented. “As if the set were made for you.”

      Noah asked the man how much.

      When Sophie heard the price she frowned, slipping the rings off and resting them back in their box.

      “What are you doing?” Noah asked.

      “I can’t,” she murmured. “It’s too much.”

      “Sophie, if you love these rings, we’re getting them. It’s not even that much; don’t worry about it.”

      “Noah, that’s like a year’s worth of my rent. I can’t let you spend that kind of money on me!”

      “If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do this right. Seriously, whatever ring you want, it’s yours.”

      “I can’t let you—” she protested.

      He pushed the box towards the cashier, cutting Sophie off. “We’ll get this one.”

      “Noah!” she said again in a hushed tone.

      He ignored her and pushed the box closer to the man. The jeweler smiled and began the process of ringing it up. A few moments later, he handed her the small bag.

      Sophie’s lips upturned slightly. “Thank you.”

      Noah grinned. “You’re going to be my wife, Sophie. Get used to it.”
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      On Thursday, the signed NDA slid across his desk and he looked up to Sophie’s radiant smile.

      His lawyer had sent the final draft over to him last night. Now it was official.

      Noah placed the ring box on the desk “For my fiancée.”

      It was the ring they had picked out. Sophie hadn’t felt comfortable taking it until they had signed the contract. Still, she only took the engagement ring, telling him to keep the wedding band until they actually got married.

      She tucked the ring box into her purse. “Now what?”

      “Now, we wait for the party. I already had Ryan invite the team from Nova, so everything is set in that sense. I’ll pick you up around six thirty?”

      “Great,” she smiled.

      Nova was a high-end, family-oriented magazine with close ties to Birch Industries. Noah had appeared in many issues when he was a kid, though he hadn’t been included in recent years due to his long-standing reputation as a player. These days he tended to be featured in billionaire business magazines and cheap gossip tabloids.

      “Are you okay?” Sophie asked.

      “Yeah. I was just thinking about Nova. I used to be featured in there sometimes as a child with my family. I mean they still feature our car seats and everything, but it’s just odd to think that I’m going to be featured again… as a family man.”

      “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

      Noah didn’t know why he was telling Sophie these things. She didn’t need to know about his rocky relationship with his father or his neglectful childhood.

      “Yeah definitely. Just an observation,” he lied. “How about we meet for lunch next week? I found a few wedding planners that might work, if you want to go through them with me.”

      “Sure,” she replied, pulling her bag over her shoulder.

      He watched his fiancée walk out of the office. Today she was sporting a black skirt, similar to the one she’d worn at the jewelers, and pale pink blouse.

      Noah huffed in disbelief. He’d never thought he would be able to say those words. Sophie was his fiancée. It didn’t feel real.

      He was finding it increasingly difficult to be around her at the office. Noah didn’t know if it was because of the night they’d shared, but Sophie looked even better lately, more enticing. Her hair, her eyes, and those tight-fitting skirts… it was like she was trying to make her presence difficult for him. Like she was determined to seduce him. It was nearly impossible for Noah not to offer to take her right there in his office.

      He hoped these observations would ease with time. He had meant what he said about not wanting things to get messy. They could not sleep together again.

      However, it did feel odd knowing that they were now tied to each other and saw so little of each other. Noah didn’t see or talk to Sophie outside of work, besides the odd text message relating to their arrangement, such as finding and booking a meeting with the wedding planner.

      They had decided to be cautious and wait to meet the planner until after the engagement announcement. Noah needed everything to play out a certain way in order for this arrangement to work. Even if he couldn’t wait to begin seeing her outside of work.
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      Work went by fast, anticipation building inside him. Thankfully, his father hadn’t left the city just yet, and Noah had invited him to the end-of-quarter party, saying that he had a surprise for him.

      Richard agreed to stop by for an hour. At least he agreed. Normally, every interaction with his father was planned months in advance, to the point of including a set time of arrival and departure.

      Noah still had to go home and change into a more formal suit for the night. They were hosting the party at Fairview Hall, a venue favored in the city for high-society parties.

      Before he knew it, his car was parked outside Sophie’s apartment building. They had agreed to arrive together to put on a more unified front.

      Sophie had insisted that he didn’t need to come to her door, so instead he waited by the car. The sound of heels pulled him from his phone and he looked up to find Sophie in a long, silky red dress. Her hair was loose and flowing over her shoulders.

      Noah tried to sound formally polite with his compliment and held the car door open for her.

      He took a calming breath before sliding into the driver’s seat.

      Her silver ring glimmered as she rested her hand over her dress. He resisted the urge to place his hand on her thigh.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      Once they told the world, there wasn’t any going back.

      “Yes. I’m ready,” she confirmed.

      Sophie pulled out the ring from her purse and slid it on her finger.

      When they arrived at the party, they were directed into a grand room, which looked like it hosted royal balls. No wonder the venue had been so expensive. Noah had been a guest here before but never a host.

      They made rounds for the first thirty minutes until they were sure that most of the party had arrived. They wanted to make the announcement early to give time to celebrate. And before anyone noticed the ring on Sophie’s finger.

      They made their way up onto the stage and waited for the room to quiet before Noah launched into his speech. At first he talked about the company and all the hard work that had been done over the last quarter. Eventually he pivoted to talking about his personal achievements and celebrations, bracing for the crowd’s reaction.

      He announced that Sophie and him had been dating secretly for some time and were now officially engaged. Noah wrapped his hand around Sophie’s waist and pulled her close to him, waiting for the response.

      He hadn’t expected to feel so nervous. Despite their engagement being real, it felt like they were lying to everyone. His heart pounded inside his chest.

      Confused looks were exchanged for a moment, the guests caught off guard by the announcement, before the room exploded into enthusiastic applause. Relief poured over Noah.

      A few camera flashes went off and he and Sophie smiled at each other, doing their best to look in love. Sophie held up her ring in excitement.

      As they stepped off the small stage, Noah locked eyes with his father across the room.

      “I’ll be back in a moment,” he told Sophie. He made his way through the small crowd; coworkers patted him on the back and he stopped to accept congratulations where necessary.

      Finally, Noah reached his father, who led him into the hallway. Noah couldn’t tell how his father was feeling so he stayed silent, unsure what to say.

      “I’m proud of you, Noah,” his father told him.

      Noah beamed. “Thank you.”

      “I was surprised to hear that you took my advice… and so quickly.” The suspicion in Richard’s voice was palpable.

      “Yes well, you told me I needed to settle down and I did. I wanted you to see how serious I am about the CEO position.”

      It wouldn’t matter to Noah if his father knew of his ruse but some part of him didn’t want to admit it. He didn’t want to admit that he was like him, that he had followed in his father’s footsteps. That he had done the exact thing he promised himself he would never do.

      Richard’s tone remained stern. “Getting engaged is one thing, Noah, but you have to actually follow through on marrying her, especially now that it will be in the press.”

      “I wouldn’t have proposed to her otherwise,” Noah bit out. Did his father not think him capable of commitment?

      “Good. Then I guess I will see you at the wedding. I’m heading down south next week. Once I see that you’re fully committed to the family image, we can discuss your promotion.”

      Noah felt sick to his stomach. Committed to the image, not to Sophie.

      “Do you want to meet her?” he asked.

      “She will be at the wedding, will she not? I’ll meet her then.” Richard left without another word.

      Noah grimaced. Was he truly no better than his father? Only moments ago, everything he’d ever wanted had seemed in reach, but what about Sophie? Was he taking advantage of the fact that she wanted children?

      Noah went back out to the party. It was an effort to appear happy now.

      His eyes snagged on Sophie from across the room, laughing at something that Olivia said to her. Olivia grabbed her hand, admiring the ring that shined from across the room.

      Sophie blushed, and even though Noah couldn’t hear what they were saying, he knew that she was creating some romantic story about them.

      As he neared their voices were audible, Olivia gushing about how lucky Sophie was, how beautiful the ring was, and how shocked she had been by their relationship. Sophie smiled widely but Noah could tell that some part of it didn’t meet her eyes.

      It had all happened so fast, and he’d thought that their deal was perfect. But was he taking away her chance to be truly happy? To find someone to love and cherish her like she deserved? Was the arrangement selfish? Was Sophie truly benefiting from this?

      The similarities between him and his father crept in again. Creating the perfect fake family, just so he could be the same business-obsessed man his father was.

      But there was no going back now. The prenup was signed and they were engaged in all ways that truly mattered.

      “You okay?” Bradley asked, appearing before him.

      Bradley didn’t work at the company but Noah had asked his friend to come tonight in order to meet Sophie.

      “Yeah,” he answered.

      He knew that Bradley would tell him ‘I told you so’ if he disclosed his feelings of doubt, so he didn’t bother.

      “I can’t believe you managed to do it,” Bradley laughed.

      “I know,” Noah confirmed his disbelief.

      “So, can I meet her?”

      Noah nodded, leading the way. “Yeah, of course.”
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      The party had been wonderful. Everyone had seemed genuinely happy for them. And she had even gotten to meet Noah’s friend Bradley, who seemed nice enough. He also seemed to be the only one outside of her and Noah to know about their arrangement.

      Though Noah’s father was there, he had left before Sophie got the chance to speak with him. Despite seeing Richard around the office over the last few years, she couldn’t recall if she ever had a one-to-one conversation with the man.

      Noah had dropped her off at her apartment only an hour ago. He seemed to think everything went well but he also seemed tired. Or at least, she hoped that’s what it was and that he wasn’t having second thoughts.

      She tilted her hand back and forth, letting the kitchen light catch on the glistening diamond on her finger. The ring was beautiful — a simple band of diamonds that curved slightly in the middle to make room for the stackable oval wedding ring. Sophie was surprised by how excited she was to wear the completed set. In fact, she was excited for it all. The wedding planning, picking out the perfect dress, cake tasting, and picking out the venue.

      Only a few days ago she’d been worried that she’d missed her chance, and now here she was. Despite the fact that it was a wedding of convenience, she was overjoyed by the idea of her newfound future.

      She tried to imagine what their children would look like. Both Sophie and Noah had brown hair, so at least that was almost guaranteed. Would they have his warm hazel eyes or her blue eyes? Would they have his dimpled smile? Either way, Sophie couldn’t wait to get pregnant.

      They had agreed to wait five months before they started trying, but they had an appointment with a specialist the following Friday to get things started. That way, when they were ready, the process would be faster and smoother.

      She climbed into bed giddy with excitement, spending an hour looking at different wedding venues nearby. Now that everything was announced, she could begin planning. It felt like all her wishes were coming true, and she hadn’t been this happy in years.

      During their discussions about the wedding, Noah had given her a more than generous budget, which he informed her was just a guideline, saying that he had no idea how much weddings cost but to do whatever made her happy.

      After a little convincing, she had agreed.

      The family image wasn’t just for his father, it was for the public. Noah’s status as one of Olympus City’s most eligible bachelors would cause their engagement and wedding to be the spotlight of this season.

      Sophie had to be prepared for things like paparazzi and photoshoots. Everyone would be watching her and Noah. Not only did they need to convince them that they were in love and happy, but also that Noah was the perfect family man.

      She fell asleep feeling hopeful, dreaming of holding her swollen belly.
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      The following Friday, Sophie and Noah entered the doctor’s office together. Normally, Sophie would be stuck waiting for her appointments but today, they were called in almost immediately.

      The doctor completed a thorough check-up and blood work panel to analyze Sophie’s health.

      After a lengthy discussion, she and Noah decided that intrauterine insemination would be the best option for them. The doctor also provided her with everything she would need to support and encourage her body to get pregnant, including some information packets on the IUI process, ovulation tracking, and fertility diet.

      “We’ll call you if anything comes up with your blood work. We’re a little backed up right now, but just remember, no news is good news,” the doctor told her.

      Sophie felt good about the appointment. At least the doctor didn’t think she would have any trouble getting pregnant. The only thing she felt nervous about was a comment that Noah had made to the doctor.

      When asked about their relationship, he made a joke insinuating that he was strictly a donor. She knew he was partly joking, but something about it provoked an uncomfortable emotion. Yes, Noah had informed her that he would not be a large part of the child’s life, but hearing him call himself a donor and not a father bothered her. More than she cared to let on.

      Sophie stayed silent on the car ride home, feeling sick to her stomach.

      “Is everything okay?” Noah asked.

      “Yeah, I’m just tired,” she replied.

      He didn’t question her further and dropped her off at her apartment. The moment Sophie stepped inside, tears began to fall. What if she couldn’t do this? Did she really not care if her child had a father or not?

      Her thoughts carried her to the couch, where she remained for hours. Worry consumed her. All the happiness and excitement that she was feeling last week was gone.

      Was she that desperate to have a child? Wouldn’t it be selfish of her to have a baby with someone she knew did not want to be a father?

      It had been three weeks since she and Noah had made the agreement. They were officially engaged and were already in the process of looking into IUI. She couldn’t back out now.

      She could love the child enough for both of them, right?

      The tight feeling in her stomach hadn’t gone away by the time she crawled into bed that night. In fact, it followed her throughout the weekend and into her work week. She didn’t answer any of Noah’s texts after seeing him on Monday.

      Hey Sophie. You seemed a little off today, is everything okay?

      Should I be worried?

      Hello?

      Along with the physical symptoms that seemed to plague her, her anxiety about the situation continued to rise, causing her emotions to jump from perfectly okay, to despair in a matter of seconds. She didn’t want to worry Noah until she really understood what she was feeling herself.

      Yes, she wanted to be a mother, more than anything in her life. But bringing a child into the world, knowing that the baby’s father didn’t feel the same, didn’t feel right to her.

      And yet, she had made a promise to Noah, to marry him. To help him get the position he deserved.

      A child in exchange for a job.

      Wording the situation in that way made the reality of it all much darker. How would her child feel, knowing that their entire existence was so that their father could get a promotion?

      Sophie knew she should have answered Noah’s messages before going to work on Tuesday morning but she still didn’t know what to say. So it didn’t surprise her when Noah called her into his office immediately upon her arrival.

      “Hey,” he said, offering her seat.

      Sophie sat down, clamping her hands together. “Hey, I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to answer your texts. I haven’t been feeling well.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I think I might have the flu or something,” she told him. It wasn’t necessarily a lie; she had been feeling sick. Maybe she was about to start her period. Sophie tried to remember her last cycle when Noah interrupted her thoughts.

      “Are you sure that’s all it is?”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      Noah watched her skeptically for a moment. “Okay. But if there was something wrong you would tell me, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “All right. I’m out of the office for the next few days but I’ll see you for the appointment on Friday?”

      Sophie stood. “Yeah. I’ll meet you at the clinic.”

      Noah didn’t stop her from leaving and thankfully didn’t offer to pick her up either. She needed some space from everything. It wasn’t like she wanted to end their arrangement, she just needed time to sort out her real feelings. To come to terms with the fact that she would be a married single mother.

      At least she wouldn’t have to see Noah for the next few days. That was a relief. Sophie avoided him the rest of the day, making a beeline for her car the moment she finished work.

      She felt horrible. What was wrong with her? Maybe she was just PMSing, or maybe…

      Sophie opened her phone, sliding over to her period tracking app. She was a few days late.

      No. There’s no way. She could not be pregnant… could she?

      There was only one way to find out. Instead of letting her mind run wild, Sophie stopped at the drugstore on the way home.

      She ended up avoiding going home right away, delaying the inevitable. Now that she had the tools to know, she was scared. She stopped through two different drive-throughs. One for coffee and one for food, but she wasn’t hungry.

      She would take a test and her period would come right away; it always did. It was just nerves.

      Sophie hurried inside, taping her foot until the elevator reached her floor. When she got inside her apartment, she headed straight to the bathroom without taking off her shoes.

      Setting the bag on the counter, she pulled the test out and tore open the box.

      After following the instructions inside, she placed the test upside down on her counter and started the timer on her phone.

      Sophie paced outside the bathroom anxiously.

      There’s no way.

      The timer dinged and she turned it off. But before she could flip the test, her phone buzzed with an incoming phone call.

      It was the clinic.

      They were most likely just confirming her appointment on Friday, she told herself.

      But the moment Sophie answered it, she knew.

      A sickness flooded through her as she flipped the test on the counter in double confirmation.
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      Sophie had hardly spoken to him all week.

      Not only had she dodged all his text messages, she had gone out of her way to avoid him at work. Every time he tried to get her alone, she told him that she was busy and would talk to him later. Noah didn’t know what he’d done wrong. She’d seemed perfectly excited at the fertility clinic appointment until the car ride home. So what happened?

      He returned to work on Thursday morning, a day earlier than expected. Sophie seemed disappointed to see him. He tried not to take it personally.

      Though, Noah knew that he must have done something wrong because she seemed perfectly fine with everyone else at work.

      In fact, she seemed happier than ever. Noah observed her from afar. He couldn’t deny how good she looked lately. She was glowing. He tried not to think about the reasons making her so happy if it wasn’t him. Was she seeing someone else?

      What was he saying? It wasn’t like they were truly seeing each other. However, they did not discuss having sex with other people in their agreement. Which to Noah, now sounded stupid. He couldn’t expect her to stay celibate for however long their marriage lasted.

      He tried not to assume the worst. It would be reasonable for them to agree not to sleep with anyone else until Sophie conceived his child. That way there would be no room for questioning their child’s parentage. Noah would talk to her about it more tomorrow at the appointment.

      At least she was still wearing the engagement ring that he had bought her. That had to count for something.
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      On Friday, Noah was stuck in meetings all morning and by the time he made his way over to the marketing department that afternoon, he was informed that Sophie had called in sick.

      His stomach dropped. He thanked Olivia, feeling bile rise in his throat as he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.

      Hey Sophie, I just found out that you called in sick.

      Are you okay? Are we still on for the doctor’s appointment after work, or should I cancel?

      He returned to his office, staring at his phone as he waited for a reply. After twenty minutes, he tried to call her. It went straight to voicemail.

      The pit in his stomach grew.

      Something was definitely wrong. His skin became slick with sweat under his navy suit.

      He could take it anymore. Noah stormed out of his office, informing reception that he was taking the rest of the day off.

      He exited the building and hopped into his sports car, peeling out of the parking lot. He headed for Sophie’s apartment first, making it there in less than fifteen minutes. Which was impressive, given the city’s afternoon traffic rush.

      He tried to buzz her apartment six times before returning to the parking lot. He didn’t see her car anywhere. Maybe she wasn’t home.

      Their appointment was in an hour. Maybe she left early? Hoping that her phone had died, Noah headed to the doctor’s office and waited. He waited twenty minutes past their appointment time.

      She never showed.

      Noah didn’t know what to do or who he could even call. He had never met any of her friends, let alone her parents.

      Outside of work, he knew very little about Sophie. Fear clutched him. Where could she be? What did this mean?

      He tried to recall their countless meetings and conversations over the years. Places she liked to go for coffee. Her favorite restaurant. Her favorite bookstore.

      After an hour of driving around, hopelessness set in. For all he knew, Sophie could have disappeared, taken the ring he gave her, and started a new life. That ring alone could certainly pay for a fresh start.

      It was anxiety, he told himself. Sophie would never do that.

      Maybe he didn’t even know the real Sophie. Maybe he only knew the version of her at work and the version of her that night at Polly’s.

      It sparked an idea. It was a long shot, but also, his only shot. He pulled out of the bookstore parking lot and headed back towards the city. He found parking quickly and rushed into Polly’s. His heart pounded as he stepped into the old tavern.

      He ignored the server that greeted him and headed for the booths where he and Sophie sat that night.

      And there she was.

      “Noah?” She looked horrified.

      He’d expected to feel relief when he saw her but instead he got angry.

      “Are you done?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “Are you done?” he repeated.

      “Noah, what are you—”

      “With me, with this? Are you done? Because I’ve been running around the city everywhere looking for you. I called you and texted you, and nothing. I waited for you at our appointment and you didn’t show up. So I’m asking you… are you done?”

      Bile rose in his throat again as he waited for her answer.

      Sophie looked around the bar to see who was watching. “I’m sorry, Noah. I didn’t mean to worry you. Can you just sit down?”

      Noah obliged but remained silent, still waiting for her to answer his question. His heart was pounding.

      She looked so worried, scared even. Maybe she just didn’t know how to break this off. The thought of it wounded him more than he would have liked.

      “No,” she whispered, meeting his eyes again. Hers were now glassy with tears. “I’m not done.”

      He didn’t know why he was so angry. He was worried about her and this whole time she was here safe and sound. Purposely ignoring him. Abandoning their plans. Abandoning him.

      “Okay and I’m supposed to believe that?” he said. “After you avoided me all week at work? After you repeatedly dodged my calls and texts? After you called in sick and missed our appointment at the clinic? You still expect me to believe that I did nothing wrong? That this arrangement is still on?”

      Why was she being like this? If she didn’t want him, she should just tell him. He deserved that much.

      “It is,” her lip trembled. “It has to be.”

      Noah reached across the table, trying to take her hand, but she dodged him. He let out a frustrated sigh and pulled back his hand, running it through his dark hair. “Then why? Why did you miss our appointment today, Sophie?”

      “Because…” Her voice rose with frustration.

      “Because, why?!” Noah demanded.

      “I didn’t show up to our appointment today because I didn’t have to!” she shouted. She looked around again then took a deep breath, lowering her voice. “Noah, I— I’m pregnant.”
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      “You’re what?” Noah’s face was slack with shock.

      “I’m pregnant,” she repeated. It was the first time she had said it out loud.

      Noah remained silent. Frozen.

      “I’m sorry,” she told him.

      Noah looked up at her then. “Sorry? What could you possibly have to be sorry for?”

      She could hardly speak, her throat was burning. “This isn’t… this isn’t how you wanted this to happen. I feel like I messed everything up.”

      It was supposed to be clinical. Professional. A business arrangement. And Sophie had gotten pregnant during their intimate night together.

      “What? Sophie, no. What are you talking about?” Noah slid around the table and into her side of the booth.

      “This baby—” she started. Tears pooled in her eyes before pouring down her cheeks. Noah wrapped her tightly in his arms as she sobbed onto his shoulder. “It wasn’t meant to happen like this. We were going to wait.”

      He comforted her for another moment, running a soothing hand over her back.

      “Sure, this isn’t how we wanted it to happen, but we did want this to happen. You should— we should be happy, right?” he asked.

      Sophie pulled away from his embrace, wiping away her tears. Her hand shook and she gripped her glass of soda tightly, creating space between them on the seat. “Right.”

      She was being too emotional. He was right. This was a good thing.

      “Sophie, if you’re not happy, we don’t have to go through with this. I will support any decision you make.”

      “No,” she countered. “No. I want to do this.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell me?”

      She took another breath, collecting herself. She felt silly now. “I don’t know. I was scared.”

      “You’ve been distant ever since our first appointment at the clinic,” he pointed out.

      “I know, I just—”

      “Did I do something to upset you?”

      Sophie hesitated, unsure how much she should reveal. “You didn’t call yourself the father. You called yourself the donor. And I know you stated that you wouldn’t be there, that work was your number-one priority but… I realized how alone I was going to be in this. And it scared me.”

      Noah was quiet. He picked at his hands, looking unsure of what to say.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” she told him. “I knew what I was signing up for. I just needed a minute to really absorb everything. Seriously, I’m okay.”

      He still didn’t speak and Sophie stopped herself from continuing to ramble. Noah needed a moment to absorb everything too.

      “You’re not going to be alone,” he said quietly. “Look, I might not be the perfect husband or father you always wanted but I can be here for you now. I’m not CEO yet; I can support you through this.”

      Sophie tried not to get her hopes up. He had already told her the kind of support he was willing to offer.

      “I’m not talking about money, Sophie,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “I can’t be your partner in this, and for that I’m sorry. But I can be your friend. Anything you need.”

      Hearing the sincerity in his voice, Sophie looked at him.

      “If you want me to come to all the ultrasounds and appointments, I will. If you want to shop for the baby, I’ll lend you my credit card and my time. If you have a craving in the middle of the night, I will have it delivered to your house. And if it’s not open, I’ll buy the restaurant and wake the staff up in the middle of the night to come make it for you. I can’t love you, Sophie, but I can show you how much I respect and support you.”

      His words brought her close to tears again. Noah was offering her more than what they originally agreed to. He was trying to make her happy, trying to be her friend.

      Having his support in this for a short time was better than nothing. Right?

      Sophie didn’t know what to say, so she said the only thing she could think of to express her gratitude. “That would mean a lot, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Noah smiled and retook his seat across from her in the booth. He picked up the dessert menu. “Now, we should probably celebrate. How about some cake?”

      The post-cry exhaustion was beginning to set in. Hoping that the food would help her nerves, Sophie agreed with a soft laugh. “That would be great.”

      They ate red velvet cake and discussed some of the critiques on their last car seat commercial. Work was always a safe topic for them but she didn’t mind. It was a useful distraction.

      After paying the check, Noah walked Sophie to her car, “Are you sure you don’t want me to take you home? I can have Ryan pick your car up and take it back to your place.”

      “No, thank you.” Sophie was perfectly capable of driving herself home.

      “Okay. Then I will see you on Monday, yes?”

      Sophie laughed, no longer having a reason to avoid him. “Yes. I’ll see you on Monday, Noah.”

      She waited for him to leave but he hesitated, like there was something else he wanted to say.

      “You’re going to be a mom.”

      Tears immediately sprung to her eyes, “Yeah. I guess I am.”

      And you’re going to be a dad.

      “Congratulations,” he said, smiling. It looked like he might hug her but decided against it.

      Sophie offered her thanks, climbing into her car with a sad smile.

      Later that night she looked in the mirror and cradled her still-flat stomach. She was only around four weeks pregnant and there was nothing to see yet, but she couldn’t help the urge to feel the growing life inside her.

      Despite Noah’s attempts to comfort her earlier today, she still felt conflicted. This baby was created under different circumstances than they originally planned.

      Not a stream of clinical procedures, but a night of passion between them. And for some reason, it changed the way Sophie viewed it.

      Noah had told her that he could not be her partner. That he could not love her. He had warned her of this from the start. But what she never asked was, why?

      No! Sophie could not allow herself to think that way. It was none of her business. She and Noah had made a deal. And the way this baby was conceived changed nothing — they had simply expedited the process. Sophie wouldn’t waste her time wondering how Noah felt about her.

      She had waited her entire adult life for this moment. She was going to be a mom! And she would do anything to ensure her future child’s happiness.
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      The penthouse felt empty tonight. Noah had debated inviting Bradley over to celebrate the pregnancy but realized that it was not his to celebrate. Though he knew he would have to tell his friend eventually.

      Sophie was pregnant with his child. The news had completely floored him.

      But what shocked him more were the things he had said to Sophie. He had promised to go to all her appointments and go shopping with her. He called her his friend. Was it possible to friendzone your pregnant fiancée? Well if it was, Noah had done it.

      Everything he said went against their original plan to make work his priority. He didn’t regret it but he didn’t understand what had prompted him to say it.

      Noah was usually very disciplined, especially when it came to love and business. But when Sophie had started to cry, when she’d revealed how scared she was to tell him that she was pregnant, he had been overcome with the need to fix it. To make her feel better.

      Even as his heart had gone out to her, Noah had understood the true source of that concern and the answer sickened him.

      They were only here for one reason, and that was his job.

      Disgust filled him. He wanted the CEO position that badly? Was he really so cruel?

      Maybe he was more like his father than he realized. Or maybe he did it to be better than his father, if only slightly.

      Noah was determined to be better. He would support Sophie both financially and physically through this pregnancy. And still manage to respect her and uphold the terms of their arrangement.

      He just needed to keep his eye on the prize, to treat this like he would any other business deal.

      So what would he do after a great meeting with a client? Send a gift.

      Noah made a few calls and sent Sophie a bouquet — not of roses, but of daffodils and lilies. The flower shop owner convinced him that they symbolized fertility and new life. He didn’t argue and paid over the phone.

      When she asked if he wanted to add a note, he laughed. “No note. I’m just trying to do something to thank her. Happy wife, happy life, right?”

      The lady seemed charmed and informed him that they would be delivered within the next two hours. Noah paid extra for both her quick work and fast delivery.

      After he had finished a simple meal of steak and rice, his phone buzzed.

      It was Sophie.

      Thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful :)

      Of course :) he replied.

      His phone buzzed again.

      Did I miss the wedding?

      ??

      I’m not your wife yet, Birch. Sophie attached a picture of the bouquet and note. It read, ‘Happy wife, happy life, right?’

      Noah cringed. There wasn’t supposed to be a note. That sneaky old lady.

      Soon enough ;) He chastised himself, so much for the business approach.

      Sophie hadn’t responded by the time he got into bed. He was worried he had played it too flirty, until his phone dinged again.

      Haha. Good night, Noah.

      Night, Sophie.

      As he plugged in his phone, he caught himself smiling. He stopped immediately.

      God, what was she doing to him?

      Sophie appeared in his dream that night. At first she was smiling and laughing, talking to the receptionist from work. And then she was in his office. She began to strip, peeling off one of those tight dresses she wore so often. Underneath she was wearing dark lacy lingerie. The scene moved suddenly and she was sitting on his desk, naked and begging to be tasted.

      She looked so hot. He wanted her, needed her so badly.

      Noah walked towards her and she gave him that wickedly seductive giggle. He bent before her, gently stroking her inner thigh with his hand. He replaced his hands with his mouth, kissing his way towards the spot she begged for him to touch.

      “Please, Noah,” she breathed.

      The sound filled him with a deep ache. Noah could not make her suffer any longer. He could not suffer any longer.

      He leaned down to taste her, feel her softness against his tongue—

      His arousal pulled him from sleep.

      It wasn’t real, he realized.

      Sophie didn’t want him like that. She had gotten her child. They could not have that kind of relationship again.

      Disappointment consumed him and he tossed and turned with an aching lust that only she could dampen.
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      The following week, he called Sophie into his office.

      When she entered the room, his brain flashed with the image of her naked on his desk. It was a stupid dream, that’s all. It meant nothing.

      “Good morning,” she greeted.

      “Morning. Please, have a seat,” he said. “How are you doing?”

      “Fine…” Sophie gave him an odd look and sat. “Is everything all right?”

      Maybe he was being too formal. “Yes. Everything is fine. I was thinking about what you said on Friday and it got me thinking—”

      “Which part?” she interrupted.

      “Oh. Sorry.” He laughed. “The part about you not being my wife yet.”

      “And?”

      “I think we should move up the wedding.”

      “I was only joking about the wife thing,” Sophie replied.

      “I know, but why wait?” Noah cleared his throat, scared that she might take his words the wrong way. “I think it would look best if we got married before you have the child.”

      He braced for the anger but it did not come.

      “Okay,” she replied simply.

      “Okay?”

      “Yeah, I mean it makes sense. My part of the arrangement is being fulfilled so it’s only fair. How soon were you thinking?”

      He was surprised by how casual she was being. “Okay… well, that’s great. I was thinking three or four months? Is that enough time to get a magazine-worthy wedding together?”

      “It’s definitely pushing it, but I think September is doable,” she agreed.

      “Great. I’ll have my assistant get in touch with the wedding planner and I’ll see if they can meet with us later this week.”

      “Awesome. Just text me,” she replied.

      After she left, the dream he’d had last week came back to him. He needed to get his lust under control.
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      The office of the wedding planners, called Something Blue, was located downtown in the heart of Olympus City. Based on a recommendation from one of Noah’s assistants, they had hired Kelsey Rain as their wedding planner. Apparently, she had planned some of the biggest celebrity weddings in the country. Sophie was nervous to meet her and had made sure her outfit was immaculate. She didn’t want to feel out of place.

      The space was light and airy, filled with white and gold accents, along with the occasional splash of baby blue. It was elegant and smelled fresh and floral. Definitely a high-end company.

      The young receptionist confirmed their appointment before a perky blonde woman their age appeared from the back and introduced herself as Kelsey Rain.

      The woman welcomed them back to her office, which was built more like a studio apartment. In one corner was her personal desk, adjacent to a small kitchenette. On the other end was a large white oval table and chairs and in the last corner was a set of white sofas facing a large portrait of a bride and groom. Upon closer inspection, Sophie realized that the bride in the painting was Kelsey herself.

      Kelsey sat them at the large table, which was filled with large binders and an array of baked goods and sweets. She served them both a steaming cappuccino before taking a seat.

      Noah didn’t touch his coffee but Sophie sipped on hers politely. Now that she was pregnant, she had massively decreased her caffeine intake. Though she loved it too much to give it up completely.

      “Beautiful ring. Do you mind?” Kelsey asked.

      “Not at all.” Sophie offered her hand and Kelsey observed the diamonds for a moment.

      “Beautiful. Your fiancé has great taste.” She winked at Sophie.

      Sophie pulled back her hands, twisting the ring under the table.

      Noah’s lips tilted upwards, “I take no credit. Sophie picked it out herself.”

      “Well, with a taste like that, I’m sure we’re going to get along just fine.” Kelsey smiled, exposing her impeccably straight white teeth. “So, have we picked a date?”

      Noah and Sophie shared a glance before he spoke. “I know it’s a bit soon, but we were thinking September.”

      Kelsey clicked her tongue in a teasing manner, “I suppose I’m up for the challenge. So I guess the first thing we should discuss is the venue. It will be hard to secure a spot with limited warning. Do you have any ideas yet? What about a guest list? How many people are you expecting? That should help us narrow it down as well.”

      Sophie felt frozen. “Maybe somewhere outdoors or with an ocean view? I’ve looked at a few spots but I’m open to suggestions. And as for the guest list we really haven’t discussed it. I know that I would need space for at least twenty-five to thirty people. My family and—” She stopped. Her parents.

      She had forgotten to tell her parents that she was engaged. And pregnant!

      Noah gave her an odd look but picked up where she had left off. “I’ve left the location, as well as the majority of the planning, up to Sophie. I am simply here for moral support. As for the guest list, it will be somewhere around two hundred and fifty people. I’ll have my assistant add Sophie’s guests to the list and send it over to you within the next few days.”

      Sophie couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought about it before. What would her parents think about her arrangement? Would she tell them?

      “Great, well I’m already thinking about some venue options. If you’re not super picky, I’ll check out the dates and see what’s available for you,” Kelsey told them. “Now, Sophie. Tell me all your ideas. From dress, to flowers, to cake.”

      Sophie hesitated. Of course she had an entire vision of her dream wedding. But would she regret using it? Noah had said that their marriage didn’t have to last forever. What if she decided to remarry one day?

      Instead of revealing all her ideas, Sophie offered vague descriptions of what she did and didn’t like, letting Kelsey guide her into different options as she flipped through her large binder.

      When it was clear that neither Sophie or Noah had much to offer, Kelsey sent her home with a list of decisions to make before their next appointment. She also provided them with a list of recommended photographers, bakeries, and hair and makeup artists.

      A lot of the things could not be decided until they picked a venue, such as themes, colors, and decor, so the list for now was simple: guest list, ceremony, reception plans, and menu.

      Sophie tucked the list into her sleek black tote bag and thanked Kelsey for her help.

      When they were walking back to Noah’s car, he stopped her.

      “What happened in there?”

      “Do you want to have dinner with my parents?” she blurted. “I, um, haven’t told them about us… about this yet. I totally understand if you don’t want to, but I just figured it might be easier if—”

      “Sure,” Noah replied, cutting her off.

      “Oh. Okay,” she said, relieved.

      He smiled. “It’s only fair. Do you think you’re going to tell them the truth about us or…?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” she admitted.

      “Okay, well I will support whatever you decide.”

      She didn’t think it would be so easy to convince him. “Thanks.”

      “You know, this is your wedding, Sophie. If you want to be more involved in the planning you should be. It looked like you were holding back in there. Obviously you’re not obligated to plan it but if you want to, don’t hold back, okay?”

      Sophie smiled. “Okay.”
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      Sophie spent the next evening reviewing some of the venues that Kelsey had sent over. She wasn’t fond of the barn venues or ones that were too close to downtown. Instead she fell in love with the Rose Meadow Pavilion.

      It was only a short distance from the water with large windows so you could see into the garden and out to the ocean. The inside, where the ceremony would be held, had beautiful white columns with carved statues and ornate gold accents. It had a larger room downstairs to host the reception as well. It even had access to the garden, so that the party could be both outside and inside.

      Sophie texted Kelsey immediately, telling her to book it for September sixteenth.

      It was perfect and luxurious. There would be ample room for all of their guests.

      When she got the confirmation text back from Kelsey, she could have screamed with excitement.

      Sophie texted Noah some details and photos of the Rose Meadow Pavilion.

      It’s perfect, he texted back.

      Now that the venue was sorted, Sophie needed to start crossing the other items off her list. At first she’d thought the list was simple, but now that she really thought through each one, it was going to be a lot of work. Flower girl? Menus? Invitations?

      Sophie tried to focus on the easiest one. The guest list. She wrote down her immediate family members along with her closest friends. When she finished, she had twenty-nine people in total.

      She panicked at the thought of having to tell her parents but figured that it was best to get it over with. That way it wouldn’t be a complete shock when they went to dinner next week.

      Sophie picked up her phone and called her parents.
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      Noah adjusted his tie yet again.

      “You look fine,” Sophie teased. “Seriously, you seem more anxious than I do.”

      He tried not to pace. “Yeah well, I’ve never really done this before.”

      “Done what?”

      “The parent thing,” he said quietly.

      “You’ve never met one of your girlfriend’s parents?”

      Noah recalled Bradley’s comment, stating that an accident didn’t count. “No.”

      “Wait. Seriously?” She laughed. “Like ever?”

      Noah shook his head, feeling uneasy. “Never.”

      He had never felt the need before. It wasn’t like any girlfriend he ever had was serious. He knew he was never going to marry any of them. So what would be the point?

      But now he was marrying Sophie and it changed everything.

      What if they didn’t like him? Would they be angry?

      They opted to meet at the same restaurant where they had made their arrangement. Apparently, it was one of her father’s favorites.

      As soon as they walked through the door, Noah’s heart rate spiked. He had met people for million-dollar deals, ran an entire company, frequently appeared in magazines, and he was scared to meet a girl’s parents?

      Sophie’s parents, Mike and Sarah, were in their late fifties. They didn’t appear to come from wealth but they were both dressed in formal dinner attire.

      Mike was a bald man around Noah’s height, and he shared the same charismatic smile as Sophie. Her mother, Sarah, looked a lot like Sophie. She had the same light brown hair and piercing blue eyes.

      Noah tried to remember why he had agreed to this.

      Buck up, Noah! he chastised himself.

      He waited for Sophie to finish hugging them to introduce himself and shook her father’s hand, praying Mike didn’t feel the slipperiness of his palm.

      Sarah brought him in for a hug, “It’s so nice to meet you, Noah. We were completely shocked when Sophie told us that she had a boyfriend!”

      Sophie appeared embarrassed by her mother’s comment and pretended not to hear her.

      The server escorted them over to their table and they settled in, ordering some water.

      Mike rested his elbows on the table. “So, Noah. You are Sophie’s boss, correct?”

      “Yes, I suppose I am.” He’d expected that this question would pop up, but not within the first five minutes.

      “Mhmm. So how did you two start dating? I hear my daughter does very well in your company—”

      “Dad!” Sophie chastised.

      “Well, I’m just—” her father started.

      Noah rubbed his hands together anxiously under the table. He understood what her father was insinuating and was appalled. Sophie had worked very hard to get where she was.

      “Sophie’s success in Birch Industries is completely her own. We only started dating a few months ago. We ran into each other one night outside of work and really hit it off. It surprised us both as well. Up until then our relationship had been strictly professional.”

      Mike nodded, seeming to accept his answer.

      Sophie gave Noah a grateful look. “I’m sorry I never told you guys; we were keeping it private until things became serious between us. We just wanted to be sure.”

      “So you two are serious, then?” her mother questioned.

      Noah reached for Sophie’s hand. “Yes. I’m very serious about your daughter.”

      The waiter came over and took their order, giving everyone a moment to breathe. It felt tense. Noah couldn’t determine whether her parents liked him or not yet. He wasn’t sure why, but he wanted them to like him.

      He saw Sophie take a deep breath beside him, preparing to drop the bomb, and he squeezed her hand in support. “So I didn’t just invite you here to meet Noah tonight. We actually had some things we wanted to share with you guys.”

      Her parents stiffened slightly. Sophie held their full attention.

      “Well, me and Noah are actually engaged,” Sophie announced. She held her hand above the table, letting them see the ring.

      “Engaged?!” Mike said as Sarah gasped, covering her mouth with her hand.

      Sophie gave Noah a terrified look; it seemed like she wanted to get all the news out of the way at once.

      Noah wrapped his arm around the back of her chair, trying to show some support.

      “We’re also pregnant.” Sophie flinched slightly as she spoke the words.

      Her parents’ faces were completely stunned, their bodies unable to register so many emotions at once.

      Noah felt a tightness build in his chest.

      After a moment of dumbfounded silence, her mother nearly shrieked with joy. “Oh, Sophie! Congratulations.” Sarah leaned across the table and wrapped her daughter in a tight embrace.

      Surprisingly, Mike stood as well, a huge smile on his face as he hugged Noah and patted him on the back. “Welcome to the family, Noah.”

      Noah was confused by their sudden acceptance. There was so much joy in their faces, even Noah’s eyes started to water.

      “We’re going to be grandparents, Mike!” Sarah was nearly sobbing with excitement.

      As her parents hugged one another, Noah met Sophie’s eyes, and their smiles faltered a little.

      For one moment, it truly felt like they were on this journey together. It felt… well, Noah didn’t even have the words to describe it, because it was something he had never experienced before.

      Was this what it was like to have a family? Loving parents?

      Something heavy settled over him. This was something his own child would never know. Because this wasn’t real.

      They settled back into their seats, and Noah tried his best to play the role of Sophie’s fiancé for the rest of the evening. Thankfully, her parents were much more enthused by his presence and it was easy to converse as they asked questions about work and Sophie, and Sarah talked on and on about ideas for the baby shower, and how she would love to be involved in the wedding planning.

      Noah could tell that Sophie was trying to maintain the same enthusiasm as her mother but was struggling.

      He wondered what her parents would think if they told them the truth. Would they still be happy?

      Would they grow to resent him when they realized how little of a role he would play in their life? When he didn’t show up to Christmas or Thanksgiving holidays?

      These were things that he had never considered about their agreement. He never had to worry about his family because he didn’t have one, at least not in the normal sense. In fact, he didn’t have many people in his life that cared about him at all.

      He was reminded by how shocked Sophie was by the size of his guest list compared to hers. Sure, she only had about thirty people on her list, but they were all important to her. How many people on Noah’s list were comparable? Maybe four?

      Most of his mother’s side had abandoned them after she died and his father had always been distant with his own.

      Noah’s only family included Bradley, who he had met in college, and Anne, his nanny from childhood. And his two other friends he had met through mutuals, Kelly and Jason.

      That was it. The sum of Noah’s support system.

      Everyone was looking at him.

      “Huh?” Noah asked.

      Mike smiled. “I asked if you’d like to go golfing tomorrow?”

      Noah tried not to show any panic, tossing a quick glance over at Sophie who frowned apologetically. Her eyes told him it was okay to say no.

      “I, uhm—”

      “You like to golf, right? If you’re busy tomorrow, I have another tee time booked for next Saturday,” Mike told him.

      Sophie cut him off. “Dad, I don’t think Noah—”

      There was so much pressure. He could see Sophie’s mind reeling for excuses.

      “Yeah, tomorrow works for me,” Noah blurted. Sophie blinked in disbelief. “I love to golf. I used to play with my father.”

      Technically, it wasn’t a lie; Richard had taken him golfing plenty of times, but only so he could meet important clients. It was also a monthly ritual for Bradley and him to get together, drink beers and golf.

      He didn’t know why he agreed. It felt like he would be letting Sophie down by not going. It already felt like he wasn’t giving the same amount that she was in their arrangement. Hopefully this was a way for him to even the score.

      “Great,” Mike said. “I’ll see you there. Nine a.m. at The Ridge.”

      Noah smiled in response.

      They began to discuss different courses that they had played on and even bonded over their favorite brand of clubs. By the end of the evening Noah felt better about spending time with Mike tomorrow, excited even. Both parents hugged him again before departing. Sophie didn’t seem to think twice about it but Noah’s family had never been big on displays of affection.

      On their way back to Sophie’s apartment, she was quiet. It unnerved Noah. The last time she was quiet she ignored him for a week.

      “You know you don’t have to go tomorrow, right?” she said nervously.

      “I know,” he stated. “I want to. I like your dad,” he said more convincingly.

      They pulled into her parking lot. “If you’re sure…”

      “I am. I told you this is my time to be more involved in our agreement. You’re doing so much for me, all the appointments and the planning… It’s only fair that I do the same for you.”

      “Well, I hope you guys have fun, then.”

      “Don’t forget we have the engagement shoot next weekend with Nova. I suppose it would be a good time to announce the pregnancy as well. Two birds with one stone,” he said as she climbed out of the car.

      “Sounds good.” She smiled, then. A real smile. “Text me if you want any advice for tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Noah met Sophie’s father at The Ridge.

      It took a while, but eventually Noah’s anxiety started to ease. After their fourth hole, her father even began cracking jokes at his expense.

      Noah had never considered himself to be a pro, not by a long way, but Sophie’s father was making him look like an amateur.

      “You’re pretty good at this,” Noah admitted. “Or should I say, above par.”

      “I see the dad jokes are already starting to come in.” Mike laughed, setting up for his next swing. Which thankfully, prevented him from seeing Noah’s face.

      When he was finished, Mike turned to him, a more serious look on his face. “I hate to ask, and it’s not really any of my business but… this engagement, was it only because—”

      “No,” Noah interrupted. “I proposed to Sophie a few weeks before we found out she was pregnant.”

      Mike nodded, seeming to take in what he said. “She’s an amazing woman, my daughter. Always knew what she wanted out of life.”

      He couldn’t disagree. “Sophie is amazing. I’m lucky to have found her.”

      “You know she used to run around the house dressed up as a bride,” Mike laughed. “And she had this baby doll named Bella that she took everywhere — even dressed the thing in her own clothes. It’s hard watching your kids grow up, especially when things happen so quickly, but Sophie’s going to be an amazing mother. I only asked because I care and I want her to be happy.”

      Did Mike know? Noah was sure that Sophie hadn’t told her parents anything about their arrangement. He didn’t know what to say. “I’ll try my best.”

      It was hard hearing her father be so protective of her. Hearing him express his love for his daughter. Noah could never imagine Richard saying something like that on his behalf.

      They finished their round after another couple hours and walked back to the parking lot.

      Mike patted him on the back. “We should do this again sometime.”

      “Yeah, of course,” Noah replied, knowing that it was unlikely.

      It would be a bad idea to get attached to Sophie, let alone her family. But he really liked Mike, admired him even.

      Maybe if Noah had been raised differently, he could have been like Mike. A person who would emotionally support and protect his child. A man whose child could truly depend on him.

      But he wasn’t.
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      Sophie held Noah’s hand as they entered the Nova building, ready to put on their best performance as a couple. Teaming up with the magazine was the best way for Noah to cement his new image in line with the company’s longstanding one. With the hope that it both reinforced Birch and boosted Noah positively.

      Noah gave her hand a quick squeeze before offering his to the editor they had been in contact with. Lance wore black pants and a loose purple tunic that complemented his dark skin. His loc’d hair was braided behind his head and reached his narrow shoulders.

      “Welcome back, Mr. Birch. I’m so happy you reached out to us. The party at Fairview Hall was exquisite, and we’re honored that you’ve chosen us for your announcement.”

      “Of course. Thank you for having us,” Noah replied.

      “And you must be Sophie! Hello and congratulations, I’m sorry I didn’t get to make your acquaintance at the party.”

      She smiled. “Thank you, and no worries at all. It was a very busy night. It’s lovely to meet you.”

      Lance had informed Sophie that she should show up without her hair and makeup done, that they would take care of everything. Sophie had been hesitant but had followed his rules. Noah had never seen her without makeup before. Not that she was self-conscious, but it felt casually intimate.

      She figured that Lance had told Noah the same thing, as he sported unstyled hair for the first time. It caused his short brown hair to fall boyishly onto his forehead.

      For the first time, she felt truly attracted to him. Not lustful but genuine, warm, and heartfelt. She took this as a good thing; maybe it was the beginning of a less sexually driven relationship. Friendship, perhaps.

      “Okay, well let’s get started,” Lance said. “I will take Noah and Sophie, you can head over to hair and makeup with Tracy. She will be your stylist for today.”

      A woman she assumed was Tracy stood behind him. She was wearing a black pantsuit and had voluptuous curly hair.

      Sophie shook Tracy’s hand. “Follow me.”

      The hair and makeup room was exactly what she pictured it to be — a small room with large vanity mirrors, chairs, and a rack full of clothing items.

      Tracy started by adding curlers into Sophie’s hair and then turned her away from the mirror as she worked on her face. She asked a few questions about her everyday routine before she started.

      Usually, Sophie kept her makeup routine pretty basic, besides the eyeliner she used to highlight her eyes. She liked looking fierce, fiery. So when Tracy turned her around, she was shocked.

      Sophie didn’t look fierce or fiery but rather, soft and maternal. It appeared like she was wearing almost no makeup at all. The changes were subtle yet incredible. Her cheeks looked more rounded thanks to the light rosy blush. Her eyes were painted a soft pink, and her lashes were coated in a way that made her eyes appear bigger, almost innocent.

      “Do you like it?”

      “It’s beautiful. You did an amazing job.” Sophie tried not to laugh at herself for being painted as a picture of innocence, given the nature of how she had gotten pregnant.

      “Great, let’s get you dressed. I was thinking, since you’re not showing yet, that we should stick to a more basic look,” Tracy said as she rooted through the rack of clothes.

      She pulled out a long satin green dress and presented it to Sophie, who went to try it on.

      Once changed, Sophie approached the large standing mirror.

      Tracy gasped, “I love it!”

      The dress was ethereal and earthy. It clung to her body in all the right places. And once Tracy removed the rollers from her hair, she was the image of Mother Earth.

      Confidence radiated off her as they went to meet Noah.

      She found him dressed in an earthy brown suit, with a white tunic unbuttoned beneath it. His hair was now gelled but not in the corporate style he usually wore — it still looked soft and boyish, tousled with small curls.

      Lance smiled widely, his hands held out in awe as he took them in, standing side by side. He kissed his hand, “Perfection. Both of you.”

      Sophie had to admit that he was right. Together, they looked elegant and regal but also secure and grounded. Connected. It was the perfect look to show Noah as a man who was laying down roots. Who was adding a name to their family tree. And Sophie was the leaves, the fertile growth of new life.

      It was completely and subtly brilliant.

      Lance introduced him to the photographer who gave them the rundown of the shoot. After that, Lance guided them to the large white canvas and posed them.

      “You look incredible,” Noah murmured.

      “Thank you,” Sophie said, blushing.

      His eyes explored her dress, the fabric clinging to her hips. Sophie pretended not to notice, instead focusing on the orders Lance shouted at them from behind the camera.

      “Noah, cup Sophie’s cheek. Sophie put your hand on his chest. Show us that ring!”

      Flashes went off.

      “Great. Now grip the collar of his suit. Noah, wrap your hands around her waist.”

      Sophie pulled back.

      “Yes! Now, look into his eyes.”

      They did as instructed. Their faces were still about a foot away.

      “Closer!” Lance shouted.

      They leaned in as if to kiss but hovered there, their lips only an inch apart. Noah’s breath was cool and minty. His boyish charm from earlier melted and that aching desire slowly began to creep in.

      A few more flashes went off.

      “Okay,” Lance said. “Now Noah, move behind Sophie.”

      He did so, maintaining a respectable distance.

      “Maybe wrap your arms around her a little more? Really bring her into you.”

      Noah wrapped his arms around her waist from behind, pulling her backside against him. His breath swept over her ear and neck.

      Sophie let out a soft sigh. Thankfully it was only audible to her and Noah.

      They stayed huddled like that for what felt like forever, Lance directing their hands into different positions to best capture the ring.

      “Great, why don’t you place your hand over her stomach?”

      Sophie felt Noah tense slightly before slowly sweeping his hand over her satin dress, from her hip to her middle.

      It was the first time he had touched her stomach since she became pregnant. There was nothing there, not even a hint of a bump yet. And yet, Sophie felt a wave of emotions pass over her. She placed her hand over his as instructed and her heart began to pound.

      “Awesome. Sophie, can you lean a little to the left and look up at him for me?”

      Sophie shifted and tilted her head to gaze up at Noah. It felt like they were the only people in the room. His lips were closer than they were last time, as if only a strand of hair or a deep breath stood in the way of their lips meeting.

      Her eyes flickered from his mouth to his eyes, and she realized then, what a good actor Noah was. He was, in fact, much better than her. Because he was looking at her in a way in which she’d never been looked at before. His eyes were sparkling the way that the men in the movies did. How did he play his part so well?

      “All right, now how about a kiss?”

      “A kiss?” Sophie asked nervously, looking over at the photographer. Thankfully, it came out as more of a whisper. She felt foolish. Of course they were expected to kiss.

      Noah reached out and caressed her cheek, turning her head back towards him slowly.

      “It’s just a kiss,” he whispered, so that only she could hear.

      “Right, just a kiss,” she mumbled.

      Noah leaned down excruciatingly slowly and Sophie closed her eyes in anticipation. She was already pinned against him but his arms wrapped more tightly around her waist.

      The moment their lips met, she felt him rise against her backside.

      Excitement electrified her veins, carving more out of that aching void that had been building over the weeks since they last kissed.

      The flash of the camera erupted. When it stopped, they pulled back, breathing irregularly. His cheeks were pink and Sophie didn’t have to look to know that heat burned in hers as well.

      She stood in front of him for a moment while they collected themselves and the photographer viewed the photos.

      Noah cleared his throat. “Thanks,” he murmured.

      “Yeah. No worries,” she said quietly.

      It was natural. Sophie was sure it would have happened with anyone.

      Lance walked over and smiled. “The photos are looking great so far. We just want a few more maternal-looking shots and then we can finish up.”

      Two men from the camera crew carried an antique couch, with white and green fabric designs, onto the canvas. Lance directed Sophie to stand by the edge of the couch and have Noah bend before her. Noah took her left hand and kissed it. He placed a hand on her satin thigh, pushing the fabric up slightly. It was meant to be the picture of devotion, of worship.

      But when Noah looked up into her eyes, they were darkened in lust. Most likely he was remembering their first night together. Sophie certainly was. Remembering the way he bent before her, the way he kissed his way up her thigh, and the way she leaned against the wall as he feasted between her legs in pleasure.

      The moment vanished when he stood.

      Next, they were seated on the couch and placed in very simple poses. Safe poses, thought Sophie. Exactly the kind of celebrity couple shots she saw in magazines.

      And then Lance told Sophie to lay down and rest her head on Noah’s lap.

      “These are the last few shots, just have fun now. Try some laughing, show a little humility.” He winked.

      They both snickered slightly at his comment. But Sophie found it difficult to force a laugh, especially at this angle. She didn’t know which way to tilt her head, back or forward. Did it look like she had a double chin? Could he see up her nose?

      Noah’s hand caressed her temple. “Just think about Matt. The look on his face.”

      Sophie smiled. “I thought you were just going for the wine at first. Honestly, pulling the tablecloth was a nice touch.”

      “He ruined your dinner. I just thought I would return the favor.”

      They both laughed, then, loudly and joyously as they recounted the events of that night. Noah’s laugh was electric and his smile contagious. Sophie was wiping tears out of her eyes by the time Lance announced that they were all finished.

      For a moment, she had forgotten that anyone else was there.

      Sophie sat up, the blood rushing from her head. She and Noah shared a small smile before going to get changed.

      She had forgotten what it was like to let her guard down around Noah. How easily they got along. How much fun they had together. It was a shame that the same night they discovered it, they had decided to smother it. That they chose to be formal and rigid for the sake of this agreement.

      Was this how it was going to be? A couple hours of false intimacy, shared only for the purpose of producing a false image? Was it worth the few moments of real connection that broke the surface during that time?

      “Ready to go?” Noah asked as she met him back at the front door.

      Sophie planted a smile on her face, shoving down her emotions. “Yeah, let’s go.”
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      Noah looked up as Ryan entered his office without warning.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      “I thought you’d want to see this.” Ryan held up a magazine in his hand.

      “That’s not Nova,” Noah said. “Their issue doesn’t come out until tomorrow.”

      Ryan looked grim. “No, it’s not. It’s Flavor.”

      Noah scoffed. “What do I want with some cheesy tabloid?”

      Ryan tossed the magazine onto his desk. Noah recognized the person on the cover immediately.

      It was Sophie.

      She was in the baby aisle of a store; in one hand she was holding an infant onesie and her other hand rested on her stomach. Her face looked sad, most likely taken out of context by whatever sleazeball captured the photo.

      Noah picked the magazine up, rage filling him as he read the headlines. “‘Birch’s baby momma shops alone.’ Those bastards! How the hell did they even find out she was pregnant? The whole point of announcing it this early was to avoid this kind of scandal.”

      Ryan shrugged. “You think Nova leaked it?”

      Noah shook his head. “No, ruining my image would only tarnish both of our brands.”

      He flipped open the magazine to page seventeen and began to read.

      

      Employee Slash Mistress Traps Billionaire

      Noah Birch, Olympus City’s most eligible bachelor, is reportedly off the market. His new girlfriend, Sophie Cain, is sporting a suspiciously large diamond on her left hand. Unfortunately, we can confirm the rumors of their engagement. Not only that, Sophie was spotted, hand over stomach, in the baby aisle this past week. A possible explanation for Noah’s sudden change of heart… or relationship status.

      How did Sophie manage to get Noah to move so quickly?

      … Love bomb or baby bomb?

      

      “What the hell does that even mean?” Noah brows furrowing in confusion. “It’s not like we were trying to hide the engagement. The only reason Nova didn’t want to run the story so quickly is because they decided a shoot would be better.”

      Ryan appeared at a loss.

      Noah ran his hand through his hair in frustration. “Jesus, they made Sophie out to be some sleazy social climber.”

      His cellphone began to ring and Richard’s name popped up on the screen. Noah sighed. “I have to take this. See if you can find out who leaked these photos.”

      Ryan nodded and the door closed behind him just as Noah answered the phone. “Hello?”

      “I suspect you’ve seen the story by now?”

      “Only just,” Noah answered. “Look, I don’t know who leaked this photo but the Nova shoot was coming out tomorrow.”

      “You best hope it still does. The whole point of this was to display you as a family man.”

      “I know—”

      “You put in eighty hours this week and it reflects poorly on you.”

      Noah was caught off guard. “You expect me not to work?”

      “All I’m saying is that you should be taking care of your pregnant fiancée. Make it look like you’re prioritizing her and the baby. Take some time off, play the family man. Do whatever you have to do to fix this or you can kiss that promotion goodbye.”

      “You got it, Dad. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

      Richard didn’t bother with goodbyes; he simply hung up the phone.

      Noah curled his hand angrily around his cellphone. Play the family man? It couldn’t be that hard. His own father was the master, after all, and Richard didn’t have a paternal bone in his body.

      He thought about what his father had said. Make it look like you’re prioritizing her and the baby. Richard didn’t give a damn about Sophie or his future grandchild. But he had been right; this would reflect badly on him.

      What could Noah do to fix this? Just taking time off work wasn’t enough of a statement. No, he would have to be seen out and about with Sophie, spending time with her and showing his involvement. He had to do something that would prove his commitment to his family. Find a way to paint her in a better light and not as his social-climbing mistress.

      Plus, taking some time off would only allow him to keep his promise to Sophie about being there for her.

      He felt horrible, praying she hadn’t seen the tabloid yet, before he could explain. She wasn’t used to this level of publicity, let alone the negative kind. He wished there was something he could do to force Flavor to retract the piece. But there was no point; the damage had already been done.

      Noah thought about his hand on her stomach that day at the photoshoot. It had really hit him then, that there was a child growing inside her. Their child.

      A feeling of protectiveness came over him.

      How was he going to be able to protect Sophie from these things? Keep her and the baby safe?

      He had an idea.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Noah met Sophie for cake tasting.

      Surprisingly, he was in a great mood. He couldn’t remember the last time he had taken time off from work. He still had to make arrangements for his absence but was already looking forward to it. Having a small vacation would only make his promotion more fulfilling when he returned full-time.

      By the look on her face when he arrived, he knew she hadn’t seen the article yet. Suddenly, he wasn’t sure if he was happy to be the one to break the news.

      He had been running a few minutes behind. Sophie was already seated with the woman who ran the bakery when he walked in, an array of cakes laid out before them.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said while taking his seat.

      “No worries, we haven’t started yet,” Sophie assured him.

      The bakery owner went over all the different types of cakes, pointing to the names attached to the toothpicks in each slice. Then she proceeded to show them some photos of previous wedding cakes she had made in the past.

      Sophie agreed that they would need to order more than one cake due to the size of the guest list. They decided to keep the main cake small, just for their family and friends, and have a larger one for the rest of the guests.

      Sophie stated that she wanted the fondant to be a baby blue with white roses and lace decorations. Noah had no objections. He was happy to see that she was getting more involved with the planning.

      The baker left them to taste-test on their own, assuring them they were welcome to take the slices home, but Sophie refused, saying they needed to start crossing more things off the list.

      Sophie offered Noah a fork and they dug in, commenting on each one and rating them out of ten. Sophie kept a pen and paper beside her to mark down all their favorites.

      “Did you know that red velvet is just chocolate cake dyed red?” he pointed out.

      “That can’t be true,” Sophie laughed.

      “I swear it is.” He held his hands up in defense.

      “What makes you the cake expert?” She raised a dark brow at him.

      Noah smirked. “I might not be an expert in baking but I am pretty good at pi—”

      Sophie clamped a hand over his mouth. “Do not finish that sentence.”

      Noah froze. He didn’t know why he had said that. That was so stupid!

      But then Sophie laughed, her hand coming off his mouth to hold her stomach. “Piping? Seriously?”

      Noah laughed. “It’s all in the wrists.” He winked.

      “You’re completely foul. You know that, right?” But she was still laughing.

      Noah played at a frown. “I do,” he admitted jokingly.

      He liked hearing her laugh. There had been a comfortable nature to their relationship ever since the photoshoot. He wanted to make her happy for a few more moments before he had to drop the news.

      Sophie’s face fell. She seemed to notice his change in energy. “What is it?”

      Noah clicked his tongue, trying to delay it for as long as he could. “I need to show you something.”

      Her face grew serious as Noah pulled out his phone to bring up the photo and article.

      As she read it, her expression grew more distraught. She met his eyes. “Noah, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think this would affect you.”

      “Sophie, I’m the one who should be sorry. For subjecting you to this level of public criticism.”

      She gasped, her eyes growing watery. “Your father. Did he see this?”

      Noah nodded grimly.

      “Oh God, Noah. I’m so sorry.” Sophie rested her head in her hands.

      He grabbed onto her wrists and pulled them free. “It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I promised that I would be there for you more and I haven’t been. But I’m going to start, okay?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “I want you to move in with me,” he said quickly.

      Disbelief coated her face. “What?”

      Noah repeated himself.

      “Yes, I heard you the first time, I just don’t really understand.”

      “I mean this is bound to happen eventually, right? Why not now?”

      Sophie looked unsure of what to say.

      “Look, I’m going to take some time off from work. I want to be here for you, just like I promised. I have extra bedrooms; we can turn my study into a nursery.”

      “Noah…”

      “Why aren’t you saying yes?”

      “This is a really big step. Are you sure we are ready for it?”

      He chuckled. “I feel like this is the tamest step we’ve taken in all of this.”

      Sophie smiled. “You’re probably right about that. I’m just not sure your bachelor pad would be the best place to raise a child.”

      “Then let me show you. Come over tonight. Let me make you dinner and give you a tour.”

      “You’re going to make me dinner?” She smirked.

      He furrowed his brows at her teasingly. “I can cook, you know. I made you breakfast, remember?” He laughed. “Please?”

      Sophie exhaled loudly. “Fine.”

      Noah smiled. “Great, I’ll send Ryan to pick you up around seven.” He looked back at the cake on the table in front of them. “I don’t know about you but I like the red velvet. It feels sentimental in a way. Reminds me of us.”

      Us? Noah hadn’t meant it like that.

      “Why, because it’s pretending to be something it’s not?” She questioned jokingly.

      “No,” Noah said quickly. “Because we had it that night at Polly’s. When you told me you were pregnant.”

      Sophie blushed. “Oh. Right. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      Sophie stood, “I’m going to go tell her which one we want. Might just give her a few more notes on the vision. So I’ll see you tonight, all right?”

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll see you tonight.” By the time Noah stood, she had already disappeared to go find the baker.

      Noah stopped to pick up some things for dinner and texted his maid to do an emergency clean of his apartment. He wanted everything to be perfect when Sophie came over.

      It was only three in the afternoon, so that meant he had a little over four hours until Sophie arrived. That was enough time to shower, cook, and have his place cleaned.

      On the drive home, his mind settled on Sophie’s comment. Pretending to be something they weren’t? It was hardly a lie, so he couldn’t be mad at her. They were pretending to be something they weren’t, so why did it bother him so much?
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      Noah’s driver showed up at seven on the dot, as promised. Not sure what to expect, Sophie had chosen to dress simply, in a white sundress with beige wedges. She also wanted to make the most of the last few months where her clothes actually fit her. When she arrived, Ryan escorted her to the top floor of the building.

      When she stepped out of the elevator, her mouth fell open slightly. Noah’s bachelor pad turned out to be an enormous penthouse suite — it must have been four times the size of her own apartment.

      Of course it’s extravagant. Sophie shouldn’t have expected anything less.

      Noah stood outside the elevator, a giant smile on his face. “Hey, Soph.”

      Soph? Noah had never called her by her nickname before.

      “Hello,” she replied. Ryan took the elevator back down and Noah took her coat to hang up.

      “Please, make yourself at home,” he told her.

      She followed him towards the kitchen, ignoring his comment. She wasn’t sure if moving in together would be the best decision. A pleasant smell of fresh herbs wafted over her as they entered the large, airy kitchen.

      “So what are you making me?” she asked.

      Noah walked over to the stove and Sophie settled into a chair at the island. “Chicken and mushroom risotto,” he answered while stirring the pan.

      Sophie smirked and raised an eyebrow at him.

      He grinned. “I told you I knew how to cook. I took a cooking course a few years back when I was in Italy on business.”

      “And what made you decide to take a cooking class?”

      “It’s a good skill to have,” he said with a shrug, grabbing plates and utensils out of the cupboards.

      To pick up women, Sophie thought. “Do you need any help?”

      “I think I got it. Thanks, though.” Noah began to set the large wooden table and told Sophie to take a seat.

      Once she was sitting down, Noah served her a bowl of risotto topped with fresh herbs. Sophie had to admit she was impressed; she had never had a man cook for her before. At least, something that wasn’t cooked in the oven or microwave.

      He grabbed them each a glass and set down a pitcher of water. She filled her glass; Sophie wouldn’t be drinking wine anytime soon.

      Noah finally took a seat across from her, supplying them both with napkins.

      Sophie waited for him to take the first bite before trying her own.

      “Wow,” she gushed. “This is really good.” It tasted like something she would eat in a five-star restaurant.

      “Thanks.”

      “I never knew you went to Italy. Was that for the Gray Fallon deal?”

      Noah nodded. “Sure was. My father and I thought it was going to be a tough negotiation but they took us up after the first meeting. So we spent the rest of the week doing whatever we liked.”

      “Your father went with you?”

      “Yeah. But I think that was the last bit of work I did with my father. He rented a yacht and spent the week getting drunk. I spent the week doing cooking classes and laying in the sun at the house we rented. Honestly, that trip is probably what inspired him to take a step back and begin traveling almost full-time.”

      Sophie nodded thoughtfully. “He must have a lot of good stories after traveling for so long and to so many places.”

      “Yeah, well if he does, he wouldn’t bother sharing them with me,” Noah said, and Sophie didn’t miss the bite in his tone. “But what about you? Have you done much traveling?”

      “Not really. Only a few road trips here and there.”

      “Is there anywhere you would really like to go? Any dream vacations?”

      She considered his question. “Not a specific place but somewhere hot for sure. Somewhere you can lay in the sun and listen to birds. And somewhere you can get a really good piña colada.” She laughed. “Obviously when I’m no longer pregnant, of course.”

      “You know, I think you’d really like this island off the coast of Italy. I can’t remember what the name was but I took a day trip there. It was beautiful; all the buildings were painted in bright colors and the water was bluer than any I’ve ever seen. I was a bit sad I didn’t get a chance to explore it further.”

      “That sounds amazing.” She wondered how many other places he had had the opportunity to travel to after growing up so wealthy.

      “We could go there if you wanted. You know, on the honeymoon.”

      Sophie almost choked on her food and took a sip of water. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah, I mean, it’s expected that we go on a honeymoon. Might as well take advantage of it. We can go wherever you like. Though the timing will be perfect in Europe — most of the tourists will be gone or leaving.”

      She didn’t know what to say. “With all the other things going on right now, I kind of forgot about the honeymoon. I’ve never planned a trip like that before.”

      Noah shrugged. “I can take care of it, if you want. You obviously have enough to plan for the wedding.”

      “Sure,” Sophie agreed.

      “Great.”

      As they finished eating, Sophie’s excitement was replaced with a new source of anxiety. A vacation with Noah? Would they spend the trip together, or alone like him and his father? Although she was excited for the opportunity to see a new place, she didn’t like the idea of exploring it all by herself.

      “So, did everything go okay with the cake order today?” Noah asked.

      “Yeah, got it all sorted out.” She smiled.

      Noah took their empty dishes to the sink and rinsed them.

      “Thanks again for dinner,” she said. “It was really good.”

      “No problem. Ready for the tour?”

      Sophie’s heart raced; she didn’t know why she suddenly felt so nervous. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

      Noah dried his hand on the towel hanging off the stove. “Okay, well obviously this is the kitchen and dining area.”

      “Mhmm.” Sophie laughed, following him back into the living area where she’d entered. The rear wall was covered in floor-to-ceiling windows, giving them a perfect few of the setting sun. In the daytime, she bet this window let in an incredible amount of sunlight. Most of the furniture was white and leather. It reminded her of a staged home, everything tied in with the space but appearing new and unused.

      “And this is the living room.” He gestured to the square glass coffee table. “Might need a little baby proofing, of course.”

      Sophie placed her finger on the shade of the lamp that sat on the matching side tables. “Maybe a little.”

      He guided her to a set of glass doors and out onto a large balcony. They were incredibly high up; you could see the entire downtown area of Olympus City. Sophie swiftly escorted herself back inside on account of feeling dizzy; she wasn’t a huge fan of heights.

      Noah pointed out the main powder room and office before leading her to a hallway. He pointed to the left, “Down there is my room.”

      Sophie didn’t know why she wanted to see but she did. She wondered what color his sheets were. Were they the typical navy blue? How many pillows did he own?

      “And down here,” he said, opening a door, “this could be your room. It’s set up as a guest room right now, but we can have everything taken out, of course.”

      They walked inside and Sophie immediately noted that the room was bigger than the room in her own apartment. Nicer lighting, too. Noah walked across the room and showed her the connected bathroom and walk-in closet.

      “It’s nice,” she said, nodding. It was more than nice; it was beautiful and there was more space in that closet than she knew what to do with. She didn’t want to admit that to him, though.

      He led her out and to the end of the hallway, flicking the light on as they entered. “And this could be the baby’s room…” He opened the door, revealing an empty white room.

      Sophie entered, the room echoing as Noah spoke.

      “I had it cleaned out. A blank canvas for you to decorate as you wish.”

      Ideas already started to fill her mind. With a little wallpaper and furniture, this room could be perfect.

      It made her feel poor in comparison. No wonder Noah wanted her to move in —he had seen her apartment. Even if he wasn’t going to be a part of their child’s life, he probably couldn’t imagine them living in such average housing.

      Would she be a bad mother for not allowing her child to live and grow up here? Of course she wanted the best for her child, but moving in also meant living with Noah. Seeing him every day. Sleeping down the hall from each other. Would they eat meals together?

      Noah leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “So, what do you think?”

      Sophie tried to keep her face neutral, trying not to give him the satisfaction of being right. How could she say no?

      He must have seen right through her, though, because he smiled. “You love it, don’t you?

      Sophie couldn’t deny it, and felt a smile creep onto her lips. “Yeah, I do.”

      “So?” he urged.

      She looked around the room once more, imagining the perfect nursery. “So… I’m saying yes.”
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      Sophie moved in two weeks later. Noah had wanted to do it immediately, but Sophie convinced him that she needed more time to sort things out with her building and get out of her lease.

      The move didn’t take long when it happened, as Sophie had gotten rid of much of her furniture and Noah had hired movers. They decided to take a few days off work to really focus on wedding planning and start building a family image. It also gave time for Sophie to settle into the new environment. They could respond to emails and text from home if needed, but soon they would both need to start decreasing their hours.

      It was Noah’s first true day off in a very long time. He made breakfast, worked out, showered, and it was still only eight a.m. He had no idea what to do with himself.

      Sophie was in the kitchen when he entered. Her hair and makeup were done and her outfit signaled that she was heading out.

      “Where are you off to so early?” he asked.

      Sophie grabbed her keys and purse off the island. “I have an appointment to try on some wedding dresses,” she told him.

      “Oh, okay. Is your mom or anyone coming with you?”

      “No, everyone had to work today. But my friend Amy said she would come to the next one.”

      “I’ll come with you,” he offered.

      “You want to come shopping for wedding dresses with me?”

      “Sure.” He didn’t have anything better to do. Plus, it would be good for them to be seen out in public together.

      “Well you can’t,” she laughed.

      Noah felt slighted by her tone. “Why not?”

      She rolled her eyes teasingly. “A groom isn’t supposed to see his bride in the dress until the wedding day.”

      “But we’re not the average bride and groom, are we?” he pointed out.

      “I suppose not,” she agreed.

      “So, can I come?”

      Her keys jangled as she twisted her wrist in a becoming manner. “Yes, you can come. But we have to hurry.”

      Noah grabbed his wallet and keys off the island. “I’ll drive.”
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      Noah regretted the decision to come along the moment they entered the store. All of the women inside were staring at him. They didn’t even try to hide their looks of confusion when Sophie introduced him as the groom.

      Sophie tossed him an I told you so look.

      The consultant helping them shop introduced herself as Beth. She was a petite blonde woman with delicate features. She asked Sophie questions about different cuts and styles as they roamed the array of dresses.

      Noah followed them around like a lost puppy. It was like they were talking an entirely different language.

      A-line? Ballroom? Mermaid?

      Here and there, we would be able to understand some words. Satin. Lace. And he felt like he could follow but then they replied with things like chiffon and taffeta, and he was lost again.

      Beth seemed to sense that Noah was in over his head and suggested that he sit down while they pulled some dresses for Sophie to try on. Noah accepted and Sophie tossed him a sympathetic look as he went to sit down.

      After twenty minutes or so, Noah grew bored and uncomfortable. Other women trying on dresses kept tossing him looks, furthering his feelings of being unwelcome. With Sophie and Beth out of sight, he began picking through the nearby dresses.

      He couldn’t picture Sophie in the grand poofy dresses and abandoned them to look at ones with less frills. He sifted through them absently, trying to appear interested. The price tags for everything were outrageous, even for him. Why did they need to be so expensive? Who decided that ten thousand dollars was a reasonable asking price?

      His eyes landed on a simple and elegant gown. It was sleeveless, with delicate lacy designs. Noah pictured the dress on display of Sophie’s curves. He pulled it off the rack and headed back towards the fitting rooms.

      Sophie was there, waiting outside the stall as Beth stuffed it with different dresses. Her eyes caught on him and the dress and he suddenly felt self-conscious as he held it up to her.

      She raised an impressed brow.

      “I got bored… I thought it might look nice,” he stated.

      “Thanks, Noah. I’ll give it a try.” She took the dress without looking at it and gave it to Beth to hang up.

      Beth gave him a tight-lipped smile. Neither of them seemed confident in his efforts. At least there didn’t seem to be any poofy dresses in her fitting room, so maybe his choice wasn’t a complete failure.

      Noah took his seat again as he waited for Sophie to come out.

      The first dress was nice but that was all. The second one was too lacy, its abundance of flowers taking away from Sophie herself.

      When asked his opinion, Noah tried not to sound biased. He wanted Sophie to choose whichever dress she liked best. After dress number nine she stopped asking and he was somewhat thankful, despite Beth’s looks of annoyance.

      Noah didn’t like any of the dresses and it was obvious. Not that Sophie didn’t look amazing, because she did; she just didn’t look like a bride. Perhaps this was why grooms weren’t meant to come with.

      Beth tried her best to encourage Sophie and make her feel good but it didn’t seem to be working. “Just try to envision yourself walking down the aisle… seeing Noah. Your first dance…”

      Sophie appeared to be getting frustrated as she twisted and turned in front of the mirror to assess every angle. Maybe it was hard for either of them to picture her as a bride because it wasn’t real.

      The thought made him shift uncomfortably in his seat. He felt guilty.

      “Is that all of them?” Beth asked.

      Sophie checked the room, “No, I have one more. The one Noah picked out.”

      He heard her sigh from inside the room in frustration. She sounded so defeated. Noah had no idea that trying on dresses would be so emotionally draining.

      Beth and Sophie whispered but Noah couldn’t make out what they were saying. Beth exited the room with a smile and disappeared behind a mass of dresses.

      After a moment, Sophie popped her head out, keeping her body behind the door.

      “Is everything okay?” Noah asked.

      “Yeah. Beth just went to find a veil but I realized one of the buttons wasn’t done up.”

      Noah stood, intrigued. “I can help.”

      Sophie hesitated but seemed to remember that it didn’t matter whether he saw her or not. She stepped away from the door, revealing the dress that he had picked out for her.

      Noah didn’t have the words.

      “Do you like it?” she asked, rubbing her hands over her hips.

      The dress fit her like a glove, hugging her closely all the way down to her calves, where it fell delicately around her feet. The lace design was perfect, accentuating and enhancing every curve.

      Noah cleared his throat, “Yeah, I mean it’s— you look beautiful.”

      She looked like a bride. His bride.

      Sophie turned and the view was knee-weakening. The buttons pulled the dress tightly over her behind and halfway up her back, leaving the rest of it exposed. She reached her hand behind her, pointing out the undone button at the top. Her hair wasn’t in the way but Sophie brushed it over her right shoulder anyway.

      Noah came closer, gently grabbing the fabric with both hands. The motion caused his fingers to brush across her bare back. He put the small button through the loop but didn’t step away, his fingers still holding on to the back of her dress, still pressed against her bare skin.

      “All done,” he said quietly.

      Sophie didn’t step away either, instead she tilted her back to meet his gaze. The position reminded him of the photoshoot, where her backside was pushed against him, when her their lips met.

      “Thanks,” she breathed.

      Noah stared at her lips, painted a soft rouge. She twisted ever so slightly to come closer. The urge to kiss her consumed him and he leaned in, her lips now an inch from his.

      “Got it!” Beth announced cheerfully.

      The two sprang apart as if caught in some crime.

      “You didn’t wait?” Beth pouted.

      Sophie took the veil. “Sorry, I was too excited.”

      She didn’t look back at Noah before stepping onto the small stand surrounded by mirrors. With Beth’s help, she placed the veil on her head.

      “So? What do we think?” Beth asked.

      “This is it.” A radiant smile filled Sophie’s face and she wiped away a tear before it fell. “This is the one.”

      Beth clapped her hand gleefully in celebration.

      Sophie turned to him, “Noah?”

      “It’s perfect,” he agreed.
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      Sophie had been living with Noah for almost two weeks now. To her, it still felt like Noah’s apartment. Not home. But she felt optimistic that her feelings about it would change eventually.

      It would take some time to get used to living with someone, especially her fake fiancé. Sophie knew their engagement was real but calling their relationship fake somehow made her feel more in control of the situation. More distant from the emotions of it all.

      It was difficult at first, knowing how to interact with him in his natural environment. She felt awkward and out of place. The only time they saw one another at home was mealtimes. Usually Sophie was running errands for the wedding or working. Sometimes Noah would accompany her and other days he would not. They both managed to reduce their office hours and only went in about three days a week.

      Sometimes they cooked and ate separately and other times they would cook for one another. They used those moments to talk about things like the wedding and work.

      Thankfully, Noah’s idea seemed to be working. Though delayed, the Nova issue came out featuring their amazing photos from the engagement shoot. Sophie’s favorite was the one of her head on his lap where each of them sported giant laughing smiles. The largest photo displayed was the one of Sophie and Noah kissing. The collection made them appear both happy and connected. It was exactly what they needed.

      They had even been featured in two other magazines since then. One, where Noah was helping her pick out flowers at the florist. And the other was somewhat staged. It was a photo of them walking hand in hand at the park. Noah had been the one to spot the paparazzi; he and Sophie had taken advantage and put on a healthy show of PDA.

      Sophie had decided to cook dinner tonight. Noah was working so she’d figured it would be a kind gesture and an opportunity for them to talk.

      The food was almost ready when she heard the elevator arrive. Noah made his way to the kitchen, handsome as ever in his navy suit. “Something smells good,” he commented.

      “I made enough for both of us, if you want to join.”

      “Sure, I just have to get changed real quick,” he replied and disappeared, presumably to his bedroom.

      Sophie still hadn’t seen the inside of his room yet. She had considered peeking when he wasn’t home but felt too creepy to actually do it. She didn’t know why she was so curious; it wasn’t like he was hiding anything of importance in there.

      She set the table and was dishing out the plates of food when Noah emerged, now wearing a pair of gray sweat shorts and a black T-shirt.

      Though he looked good in suits, Sophie much preferred the loungewear he sported at home. He was softer at home — more average, but in the best way possible.

      “Look’s good,” he said as he took a seat.

      Sophie thanked him and took the seat across from him. The same ones they sat in from her first day here.

      “How was work?” she asked.

      Noah shrugged, cutting into his steak. “Not bad. I think Colin is struggling with the added workload, but I think I managed to delegate it a little better across the departments.”

      Sophie listened and offered advice when appropriate. She wanted to get the small talk out of the way so she could bring up the real reason she wanted to have dinner with him tonight.

      As the conversation came to a natural end, Sophie tried to gain the courage to bring it up. It wasn’t a big deal but it felt like one.

      “So I know I brought this up last week, but I wanted to remind you that I have my twelve-week ultrasound tomorrow.” She pushed her food around on her plate.

      When she’d mentioned it last week, Noah had agreed but was quickly distracted by a work call. He hadn’t mentioned it since then and her anxiety told her that he had forgotten, whether accidentally or on purpose.

      Noah looked up from his plate, confused.

      “You forgot,” she stated. Part of her had still held out hope that he cared enough to remember.

      “I did. I’m sorry, Sophie.” Noah looked sincere and she could tell he felt horrible about it.

      It didn’t stop her from being upset. “It’s no big deal. If you can’t make it…”

      “No, I’ll be there,” he promised. Though she could see he was already thinking about how to move around his schedule.

      “Nine thirty,” she offered.

      Noah nodded, trying to appear in the moment. “Great.”

      Sophie went back to eating. She didn’t know why she felt so hurt that he had forgotten. Her pregnancy hormones were certainly beginning to take a toll on her moods lately. It was unfair to expect that Noah would keep track of her pregnancy milestones and appointments. The only reason he was being involved in the first place was so that she wouldn’t feel so alone.

      “Twelve weeks, huh?” Noah said, drawing her from her thoughts.

      “Yeah,” Sophie confirmed. “It’s crazy, right?”

      It was hard to believe how much had happened in the past three months. They had gotten pregnant, engaged, moved in together, and were in the process of planning their wedding, which was only a month and a half away.

      “Completely,” he agreed. “But in the best way.”

      After dinner, Noah agreed to clean up and Sophie retired to her room feeling exhausted. She got ready for bed even though it was only eight thirty.

      When she laid down, she tried to think positive thoughts as she rested her hands on her belly. She was going to hear her baby’s heartbeat tomorrow! She already knew she was going to cry at the appointment because her eyes teared up just at the thought of it.

      Her mind drifted to how Noah would react. Would he be happy too, or was this just something he would endure for her sake? Suddenly she wasn’t sure if she wanted him there at all. After all, why should she allow his reaction to dictate her emotions? She knew she wouldn’t be able to hide her feelings if Noah didn’t seem interested. So would it be worth it?

      She considered asking her mom to attend but knew that she would question Noah’s absence. She didn’t want her parents to dislike him, nor did she want them to know about their arrangement. Maybe that was the reason she’d been avoiding her friends and family lately. Not because she didn’t want them to be involved, but because she was too embarrassed that they would find out her secret. What would Amy think about everything?

      Sophie didn’t want to acknowledge the hopeless feelings settling within her, so she settled deeper into her pillow and closed her eyes.
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      Sophie woke up in a panic. Her heart was pounding.

      The room was dark and she took a second to ground herself. She was in her room. In Noah’s apartment.

      It was just a bad dream.

      Sitting up in her bed, she reached out for her glass of water with a shaky hand. But her grip was weak and she dropped it. A loud sound echoed through the darkness as it shattered all over the floor.

      She turned on the lamp on her nightstand, hoping she hadn’t woken Noah. There was water and glass everywhere.

      Sighing, she climbed out of bed. Sophie had been cleaning earlier that day, so she already had some paper towel handy and began soaking up the liquid. She heard footsteps down the hall and Noah appeared in her doorway a few moments later.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine. I broke your cup. I’m sorry.” She kept her back turned, but her voice betrayed her. Sophie was about to cry.

      Noah entered her bedroom and rested a hand on her shoulder. “Hey…” He bent down to her level, catching a glimpse of her face. “Hey, Sophie. It’s just a cup. Seriously, it’s no big deal.”

      Sophie ignored him and ripped off a new piece of paper towel.

      Noah’s hand moved from her shoulder to her cheek and she paused. He wiped the tears from her face and helped her to her feet, motioning for her to sit on the bed.

      Noah bent and began cleaning up the mess.

      “It’s not the cup,” she sniffled.

      “Then what is it?”

      Sophie wiped under her eyes with her fingertips. “I had a dream.”

      Noah glanced up from tossing the soaking-wet paper towels into the trash bin. “What was it about?”

      “I barely even remember now. I was with a toddler. I think they were mine. But I was terrible, I kept messing everything up.”

      Noah finished cleaning and sat beside her on the bed.

      Sophie’s lip trembled. “Do you think I’m going to be a bad mom?”

      “What? Sophie no. Not at all,” he assured her.

      Sophie knew he was just saying what any decent person would say.

      He hugged her then, for the first time in weeks. Since their staged moment at the park. Sophie began to sob and Noah held her, not saying a word.

      If her dream was right and she was a terrible mom, then she would be completely alone. She wouldn’t be able to count on Noah to help her after the baby was born. Sophie thought she could be everything, mom and dad, that she could be anything her child needed. But what if she couldn’t?

      Noah shushed her and rubbed her back. It began to soothe her enough that she stopped crying, exhaustion falling over her once again. She didn’t want him to stop comforting her, to stop holding her. If he did, she thought she might fall right back into tears.

      Please don’t leave, she begged silently.

      But eventually, Noah realized she was better and figured he was good to leave. Sophie’s chest physically hurt when his hands slid from her body. As his feet moved closer to the hallway.

      She couldn’t stand it.

      “Noah,” she called.

      He paused. “Yeah?”

      “Can you… stay with me?”

      He hesitated in the doorway. She was asking him to cross the line, she knew that. But at this moment, she didn’t care; she didn’t want to be alone.

      They hadn’t talked about what happened at the dress shop two weeks ago. And they had avoided any non-staged touching since then. But Sophie craved the safety of his comforting touch, and needed him to stop the ache slicing across her chest.

      “Yeah,” he replied quietly. “I’ll stay.”
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      He woke the next morning with his arm wrapped around Sophie, feeling more rested than he had in weeks. She was still asleep, breathing softly. At first he was confused, unsure of how he had gotten there, until the events of last night ran through his head. Nothing had happened. Noah had crawled into bed and held her until they fell asleep. That was all. He convinced himself it was what any friend would do.

      He pulled his arm away slowly and checked his phone. It was almost seven thirty in the morning. He sat up, quietly removing the sheets from his legs when Sophie’s phone began to ding with her alarm. Noah froze as she stirred.

      Sophie groaned, sitting up on her elbows to grab her phone and turn off the alarm. She turned towards him.

      “Morning,” he said. He did not face her fully.

      She replied some form of ‘good morning’ in a groggy voice as she sat up fully.

      Noah needed to get out of there. It was a mistake to sleep in her bed last night. They had rules for a reason. He hoped that Sophie understood that this didn’t change anything between them.

      “I’m going to go shower before the appointment,” he announced and left the room in a hurry.

      Noah showered and got ready quickly. It would take them about thirty minutes with traffic and they needed to be fifteen minutes early.

      When he was finished he met Sophie in the living room, where she was digging inside her purse. She looked up at him. “You ready?”

      Noah patted his pockets to check for his wallet, keys, and phone. “Yup, let go.”

      They took the elevator down to the parking level and left in his car. It wasn’t until they were almost halfway to the clinic that he realized they hadn’t spoken a word to one another.

      Noah turned up the radio. He didn’t feel like talking, especially about last night, or even two weeks ago at the wedding dress shop. There had been too many close calls for his liking.

      They arrived at the doctor’s office exactly fifteen minutes early and Noah sat quietly as Sophie filled out some information sheets.

      The receptionist called Sophie’s name and the pair followed a nurse back to a private room. The walls were painted pastel yellow and filled with posters on the different stages of pregnancy.

      The nurse told them the ultrasound technician would be here in a few moments.

      Sophie sat on the table covered with hygienic paper and Noah took a seat in one of the three black chairs against the wall. Sophie’s hands wrung together in her lap.

      “Nervous?” he asked.

      “A little.”

      Before he could ask her why, the technician walked in. She was a short, plump woman with dark hair.

      “How are we doing this morning?” she asked. “I’m Pam.”

      Sophie introduced herself and confirmed that she was here for the twelve-week ultrasound.

      Pam nodded along as she glanced over the paperwork that Sophie had filled out.

      “So, is this dad?” Pam asked.

      Sophie froze slightly, as if trying to gauge Noah’s reaction. “Yeah, he’s dad.”

      Pam didn’t seem to notice Sophie’s tone but Noah did. He wondered if she was still upset about the joke he had made at their first fertility appointment.

      Pam instructed Sophie to lay back and tuck her shirt into her bra, then followed up by tucking some kind of towel into her waistband. She informed Sophie that it was there to prevent gel from getting onto her pants.

      “Now, usually this gel is pretty cold but luckily for you we have a heated cart,” Pam said, grabbing a bottle of gel from the large gray cart.

      Sophie smiled nervously as the woman squeezed a glob onto her lower abdomen.

      “Nice, right?” Pam gushed. “Now, I’m going to use the doppler so we can see. It might just take me a moment to find it.”

      Noah couldn’t see Sophie’s face but her hands were clenched by her sides. He thought about her dream last night, how she thought she was going to be a terrible mother. It was ridiculous, Sophie was going to be an amazing mother. After experiencing his own mother and father, Noah didn’t have a doubt in his mind that Sophie would be great. She wanted a child so badly, and he could see how much she already loved them.

      If Noah’s parents had shown half the affection to him that he knew Sophie would show their child, Noah might have actually turned out okay. He might have actually been able to marry her, to be their child’s father—

      A noise caused Noah’s head to shoot up.

      “Is that…?”

      “Mhmm.” Pam smiled. “That’s your baby’s heartbeat.”

      Noah stood from his seat, walking over to the table as Pam turned the monitor towards them.

      Sophie sucked in a breath, tears streaming down her face. Noah reached for her hand unconsciously, and she squeezed it.

      Her face was the picture of joy as she stared at the monitor. Some sort of pride welled inside Noah. Maybe because he felt responsible for her happiness? He supposed in a way he was; it was his child’s heartbeat sounding on the machine. Not his, he reminded himself, Sophie’s. He was happy for her, truly. She was getting everything she wanted.

      Not everything. Not a husband, his mind yelled. He ignored those thoughts, trying not to be selfish. He wanted to be present in this moment with her.

      Noah looked at the screen again, at the tiny baby curled inside her stomach.

      Hello, baby.
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      Noah’s next day back at work was a nightmare. He spent half the day just trying to get up to speed with everything that had been happening around the office. When it was finally over, he left feeling drained. Usually the office was his safe space. He just needed to get through this pregnancy and then he would be able to return to the office full-time.

      The closer Noah got to home, the more he began to perk up. A part of him was excited to know that Sophie would be there when he returned. He wanted to tell her about his day and the awkward thing that Colin had said in their meeting.

      When he entered the apartment, he didn’t see Sophie in the living room and went straight to the kitchen. She wasn’t in there either, but he’d seen her car in the garage, so he assumed she must be in her room.

      It was six thirty, and he wondered if she’d eaten yet. Since Noah had to cook for himself anyway, he decided to make extra in case she hadn’t.

      He kept it simple — some pork chops, potatoes, and carrots. By the time it was all done, Noah was starving, but he made his way to Sophie’s room first anyway.

      When he entered the hall, he noticed that her bedroom light was turned off and the nursery light was on. Noah heard what sounded like flopping paper coming from the door.

      The door was open but he knocked gently as he entered. Sophie was sitting on the floor surrounded by huge sheets of paper. Her hair was tied up in a messy bun and she wore a white shirt and denim overalls. She looked up as if she didn’t realize he’d been home.

      “What’s going on in here?” he asked, though the answer was pretty obvious.

      “Well,” she laughed. “I was at the store today and I fell in love with this wallpaper. I got a little excited to put it up and now I think I made a bit of a mess,” she answered sheepishly.

      Noah looked at the wall closest to him. Half of it was already finished. “Looks fine to me,” he told her.

      “Yeah, the process itself isn’t so bad, it’s the design that’s messing me up. I mixed up the sheets and now I can’t find the next one.”

      “I can help you after dinner,” he offered. “Have you eaten yet? I made you some.”

      Sophie observed him for a moment and smiled. “No, I haven’t. Thank you, I’m starving actually.”

      “How about I just bring dinner in here? I can help you sort through these while we eat.”

      “Yeah, that would be great.”

      Noah returned a few minutes later and set a plate down in front of her.

      Sophie groaned in pleasure. “This looks amazing.” She dug in immediately. “What time is it?” she asked through mouthfuls of food.

      “A little after seven. How long have you been doing this?” he asked.

      “Since about three?” She laughed.

      Jeez. Four and half hours?

      Once their starvation subsided a little, they began trying to match the patterns.

      “I just realized I never asked for your opinion. Do you like it?” Sophie said.

      “I do, actually.” Noah wasn’t lying. The wallpaper Sophie had picked out was nice — it was a soft colored forest with trees, bunnies and green foliage. Even if didn’t like it, he wouldn’t have voiced it. It’s not like he would be spending much time here anyway so his opinion didn’t matter. Whatever would make Sophie the happiest.

      As they worked together, the animals and trees began to line up, creating the perfect woodland theme.

      “Yeah, well since I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl, I thought it was perfect. And if we ever—” Sophie stopped talking, pretending that she hadn’t begun the second sentence.

      Noah didn’t question her, but he understood what she was going to say. And if we ever decide to have more…

      He decided to steer the conversation back to safety. He told her about work, his meeting and the second embarrassment he had gotten from Colin.

      Sophie laughed so hard she actually snorted.

      “Hey, I don’t see any pigs on here. It’s a forest, not a farm,” Noah joked.

      Sophie gasped, playfully punching him in the arm. She wrinkled her nose at him.

      Before they knew it, they had finished the entire room.

      Noah rubbed at his sore arms.

      Sophie stretched hers beside him. “God, how late is it?”

      Noah checked his phone. “Midnight.”

      “Jeez. Aren’t you at work tomorrow?”

      He yawned. “Yeah, I should probably get some sleep.”

      “Thank you for your help. I love it.” She squeezed his arm.

      Noah nodded, already making his way to the door. He was exhausted. “No problem. It looks great.”

      He usually went to bed early, especially during the week, but the time really had flown by. It usually did when he was around Sophie.
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      “Thank you for coming with me today,” Sophie said, pulling out of her mom’s embrace.

      “Of course. Let me know if you need anything else, okay?”

      “Sure, Mom. I’ll see you later.” Sophie smiled. “Oh wait, don’t forget this.” She handed her mother a picture of the ultrasound.

      Her mother thanked her, holding the photo to her chest as the elevator doors closed.

      Sophie walked back to the kitchen where they had left all of the shopping bags. Most of the things they had bought today were for the baby’s nursery — a rug, some hanging decorations, onesies, and an amazing handmade mobile that was Sophie’s favorite purchase for the baby yet. It was wooden with hanging ivy and tiny stuffed animal figures — bunnies, foxes, and bears. It would go perfectly with the woodland theme.

      After taking the bags to the nursery, she came back for the two she couldn’t carry the first trip. The baby-blue box her mother had brought sat on the island. Sophie already knew what was in it but she wasn’t sure she wanted to see it again.

      But things had been going well and she had had such a good day… Maybe it wouldn’t bother her as much as she thought it would.

      Carefully, Sophie lifted the lid off the box.

      A scrapbook she had made when she was in college lay inside. A scrapbook of her dream wedding, her dream family.

      It was crammed full of every idea and dream she ever had. Her dream outdoor venue, the bouquet with white chrysanthemums and blue hydrangeas, and the dance floor lit up by moonlight, candles and fairy lights.

      Sophie flipped to the second half of the book. She had drawn an image of her husband, three kids, and their dog named Arlo. She’d written down all her ideas about how she would savor each year with her children, like writing them a letter every year on their birthday until they went to college, measuring their heights on their doorframe, and photos of the first day of each grade.

      A tear fell onto the book; she hadn’t even realized she was crying.

      Sophie slammed the book shut, unable to stand looking at it any longer. Blankly, she looked up at the pristine kitchen. Her mood was completely ruined.

      She leaned on the island, resting her head in her hands. She would never have that life.

      Was half her dream life worth risking all of it? She supposed it was better than nothing.

      But why couldn’t she have it all? Why couldn’t she have a regular marriage? Sure, she and Noah had made this arrangement based on mutual benefits. But they got along, didn’t they? They had real chemistry, and a very real baby on the way. Clearly Noah was attracted to her, so what was the problem?

      Sophie understood that he wanted the promotion and that work was important to him, but surely that couldn’t be all he wanted, right?

      Didn’t he want a wife to sleep next to at night? Didn’t he want a partner to laugh and grow old with? To be a real father?

      He had been so great lately, coming to all of her appointments and helping her with the nursery. He had been there for her just like he’d promised he would be. He had been playing the role so well already, why could he not just continue? Why could he not just lean into it a little further, let Sophie in?

      Noah didn’t believe he could have both. Maybe Sophie just needed to show him that he could.
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      Everything was set when Noah returned home that evening. She had made his favorite meal of steak, roasted garlic potatoes, and buttered green beans.

      Sophie was setting the table when he entered the kitchen. She kept on the same tight navy dress that she had worn shopping today but freed her hair from her styled bun. Loose curls swept over shoulders and she had darkened the liner around her eyes to fit the evening.

      Nothing was out of the ordinary; it was normal for them to cook for each other now. They talked about their days as they ate. Sophie informed him that the crib had arrived this morning and he offered to help set it up after dinner.

      She observed him. It seemed so easy for him to offer help, to spend time with her. So why was he talking like it wasn’t something that came naturally to him? What was the reason that they couldn’t truly be together?

      Her plan had been to ask him outright, but now that the moment was here, she was afraid. How could she show him that he was already acting the part? Maybe she couldn’t. Maybe it was something he had to realize on his own.

      Sophie was unsure what to do. Something in her had changed recently; this no longer felt like an agreement to her. It felt real and she wanted to know if Noah felt it too. Or at least be able to sort out her feelings if he didn’t.

      When they finished eating, they decided to tidy up before heading into the nursery.

      “What’s this?” Noah asked, pointing at the blue box on the counter.

      Sophie paused, “Oh, um. That’s from my mother. It’s nothing.”

      Thankfully Noah didn’t ask any more questions. The last thing she needed him to see was a scrapbook of her dream life.

      Noah changed out of his work clothes before meeting her in the nursery. He arrived wearing shorts and no shirt, which was not uncommon for him to do at home. Sophie hadn’t gotten used to it, though, and the sight of it always seemed to catch her attention. Especially the v-line that disappeared into whatever shorts hugged his waistline.

      They began taking the pieces out of the box, separating all the wood and organizing them by letter. The wood was light beige. When it was finished it would create a circular crib.

      Noah prepped the bottom half while Sophie started to fit all the individual side pieces into the circular frame.

      The two discussed where they thought the crib should go. Noah thought it would look nice by the window and Sophie thought it would look best under the shelf.

      “Oh, that reminds me!” Noah shot off the floor and darted into the hallway.

      Sophie waited in confusion until he returned.

      Noah was holding a plastic bag, a huge grin on his face. “I had to stop by the mall today and I saw this in the window. I know decorating is kind of your thing but I thought this would look cute.”

      He sat down beside her and pulled out a stuffed bunny. “It even came with a book.” He grinned.

      Sophie felt overcome with emotion. He bought something for the baby.

      Sure, he had paid to furnish the nursery but that was part of their deal. Now Noah had gone out of his way to buy something that he thought she and the baby would like.

      This had to be a sign, right? That he was beginning to care for them too? That he wanted to be more involved?

      His hazel eyes sparkled as he pretended to move the bunny’s arms, tickling her nose with them.

      “It’s adorable, Noah.” Sophie felt so happy she thought she might burst.

      Noah dropped the bunny and she couldn’t help but admire how handsome he was.

      Sophie kissed him, wrapped up in fantastical joy. And Noah kissed her back, gripping her waist, welcoming her onto his lap.

      Sophie straddled him, running her fingers through his hair. She missed this. Missed his lips on hers, the feeling of electricity that ran through her. It was a feeling only Noah could bring her.

      They fell to the side and he lowered Sophie to the floor. His lips fell to her neck and his hand to her thigh.

      With every movement of her mouth she imagined herself telling him how she felt. Like their connection in this moment allowed him to read her mind.

      And then he stopped.

      Noah pulled away. “I can’t.”

      Sophie sat up, disappointment raining down on her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he said casually, patting her thigh. “Come on, Soph. You know we can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      He eyed her. “Because that’s what we agreed to.”

      “Because why?” she pushed.

      His face began to put the pieces together; this wasn’t just about a kiss. His eyes widened. “Do you have feelings for me?”

      Sophie reached for his hand but he pulled away. His eyes began to dart around the room in panic.

      Noah stood. “Sophie, I already told you that I can’t— I can’t have that kind of relationship with you. I thought you understood that.”

      “I did but…” she trailed off, rising from the floor to meet his eyes.

      “Sophie, it’s not that I don’t care about you.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t— I never wanted that kind of relationship from anyone.”

      She cringed internally. How could she have been so stupid?

      “So nothing’s changed for you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      It was a typical male deflection and it infuriated her. As if he didn’t understand what she meant. No, he wanted her to give him an easy way out, to make her think that he wasn’t capable of that kind of emotion.

      “You know exactly what I mean,” she said plainly, trying to reel in her anger.

      “I can’t give you what you want,” he stated.

      “Can’t and won’t are two very different things, Noah. Look, if this is about your father I—”

      Noah shook his head. “Don’t bring my father into this. This is about what I want.”

      “And what do you want?” What about what I want?

      His next words were calculated. “I want what we agreed to.”

      It felt like her heart was shattering into a million pieces. Like the scattered pieces of the crib on the floor, astray from instructions and unfinished. Never to be whole.

      “So then say it. Tell me you don’t want this,” she said, voice rising with frustration. “Tell me that you don’t love me, Noah.”

      His face looked torn but Sophie didn’t interrupt his pause, she needed him to answer. Needed him to say the words.

      He turned away from her, walking towards the door.

      “I don’t love you,” he replied.
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      The next morning, Noah felt dreadful. He’d been up half the night tossing and turning, going over what he had said to her. He felt horrible. How could he have been so cruel towards her? He didn’t even realize why he had gotten so angry.

      He also believed it was for the best. His true feelings for Sophie didn’t matter. Not that he took the time to even acknowledge them as they arose; he simply stuffed them deep down. This is was how things needed to be in order for their scheme to work.

      Sophie didn’t say anything to him as she made her coffee.

      “I’m sorry about last night,” he offered.

      She didn’t turn around but she tilted the kettle up, stopping the stream of steaming water. It was the only clue that she had heard him.

      Noah took it as a sign to continue, “I shouldn’t have been so harsh. I—”

      “Don’t,” she said, cutting him off.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t apologize,” she replied, finally turning to face him. Her expression was cool and unreadable. Seriously, Noah, you have nothing to apologize for. I was out of line.”

      Wait, what?

      She turned back and returned to making her coffee. “These pregnancy hormones are no joke. I was being too emotional.”

      Noah had never seen her behave like this before. She was acting like it was no big deal.

      For some reason, her coldness made him question his words. “Look, you were right about my father. The truth is my parents never loved each other. The only reason I was born was so my father could capitalize on portraying the perfect family.”

      Sophie scoffed.

      He continued, her reaction fueling his need to connect, to make her understand. “I never really had a relationship with them. It messed me up a bit more than I care to admit. And I just… well, I promised myself that I would never do that.”

      The fridge closed and she brought her coffee to the opposite side of the island, resting her elbows there as she scrolled on her phone.

      “I told you, it’s fine,” she said.

      “Why are you acting like this?” he demanded.

      She glared at him. “Acting like what?”

      The look in her eyes took Noah aback. It was like she was staring right through him. Like he meant nothing.

      “I’m just trying to be honest with you.”

      Sophie huffed a laugh and sipped on her coffee. “You don’t owe me an explanation. Let’s just pretend that last night didn’t happen, okay?”

      Noah wanted to say fine, okay. But he couldn’t. If they pretended last night didn’t happen, then they might ruin whatever positive relationship they did have. Not to mention, his father would never give him the promotion if they messed us up.

      He didn’t want her to hate him. They just needed boundaries.

      “Can we talk about this?

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” she insisted

      His frustration was rising. “You asked me if I loved you.”

      “Look, I have to get to work. I’m going to be late.”

      Sophie grabbed her keys and purse off the island and set her mug in the sink.

      “Please don’t make me out to be the bad guy,” Noah begged. “I really do care about you, Sophie. I just don’t want things to get messy.”

      Though he knew, it was already too late for that.

      Sophie halted her steps. “You know, for someone who hates their father and wants to be nothing like him, you sure are doing a bang-up job,” she spat.

      She stormed off before he could answer. Noah listened to the sound of her heels on the floor until they disappeared into the elevator.

      Her words hung in the air above him like bricks, slowly toppling over him. His eyes snagged on the kettle on the stove and he understood what Sophie was trying to tell him. He was the pot calling the kettle black.

      In all his efforts to avoid being like his father, Noah had ended up following directly in his father’s footsteps. How had he ever thought that he could repeat his father’s actions and still be better than him?
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      He watched Sophie from across the office. She did not look his way and he did not blame her. He was the one who had gone cold and avoided her like the plague. He was the one who decided to pull back and refocus on his work.

      Their confrontation last week had scared the hell out of him. Sophie had asked him if he loved her and he’d told her no. And then she’d completely shut him out. She’d pretended it didn’t happen, that it was simply her hormones getting the best of her.

      Noah took the papers from Colin and headed back into his office, closing the doors behind him. He tried to review them but her words seized his mind.

      She had barely spoken to him since that morning. Only when it was absolutely necessary.

      Why was he so angry when she was only doing what he asked? When she was shutting him out the same way he was shutting her out? Noah knew it was unfair but he couldn’t stop himself.

      Though her coldness subsided throughout the week, she was not herself. She didn’t laugh or smile at him. They no longer shared jokes or discussed their days.

      He couldn’t even bring it up to her because she wasn’t doing anything wrong. She was playing her part perfectly. She even continued to cook for him on her days off.

      The changes she made were subtle and quiet. She simply stopped asking his opinions on flowers and invitations, and stopped inviting him to attend her appointments.

      Their interactions became intentional, driven not by their need for connection or pleasure, but by duty and responsibility.

      When Sophie had said she wanted to pretend like last night didn’t happen, he’d thought that they would go back to normal. Friends.

      Perhaps they never were friends. Maybe that was a side of Sophie that she kept private, only for her intimate relationships. Perhaps that’s what she was trying to convey to him. That the person she was with him and the relationship they were navigating wasn’t that far off from something real. Noah wouldn’t know. He never had a real relationship before. And if that was true, that meant he would never see that side of her again.

      The thought physically pained him.

      Part of him was angry that she had strayed from their arrangement but in truth, it was him. Noah had promised to become more involved, Noah had been the one to ask her to move in, the one who helped her decorate the nursery, who had bought the child a stuffed bunny.

      Could he blame her for believing that things had changed between them? He said he didn’t want things to get messy but it was his fault. He had caused this. Sophie never asked for Noah to do those things for her. He created this mess entirely on his own.

      Wasn’t this what he wanted? To be friends? To be married in name only?

      So if Sophie thought that they were moving towards a real relationship, and Noah wanted to go back to that, did that mean that Noah wanted a relationship with Sophie?

      Noah leaned back in his chair, his mind spinning.

      He stayed late that night, trying to finish the work he had procrastinated over all day.

      What was happening to him? Work has always been easy. The only thing that was ever on his mind.

      And lately, that had changed; the only thing on his mind had been Sophie and the baby.

      Maybe this was all for the best. They had become too comfortable and it was taking him away from his work, the only thing that was important to him. The entire reason he had offered this arrangement in the first place. Focusing back on work would be a good thing for him.

      When he finally returned home it was eight p.m. Sophie had left some food for him in the fridge.

      He was halfway through eating it when he heard a clattering sound, followed by another one. Noah followed it into the hallway and saw that the light in the nursery was on. He stood in the hallway frozen, unsure if he should check on her. After the last time they were in that room together, he wasn’t sure it was a good idea.

      But concern for her grew when he heard another clatter. It was the sound of wood against wood. He heard her grunt in frustration.

      Noah approached the door carefully. “Is everything all right in here?”

      Sophie looked up at him from the floor. He could tell she was angry but she forced a smile, trying to pretend that everything was fine. “Yeah, everything’s good.”

      The crib lay on the floor, slightly more put together than the last time he had seen it. It looked like she was trying to align all of the individual sides sticking out of the bottom into the top frame piece. Clearly she was having some trouble doing it by herself.

      Reluctantly, Noah offered to lend a hand.

      “No,” Sophie said. “Thank you, though.”

      Again, he froze, unsure of whether to push her or to leave her be.

      Sophie’s fake smile grew bigger. “I got it, don’t worry.”

      Noah left without another word.
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      After another week, Noah was finally beginning to find his groove again. He arrived at the office early and stayed late.

      Thankfully, his father made no comment on the increase in his hours. Most likely he wasn’t even checking, was probably off on some tropical island without cell reception. Perhaps that was the reason he hadn’t responded to the wedding RSVP.

      Despite the lack of formal confirmation, Noah knew he would be there. Richard knew how much his presence would mean, not to Noah, but to Birch Industries.

      Work became his life again and he was able to fall back into his normal routine of discipline and corporate responsibilities. Everything seemed to be coming together and Noah told himself he couldn’t be happier. His focus was directed solely on the future and the things he would accomplish as official CEO.

      Though, he had to admit that the nights and days off were harder. He couldn’t remember how he used to entertain himself before Sophie. Usually it involved drinking and women. Not only would it tear down the image he was beginning to create, but Noah no longer had interest in it. And because Sophie no longer wanted his help, he didn’t know what to do with himself.

      Things between them were slowly improving, at least at work. They began to talk more casually about their days and even shared a smile or two. But there was always a sense of distance, of holding back. Like having a wall between them. It reminded Noah of the time before the arrangement. When they were just coworkers.

      It was better this way, he told himself. The more time they spent apart, the easier it was to forget the old dynamic of their relationship.

      But there was one thing. One thing, that no matter how hard he tried to ignore, it continued staring him right in the face. At work, at home, in his mind, and even in his dreams.

      Noah was deeply and unavoidably attracted to her.

      He did his best not to notice the fullness of her curves in her tight dresses or the smoothest of her legs when she wore an oversized T-shirt at home, but they had become programmed attractions of his gaze. Seizing his attention.

      And he could not control the feelings that arose when she looked up at him through her dark lashes in conversation, or when he smelled the fresh scent of her shampoo lingering in the hallway. Or the feelings that took over when she appeared in his fantasies.

      His mind had begun to forget the true image of what lay beneath her clothing. And he could no longer remember the sounds of her moans. It felt like a fitting punishment. He didn’t deserve to hear them. Not after the way he treated her. Not after he pushed her away.
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      Sophie smiled and stepped back in satisfaction as she finally finished putting the crib together. The nursery was almost finished now. Other than a few decorations, the only thing left to do was to stock the closet and the changing table. Amy had informed her she would get plenty of those things at her baby shower, so Sophie wasn’t worried.

      Everything was coming together.

      They had decided to wait until after the wedding to hold the baby shower, which her mother and Amy were planning together. Not only was Sophie too busy, she was still pretty early in her pregnancy and wanted to wait to find out the gender. Not that it mattered to her; she was just delighted about becoming a mother.

      Sophie closed the door and headed into her bedroom to take a quick nap. Everything was exhausting her lately. She was fatigued by the simplest tasks.

      She laid down and her hand swept to her still-flat stomach. She couldn’t wait to start showing. She had always imagined herself wearing those cute flowy dresses, showcasing a perfectly round stomach.

      Her seamstress disagreed when she gushed, jokingly begging her to remain bump-less until after the wedding. It was reasonable, considering they couldn’t fully predict how much room Sophie would need.

      It was crazy to think that the wedding was only a month away. Time was flying by. It was precisely the reason Sophie was so adamant on preparing the nursery so early.

      Besides the obvious excitement to decorate and prepare, the next few months would be busy and she didn’t want to wait until her stomach was so big that she could hardly bend over. Leading up to the big day, she had an abundance of responsibilities and appointments, for both the wedding and the baby. The rest of her free time went to work.

      The busyness wouldn’t stop after the wedding, either — there would be interviews, maternity shoots, her baby shower, and even the honeymoon.

      Noah hadn’t mentioned anything to her, despite saying that he would take care of it. She wondered if their new dynamic would alter their previous plans of exploring that Italian island together.

      She tried not to think about Noah often, despite seeing him every day. The kiss they’d shared that night in the nursery still felt fresh on her lips.

      Sure, Sophie had been disappointed with Noah’s response. But it also gave her freedom. Freedom from overthinking, contemplating, and worrying about his feelings for her and their future together.

      She didn’t hate him for not returning her feelings, she only hated the fact that she had let hers show through. It was a silly fantasy to believe that she and Noah could ever be more than what they were. Besides, she had so many things to be happy and grateful for. Like spending time with her family and friends or even getting to spend the day by herself. And when she started to really focus on those things, she felt better about not having a relationship. She didn’t need a man to feel happy or secure.

      Though, Sophie wouldn’t go as far as saying she felt whole, because there was one thing missing. One thing she couldn’t seek out to fully satisfy her. Turns out, her hormones didn’t just make her incredibly tired and moody; her arousal for Noah lately was insatiable.

      The way his veins popped when he grabbed his coffee mug in the morning, his voice and the power he radiated when he conducted their weekly marketing meetings, and of course, when he walked around the apartment in nothing but a loose pair of shorts. It annoyed Sophie to no end.

      She ignored the thoughts about Noah and closed her eyes. Her tiredness had subsided now, and her brain clung to images of Noah, which only pushed her further awake. Not awake, restless. Energized.

      Her body was begging for release. Her hand automatically moved between her thighs, pressing against the ache.

      Sophie sat up and threw off the covers.

      No! She couldn’t. Not that she didn’t enjoy self-pleasure, but because she knew the images that would play her in mind while she did. And she couldn’t think about Noah like that, not anymore.

      Sophie headed to the kitchen for a glass of cold water. Grabbing a glass from the cupboard, she added ice and water from a pitcher.

      She was in the middle of chugging the glass when Noah entered the kitchen. Sophie hadn’t even realized he was home.

      “Thirsty?” he asked. He must have just returned from working out, because he was shirtless and sweaty.

      Sophie laughed nervously, suddenly worried he could read her mind. “A little.”

      Her eyes hooked on his low-rise black shorts, the V shape that descended into them, and the outline of— She looked away but it didn’t stop her mind from recalling the image.

      Noah moved around her, grabbing his own glass of water. His odor swept over her, his pheromones attacking her senses. It was the same way he smelled when they—

      Sophie left the kitchen, retreating back to her bedroom. She laid down again and attempted to distract herself, reading an article about the second trimester. She got halfway through it before she realized she hadn’t retained anything.

      Deciding that she needed further distraction, she opted for a cold shower, praying that it would shake her body out of this state.

      She undressed quickly and grabbed her towel. Her ensuite only had a tub so she headed towards the main bathroom down the hall.

      As soon as she walked through the door, she slammed into something hard. It was Noah.

      The air was streamy and he was leaning against the sink, his face half covered in shaving cream. He had just come out of the shower, and his towel was wrapped lowly on his waist.

      Dammit.

      Sophie tucked her own towel more tightly over her chest. “Sorry, I was just going to shower.”

      Why had he chosen to shower in this bathroom? He never normally used it.

      “Yeah sorry, I was having an issue with my shower. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “This is your apartment; you don’t have to apologize.”

      She turned to leave.

      “I’ll be done in a sec, if you want to wait.”

      “Sure,” she responded.

      “You know you don’t need to call it my apartment. You live here too.”

      In a smooth motion he slid the razor down his face, causing water droplets from his hand to fall onto his chest.

      Sophie’s eyes snagged on his abs. “Yeah, I know. I just…”

      This wasn’t helping anything. She should have turned around and left when she saw him. Why did he have to look so good?

      She blinked, trying to find her sentence again but caught his eyes in the mirror. Her cheeks heated. Noah had caught her staring.

      He pretended not to notice, rinsing his razor and repeating the same process as before, but she saw the knowing sparkle in his eyes.

      “So, how are you doing?” he asked casually.

      She became very conscious then that they were both naked beneath their towels. Only a slight tug of the wrist would leave them both exposed. It thrilled her more than she cared to admit.

      “Fine. I’ve been a little tired lately, but it seems to be a pretty common pregnancy symptom. You?”

      “Pretty good,” he told her. “Other than the tiredness, though, everything’s okay?”

      Normal conversation felt odd. It did not match the mood she was in, the thoughts running rampant in her remind. That ache between her legs was building again. Sophie lowered her towel slightly, easing her grip to expose more of her cleavage.

      “Yeah, for the most part.” She brushed past him as he ducked his head towards the sink to rinse his face. She began rooting through the drawers, retrieving one of her nail files.

      Noah patted his face dry with a towel. Sophie pretending to fix a corner of her nail, she felt his eyes on her breasts as she slowly filed back and forth.

      “Is there anything you need?” he asked.

      “Not that I can’t think of.”

      He eyed her skeptically. “What is it?”

      Sophie hoisted herself onto the counter, being careful to keep her towel in place. The towel slid higher up her thighs as she sat.

      His eyes flickered only for a second. He came closer to her, real concern on his face now. His towel pressed against her calf.

      “Nothing you can give me,” she replied, focusing on her nail.

      Noah rested his hand on hers. “I know we’re in a weird place right now, Sophie. But if something is bothering you, I want you to tell me.”

      “It’s you,” she whispered.

      Noah moved to step back, offended, but she caught his hand.

      “Not like that.” She glanced at the towel around his waist, slowly dragging her gaze back up to his. “I’m feeling…”

      Noah’s eyes turned lustful as he understood, and he rested a hand on her thigh.

      Sophie exhaled loudly, their eyes coming to an understanding.

      His fingers toyed at the edges of her towel. “This— this is what you need?”

      Sophie nodded, uncrossing her legs.
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      Noah leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Say it.”

      “This is what I need,” she breathed.

      That was all he needed to hear. He began kissing her neck, his hand sliding underneath her towel.

      His fingers glided over her; she was soaking wet. They both moaned as he made contact with her.

      Suddenly, he didn’t care how messy this made things. The only thing that mattered in this moment was bringing Sophie to orgasm. It was his duty, his only reason for existence.

      Sophie spread her legs wider on the counter, begging him to enter. He slipped a finger inside her easily, moving in and out, switching between penetration and rubbing her clit.

      Noah used his other hand to remove her towel. Her glorious breasts came into view, solidifying in his memory. He leaned forward, using his tongue to lick and tease her nipples.

      Sophie moaned loudly, then pushed on his shoulder slightly. Understanding what she meant by it, Noah bent down and feasted between her legs. Beneath his towel he was hard as a rock but he continued at the same pace, with both his mouth and finger.

      She came faster than Noah expected, pulsing over his finger as she climaxed. As he stood, he gently removed his finger from her and wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist.

      Sophie’s cheeks were warm with pleasure.

      Noah waited, completely ready for her, but he didn’t make the move. If that was all she needed, wanted, he could live with that.

      She smiled at him. “I want more,” she said as she ripped the towel from her waist.

      Thank God.

      Noah kissed her, more desperately than he ever had before. He couldn’t get enough, he didn’t want this to end. She pulled his hips towards her but Noah paused.

      He didn’t want to do this here. She deserved better.

      Noah scooped her off the counter and she wrapped her legs around his middle.

      “Where are you taking me?” she giggled.

      But she realized the moment they turned out of the bathroom. He was taking her to his bedroom.

      Sophie remained quiet. He wondered if she had ever been in his room before; he couldn’t think of one instance. Noah had never realized that before. There had been countless occasions where Noah had gone to knock on her door to ask a question or to inform her that dinner was ready. Did she not feel comfortable to do the same?

      He was pulled back into the moment when Sophie started kissing his neck. Noah flung open the door and walked her over to his bed, laying her down carefully.

      Her curvy silhouette on his green sheets was something he had pictured in his head many times. However, the feelings inside him were different. Noah didn’t want to fuck Sophie, he wanted to make love to her.

      She seemed to sense the change in his energy when he met her on the sheets, kissing him slowly and carefully. She stroked him as his hands wandered about her body, taking in every inch of it as if it were the last time. And he supposed it was.

      Noah stroked her hair, feeling its smoothness between his fingertips. He outlined her beautiful face, staring into her blue eyes.

      He climbed on top of her and she helped guide him inside her.

      A breathy moan escaped his lips.

      There was something between them in this moment, being passed between their eyes. Noah couldn’t quite place it, but it was like they were seeing each other for the first time. He leaned down and kissed her as Sophie wrapped her smooth legs around his back.

      His hips moved in a slow rhythm inside her. Noah broke the kiss, resting his head in her neck, breathing in the scent of her.

      His hands cupped her breasts and Noah leaned down to take one in his mouth. Her heavy breathing was the oxygen to him; it fueled him, kept him feeling alive.

      He began trailing kisses on her neck, her jaw, her cheek, until he reached her lips again.

      Sophie groaned, her legs tightening around him, pushing him deeper inside her.

      She felt just as good as he remembered. Better, even.

      Noah pulled back and Sophie rested one of her calves on his shoulder. She looked like art beneath him. His hands held onto her ankle and thigh.

      Something was passing between them again, with their eyes.

      God, he loved this. He loved…

      “Sophie,” he moaned. The feeling washed over him quickly and Sophie put a firm hand on his waist, telling her it was okay to come inside her.

      Their eyes met and Noah exploded into her. His eyes blinked shut with his pulsing pleasure but they maintained eye contact.

      After a lingering moment, Noah gently removed her leg from his shoulder and leaned down to kiss her. Trying to convey every inch of what he was feeling into it.

      He laid down beside her and brought her head to his chest. Her arm was wrapped around his waist.

      Noah knew he was a terrible person. To sleep with Sophie was one thing but to make love as they just did was completely different.

      They didn’t speak, they simply breathed. Noah stroked her hair and rubbed her arm.

      What was coming over him? He never felt the need to cuddle after, let alone this urge to comfort the other person.

      Noah kissed her forehead and she stilled beneath him. He couldn’t help himself, there was simply no other way to convey his feelings without saying them out loud.

      Soon Noah drifted off to sleep.
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      When he awoke four hours later, the room was pitch black. There was an empty feeling on his chest, where something had been removed. He patted the bed beside him, it was empty.

      Sophie had disappeared.

      Noah knew it was for the best, so why did he feel so guilty? Probably because he had led her on, again.

      He flipped his pillow, basking in its cool comfort.

      Why had he done that? And what was that feeling that had overtaken him? His thoughts haunted him until he fell asleep again.

      She appeared in his dreams, but this time she wasn’t naked.

      It was her face that he noticed, her heart-shaped face, and her swollen belly. She was fast asleep in his bed and Noah was stroking her hair.

      Her eyes blinked open for a moment and closed again with a smile. “Why are you watching me sleep?”

      “Because you look beautiful,” he told her.

      “Mhmm.” She groaned, moving closer to him, her arms wrapped tightly around him until she drifted back to sleep.

      And Noah observed her, overcome with emotion. His hand moved to rest on her belly and he rubbed gently, so as to not wake her up.

      His baby boy was inside there.

      This was everything right here, his whole world in this bed.

      His eyes began to sting and Noah rubbed them. They were wet with tears.

      Noah woke again, this time with sunshine blaring through the windows. He was completely dazed as he sat up.

      What the hell was that?
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      It was eight in the morning when Noah came into the kitchen. Sophie had hoped she would miss him on her way out. Things were awkward between them. Their wedding was two weeks away and it felt like they were roommates. They had never spoken about what happened between them.

      “I thought you were working today,” she said.

      “I took it off for the ultrasound,” he told her.

      “Oh. Well, you can go to work if you like.”

      “Are you uninviting me?”

      Now that Sophie had gotten the desire of her system, she was left with annoyance. Everything Noah did lately made her angry. Or maybe she was just hurt, she couldn’t tell. Sure, they had had sex before but never like that, never with so much emotion. Every time it popped into her mind, tears sprung but she pushed them down, turning her emotions into anger, annoyance. It was cruel for Noah to toy with her like that, with her feelings. By taking her to his bedroom, by gazing into her eyes, and kissing her forehead.

      Perhaps that was her punishment for asking him to go astray from their agreement. It was her fault, after all; she had practically begged him to sleep with her.

      Sophie sighed. “You can come if you want.”

      Noah didn’t reply, he simply grabbed his keys off the counter and headed towards the door. His face was hard, his jaw clenched.

      Why would he be upset? she thought.

      “Why did you come?” Sophie asked, unable to find a reason.

      Noah bristled in the driver’s seat. “I promised you I would.”

      “Is that the only reason?”

      “Should there be another one?” He paused. “Look, I already told the office the reason I’d be out today. It would look bad if they knew I ditched.”

      Sophie shifted, crossing her legs and staring at the window.

      Well, that made more sense.

      When they arrived at the doctor’s office, Sophie slammed her car door a little harder than necessary. Noah tossed her a glance but didn’t say anything.

      She resisted the urge to cross her arms. There was no need to sulk, Sophie had asked a question and he had been honest. She couldn’t fault him for that.

      Entering the building, Sophie felt her anger melt away. Excitement filled her, her leg bouncing up and down in the waiting room as she waited to be called.

      Noah seemed to be in better spirits as well. If it was real or for her sake, she didn’t know. But she was grateful.

      Thankfully, it was the same woman who was with them last time. Pam. She started off with a couple questions before asking Sophie to lay down on the table.

      Sophie lifted her shirt as instructed and allowed Pam to tuck the towel into her waistband. Noah pulled up a seat to be closer to her.

      Despite her earlier annoyance, she was happy he was here.

      Pam squirted a glob of gel on her stomach and began to move the wand around. Soon the heartbeat sounded on the machine, and it was overwhelmingly comforting.

      “Sounds nice and strong,” Pam noted with a smile. “Everything looks good. Would you guys like to know the gender?”

      Sophie and Noah shared a look before giving her a nod.

      Yes. Sophie grabbed his hand unconsciously and squeezed.

      Pam smiled, turning the screen so that they could see. “It’s a boy.”

      A boy. Tears welled in Sophie’s eyes.

      She saw Noah’s face light up as well, if only slightly.

      “We’re having a boy!” she exclaimed.

      He kissed her hand in a supportive manner. “We’re having a boy,” he repeated joyfully.

      It was just for show, Sophie reminded herself. Noah couldn’t care less.

      Pam pointed out some anatomical things on the monitor before wiping the gel from Sophie’s belly. “All set,” she told them.

      Sophie set up and adjusted her top. Noah handed her her jacket and they headed back to the car.

      He didn’t start the car immediately, turning to face her instead. “Should we celebrate?”

      “I’m actually going to my parents’ house for dinner,” she told him. “Would you like to come? I know my dad has been asking about you.”

      “Maybe another night,” he replied.

      “You know, you never told me how your golf date with my dad went. He sure had a lot to say about you,” Sophie pointed out. She had wondered but never asked, fearful that he somehow hated her father. Even though her father had called her immediately after to gush about how much he liked Noah.

      “It was good. I liked your dad,” he responded.

      That’s it? Sophie felt sorry for her father; it had sounded like they’d enjoyed themselves. Was he just another responsibility in their arrangement?

      They returned home and Sophie went to shower and change. She didn’t see Noah again before she left for dinner.
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      Sophie made a quick call to Amy on her way over to her parents’ house. She needed to confirm the appointment she had made to get their nails done for the wedding.

      Their conversation quickly derailed after that and they began discussing their respective pregnancy experiences. Amy was much further along than Sophie was, due only a week or two after Sophie’s wedding.

      “You better stay in there until after I see Soph get married,” she heard Amy tell her stomach.

      Sophie laughed as she turned into her parents’ driveway. “Okay, I’m just pulling in, but I’ll see you next week.”

      Amy hung up and Sophie parked her car next to her father’s truck.

      Inside, her parents welcomed her with tight hugs, their familiar scents washing over her. It felt good to be home; it was a rare occurrence for her in the past few months.

      The smell of her mother’s homemade turkey dinner filled the house.

      “You’re just in time,” her mother told her.

      Sophie grinned; she was starving. “Lucky me.”

      “Sooo?” her father asked.

      Their faces were filled with anticipation.

      “It’s a boy!” she told them.

      Her parents yelled, her mother with victory and her father with defeat. It seemed they had bet each other on the baby’s gender. They wrapped her in a group hug, practically sobbing with joy.

      “We’re so happy for you, Soph,” her mom said.

      Her dad scruffed her hair. “No Noah tonight?” he asked.

      Sophie had prepared for this question. “He wasn’t feeling well.”

      She was still undecided as to whether or not she wanted to tell them about her and Noah’s deal. Every time it came up, she pushed it off.

      The table was already set when they sat down. Sophie savored every bite of her mother’s cooking.

      Being at home was making her feel nostalgic. This is where she had grown up. With two parents who loved each other and who loved her.

      Again, Sophie shoved down those feelings. She would find a way to provide her child with a loving home and a magical childhood. Regardless of how involved Noah was.

      She left around nine, conscious that she needed to get up early for work tomorrow. With one last hug from each of her parents, she made her way back home.
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      The elevator dinged, signaling Sophie’s return from dinner with her parents. Noah laid in bed as he listened to her get ready for bed.

      He hadn’t meant to be rude when he’d told Sophie he couldn’t come to dinner; he just knew that if he went once, her parents would grow to expect it. And Noah had a bad habit lately of creating expectations for himself just to disappoint them.

      They still hadn’t talked about the night they had spent together. It seemed that Sophie understood that it didn’t mean anything because she was acting like nothing had changed between them. They carried on as normal with their odd half-roommate, half-coworker relationship.

      He had lied to Sophie today; he had never told the office his reasons for not coming in. Noah told himself it was his way of keeping his promise but in truth, he wanted to be there. Something about missing that appointment felt like a line he didn’t want to cross.

      They were having a boy. Noah was going to have a son. It felt fitting that Noah would have a boy, seeing as he was now following perfectly in his father’s footsteps.

      He wondered if his father had attended those appointments with his mother. If, when he saw that little baby on the screen, he was overcome with emotions. Joy. Guilt. It was highly unlikely that he ever did. Still, it didn’t make Noah feel any better.

      Just because he had experienced emotions after seeing his baby, that didn’t make him any better than his father. If anything, it probably made him worse.

      Noah would be a terrible father; he didn’t even know what their role in the household was besides financial support. His nanny had raised him.

      Richard only started paying Noah any mind once he began to mature, once he could mold his mind into his legacy for Birch Industries. It seemed he had done a good job.

      That night, Noah dreamed about a son.

      About holding a newborn in his arms. Teaching a child to dribble a basketball. Watching him hug his mother before he left for college.

      The mother was Sophie and the boy was his son.
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      Noah felt groggy the next morning as he dressed for work. His dreams had been chaotic ever since he and Sophie slept together again. It was like his subconscious was haunting him.

      “You look exhausted,” Sophie noted. “You’re working today too, I’m assuming?”

      “I am, yeah. Do you want a ride?” he asked.

      Sophie shook her head. “I have to get my hair and makeup done after work. Thanks, though.”

      “Makeup?”

      “Yeah, for the wedding.”

      “Bit early, don’t you think?” He poured himself a cup of coffee. There was still another week and half before the wedding.

      Sophie rolled her eyes. “It’s a practice run. To make sure that it will look good for the actual wedding.”

      “I didn’t realize that was a thing.”

      “Yeah, well, neither did I. So let’s hope I like it because it might be hard to find another stylist so quickly.”

      “All right. Well, I’ll see you at work, then.”

      Sophie set her empty mug in the sink. “Bye.”

      Noah took his time as he waited for the coffee to kick in. Unfortunately, it still hadn’t by the time he arrived at work.

      He called down to the desk and had Olivia order some coffees for the office, choosing from one of Sophie’s favorite coffee shops. It would be a nice surprise, and hopefully something to melt her colder attitude towards him.

      He went back to his work but had hardly finished a single task before it was time for his meeting.

      When the meeting finally finished, Sophie appeared in the doorway, two coffees in hand.

      “Did you do this?” she asked, smirking.

      “What? Order coffee?” he replied, taking the one she offered him.

      “Yeah, but from Annie’s Cafe?”

      Noah shrugged. “What? Do you not like that place?”

      Sophie rolled her eyes. “Hate it,” she said sarcastically.

      He didn’t know why he was pretending not to have ordered it for her when Sophie clearly knew. What was so wrong about doing something nice for his pregnant fiancée?

      She was smiling at him with those playful eyes again. It was a small rainfall in their recent drought, refreshing and gone too soon. Scorched before the ground had the ability to fully absorb it.

      “I also got a call about your suit. Do you mind picking it up? I would do it but I have an appointment and they close at—”

      “Yeah, of course.” The least he could do was pick up his own suit at the tailor.

      He sipped his drink, praying that this one supplied him with enough energy to attack the workday.

      “Great, thanks for the coffee.” She wiggled it in her hand before leaving.

      He watched her leave, his eyes following the sway of his hips when he spotted— “Bradley?”

      Bradley smiled at Sophie as she passed.

      Noah approached him. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was going to see if you wanted to grab lunch.”

      Noah had a lot of work to do but was still in no mood to do it. Maybe some food would help. “I have another meeting this afternoon but if we can make it back before then we should be fine.”

      “All right, my treat,” Bradley told him.

      As they left the building, Bradley gave Noah an odd look.

      “What?” he asked.

      Bradley looked back towards where Sophie was talking with Olivia. “Nothing.”
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      “I really needed this,” Amy groaned as the lady massaged her foot.

      “Me too,” Sophie agreed.

      Today she and her maid of honor were getting a full pampering. They had just received an hour-long full-body massage and were now getting manicures and pedicures.

      They sat side by side in the chairs, each of them with one woman working on their hands, another on their feet.

      The lady doing Sophie’s pedicure removed her feet from the hot water and began exfoliating them with a scrub that smelled like coconut.

      “So,” Amy said. “How have you and Noah been? Is he getting nervous?”

      Sophie shrugged. “Everything’s been pretty normal.”

      Normal in the sense of their agreement, at least. Roommate, coworker, and occasional friend.

      “And what about you? Getting excited?”

      “Definitely excited for it to be over,” Sophie responded.

      Amy side-eyed her in concern.

      Sophie rushed to continue. “We’ve just been really busy since this whole thing started. It will be nice to be able to relax for a while, ya know?”

      “That’s fair, especially since you’ll have your hands full when the baby arrives.”

      “Exactly,” Sophie agreed.

      She hoped she had recovered from Amy’s question. The last thing she needed was for her friends and family to start questioning whether or not she and Noah were happy.

      Sophie just needed to get through the next couple of days until the wedding. Then everything would be back to normal.

      Though, she didn’t really know what her new normal would be. She had been so busy with everything that she hadn’t really considered what would happen when everything slowed down again. Once the wedding was over, she and Noah would barely have a reason to speak to each other apart from work.

      Her body had begun to tense up and the woman doing her manicure asked her to relax her hand. Sophie sighed and closed her eyes, trying to relax back into the seat.

      Everything was going to be fine.
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      It seemed that time went by regardless of whether or not you were having fun. Their wedding day was in two days, meaning in less than forty-eight hours she would be Mrs. Birch. It didn’t feel real. Maybe because it wasn’t.

      Sophie laid awake, restless in her bed. Her feelings about Noah and the wedding were complicated. She had started to feel numb. Detached from everything.

      She supposed it was normal to have doubts before a wedding, even for those who are in love. So it would only make sense that Sophie’s doubts would be greater, considering that she and Noah were not in love. Unable to take her racing thoughts any longer, she made her way to the kitchen for a cup of tea.

      To her surprise, she found Noah there as well, sitting at the island. It was late, almost one in the morning.

      “Didn’t you get the memo about beauty sleep?” he asked.

      Sophie laughed. “I guess not.”

      “Are you feeling all right?”

      “Yeah, the baby’s good.”

      “I meant with you,” he countered.

      Sophie avoided looking at him and began making her tea. “Yeah, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Annoyance bristled inside her. It was a little late to be asking how she was considering they had barely spoken since the night they had sex.

      “Maybe because we’re getting married in two days?”

      “Are we? I must have forgotten,” she said sarcastically. The kettle began to shriek and Sophie pulled it off the stove, pouring it into her mug.

      Noah’s voice was serious this time. “Time kind of flew by, didn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” she said quietly. “It did.”

      “Feels like only yesterday we made this deal…”

      “Yeah,” she agreed again. “I guess this is our last time seeing each other before the wedding.”

      “It is?” he questioned.

      “I got us each a hotel room at the venue.” Sophie wrapped her hands around her mug and leaned on the island. “You don’t have to stay there, of course, but the room is booked. You could always sleep here and get ready there in the morning if you want. The girls and I have a day planned tomorrow and our dinner reservations are right beside it, so I’ll probably just sleep there.”

      “Oh, okay. Yeah, I have plans with Bradley to go golfing tomorrow, so we’ll see.”

      “No strippers, then?” She raised a dark eyebrow.

      Noah laughed. “No strippers.”

      “Well, I should probably get some sleep,” she told him.

      He nodded, getting to his feet. “Me too.”

      She made her way back to the hall.

      “Sophie?”

      She turned. “Yeah?”

      Noah looked as if he were about to say something but changed his mind. “Good night.”

      Sophie held back a sigh. “Night.”

      There was no use wondering what he was going to say. She flicked on the light when she entered her room, her eyes snagging on a blue box under her bed.

      Sophie paused, blowing out a long breath before bending down to pick it up. She took out the book one last time, flipping through a few pages before tossing it into the trash can.

      After the wedding, there would be no use for it.

      Sophie turned off the light and crawled back into bed.
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      “That was one of the worst drives I’ve ever seen you make,” Bradley said. “You better finish the rest of your beer for that one.”

      Noah raised his can in the air before downing the remaining contents. He threw the empty can into their cart.

      “Seriously, are you all right?” Bradley asked.

      “I will be when you stop running your mouth.” Noah grinned.

      They drove towards their balls. Noah’s ball had ended up in the sand. A bad shot could put him in a foul mood on a good day, so he was beginning to regret the decision to play before the wedding.

      “For someone who’s getting married tomorrow, you’re awfully grouchy.”

      Noah ignored him, smacking the ball towards the hole.

      “Cheer up, would you?”

      They headed towards Bradley’s ball next, which he hit with perfect accuracy.

      “I’ll cheer up when you stop cheating.”

      Bradley laughed as they walked. “You’re just mad about losing for the first time ever. Must be all those pre-wedding jitters.”

      “It’s not like it’s real, Bradley.”

      Bradley putted the ball perfectly before turning to him.

      “When are you going to drop the act?”

      “What act?

      “I saw the way you looked at her the other day when I stopped by your work. You care about her.”

      Noah hit the ball twice more before it finally sank into the hole. “Maybe you should get your eyes checked.”

      Bradley handed him a fresh beer and he cracked it open. “And maybe you should just admit that you’re in love with your fiancée, Noah. It’s not the end of the world. Stop acting like you’re incapable of showing any real emotion and just tell her.”

      Noah groaned. “Can we not talk about this?”

      “Fine. But from what you told me it sounds like you’re losing her, Noah. And if you really do care about her, you should get your head out of your ass and tell her. Stop blaming your father for ruining everything good in your life. Because from where I’m standing, you’re ruining this one all on your own.”

      “You done?”

      Bradley nodded. “I’m done.”

      “Good.” Noah downed his drink and opened another before reaching their next hole. He was beginning to lose track of how many he’d had.

      Bradley’s honesty was normally refreshing but today it was precisely what Noah didn’t want to hear. He wasn’t angry with his friend — their relationship had always consisted of them telling the other when they were being stupid. He just didn’t want to think about the fact that Bradley might be right.
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      Noah stumbled into the apartment.

      Whose idea was it to get drunk the night before their wedding? Seemed like a terrible idea. Not only would he be getting married tomorrow, he’d be doing it hungover.

      He poured himself a glass of water and headed towards the bedroom before realizing he had walked to Sophie’s room. What was he doing here?

      It was empty, of course, Sophie had gone to the hotel for the night and he wouldn’t see her until tomorrow. Until she was walking down the aisle. Towards him.

      Noah flicked on the light, observing her space. His eyes caught on the trash can, where a large blue binder had been thrown.

      Drunken curiosity got the better of him and he pulled it out. He sat on the bed and opened up the first page.

      Sophie’s Dream Binder.

      He turned to the second and third and then the fourth page before he realized what it was. It was the plan for her dream wedding. Plans that she had chosen and not utilized for hers and Noah’s wedding. The budget he had given her was surely big enough to accommodate her every wish. So why hadn’t she?

      He flipped a couple more pages before realizing. It was because Noah wasn’t her dream husband. She didn’t want to waste her plans on him because they were for someone special. Someone who deserved them.

      The more he flipped through, the more the pages confirmed his theory. There were drawings of families and pets. Names of future children. Not only had Sophie written all the ways in which she would be a good mother, she had written about the qualities she had wanted in husband and the father of her children.

      None of which Noah lived up to.

      He blew out a breath and placed the binder back in the garbage where he’d found it, making his way to his bedroom.

      He laid awake, his head spinning from the alcohol. He kept thinking about the blinder. About Sophie and all the things that Bradley had said to him.

      Bradley had accused Noah of being in love with Sophie.

      It was ridiculous. Noah had never said ‘I love you’ to any woman before, or to anyone for that matter. Surely it wasn’t true; he had told her himself that he did not love her. But even when he said it, he knew it was a lie.

      Dread began to consume him. Could he really subject Sophie to a loveless marriage? Deprive her of her dream wedding and life because he was ambitiously selfish?

      It wasn’t like he didn’t care for her, that he didn’t feel some connection between them, that he didn’t think about her night and day; he just didn’t know what to do about it.

      Nothing. Noah would do nothing because he couldn’t continue to hurt her. She seemed to be doing fine without him.

      He just needed to stick to the plan. Once he got the CEO position, he would see that it was all worth it. He could throw himself back into work and everything would be fine.

      Right?
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      “I’m busy,” he said, brushing her off.

      Sophie’s eyes filled with tears. “It’s her birthday, Noah. You can at least show up to the party.”

      Noah rubbed the bridge of his nose, as if her words were bringing on a headache. “Sophie, I already told you that I can’t. I have an important meeting that day. Why don’t you just change the date?”

      “And I already told you that I can’t, it’s the only day my parents are able to make it out here. Can you push the meeting?”

      “No,” he replied angrily.

      “I already gave an excuse for you last year, but I won’t do it again, Noah. And Georgia’s old enough that she is going to remember that her own father didn’t come to her birthday party. She’s going to think that you don’t want to be a part of her life.”

      “Because I don’t!” he snapped.

      Sophie began to cry. Her heart was breaking for her child.

      “Honestly, I don’t understand what you expected out of me, Sophie,” Noah sneered. “I told you I didn’t want to be a father. I told you I wasn’t going to be involved in our child’s life.”

      Sophie woke with a jolt, her mind reeling back into consciousness. She stared blankly into the darkness as hot tears spilled onto her pillow.

      It wasn’t real, she told herself. It was just a dream. They were having a boy and that little girl in the dream didn’t exist.

      While she knew that Noah would never act that way or say those things to her, it didn’t make them any less true. Noah didn’t want this child. He didn’t want her. This would never be a real family.

      Nevertheless, Sophie had made a promise.

      She tried to go back to sleep, tossing and turning until the sun began to rise. She checked her phone; her alarm was about to go off anyway so she got up.

      Today is my wedding day.

      It was meant to be the happiest day of her life, so why did she feel so hollow?

      The hotel room felt empty as she looked around. It was quiet. The sun was now blaring through the windows. Sophie squinted and opened the curtains wide, hoping that the sunshine would help lift her mood.

      She wondered if Noah was awake yet. He had chosen to stay at home for the night. She wondered if it was because he was savoring his last night alone in his apartment…

      There was a knock on the door followed by a sing-song voice. She opened it and saw her bridesmaids. They were all dressed in silky pink robes.

      “Good morning!” they squealed.

      Amy nearly tackled her with her giant hug. Mia and Penny still looked half asleep as they walked in.

      “Are you excited?!” Amy asked enthusiastically.

      “Of course,” Sophie smiled.

      They had breakfast delivered to the room — waffles topped with whipped cream, fruit, and syrup, and served with a bottle of champagne.

      Sophie slipped into her matching white robe, with the word ‘bride’ bedazzled onto the back. The makeup artist arrived and they all headed down to the vanity room, which reminded Sophie of the dressing room at the Nova offices.

      Amy and Mia reflected on their own wedding days; the mix of excitement and nerves, and the feeling of pure joy and love they felt when they saw their partner at the end of the aisle.

      Sophie nodded along, feeling sick to her stomach. She got a glimpse in the mirror. The more she began to look like a bride, the more she started to panic.

      “Is everything okay? Do you like it?” the makeup artist asked her when she’d finished.

      Sophie smiled, trying to sound convincing. “Yes, it’s exactly what I wanted. Thank you so much!”

      The makeup artist left and Sophie was alone with her friends again. They all looked so beautiful.

      “Time for the dress!” Mia squealed as Amy pulled it off the rack and presented it to her.

      “Yes! Noah’s going to love it just as much as he loves you,” Amy told her.

      All the blood drained from her face as she laid eyes on the dress. The room suddenly felt hot and she became dizzy.

      No. She wasn’t ready. She couldn’t. Noah didn’t—

      “Can you guys excuse me for a second?” Sophie breathed.

      “We have to leave soon,” Mia noted.

      “Yeah, I’ll be right back.”

      Amy stopped her. “Are you okay?”

      Sophie maneuvered around her and walked out, unable to control her breathing. She felt like she was on the verge of a panic attack.

      Noah didn’t love her… but the truth was that she loved him. And she couldn’t run away from that fact any longer. She loved Noah, truly. She loved their witty conversations, his laugh and his smile, and the way he made love to her. She wanted a life with him.

      And he… well, he didn’t feel the same.

      She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t marry Noah. Not like this. Not if he didn’t love her back.

      Sophie wanted a marriage built on mutual love. She wanted to marry someone who wanted to be a father. She wanted her children to grow up knowing that their parents were in love.

      If Noah wanted to be involved, they could co-parent, but she couldn’t bring herself to raise this child in a one-sided fake marriage.

      She went to Noah’s room and knocked but there was no answer. She had a card for his room so she opened it. The room was empty. He must not be here yet.

      Her heart was pounding. What was she going to do?

      Sophie saw a pen and a paper on the desk and grabbed it. She began writing.

      It would be easier this way, anyway…

      I’m sorry, Noah.
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      “What do you mean, you can’t find her?”

      Amy shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. She said she would be right back—”

      “How long?” he demanded.

      She cringed. “An hour.”

      Noah felt his stomach drop.

      No!

      He left the room and headed back to his own. His heart was beating through his chest. Noah reread the note.

      

      Noah,

      I’m so, so sorry, but I can’t go through with this.

      I thought that I could do this alone, that I could love our child enough for the two of us. And I can. But the truth is, I don’t want to. I want a life with you. One that isn’t fake.

      The truth is that I love you, Noah.

      And I know it wasn’t what you planned and that you don’t return my affections. I want you to know that I don’t hold that against you. In the same way that I hope you will not hold this against me.

      I’m sorry I fell in love with you. I’m sorry I couldn’t be who you needed me to be. And I’m sorry that you can’t be the man that I want you to be. It’s just who we are.

      Please don’t hate me,

      Soph

      

      He was going to be sick. Sophie was leaving him. Had left him.

      Noah stormed out of the room. He passed Bradley in the hallway but kept moving.

      “Is everything okay?” Bradley shouted after him.

      Noah didn’t reply. He needed to find her. Where could she have gone?

      He turned the corner and ran smack into his father. Great.

      “Move, I don’t have time for this,” he said.

      “Time for what? The wedding is supposed to start any minute.”

      Noah scoffed. “We need a bride in order to have a wedding.”

      Richard’s face grew red with anger. “You lost the bride?” He gripped Noah’s arm tightly and dragged him into a small lounge room. “Explain.”

      Noah hadn’t seen this kind of rage from his father since he was a child. However, it wasn’t as scary to him anymore.

      Nothing was more terrifying than losing Sophie.

      “I don’t have time to explain, I have to find her.” Noah tried to shove past him but Richard stopped him.

      “You better. And you better remind her about the contract she signed.”

      Noah stopped dead in his tracks. “What?”

      “Contracts are binding, Noah. You just need to find her and force her to go through with it.”

      “I’m not going to force Sophie to marry me,” he said in disbelief.

      “You will if you want that promotion.”

      Noah’s face scrunched in confusion. “You’re threatening me?”

      “No, I’m giving you a piece of reality. This is the way the world works, Noah.”

      “You think that I would force the mother of my child to marry me, just so that I can get a promotion?”

      Richard waved his hand dismissively. “Please, that child is no more yours than you are mine.”

      Noah laughed. “You know what, Dad? Keep the CEO title. I don’t want it.”

      “A planned marriage worked out perfectly fine for your mother and I,” his father replied, ignoring him.

      “Did it?” Noah questioned. “Because of your marriage, I’m about to lose the most important person in my life.”

      Richard scoffed. “You’re blaming me?”

      “Yes, I am blaming you! Sophie left because she thinks that I don’t love her. In fact, I told her that I didn’t love her when I knew I did. Because I was so afraid of turning into you. Of being incapable of caring for the ones I love.”

      “I don’t see how this is my fault, Noah.”

      “You’re right. This is my fault. It’s my fault for ever idolizing you,” he admitted. “For believing that if I became successful enough, I would earn your affection or even gain some respect.”

      “Well, this stunt certainly isn’t going to win my favor.”

      “Don’t worry. You have nothing I find desirable anymore. You weren’t a good father, a good husband, or even a good person. I thought that work would fulfill me. That success meant everything. But what happens when you finally get it, huh? Who’s going to be left? Who’s going to be there for you when you need them? Money can’t buy you love.”

      “Love has nothing to do with it,” Richard said coolly. “This is business.”

      “Well, maybe that’s the difference between me and you. Because for me, love has everything to do with it. I love Sophie. And I’m going to love our child. And he’s going to grow up knowing that he never has to fight for my love the way that I did for yours.” He noticed his father’s eyes widen slightly at that. “Now, I’m going to find Sophie so I can tell her this myself. But I want you to know that even if she does take me back, this wedding isn’t happening.”

      “You can’t be serious, Noah. Do you know how bad this is going to look? How many people are here?”

      “When are you going to get it?!” Noah said, practically yelling now. “None of that matters to me anymore. The only thing I care about is getting Sophie to take me back. Look, my proposal stands but I won’t force her to marry me. And if we do decide to get married, we will do so on our own terms.”

      “Very well. Have it your way,” Richard growled.

      His father left the room and Noah stood still. He knew he should move, that he needed to go find Sophie, but he just needed to take it all in. He had finally stood up to his father. And for the first time, he had said, out loud, that he loved her.

      I love her. Seeing that note had shattered him. Had terrified him in a way that he never thought possible. What if she was gone for good?

      The door creaked behind him and he spun.

      Sophie was standing there in a white silky robe. Like an angel and the answer to his prayers all in one.

      “Sophie?” he breathed.

      Her hair was pinned up perfectly, but her makeup was smeared with mascara and fresh tears.

      “I thought you left.” He didn’t know what to say. How to fix this. Where to even start.

      “I did, but I came back for my grandmother’s clip,” She held it up for him to see.

      “Oh,” he said.

      She hadn’t returned because she’d changed her mind.

      “Did you really mean all that, what you said to your father?”

      She’d been listening?

      “Yes, I did. Every word.”

      Tears poured down her face. He couldn’t believe that he had caused her so much pain. He was tempted to drop to her feet and beg for her forgiveness.

      Sophie shook her head as he stepped towards her. “I don’t know—”

      Noah paused before rushing towards her, seizing her shoulders. “I know that I hurt you. And I am so sorry, Sophie. But I need you to hear me out. Please.”

      She didn’t reply but she nodded. Even when crying, she was the most beautiful woman in the world.

      He took a deep breath, preparing to finally tell her everything.

      “Look, I thought that I needed to be successful to be happy. I never understood love because I never had it before. But the truth is, I am completely in love with you… and that terrified me for a while. I thought that I could shove it down and ignore it but I can’t. And after seeing the note you left, I realized that I don’t want to be without you.”
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      Noah loved her?

      Her mind was still taking it all in. After everything she’d heard him say to his father and what he was saying now, she was confused.

      “You told me that you didn’t love me…” Her voice was so low it was almost a whisper.

      “I know. I was scared. But I’m not anymore. Sophie, I need you in my life. I want to drink coffee with you in the morning, I want to teach you how to golf, I want us to explore that little island together… And I want to marry you and raise this child together.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes, but not like this.”

      Sophie’s heart dropped slightly.

      Noah squeezed her hand. “I saw your scrapbook in the garbage last night.”

      Oh.

      “This wedding is nice, but it’s not perfect. It’s not what you deserve. You deserve blue and white flowers, and gold platters. And you deserve my grandmother’s ring. I want to marry you someday, Sophie. For real. No more pretending.”

      Sophie giggled, then. “For real?”

      Noah smiled down at her. “For real,” he confirmed.

      “Okay, but that means you have to propose again,” she teased.

      “Hey, that dandelion was the real deal,” Noah joked. He clutched his chest pretending to look wounded.

      Noah loved her back. Sophie couldn’t comprehend the level of joy she was feeling right now. This was all she ever wanted and needed.

      She leaned in and kissed him passionately, and Noah kissed her back, lifting her off her feet and spinning her around.

      “I love you,” he said.

      “I love you too,” she answered before kissing him again.

      Noah set her down gently on the floor. Sophie’s cheeks felt bruised from smiling so hard.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      Noah released a breath. “Well for starters, we need to tell everyone that the wedding is off. For now. And then I say we go and enjoy our honeymoon.”

      “Mhmm. I like the sound of that. But first…” She grinned. Her body was completely energized from the kiss and Noah’s confession. “We could enjoy a little premarital relations?” She slowly removed her robe, revealing a simple slip beneath it.

      Noah smiled wickedly and locked the door. “What’s another ten minutes?”
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      For the first time in a long time, it felt like Sophie could breathe. She felt utterly content as she reached over and grabbed Noah’s hand. They had just taken their seats. It was the first time she had ever flown first-class.

      “I can’t believe we’re going to Europe!” she exclaimed excitedly.

      “It’s going to be great.” Noah kissed her hand and rested it on his lap.

      She could picture it now, the two of them basking in the sun together, trying new restaurants, and boating over the European sea. It was a dream come true.

      “Too bad there will be no piña coladas involved.” Sophie frowned playfully. “Guess that means we’ll have to come back.”

      Noah laughed and placed a hand on her stomach. “I’m sure Junior here would enjoy the beach.”

      She raised a brow, “Junior?”

      “Hey, you’re the one who can’t decide on a name.”

      She smiled. “That’s fair.”

      Noah pretended to think. “We could always name him Matt.”

      “Not funny.” Sophie slapped him playfully but there was a smile on her face.

      “You know, I think I’m starting to feel a bump in there.”

      Sophie grinned, she had noticed too when she was getting dressed this morning. “I guess we’ll definitely have to wait till the baby comes to get married.”

      “There’s no rush,” he told her. “We have all the time in the world.”

      It had been three days since they’d called off the wedding. Everyone had taken the news surprisingly well, though her own family had been a bit shocked when Sophie revealed the truth. In the end, they only wanted what was best for her and Noah.

      Richard had left the only minutes after the announcement but Sophie was hopeful that he would come around eventually. Noah seemed to take his leaving hard, but was handling it well.

      And now they were off on their own adventure, the first of many to come. There was no longer any stress between her and Noah. No more wondering or hoping. Now that they knew they loved each other, they could simply enjoy being together.

      The flight attendant came by and told them the plane was ready for takeoff. Sophie reached for Noah’s hand again, beyond excited to write the next chapter of their story together.
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      The music began to play and all of the heads in the room, including Noah’s, turned towards the door.

      Sophie stepped through the door, and Noah swore his heart stopped. She looked more beautiful than ever. She had chosen to wear the gown he’d picked out for her two years ago, and her smile brightened the entire room as Mike guided her down the aisle.

      Bradley patted Noah’s shoulder. And he knew he had made it.

      Noah had spent the last two years bettering himself for his family. For Sophie and their son Mason. His family was his entire world and Noah didn’t want it any other way. He was so grateful that he let Sophie into his life and that he was able to become a man that she could count on.

      Sophie reached him and Mike placed her hand in his. He felt like he could read Mike’s mind in that moment. Take care of her. Noah nodded and helped Sophie step onto the dias.

      “You look beautiful,” he whispered as the officiator began to speak. “Is it everything you dreamed of?

      “It’s perfect, everything is perfect,” she told him.

      Noah could hardly hear a word; he was so caught up in the moment that he didn’t register anything but her face. It was a day he never thought would come. He was finally going to marry the woman of his dreams. The mother of his child.

      They held hands as Sophie read her vows.

      “Noah, after everything we’ve been through, I’m so happy to be standing in front of you today. As everyone here knows, we tried this once before and it didn’t work out.” There were laughs from the crowd. “I’m so happy we took the chance to settle into each other and begin to raise our family before this day. Because now there are no doubts in my mind that this marriage will last for a lifetime. You are everything that I have ever wanted in a partner.”

      Noah blinked back tears as she went on.

      “I promise that I will remain your support person, that I will stick by you in sickness and in health, and that I will never take our family for granted. I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      It was Noah’s turn now. He cleared his throat.

      “Sophie, I want to thank you for giving me the chance to prove myself. And for inspiring me to become a better man. I want to thank you for our beautiful son, Mason. Without you, my life had no connection, no meaning. And I know that sounds dramatic, but it’s true. You showed me that love was possible, that I was capable of being someone you could depend on. I love you so much. And I promise to always protect our family and to be the man you need me to be every single day for the rest of our lives.”

      Sophie squeezed his hand, a tear running down her face. He had never loved anyone this much in his entire life.

      The moment came when they were finally pronounced husband and wife. Noah pulled her in, kissing her with every fiber of his being.

      “I love you,” he told her as the crowd exploded with applause and tears of joy.

      “I love you,” she repeated, pulling him in for another kiss.
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        * * *

      

      They took a few minutes alone before meeting everyone outside for pictures. Their friends and family waited in the garden. Richard was holding Mason in his arms, then he set Mason down, holding his hand as they walked towards them.

      “Mommy! Daddy!” Mason yelled, his brown hair flopping onto his forehead as he started to run.

      Noah scooped Mason into his arms and tossed him in the air before catching him.

      Mason laughed and Noah handed him off to Sophie’s wide-open arms.

      Richard brought Noah in for a hug. “I’m proud of you, Noah.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Not just for today but for standing up to me two years ago. If you hadn’t, I don’t know where either of us would be today. Thank you for giving me a second chance and for allowing me to be a part of Mason’s life.”

      “Of course.”

      Shortly after Mason was born, Richard had apologized to both Noah and Sophie. He’d told them that he saw the errors in his ways and that he wanted to be better. That he wanted to be a part of their family, if they would let him. It had taken some time, but Noah was getting used to having him around. And watching him be a committed grandfather to Mason has been a healing experience.

      “There’s one more thing I’d like to discuss with you.”

      “What’s up?”

      “I know you said you weren’t interested anymore, but I wanted to offer you the official CEO position at Birch Industries.”

      Noah was shocked. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. You earned it. As long as you promised me that you don’t let it get in the way of your family. I want them to remain your first priority.”

      “I don’t know what to say,”

      “Just say yes.” His father grinned.

      “I have to discuss it with Sophie first but yes. Thank you.” He couldn’t believe he had just been named CEO after everything he had gone through to get it.

      “All right, then. Let’s go take some pictures.”

      Richard walked back to the group and Noah observed them.

      This entire thing was a dream come true, a picture-perfect moment. Something that Noah had once thought impossible.

      Sophie was holding Mason on her hip, laughing at something her mother had said. Bradley and Keira clung together as they talked to Amy and her husband. Richard was now discussing golf with Mike.

      Everything Noah had ever needed was standing ten feet in front of him.

      He had never been filled with so much joy, so much love.

      “Are you coming?” Sophie called to him.

      “I’m coming, Mrs. Birch,” he replied with a smile.
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