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PURSUED BY MY GRUMPY FIANCE 

A grumpy, older billionaire forced me to be his fake fiancé…but I only met him ten minutes ago. Now, he's my new boss and a thorn at my side.
I’m a “date-for-hire,” not an escort. Huge difference. 
I have one unbroken rule: Nothing physical with the clients…
But when I accidentally get in the wrong limo, the man I see makes me want to break all the rules. 
I lick my lips just thinking about his tropical blue eyes, tousled hair, and chiseled abs.
But he’s arrogant and thinks he can buy me. I don’t like to owe anyone anything.
Before I figure out I’m on a date with the wrong man, he publicly announces our engagement. 
He says it’s just to get his mother off his back. Talk about the world’s least romantic proposal. 
But when we’re alone, his body tells me it’s more.
He won’t take no for an answer, and now I’m not so sure I want him to.
Pursued by my Grumpy Fiancé is a full-length off-limits, age-gap, fake fiancé, grumpy billionaire boss romance from the San Francisco Billionaire Series. Each book can be read as a standalone and comes with a satisfying happily ever after. No cheating or cliffhangers.
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Chapter One

Prologue — Landon


“I never do things like this,” she says between kisses. I know it’s a lie, but I don’t care. 
I brush a strand of her chestnut brown hair off her shoulder and plant kisses down her neck. She shivers against my touch and wraps her hands through my hair. I pull her closer to me and brush my lips over her ear.
“I want you,” I whisper, and I can practically feel her melt into a puddle.
“I want you, Landon,” she says, and I hoist her up onto the pool table. 
The latest charity event my mother is throwing is still in full swing in the ballroom across the hall. We have the entire billiards hall to ourselves.
She bites my lip and I groan. It sends me wild when women do that. She loosens my tie and pulls it up over my head. I reach behind her and fiddle with the zipper of her dress for a moment before I rip it in frustration.
She gasps.
“This is designer!” she says incredulously. 
“I’ll buy you a new one,” I growl as I pull the dress off of her. She giggles as she unzips my pants and drops them to the ground.
I gently shove her back onto the table. I take a moment to look at her, admiring the way her white lingerie embraces the olive tone of her skin. Her perfectly arranged updo is losing curls, falling like a halo framing her face. Her round breasts are almost perfectly symmetrical, with small peaks topping each one. I can feel myself getting harder at the sight. She leans up onto her elbows and raises her eyebrows at me.
“What are you waiting for, hot shot? I’m all yours.” That’s the only invitation I need as I drop my briefs and climb over her onto the table. 
I kiss her deeply and then trail my lips down her body. I gently suckle on one of her nipples while I snake my hand down her side and to the area between her legs. I move her underwear to the side and start moving my fingers softly over her, and I know I’m in control as small moans start emanating from her lips.
She runs a hand down my chest until she gets to my hardness. She wraps her hand around me and starts to move her hand up and down it. I groan against her nipple and she gasps.
I’ve finally had enough, and I position myself over her. She takes in a breath as she looks in my eyes. 
“I want you,” she whispers, and I plunge into her quickly. She lets out a loud moan before throwing a hand over her mouth. “Oh, I’m too loud!”
“I don’t care who hears,” I say as I pull out and move into her again. She moans again and a shudder runs through me, the thrill of being in control of both her pleasure and mine dominating my mind. I thrust into her a few more times before I pick her up in my arms.
“Oh god!” She lets out in surprise as I sit her onto my lap, causing her to take me in deeper. I moan and she pulls me closer to her so that I can feel the peaks of her breasts digging into my chest. I grab her hips, pulling her up and down onto me over and over again. She digs her hands into my hair and grasps it hard.
“Faster, Landon!” she cries, and I oblige her, pulling her onto me faster. We moan in tandem until I hear her breaths getting quicker.
“Oh god, I’m there! I’m there!” she says, and I feel her body start to quiver as she’s rocked with an orgasm. I can’t contain myself at the sight of her pleasure. I release into her, pushing myself as deep into her as I can go. She cries out and shimmies against me, enjoying the pulsing as I finish.
I lay back onto the pool table and she lays on top of me.
“That was amazing,” she says, and I nod in agreement. I don’t have one-night stands often, but this has definitely been the best one in a while. I twirl a strand of her hair around my finger before she sits up. “We need to be getting back. People will wonder where we are.”
“I think they would have wondered that thirty minutes ago,” I say lazily. The truth is, I can’t be bothered to go back to socializing with people after that. My mind is hazy from the pleasure. She rolls her eyes at me.
“Oh, shoot. My dress is ripped,” she looks at me and I shrug at her.
“Well, we could always sneak up to my room for round two, and I could have a dress delivered.” I raise my eyebrows and she giggles.
“Okay, let’s do it then.”
I give her my shirt and we sneak off to the sixth floor.




Chapter Two 

Hailey


I feel out of place walking down the San Francisco streets in fancy evening wear alone. I look out for the limo that will be my meal ticket for the night. Of course, my phone died immediately after I accepted the date, leaving me no time to memorize the license plate of the limo I would be getting into. Just my luck. I peek at my watch and note the time. Ugh, I’m going to be late. I panic, searching up and down for the limo that is supposed to pick me up. 
I finally spot a limo down the street and sigh in relief. No more waltzing around like a Disney princess on main. I open the door and plop inside, relief flooding through me. I glance at the man beside me as I catch my breath. He’s wearing a sleek black suit that hugs his arms in a way that shows he has muscles. His hair is styled in the ivy league cut that is popular with men of his caliber. His deep blue eyes display a hint of mirth, as if I’m amusing him in some way. The scent of his musky cologne wafts over me, and I take a deep breath in. On his wrist sits a watch that looks as if it could pay an entire semester’s tuition. In all honesty, he doesn’t look like my usual clients. They’re typically lonely, older men. He’s young, in his late thirties at most. 
He raises an eyebrow in confusion, probably because I jumped into the limo like a raving lunatic. But since he’s the one who reached out last minute, he will just have to accept that. I sit up straight and look him dead in the eyes to let him know that I mean business.
“I’m just letting you know that since you didn’t book in advance, you’ll be charged what was discussed previously as well as a hundred-dollar short-notice fee. Physical contact is allowed,” I pause and clear my throat, “But only of the appropriate variety. Hand holding, arm around my shoulder sort of thing. Kissing costs extra. Absolutely no sex. This is non-negotiable. If you can’t agree to any of that, let me know right now and I can leave.” 
I maintain a calm, yet professional demeanor as I lay out the rules. As I glance into his eyes, I’m faced only with more confusion.
“Also, I need to be back by midnight. No later. I have things to do tomorrow,” I add.
“Why? Does your dress turn back into rags, Cinderella?” he smirks. 
I glare at him and prepare to give him a lecture on the importance of politeness when I’m interrupted by the limo door opening.
I scoot over as an older woman steps into the limo. She wears a royal blue gown, accented with a white fur stole. Her gray streaked hair is pulled back in an elegant bun, drawing more attention to the gorgeous drop diamond earrings hanging from her ears. She focuses her deep blue eyes on me, and I immediately feel warmth from her. Despite the wealthy aura radiating off of her, I can tell that she is genuinely kind.
“Well, who is this, Landon?” she asks, smiling at the man seated across from me. He opens his mouth to respond, but I cut him off.
“Hi, I’m Hailey Dunn. It’s wonderful to meet you,” I say, holding my hand out toward her. She puts her hand in mine and gives it a soft shake.
Landon inches toward me, placing a hand on the small of my back. My breath hitches and I stiffen at the contact. He pulls me closer to him and I feel my back press against the side of his chest. The musk of his cologne envelopes me.
“Yes. Mom, this is my girlfriend, Hailey. I decided it was time for her to meet everyone, so I invited her to our gala,” he says, smiling at me and then at her.
I turn my head around so fast that I almost give myself whiplash. My eyes must be bulging out of my head at the complete shock running through my system. I wiggle against him, suddenly uncomfortable when he pinches me. I yelp and glare at him. His eyes are pleading, and I can almost taste the desperation coming off of him.
“Well, that’s just lovely! I’m Eleanor,” his mother says, her confusion morphing into happiness, as a wide smile forms on her face. She looks between the two of us as if she can’t believe what she’s seeing, and honestly, neither can I.
In truth, I like my men nerdy and funny. Brooding, grumpy, and intimidating is so not my type, even if he is hot. He’s the total opposite of what I would go for, if I ever had the time to go for someone. I sneak a peek at Landon and lick my lips. Who am I kidding? I would totally give him a shot.
I’m pulled out of my thoughts as his mother pounces forward and hugs the ever-loving life out of me. She lets me go just as I think that I might pass out from lack of oxygen. Tears run down her face and I’m about to hand her a tissue when Landon beats me to it, offering her an embroidered silk handkerchief. I scoff to myself. Imagine being the type of person who is too good for regular tissues. Hankies are off-putting and unsanitary. There’s a reason why they fell out of favor. I bet even his toilet paper is monogrammed. Jerk.
I conceal my irritation with a bright smile and snuggle closer to Landon. I trace circles on his arms and feel him stiffen and then slowly relax as he grows accustomed to the touch. His mother’s eyes twinkle and I get the sense that she’s already planning an entire wedding in her head.
“This is truly such a blessing. I never thought Landon would bring another girl home. I imagined that he would be alone and have to settle down with his laptop,” she jokes. 
She smiles amiably at me and I smile back, finding her overall demeanor infectious.
“Landon, I demand to know where you met this stunning woman. Look, doesn’t she have the loveliest green eyes you’ve ever seen?” his mother coos. 
I feel the heat rise to my face at the idea of being fawned over. I look at Landon and see him struggle to come up with a backstory. I put my hand on his bicep and take note of how muscly they are. 
“Oh, we met in the cutest little café last December!” I jump in quickly. “Landon spilled his coffee all over me. After that, it was history. It’s been official since January,” I reply. 
His shoulders sink with relief.
“But Landon, we were in New Jersey last December. We had to plan the Nutcracker ball,” she says, her brow wrinkling in confusion. 
I bite my lip, realizing how blatantly unprepared I was for this conversation.
“Well, remember how I had to leave early for urgent business? It was during that time — I was grabbing coffee for the entire meeting. I know Samantha usually does it, but she wasn’t feeling well, so I offered. And thank goodness she didn’t do it, otherwise I would have missed out on meeting the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.” He squeezes my shoulder and smiles at me with gratitude.
“Since then, we’ve been practically inseparable. He’s just been waiting for the right time to introduce us.” I give what I hope is a convincing grin.
“Oh, this is so exciting! I can’t wait to tell your brothers and sister!” She pats my knee and continues. “Tell me, how did you manage to sway him? He doesn’t give you a lot of trouble, does he? If he ever does, just let me know and I’ll swat him for you!”
Eleanor throws her head back and laughs, and I can’t help but join her.
Landon grunts next to me and I stifle my laughter.
“Thanks, Eleanor. I can handle him for now, but if I ever need help, I’ll know who to call.” I wink at her and grin.
The rest of the ride went on with ease. Eleanor entertained me with tales of Landon as a child. I could feel him getting more and more embarrassed as time went on, but he never said a word against it.
[image: image-placeholder]The limo pulls up in front of an enormous building. There are a ton of paparazzi standing outside and shouting names of people as they walk in. For the first time, I’m wondering where on earth this man has brought me. 
Eleanor exits the car and cameras flash instantly. Landon pulls me in close as we exit the limo and up close, I map out the small details of his face, like the small scar crossing his eyebrow and the sweet dimple on his right cheek. I see the flash of a camera in the midst of my admiration and blink dazedly.
As we make our way inside the hotel, his hand stays on the small of my back, guiding me where we need to go. Once inside, that all changes. Landon grabs my arm and pulls me to the side, and the sudden change in balance almost makes me trip. I look at him with murder written on my face.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” I snap at him.
“The press has exclusive rights to our event for the night. So, smile and look pretty for the camera. There may be a few of our business investors here. I will introduce you to them to make our relationship more believable. Go along with what I say and there shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll try to answer any questions that arise so you won’t embarrass us. Hopefully, we can get away with just being seen and not spoken to.”
“Are you going to tell me what to order too?” I ask with contempt.
“Oh, you can’t do that yourself?” he spits back, and I’m annoyed that someone as rich and handsome as him can also be full of quick-witted vitriol when the moment calls for it. The world really isn’t fair. I sigh and push his hand off me.
“Forget it,” I say as I walk toward the ballroom doorway.
“Wait!” Landon says, and for some stupid reason I think he’s going to apologize to me. “I’ll get the door for you.”
I roll my eyes, but let him get the door for me, since it’s probably part of his act for the cameras. He grips the door handle with one hand and holds the other out to me. I take it limply. He squeezes it then moves his arm around my waist.
“Let me know if I make you uncomfortable,” he whispers into my ear, giving my waist a small squeeze.
Shivers shoot down my spine and I take a small breath. His hand on my waist is by no means uncomfortable. As much as I’d love to tell him to stick it where the sun don’t shine, this is my job, and I’m a professional. I will treat him just like I treat every other client.
A gust of warm air brushes against my bare shoulders as we walk toward the lingering crowd on the balcony. From up here, the lights of the city twinkle all around us, only blocked on one side by the hotel towering above us. Tiny lanterns emitting a soft glow are strung up sporadically between stone pillars and the wall of the hotel. The scene is breathtaking, and for the first time tonight, I’m glad that I’m here. I spot Eleanor mingling with other women by one side of the balcony, their giggles loud enough to make the men standing behind them annoyed enough to shoot looks, but not enough to say anything. I shake my head and smile.
Landon links his arm in mine and starts walking me around, talking to various business partners. So much for being seen and not spoken to. He’s initiating a majority of the conversations here. Before I know it, half the night has passed by with me glued to Landon’s side, delicately laughing at pompous rich assholes and listening to business dealings. We make our way to a pair of men standing together, one much older than the other.
“He’s a very important investor of mine, so do your best not to embarrass me,” Landon whispers in my ear.
“Seriously? Have I embarrassed you at all tonight? Given the amount of time we’ve spent together, I bet we’ve made a perfect couple.” I spit back, annoyed.
Amusement dances in his eyes as we make our way to the pair in front of us. The older man looks to be well into his sixties. He fumbles with the flask in his hand as he laughs at what the younger man says. He eyes me as Landon shakes his hand.
“Well, who’s this gorgeous gal?” he asks, looking me up and down. I shiver in discomfort, which he must mistake for excitement because it seems to encourage him. He bares his unnaturally white teeth at me in a wide grin that contrasts with his pale golden complexion. His thinning white hair is gelled back in what I think is supposed to be a pompadour. I get the sense that he was once very attractive and hasn’t yet realized that his looks are fading.
“Albert, this is my girlfriend, Hailey,” Landon replies, with not even the slightest bit of hesitation. “Hailey, this is one of our most esteemed investors, Albert Forrester.”
I offer him my hand and Albert shakes it with enthusiasm. I smile demurely.
“Landon Gould has a girlfriend?” Albert’s eyebrows shoot up in shock, which seems to be a common theme for the evening. 
You’d think the guy was a forty-year-old virgin the way people are acting. “Well, I never thought I would see the day. How did you two meet? A bar? Through a business partner? Don’t tell me a book club.”
I laugh as Landon clears his throat.
“Albert,” he says in a low voice, clearly getting uncomfortable over the fuss.
Albert laughs and pockets his flask.
“Alright, alright. I’ll stop. What would you like to drink, Hailey? I recommend something strong, since you have to put up with this guy all night.” He winks at me mischievously.
“Wine is fine,” I smile at him cooly. 
It’s no wonder the affluent live on botox. If I keep smiling like this, I’ll end up with lines deeper than the Grand Canyon.
I see a few couples dance out onto the floor, soft jazz music emanating through the air. I keep getting this nagging feeling that something is wrong. Even though I am at a fancy gala like what was originally agreed upon, the details of it are nothing like what was described in the email. 
Landon takes my hand and I look at him in surprise.
“Fancy a dance?” he asks, his eyes boring into mine with intensity.
I nod as he takes control and twirls me around before drawing me in close and wrapping his arms around my waist. My breath hitches as his hand glides down my back.
“I told you. Touching costs extra,” I say in a panic.
“I thought kissing costs extra. Which is it?” he whispers in my ear, amused. The feeling of his lips so near my skin gives me goosebumps in the best way.
I stare into his eyes and take the lead in our dance.
“With you, I think touching needs to cost triple, Mr. Gould. You can’t seem to keep your hands to yourself even for a minute,” I tease.
“Add it to my tab and let me know later. I’d rather touch you all night than let this moment go to waste.” Mischief glistens in his eyes and a small smile plays on his lips. My heart beats a little faster at his admission.
“So, what's the grand total for tonight then? Last-minute girlfriend and being way too handsy for your own good. Do you remember the original amount we agreed to or do I need to remind you?” I ask while he sways us to the beat. 
My gut is telling me that I got into the wrong limo, and I need to know if I’m right.
“I think you need to jog my memory,” he murmurs softly.
I stop abruptly, almost tripping him up. The man I was supposed to meet fought with me for almost an hour about the price. This is not him.
“Why do I get a feeling you’re not the guy I was supposed to meet tonight?” I say in a low tone.
“Took you long enough, Ms. Dunn. I thought this charade would go on till midnight.” He looks me over before he continues, “How about I double the price that man was supposed to pay you?”
I narrow my eyes at him in suspicion.
“Double?” I ask.
“Look, it’s obvious we can’t cause a scene here right now. So how about I double what he paid so that it’s worth your while,” he says.
The offer sounds tempting, but after spending most of the night with him, I know he’s a pro when it comes to making deals. 
“What’s the catch?” I ask, doing my due diligence.
He smirks as he pulls me closer. He drops his hands down to my waist and puts his lips on the back of my neck, causing the hair on my neck to stand from the closeness. He moves his lips against my ear and whispers.
“Become my fiancée.”




Chapter Three 

Hailey


I pull away from him in surprise. 
“I’m sorry, can you repeat that for me?” I ask. 
I’m pretty sure I’m hallucinating right now. I pinch myself on the hand before I remember that pinching is for dreams.
“Be. My. Fiancée,” he repeats emphatically.
I look at him again to see if he’s joking, but there isn’t an ounce of jest in it. He’s serious about this. I’m shaken with disbelief. Is this man insane?
“I’m sorry, Mr. Gould, but I just cannot accept that. This was already a mistake that shouldn’t have happened— that other man is probably tarnishing my reputation as we speak. In fact, I’ve got to go do damage control,” I say as I turn away. 
Landon grabs my arm, not hard, but still firm enough to let me know that I’m not going anywhere.
“You can’t leave tonight. You’re already my girlfriend in the eyes of my mother. At least play the part before we call it a night and I promise you, I will pay you as much as you want.” He waltzes with me to the music.
I scoff at the audacity.
“I don’t need your money!” I exclaim.
“Is that why you go on dates with men for money?” he shoots at me, and I sigh.
“Fine. I’ll pretend to be your girlfriend for the rest of the night. After that, we are going our separate ways!”
“Deal,” he says as he twirls me.
We dance for a few moments more, right up until a man comes up and whispers something into Landon’s ear. Landon immediately lets go of me, causing me to stumble. Luckily, I catch myself in time. Even though I know he can’t see me, I stare daggers into his back, hoping maybe they’ll materialize from my sheer willpower.
It shocks me how he alone has made me feel completely out of sorts all evening, especially considering how men almost never manage to get under my skin. Despite the way he plays my frayed nerves like an expert cellist, he does intrigue me. He almost makes me want to see how far this escapade will go. Almost.
He makes his way to the grandstand set up near the balcony doors. Landon exudes confidence, there’s no doubt about it. He could make any woman fall to her knees, which makes me wonder— why does he need someone to pretend to be his fiancée? That’s the question I’m asking myself, the red flag that’s waving high in the sky. I spot Eleanor standing near the front of the grandstand, and she beckons me to her. I smile and make my way over to her. 
Landon clears his throat. 
“Today, we gather here to celebrate a long-overdue success—something we’ve been waiting to see come to fruition for a good while. Today, we celebrate the opening of Gould Holdings, Tech Division, located right here in the heart of San Francisco.” The crowd cheers, and I glance around at the crowd. Who the hell is this guy?
He looks out into the crowd and his eyes find mine. My back straightens, and I meet his gaze, keeping eye contact. After a moment, he blinks and looks back out into the crowd. Hailey: one. Landon: zero.
“Truly, it’s all of you we have to celebrate. This couldn’t have been remotely possible without the hard work of all our staff and the generous gifts from our investors. I would also like to take a moment to thank a woman who has been behind the scenes of the business, but certainly not behind the scenes in my heart.”
My heart sinks to my stomach as Landon raises a glass of champagne and continues.
“This woman has stood behind me and been there to support me throughout this whole endeavor. Today, I am ready to share her with the rest of you.” His gaze once again meets mine, and I’m suddenly riddled with anxiety. 
He’s going to call me on stage and introduce me as his girlfriend. I can’t let this happen— that would rope me into at least a dozen more moments with him when I absolutely do not want even one. 
“Excuse me,” I say to Eleanor, and go to make my way around her and through the crowd. A giant spotlight illuminating my position stops me dead in my tracks. I halt, suddenly faced with at least a hundred eyes on me.
“Darling, will you please come on stage?” he asks. 
I can feel the moisture gathering under my arms. This is not going well for me. I give my best ‘I totally want to be here’ grin and slowly make my way onto the grandstand. I turn to the crowd and give my best princess wave.
“Hailey Marie Dunn,” he starts, and I crinkle my nose. 
Did he really just make up a middle name for me? 
“I know we have only known each other for a short time, and I know that you wanted to wait to tell people, but I just can’t wait anymore.”
Landon turns to address the crowd and I take a deep breath to try to prevent myself from projectile vomiting tonight's wine all over them.
“Hailey and I are getting married. She is, officially, my fiancée.” Landon smiles at the crowd and then turns it to me. What other people probably see as joy on his face, I can only see as sinister. It’s the smile of someone who will do anything to get what he wants.
Eleanor squeals, runs up on stage, and gathers us into a joint hug.
“Oh, I thought something seemed off in the limo, but I never imagined this. I’m so excited to welcome you into the family, Hailey!” she says.
“Um, excuse me,” I mumble. 
I hurry off the stage and into the hallway. I spot the nearest plant and immediately vomit into it. I can only pray the god of plants will forgive me.
“Hailey?” Landon says, walking up behind me.
“Oh, god, go away!” I say, spitting what’s left of the stomach acid into the plant.
“Are you all right?” he asks.
“Am I all right?” I stand up suddenly, almost knocking him over. “Is that a fucking joke?! You just told everyone out there that I’m your fiancée, despite the fact that I told you no! What is wrong with you?”
He smirks at me and this infuriates me even more. I shove him with all my might. He barely moves.
“Why on earth would you do that?” I ask, shaking with anger.
“Honestly, Ms. Dunn?” he asks, leaning up against the wall. 
I raise my eyebrows in response. 
“The truth is, I knew I had to make you mine from the moment I saw you.”




Chapter Four 

Hailey


As luck would have it, the event ended not long after Landon’s speech. I spent the rest of the event hiding out in the bathroom, pretending I was sick and had too much wine. This wasn’t too far off base—I was absolutely nauseous over the events that had just occurred. Landon sent Eleanor to fetch me from the restroom, where she doted on me and made me promise her a lunch that I knew I would never go to. 
I step out of the bathroom into the hallway where Landon has been waiting for me.
“Ready to go, darling?” he says as he smiles at me. 
The truth is, Landon is good looking. Scratch that. The man is downright gorgeous. His brows hang low, drawing even more attention to his eyes. Despite being blue, they’re deep and dark the way the ocean is when you swim well below the surface. His chiseled jawline is covered by the stubble of someone that has to shave often. His tall frame is well-complemented by his muscles. It’s clear he works out, but not too much. All of this just makes me angrier at everything that’s happened. At least if he was unattractive, it would make sense why he needed a fake fiancée.
I attempt a smile, but from the look on Landon’s face I can tell that it’s come out as more of a grimace.
“I’m ready,” I say. 
He offers his elbow to me and I slip my arm through. We walk out of the building doors and the cool night air is soothing. It doesn’t get too cold in California, and the evenings are usually a lovely sixty degrees. I take a deep breath as we turn the corner to the building’s parking garage.
“No limo?” I arch an eyebrow.
“I had someone bring my car over. The limo is taking my mother and her friends somewhere else.”
On that note, I remove my arm from his elbow. He gives me a quizzical look.
“Now that we’re out of sight of everyone, I can find my own way home. You don’t need to take me.” The urge to get away from the man is growing by the minute. Landon narrows his eyes at me.
“Don’t be absurd. A bus or taxi would cost too much. A car ride with me is free. Besides, you haven’t even been paid yet.”
He continues walking into the parking garage and I sigh as I realize that he’s right. I definitely can’t miss out on tonight’s pay—I have next semester's tuition due soon. I groan and trot after him.
Landon takes a key out of his pocket and presses a button. A car chirps from the corner of the parking garage. He starts walking toward it and I hesitate for a moment. Should I really be following a man that I’ve just met into a dark corner in a parking garage? He could be a psycho for all I know. Wait, he is a psycho! He just announced to the world that I’m his fiancée.
He turns back to look at me.
“Are you coming?” He raises an eyebrow and shoves his hands into his pockets. 
I probably should follow him, because I do need the money. Of course, I would have no use for money if I turn up dead. After a few more seconds I realize that if he was going to kill me, he probably wouldn’t have introduced me to the whole world as his fiancée. I start walking toward him and he turns back around.
We finally arrive at a shiny gray Tesla, the model with the wing doors, of course. I’m kind of surprised he owns an electric car, and not a Lamborghini or a Rolls Royce, or some other snooty rich people car. But since he owns a Tech company, maybe I shouldn’t be that surprised. He opens the passenger door for me and I slide in, fastening my seat belt immediately.
When he closes the door, I lean my head against the window, contemplating my evening. I went from being just a date for hire to a girlfriend and then a fiancée all in one night. I could feel irritation creeping into my skin the more that I thought about it. The driver’s door opened and Landon slid in gracefully.  He adjusts the rear-view mirror and takes off his watch. He takes off his coat, unbuckles his cuffs, and pulls up his sleeves. I roll my eyes at how much of a diva he is and continue to stare out the window.
“So, where do you live?” he asks as the engine purrs to life.
“Up the street from hell,” I retort.
“Alright, be that way. I can stay here all night. I don’t have anywhere else to be.” He shrugs and reaches for the key.
“The apartments near USF,” I mutter with the heaviest sigh I can muster. 
I want him to know exactly how miserable I am.
He backs the car out of the parking spot and leaves the parking garage. I’m surprised and grateful to discover that he’s a calm driver. My stomach is still turning a little from earlier. I feel Landon’s eyes on me as we stop at a red light.
“Um, could you not put your face on the window? You’re going to leave smudges,” he says with a hint of annoyance.
“Oh, you don’t like that?” I ask, then move my forehead up and down the window. 
I turn to look at him. If looks could kill, I would be six feet under at this very moment.
“I’m sorry, is messing with other people’s property a game to you?” It brings me joy that I’ve gotten under his skin. 
I smirk and he rolls his eyes as the light turns green.
“Oh, my bad, I didn’t realize that you’re incapable of cleaning windows.” I roll my eyes and go to lay my head back against the window.
“Wha Seriously? You’re putting your head back on the window? What’s wrong with you?” he says with a hint of indignation. 
I whirl on him, slightly losing it.
“I’m sorry, did the man who just announced to the world that a non-consenting party is his fiancée just ask what’s wrong with me?” I scoff and he sighs.
“Right, that’s fair.” His fingers tap lightly on his thigh as he continues driving, one hand on the wheel. 
We both go quiet. I don’t put my head back on the window, instead deciding that I’m owed some answers.
“So, why me?” I ask.
“Why you what?” he replies.
“Um, why did you choose me to be your last minute fiancée?” I’m seething.
“Well, it’s not like I planned it. You’re the one who got in the wrong limo,” he says.
“Okay, and a normal person would have been like, ‘Hey, what the hell are you doing in my limo?’ but, no, not Landon Gould. Instead, you’re like, ‘Hey, mom, this is my girlfriend. Hey world, this is my fiancée even though she said no!’” I lower my voice a few octaves to mimic him, which he doesn’t seem to appreciate.
“I see you’re upset,” he says.
“Oh, someone call the press! We have a new detective in town.” I roll my eyes at him.
“Hailey — Ms. Dunn, I can assure you that it was not my intention to bring you into the spotlight. It was more of a spur-of-a-moment thing. I got on stage and it just kind of popped out of my mouth. I am really sorry for putting you on the spot.”
I study his profile, trying to figure out what kind of person decides to announce a fiancée in the spur of the moment. I think about asking him when I spot my apartment down the street. It’s not worth pursuing answers for a conversation neither of us are sure to enjoy.
I sigh and drop the issue.
“It’s this building.” I gesture right as we come up on it. Landon executes the smoothest parallel parking maneuver I’ve ever witnessed, and I have to stop myself from responding in awe. I take a moment to collect myself as the engine dies. 
“Right. So, as fun as this wasn’t, we’re done here. I will not pretend to be your fiancée for another second. I want my pay and then I want to never see you again,” I say as calmly as I can.
“Cash or check?” He asks.
“Um, check?” I ask. I don’t know what kind of cash he keeps on him, but I’m not walking into my apartment building with any amount of money in my hand. It’s not that I live in a bad area, but I wouldn’t go waving money around anywhere in this part of San Francisco.
He whips out a checkbook and pen, quickly filling out the check. He passes it to me and nods.
“Thank you, Ms. Dunn. I appreciate your services,” he says. 
I mockingly wretch and step out of the Tesla. I head inside as quickly as I can, clutching the folded-up check in my hand. 
Once in my building, I turn around and see that Landon is just now pulling off. He waited for me to get inside. That would be sweet if he wasn’t so weird.
I take the stairs up to my eighth-floor apartment, since the elevator is permanently out of order. I sigh and close the door behind me. Then, I drag myself to the small table and sit down, massaging my feet as I remove each heel. I strip off my dress, and grab my pajamas from the other dining chair. After getting comfortable and settled I drag myself to the couch. The events of the day run wild in my mind, like a never-ending Ferris wheel ride. I close my eyes and Landon’s stormy eyes make their way into my mind. My eyes pop open at the thought of him, and that’s when I remember the check. I go and grab it, hoping I’ll be able to electronically deposit it tonight and receive the funds by tomorrow.
I unfold the check and read it. My jaw drops open and I let it fall to the floor in shock.
He’s paid me ten thousand dollars. 
Who is this man? I decide that I must find out.
I open my laptop and sit back. As soon as I reach Google, I slowly type in his name.
There’s already a news article from tonight. It’s complete with a picture of the two of us on stage. Oh god, I think I’m going to vomit.
I click on the article and read through.
Esteemed finance-industry billionaire famous for taking over late father’s company has announced a new business venture and engagement on the same night.
He’s a billionaire. Because of course he is.
The last thing I need is some rich guy hanging around, trying to pay for everything. What I really don’t want is to feel indebted to someone financially.
I shut my laptop and lay down on my couch, letting out a groan.
This just keeps getting worse.




Chapter Five

Landon


The drive back to my apartment is long and agonizing. I’m plagued with thoughts of Hailey—her long red hair falling in loose curls down her back. The way her long emerald green gown sat against her creamy skin and accentuated every last curve on her body. 
Thinking about her in this way makes me want to turn right back around and knock on her door so I can ravish her all night. Her eyes are the most mesmerizing shade of green, reminiscent of the jungle—inviting yet dangerous. The minute she sat in my car, I knew I had to have her. No ifs, ands, or buts. But, I didn’t realize exactly how hard it would be to keep my hands to myself when she was around. She was professional about her work. Not batting an eye to anyone who wasn’t deemed important by me, smiling at the right time, and saying the right things. It was as if she was sent from God Himself to me, a gift for good behavior. Smart, determined, and beautiful. Oh, so beautiful. Her beauty was almost sinful, her curves the embodiment of lust itself.
I park the car in the garage of my building and head up to my penthouse. I have to know more about her. How did she become an escort? Correction “date-for-hire.” I can hear her voice saying, “If you’re going to give my profession a name, you could say I’m a “date-for-hire.” A smile forms at the corners of my lips. I have to admire her sense of self-respect. A lot of women would resort to just having sex for money in a job like that, but she sticks to her guns. She has a strong sense of morality.
I reach my penthouse and head in. I pour myself a glass of whiskey before stepping to the window, admiring the view before me. The city lights twinkle all around me, coming to an end far in the distance. I step away and sit on the couch in front of my laptop.
I’ll try Facebook first, I suppose.
I gently type ‘Hailey Dunn’ into the search bar, as if being nice to the keyboard will render more results.
I spot her right away, fourth from the top. The picture is of her and another, less attractive woman with similar features, probably a sister or a cousin. I click on her profile, which is private, but still useful to glean some information from.
She’s studying law at USF. She used to work at a restaurant called Maple’s. I can’t see any of her posts, though, and hardly any of her pictures. Most of them are old, from when she was young. I’m sure they’re great, but they’re not what I’m looking for.
Actually, I don’t know what I’m looking for.
I take a sip of whiskey and open Google. I type Hailey Dunn in the search bar and the results are futile. There are too many Hailey Dunns for me to possibly wade through them all to find any useful information. I try again, typing in her name and USF. Nothing again, although I should have guessed.
I sigh, admitting defeat. I tried to do it myself, but this requires an expert. I pick up my phone and dial a number I know by heart.
“Good evening, Mr. Gould. What can I do for you?” He picks up almost immediately.
“You know that woman I was with tonight? Hailey Dunn?” I reply. 
Bruce is the only man that I trust with everything. I trust him even over my own brothers. He has an unimaginable amount of resources and knowledge.
“You mean your fiancée?” he asks, putting emphasis on the word. I explained the situation to him earlier.
“I want to know everything I can about her. Family, friends, birthday, anything you can find.”
“Understood,” he says, and then the line goes dead.
I sit back on the couch and get lost in my thoughts.
[image: image-placeholder]I awaken the next morning to my cellphone ringing. I must have fallen asleep on the couch. I smack my lips—the whiskey has left a bad taste in my mouth. 
I pick up my cellphone and glance at the name. 
“Bruce? What have you got for me?” I ask groggily.
“Hailey Marilyn Dunn was born to Rebecca and Steven Dunn on December twelfth. She’s twenty-five years old and in her final year of law school at the University of San Francisco. Her younger sister, Emma Dunn, studies English Literature at Stanford. Her mother has stage two leukemia and is in an experimental cancer study at the Oncology Institute. Her father passed away serving in the military when she was seventeen. She’s never been arrested, seems like a good kid,” Bruce says. 
I like the way he’s always quick and to the point. There’s never any fuss with Bruce.
I mull over everything that I’ve learned. It’s possible that escorting is what she uses to pay her mother’s hospital bills. That would explain why she’s desperate for the money. I pause and think for a moment.
“Bruce, call Barry and have him make a donation to the Oncology Institute, insisting that a large portion goes to the treatment of Rebecca Dunn? Make sure he puts the company name on it,” I direct him. 
Bruce grunts and hangs up the phone. I chuckle to myself at his mannerisms. They say that a man of few words is one of many thoughts. Maybe that’s what it is in Bruce’s case.
My thoughts return to Hailey. It seems that we will be seeing each other again very soon, Ms. Dunn.




Chapter Six

Hailey


“‘Behind every great fortune, lies a great crime.’ These are the well-known words of famed french novelist, Honoré de Balzac, and this is your essay topic for the next class. I want you to explain what you think it means, and whether you agree or disagree. Make it interesting, because it’s worth ten percent of your grade. Class dismissed.” The professor waves us out. I pack up my laptop and head into the corridor. 
I exit the law building and take a breath of the sunny San Francisco air. It’s Wednesday, which means that I’m visiting my mother today. I sit outside the bus stop and wait for the 309. When the bus finally shows up, I step on and put some change in the box. I take a seat and get comfortable. It’s a long journey from here to the Oncology Institute.
[image: image-placeholder]“Miss? This is your stop.” The bus driver says, and I wake up from my short snooze. The bus drivers know me by this point, from the sheer amount of times that I’ve been riding to and from the Oncology Institute. If I knew them outside of their work, I might even call some of them friends from how often we talk.  
I rub my eyes and grab my bag. I thank the driver as I step off the bus. The afternoon sunshine dances across my face.
I trudge up the hill from the bus stop towards the institute. I stop at the parking lot and stare up at the windowed building. It’s almost intimidating with the way it blocks out the sun. The tall, looming exterior conceals its actual purpose: to fill many people’s lives with hope.
I make my way across the parking lot and into the huge glass doors. The woman behind reception smiles at me; everyone's face is a familiar one here.
“Good afternoon, Hailey!” She says. 
I walk up to the desk and smile. 
“Hi there! Can you sign me into the visitor’s log for floor five?” I ask.
She gives me a puzzled smile.
“Oh, your mother isn’t on floor five anymore. I thought you knew.”
Immediate panic sets in. Floor five is for patients who are stable; who are making headway in their treatment. If she’s been moved, that means she’s taken a turn for the worse.
“Where have they moved her?” I can hear my voice tremble. The nurse blinks quickly.
“Oh no, no, no. I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you. She’s on floor twelve—she’s been moved to the donor wing.”
“The donor wing? We can’t afford that,” I mumble, still recovering from my initial panic. The receptionist scribbles something on a sticky note and hands it to me.
“All the bills have been covered; the door code and her room number are on the note.” 
She smiles as I stare at her in disbelief, almost trancelike. I finally make the short walk to the elevator and get in.
I look at the elevator panel for a few seconds and finally press the number twelve. 
“Going up,” the robotic voice says.
I take this moment to contemplate what I’ve just learned. My mother’s been moved to the donor floor. I should be rejoicing. That means even better treatment and more attentiveness from staff. But how is this possible? It must cost millions to get moved to the donor floor.
“Floor twelve,” the elevator announces as the doors slide open.
The upgrade from floor five is immediately noticeable. Instead of stark, sterile white everywhere, there are wood accents of a dark colored oak. I type in the door code and enter the lobby. The reception desk is nicer, and the lighting is softer than anywhere else in the center.
“Hi there. Is there something I can help you with?” The receptionist asks, a sweet smile spreading over her face.
“I’m just here to see my mom—she’s apparently been moved up here? Her name is Rebecca Dunn. I’m Hailey Dunn.”
“Right, she just got moved up here today. She’s in room 1206. I’ll have them send a refreshment cart there while you visit. Are there any special requests? We can do Voss, Perrier, or Icelandic spring water?”
“Um, I guess the spring water would be fine?” I mumble. 
She nods and starts typing furiously into her computer.
I make my way down the hallway to the left, which has the first twelve rooms on the floor. As I walk down the corridor, I sneak peeks at the names on the doors in the halls. They’re recognizable names—politicians, celebrities, and other people of that ilk.
I stop outside of room 1206. The nameplate on the door reads Rebecca Dunn.
I push the door open and step inside. My mother is watching the home improvement channel, which has always been her favorite. She sees me and sits up, grinning from ear to ear.
“Hay Bales! Can you believe this room they’ve moved me to? It’s so swanky! A nurse comes in every thirty minutes to bring me this fancy water.” She waves a bottle of Icelandic at me and I can’t help but grin.
“Hey mom. I’m glad that you like it.” I go and sit next to her bed. 
The chair is plush and comfortable, not at all like the ones on floor five.
“Knock knock!” An orderly rolls in a cart of refreshments. And not the pre-packaged, vending machine kind of refreshments.
An enormous spread lies before us on the cart. Included are an entire bunch of grapes, a bowl of olives, and those tiny sandwiches that fancy people eat with their tea. Two carafes—one labeled tea, and one labeled coffee—sit next to six more bottles of Icelandic water. My jaw drops open.
“Oh, this is so much!” I say to the orderly.
“It’s all right, whatever doesn’t get eaten gets recycled or composted. We don’t like waste around here,” he says before slipping out the door.
“Recycled?! You might as well take this all home. I know groceries are costing a fortune these days! Hand me one of those sandwiches,” my mom says, pointing.
“Are you sure that won’t make you sick, mom?” I ask as I walk over to the cart.
“No, no! I haven’t eaten much today.” 
I grab a bottle of water and hand her a sandwich. I grab a handful of grapes, then sit back down.
“So, tell me, how did you swing this set-up?” my mom asks before taking a nibble of her sandwich. I pop a grape into my mouth and relish the flavor. I haven’t eaten since breakfast.
“I don’t know how it happened, mom. It’s the donor's wing,” I say. 
I would never say it to her, but I’m extremely worried that this might be some sort of mistake. I’m just waiting for an orderly to come through the door and announce that they are taking her back to floor five.
“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. Tell me about your day.” She takes a small sip of water. 
She’s so frail compared to how she used to be. When she first started treatment, she was doing chemotherapy. One of the side effects that hit her bad was nausea, and she could hardly ever keep anything down. She lost so much weight. 
I’m in the middle of telling her about my day when an orderly brings in a bouquet of lilies and sets them on the window sill.
“Oh, who are those from?” my mom asks. 
She loves attention, and being doted on. She especially loves flowers.
“Donor gift.” The orderly beams. “Is there anything I can do for you Mrs. Dunn? Anything I can get to make you more comfortable?”
My mom shakes her head and the orderly leaves. I walk over to the flowers and finger the petals. My finger hits the edge of a card. It’s plain white with a gold leaf on the center. I flip it over and my blood runs cold.
This donation has been provided by Gould Holdings, Tech Division.
I immediately let go of the card as if it’s burned me.
“So, who’s it from?” My mom asks, her eyes filled with intrigue.
“Um, just some tech company. Must have been a random donation.” I clear my throat. 
My mom gives me a look of doubt, but I know she doesn’t have the energy to argue. I go and curl up on the chair next to her.
“Come on, mom. Let’s watch The Notebook again,” I say as I grab the remote and settle in.
[image: image-placeholder]My mom fell asleep halfway through our second movie, and I don’t like to stick around when she’s not awake. It feels intrusive. 
I slowly exit the elevator, lost in my thoughts. How did he find out that my mom was here? I’m actually a bit creeped out by the whole situation now. He seems to be stalking me.
“Ms. Dunn!” the receptionist calls out right as I’m about to exit the glass doors.
“Yes? Is there a problem?” I say as I turn around.
“No, not a problem. But, we have your check,” she says and beckons me forward.
“My check?” 
“Yes. You gave us the payment for the next round of treatment yesterday. Since she’s been moved to the donor wing and all her expenses have been covered, you’re being reimbursed for your payment.” She holds out the check and I stare at it for a moment too long. 
I take it out of her hand carefully, as if it will bite me.
“Right. Thank you. Have a good evening,” I say and I turn around. I walk quickly out the glass doors before I lose my breath and have to stop. I lean over and rest my hands on my knees, taking in deep, heavy breaths. This is insane. A billionaire is stalking me and paying my mother’s medical bills. Is this how he will blackmail me? Threaten to take away my mother’s treatment if I don’t pretend to be his fiancée?
Realization dawns on me. Even if he was planning to blackmail me, it doesn’t matter. He’s given me the ultimate gift—completely free treatment for my mother. I owe him.
Oh, how I hate owing him.




Chapter Seven

Landon


There’s a knock on my office door. 
“You’re welcome to enter,” I call out, straightening my tie. 
Hailey Dunn walks into the room, looking positively stunning. Her long chestnut hair is tied up in a high ponytail that bounces with every step. Her face is bare, and her green eyes are glittering with anger. What is it about angry women that is so incredibly attractive? They’ve gotten me in trouble more times than I can count.
“Let’s get to the point. How did you find out about my mother?” she asks.
“Hello to you as well, Ms. Dunn. You look stunning,” I chime back. 
My compliment makes her self conscious, and she twirls a strand of hair around her finger. She shakes her head and makes a quick recovery.
“Don’t avoid the question. How did you find out about my mother? Who the hell do you think you are?” 
With every statement, she gets a little closer, until she’s so close that I could touch her by simply putting my hand out. Her smooth cheeks are littered with freckles, something I couldn’t see through her makeup the other evening. They add to her charm, giving her a girl next door vibe.
“I had to find out about my fiancée. She left yesterday without any promise of meeting me again.” I smirk, if only to irk her more. 
It seems to work, because her eyes flicker slightly.
“Look, I don’t know why you’re doing this, and I’m pretty sure it’s for your own selfish reasons, but I can’t accept it. I’ll be paying you back as soon as I start earning my lawyer wages.” She licks her lips nervously, and all I can think about is her tongue running over my body.
“As kind as that is, the money didn’t come from me. It was a generous donation from Gould Holdings, Tech Division,” I reply cooly.
“You’re kidding,” she says as her eyes bulge out of their sockets. 
It’s not a very appealing look.
“Afraid not. There’s really only one thing that I want from you, Ms. Dunn, and that’s for you to be my fiancée.” I stand up and walk around my desk so that I’m standing next to her. Her heart shaped lips are so tantalizingly pink. If only I could just taste them.
She shakes her head and looks me directly in the eyes, which is something that I admire. A lot of people don’t make eye contact with me.
“I can’t do that. I’m sorry,” she says.
“Why not?” I say as my frustration seeps through. “Do you want more money? Because I can do that.”
“I don’t want your money!” she shouts suddenly.
“Well, what do you want?” I say, leaning down closer to her.
“I want you to leave me the hell alone!” she says as she shoves her hands against me. 
It doesn’t do anything. “You can have any woman you want. You probably have thousands of them lined up to be with you. Get with one of them. I’m certain there’s someone out there who would love to be your actual fiancée.”
She turns to leave, but I grab her arm and tug her back. Not enough to hurt her, just enough to get her attention.
“I don’t want them. I want you,” I say, my voice low.
“I’m not a thing you can have, Mr. Gould!” She pulls her arm out of my grasp.
“Don’t flatter yourself!” I scoff. “I want you as a professional. As it would seem, my mother adores you, which rarely ever happens. She’s been after me to settle down for a while now, and the other night was the first time in a while I could breathe without her badgering me to settle down.”
“So, you want me to play the part? The doting girlfriend?”
“Fianceé,” I correct. “I’ll throw your tuition in as well if that makes it worth your while.”
I can see the cogs turning in her head, considering what I’ve just said. I lick my lips in anticipation, eager for her to agree.
“And I just have to act like I’m in love with you in front of your mother?” she asks, her eyes narrowing. I nod.
“In addition to accompanying me to events, galas, that sort of thing. We need to make it seem believable to the press as well. It will only be for a few months and then we can break it off. The story will be that you’ve broken my heart dearly and I can’t even fathom being with anyone again. That will get my mother off my case,” I say.
“You’ve already planned the break-up?” Her eyebrows shoot up. 
I roll my eyes.
“Of course I’ve already planned the break-up! This is a business proposition. You don’t start writing a book without knowing the ending, do you?” I ask.
“I don’t know! Do I look like a writer to you?” She throws her hands up in the air and throws herself down in one of the guest chairs. 
The legs bow from the force.
“Be careful! You’re going to break the chair.” 
She looks at me then and gives me a mischievous smile before standing up and throwing herself into the chair again. I grab her by the arm and pull her up. “Seriously? What is wrong with you? Why do you act like you're six years old?”
She sticks her tongue out at me and stalks over to my office window. It has a view of the city, not as good as the view in my penthouse. But, still great.
“If I decide to help you, there would need to be a contract,” she says suddenly.
“I run two billion-dollar businesses. You thought there wouldn’t be a contract?” I scoff and pull out my phone to email my lawyer. “I’ve had my lawyer draw one up. There’s also an NDA that you will need to sign.”
“NDA?” she asks, and I look up at her in surprise. She’s still looking out the window. 
“You don’t know what an NDA is? You’re an escort.”
“I am not an escort, I am a date for hire. And yes, of course, I know what an NDA is. I’m a law student — which I’m sure you already know. I was just surprised is all,” she says, turning to glare at me. 
“It’s a non-disclosure agreement. Signing it will mean that I can’t tell anyone about our arrangement or any of the details,” she confirms when I look at her with suspicion.
She turns back towards the window and seems to mull it over. I grin at her intelligence. 
I wait for a few more uncomfortably silent moments to go on before I open my mouth again.
“So, do we have a deal?” I ask. 
“I don’t think so.” She shakes her head and turns around. 
Anger rolls through me like waves.
“Seriously? Still no? What else do you want?” 
She rolls her eyes and opens her mouth, but I continue before she can speak up. “Look, I’ll even pay your rent. Day to day living expenses.”
She explodes with anger and pushes a chair over.
“You can’t buy me, Landon!” She grabs her purse and storms out of my office.




Chapter Eight

Hailey


“Now, severance is when a count is removed…” 
I take notes furiously on my laptop as my criminal procedure professor drones on. None of this stuff is particularly interesting, but there are a lot of parts of being a lawyer that aren’t interesting.
I’m in the middle of transcribing the meaning of habeas corpus when an email notification pops up on the bottom right of my screen.
I click it and my email pops open.
This is the first late notice for Hailey Dunn. You currently owe…
I slam my laptop closed, forgetting where I am for a moment. A few students turn to look at me.
“Uh, laptop died,” I say, my cheeks heating up. 
They turn around and I put my head in my hands. What am I going to do? I have the reimbursement check from the hospital treatment, but I need that to cover my bills that are coming up.
It’s been impossible for me to find work ever since Landon announced our engagement at his launch event. Apparently, most men don’t want to be seen on a date with the fiancée of an extremely rich and powerful billionaire. Imagine that. Not for the first time, I wonder if his plan was exactly that.
I can’t even focus on my classes anymore. I’ll have to re-watch the lecture later tonight in hopes that I will actually be able to absorb anything.
[image: image-placeholder]“Okay, make sure you study for the exam on Tuesday, folks! There will be an exam prep tomorrow evening at seven in the Werner Auditorium, if you think you’ll need it.”  
I get up and walk out the door past the line of students waiting to talk to the professor. There’s always a group of them, the ones who haven’t figured out that emailing is the way to go yet.
I make my way down the hall and park myself on a bench near the bus stop. I lean back and let my head tip back against the back of the bench. I can’t keep letting my bills pile up, but I’m out of ideas. Despite the fact that I don’t have to pay my mother’s hospital bills anymore, it’s safe to say that I’ve still been living beyond my means. I’ll have to get a roommate to help me with rent. I pay twenty-five hundred a month for a two bedroom, and with being a date for hire, I was able to afford it easily. Actually, I might have to get two roommates and have one of us sleep on the couch. Yikes.
“Penny for your thoughts?” My eyes snap open as a familiar voice gets nearer. I turn towards the sound. Landon.
“Are you stalking me?” I ask. 
He chuckles, and I hate to admit that I actually like his laugh. It’s deep and melodious.
“No. I was just in the neighborhood when I saw you looking miserable on this bench. Want to get some lunch?”
“Um, no offense, but why would I want to get lunch with you?” I ask. 
He opens his mouth to answer when my stomach growls loudly. Traitor.
“Well, I was going to say because I’m extremely handsome and charming. But, now I’m going to say because you’re hungry?” He raises an eyebrow and lifts one corner of his mouth. Damn his roguish good looks.
“I do have food at home,” I lie. 
I haven’t had time to grocery shop. I have a package of lunch meat and an expired bottle of mustard at home.
“Okay, well, how about because I’d like to get to know you a little better?” 
I stare at him for a moment before sighing.
“Fine, whatever. Let’s go.” I say, getting up. At least I won’t starve to death.
[image: image-placeholder]The restaurant that Landon has brought me to is beautiful beyond words. It’s a scenic rooftop garden, complete with twinkling fairy lights and a live band playing soft jazz in the corner. 
Who cares if I can’t pronounce most of the things on the menu? This place is gorgeous.
“Bonjour Monsieur et Mademoiselle. My name is Bastien, and I will be serving you today. Can I interest you in one of our bottles of aged wine today?”
“What is your featured wine this month?” Gabriel asks.
“Excellent question, monsieur. Our specially selected wine this month is a robust 2009 Petrus Merlot with notes of black currant and truffle.”
“Hailey? What do you think?”
I’m frozen as Bastien turns to me. I know absolutely nothing about wine. For all I know, it could be a fancy way of saying ‘we bought this for six bucks at the Booze Barrel.’
“Mademoiselle?” Bastien asks, and I realize that I’ve been quiet for a moment too long.
“Oh, yes, sorry. That sounds quite lovely.”
“Perfect. We will also take some tomatoes a la Provençale, please.”
Bastien nods and walks off.
“So, I don’t even get to order what I want?” I ask. 
Truthfully, I’m just being difficult. The entire menu is in french, and the only thing I recognized is coq au vin.
“Seriously?” He cocks an eyebrow, amused. “You just ordered a six-thousand-dollar wine.”
My jaw drops in shock.
“You’re joking.” I say, praying that he is.
“No, of course not,” he says, shaking his head. 
I lean forward and put my hands on the table.
“Why would you let me order a six-thousand-dollar wine?!” I hiss.
He chuckles and waves me off.
“You can order anything you want. I would never limit you in that way,” he says, and I know that he’s talking about more than just lunch. 
I purposely ignore it, even though it’s actually kind of sweet when I think about it. 
I open the menu and prop it up in front of me like a blockade. I pretend to study the menu, as if I understand any of it.
“Do you need help reading the menu?” Landon asks. 
I put my menu down slowly.
“What makes you think I need help with that?” I ask cooly.
“You chew your lip when you get frustrated,” he says. 
I immediately register my lip between my teeth and release it.
“Have you considered that I’m frustrated because I’m with you?” I retort.
“The thought crossed my mind, but you only do it when you’re looking at the menu,” he smirks. 
He’s called me out. I sigh heavily.
“Fine. I could use some help. What do you usually get?” It’s time I admit defeat. 
“I’m quite partial to the Ris De Veau Meuniere. That’s lamb. Do you like lamb?” he asks.
“I don’t know, I’ve never had it. I’d be willing to try it,” I say. 
He studies me for a moment.
“I think you should try the Carre D’angneau a la Menthe. It’s a rack of lamb in a mint sauce. I think it would be quite palatable for your first lamb dish.” 
“Okay, that sounds nice. I’ll try that. Thank you.” I nod, and he smiles a genuine smile. 
It’s nice, and shows off his teeth, which are perfectly straight and shining white.
Bastien comes back with two wine glasses and the six-thousand-dollar wine I apparently ordered. He pours us both a glass and sets the bottle on the table. He snaps his fingers and the starter is brought out as well. Landon orders our entrées for us and Bastien goes on his way.
“So, how has your day been?” Landon asks, and I’m struck by how awkward the question makes me feel.
“Honestly? Not great,” I say, and take a sip of the wine. 
The flavorful red flows over my tongue, sweet and smooth. It’s the best wine that I’ve ever tasted. “You kind of killed my business.”
Landon blinks in surprise and moves a tomato over to his starter plate.
“How have I done that?” he asks, and then takes a bite. I watch as he savors it. I move a tomato over to my plate.
“You announced that I was engaged to you. Apparently, it would not be wise for most men to be seen out on a date with the fiancée of a renowned billionaire.” I take a bite of the tomato and let out an audible moan. 
It’s amazing. I’ve never had food this amazing.
“Right.” He nods. “That makes sense. Smart men, your clientele seem to be.”
I roll my eyes.
“Whatever. So, why did you ask me here, really?” I ask, taking in another mouthful of delicious tomato.
“I want to get to know you,” he says. 
I give him a skeptical look, and he continues, “I do. I realize that my initial approach may not have been the best.”
“Okay,” I say as I let the idea bounce around my head, “What do you want to know?”
“Everything,” he responds immediately. 
I roll my eyes.
“Could you be more specific?” I ask.
“Well, what’s your favorite color?”
“Seriously? You asked me to lunch because you want to know my favorite color?”
“You’re trying to be difficult, right?” he asks with a hint of annoyance. 
And I am, actually, but I don’t want to admit that to him.
“It’s green,” I finally say.
“Like your eyes.”
“No, lighter than that—You look at my eyes?” I ask suddenly. 
He blinks and continues on like I didn’t say anything.
I’m surprised that he’s noticed me at all, but glad. It’s nice to be noticed by someone. Especially someone like Landon that’s famously hot.
“I know your mom is at the Oncology Institute. What kind of cancer does she have?” he asks.
“She has Ewing's Sarcoma. It’s metastasized in the last year, which is why she’s in experimental treatment. Speaking of, how did you know about that?” I ask, hoping to finally get an answer.
“There was a newspaper article that my head of security found that talked about the experimental treatment. Your mom gave a quote for the Oncology Institute,” he says passively.
I’m about to respond when Bastien comes back with our food. I feel almost overwhelmed by the food in front of me. It smells absolutely incredible.
“Hold that thought. I do have a response, but I want to try this immediately,” I say as I pick up my knife and fork and start carving. I swirl a piece of lamb in the mint sauce and pop it into my mouth. 
“Mmmm,” I say as I close my eyes, savoring the flavor. 
I open my eyes to Landon staring at me with an amused look on his face.
“You enjoy it?” he asks. 
I nod, unable to produce the words to describe exactly how much I enjoy it. “Hmm.”
“Okay, back to it. You had your head of security look into me?” I ask, but I can’t even muster any sternness to put behind it because I’m so absorbed in the flavor of the food.
“Well, as I’ve said before, I had to find out more about my fiancée,” he says, finally taking a bite of his food. It doesn’t look as appetizing as mine, and I’m not going to share.
“Oh right, like I was saying before, you killed my business. Now I can’t make any money, and I have past due bills piling up in my email.” 
Okay, it’s one past due bill. Still, one too many.
Why am I saying all of this? Is it the wine? Is there a truth serum in it?
I glance at the bottle, looking around to see if I can spot anything.
“What are you doing?” he asks.
“Looking for the truth serum. I’m saying way more than I’ve intended to.” He laughs and I look up in surprise.
“If you’re not used to drinking aged wine, it will do that to you. You drink more because it’s a lot smoother,” he says. 
I look at my completely empty wine glass. 
“And, I think I have the solution to your money predicament.”
This sobers me up. I know what’s coming.
“You’re asking me to be your fiancée again.”
“It seems to be the best solution for both of us. You get the money you need, and I get my mom off my back.”
“Did you plan this? Get me drunk so I would agree to your little scheme?” I reach for the bottle of Petrus, but he swipes it out of my reach.
“I think that’s enough for you. And no, I didn’t plan this. I didn’t know you were going to order that wine.” He sets the wine on the table near him. 
“Look, I’m laying it all out on the table. No games, no manipulation. Be my fiancée. I’ll pay for your tuition, bills, whatever needs paying with an additional stipend.”
I sit and stare at him, mulling it over. Truthfully, it does appear to be my only option. No other job will make me as much money as this will. I sigh.
“Fine. I’ll do it.” I say begrudgingly. He smiles, and it seems sincere.
“I’m glad to hear it. We can meet at my office tomorrow at two to sign the contracts.” 
I nod in response and he rolls his eyes. “Alright, I’m taking you home. Someone had a little too much wine.”




Chapter Nine

Landon


There’s a knock on my door a quarter past two. I swing the door open, and Hailey is standing in the hall. Her hair is up in a messy bun, and her normally bright round eyes are marked with dark circles. 
“I hate you,” she says.
“Looks like someone’s a little hungover.” I chuckle as she trudges over to the loveseat in the corner and throws herself across it.
“This is all your fault. I’m never drinking wine with you again,” she says, and I roll my eyes. 
She’s really quite dramatic, but I find that it’s something I like about her. She’s fun to be around, which isn’t something I feel about other people often.
“I’m assuming by your presence that you’re still willing to become my fiancée,” I say. 
I was originally going to have the documents signed right after our little meal, but I didn’t want her to make any big decisions while intoxicated. It didn’t seem right to do it that way.
“Yeah, yeah. It’s my only option, so I’m here,” she says, her eyes closed. 
“Right. I’m going to page my notary before you fall asleep on my sofa.”
She sits up in sudden alarm.
“Wait! Before we sign anything, I want one clause to be added,” she says. I look at her and see the tips of her ears starting to turn pink. 
“There will be no sex.”
“Is that so, Ms.Dunn?” I smile, and go to sit next to her on the sofa. I lean in close next to her ear. 
“I don’t know if you’ll be able to resist me.”
She shudders and then turns to face me. Her lips are so close— I’d only have to move an inch to lay mine on them.
“I don’t think that’ll be an issue, Mr. Gould. Besides, I want this to be professional.” She straightens up and holds out her hand. 
“So, do we have a deal?”
I look at her hand, admiring her slim and elegant fingers. Piano fingers, my mother would call them. I envelope her hand in mine, and am surprised by the softness of her skin. My phone pings and I check it.
“That’s my notary. Let me make sure that he adds that clause before he prints off the paperwork and comes over.” 
I shoot off a message, telling my notary to bring the contracts over. I send another to Bruce, asking him to come witness the signing.
She walks around the office while we wait. She’s uncomfortable, that I can tell. She stops in front of a framed picture behind my desk. It’s of a voluptuous model walking down a runway in a trendy dress.
“I love this dress. It’s so cute,” she says, and I get the feeling that she doesn’t like silence.
“My sister will be glad to hear that. She designed it. It’s from her New York Fashion week debut.
“You have a sister?” she asks.
“Yes. Penelope. You’ll meet her at some point during this charade, I wager,” I say, putting my hand in my pockets and leaning against the desk. 
A few more minutes go by when a knock sounds on my door.
My notary, Ted, walks in, followed by Bruce.
“Hello, hello, hello,” Ted says. 
He’s an older man, and friendly in a grandfatherly way. “You must be Hailey.” 
Hailey nods and shakes his hand. She glances at Bruce from under her lashes, intimidated.
“Nice to meet you, Ms. Dunn. I’m Bruce, Head of Security,” he says, sticking his hand out.
Her eyes narrow immediately.
“Oh, so you’re the one who did all the digging on me?”
Bruce’s expression doesn’t change as he pulls his hand away. 
“Yes. My apologies for any discomfort, Ms. Dunn. Just following orders.” 
“Thank you. I accept your apology.” Hailey nods and smiles at Bruce. 
He gives a small smile back, and I’m in shock. I think it’s the first time I’ve ever seen the man make a facial expression, and I’ve known him for over ten years.
“Let’s get started, shall we?” Ted asks, sitting in one of the chairs near my desk. 
“Now, I brought three copies. One for each of you to read over, and then the one you both will sign. I can give you a copy of the signed one also, if you like, Hailey. I thought it would be easier than me reading everything off to the two of you.”
I nod, and he hands Hailey and me both a copy of the contract, as well as the NDA.
I read over it, making sure Hailey’s ridiculous ‘no sex’ clause was added. I’m interrupted by Hailey muttering ‘what’ under her breath.
“Don’t you think ten grand a month is a bit much?” she asks, whipping her head in my direction.
“Not at all,” I respond, “When you think about your bills, rent, and general living expenses, you’ll do only a little better than breaking even. In fact, do you think you’ll need more?”
I look at Ted and prepare to tell him to make new contracts when Hailey speaks up.
“No, no, that’s fine. That amount is extremely generous. Thank you, Landon.” 
I eye her skeptically, but her expression doesn’t change. We both resume reading.
“Wait, what’s this about you handling all my travel expenses?” she says suddenly. 
This is going to be a long process if we have to stop every minute.
“I don’t want the press finding out about you having to travel by bus or taking a taxi. It’s not a good impression for either of us,” I respond.
At first, she looks as if she’s going to snap at me, and then she thinks better of it.
We get through the rest of the contract without a hitch. After signing both the contract and the NDA, Ted makes copies of both and hands them to Hailey in a folder. Bruce and Ted say their goodbyes and leave.
“So, which bus line would take me closest to my building from here? The 305 doesn’t run by here,” she says, and I’m in shock.
“Were you present for any of that conversation?” I ask.
“Um, yeah, why?” she says. 
I know she isn’t dumb, so I’ll just chalk this up to her being hungover.
“No more public transportation. I’m dropping you off,” I say, grabbing my keys off the desk.
We make our way down to the parking garage in silence. I open the door for her first, then go around the vehicle to get in the driver's seat.
On the way back, she puts her head against the window again. Even though the smudges drive me crazy, she is hungover, so I’ll let it slide. I’ll just have someone scrub the window when I get home.
I pull up outside of her apartment building fifteen minutes later. She’s conked out in the passenger seat.
“Hey,” I say quietly, and shake her shoulder. 
Her eyes pop open in surprise.
“Hmm?” she murmurs. 
“We’re here.” She rubs the sleep from her eyes and looks around.
“Right. Thanks.” She opens the door and stands up, wobbling slightly.
“Let me help you.” I unbuckle my seatbelt and get out of the car.
“No, I’m okay.” She says as I grab her shoulder to steady her. 
I close the door behind her and guide her to the front door of her building.
“I’ll be okay from here,” she insists, shimmying her shoulder away from my touch.
“Are you sure?” I ask.
“Yeah, yeah. I’m just rough at wake-up time.” She smiles and sticks her hand out. “See you later?”
I wrap her in a hug and move my mouth down to her ear to whisper into it.
“A hug for my fiancée,” I say.
She rolls her eyes and heads into the building. I watch her for a moment before returning to my car.




Chapter Ten

Hailey


I’m sitting in my pajamas on the couch in my apartment. I should be studying for my criminal procedure exam. I was way too hungover yesterday to even think about going to the exam prep session. It took almost all of my energy to even get up the stairs after Landon dropped me off yesterday. I crashed on the couch and woke up here. 
I sigh and reach into my backpack for my textbook. I guess I need to get started. I’m really going to regret it if I don’t get some studying in.
Brrrrrrring.
I’m interrupted by the doorbell. I have no idea who on earth that could be, seeing as how Emma is out of town and I don’t really have a lot of friends. I swing open the front door to find nothing but a long narrow box at my doorstep. I lean my head out and look both ways, but spot no one. Weird. I pick up the box and bring it inside.
I take the lid off the box, and laying on top of a bunch of tissue paper is a note with my name penned in cursive. I grab the note and read the contents.
Be ready in thirty minutes. Wear this.
I immediately understand that this is from Landon, despite his name not being signed. 
After a moment, it dawns on me that I am unshowered and in my robe still. I spring into action, jumping in the shower for a quick 5-minute wash. It’s a good thing that my body hair doesn’t grow fast. 
I hop out and wrap the towel around me. I plug in my blow dryer brush and run it through my hair. It truly is a miracle hair tool, seeing as how I have gorgeous loose curls in no less than ten minutes. I check my phone and panic, knowing that I only have fifteen minutes. This last-minute stuff is so not cool.
I spend a few minutes putting on lotion and deodorant before I grab my makeup bag and sort my face out. I dab bits of concealer on my dark circles and blemishes. Even though I’d love to go full glam, I just don’t have the time. I swipe a shimmery champagne color on my lids and mascara my lashes. I check the time on my phone—five minutes. 
I race to my room to put undergarments on, then to the living room to take a peek at the dress that Landon sent me. I move away the tissue paper and am blown away by what I see.
It’s a shimmery, deep-blue satin, cowl-neck dress with thin straps. I lift it out of the box tenderly and discover a tall leg slit as well. It is simply gorgeous—and I think I have just the shoes to match. I slip on the dress and admire the coolness of the fabric on my skin. I own some nice things, some designer dresses that I’ve managed to find at the thrift stores. But this is luxury. This is the kind of dress that I could’ve only dreamed of wearing only a week ago.
I zoom over to my closet and pick up a pair of strappy silver heels. I’m in the middle of putting the first one on when the doorbell rings.
“Oh jeez—just a minute!” I shout, hoping that he can hear me from within my closet. The doorbell sounds again.
I hop into the living room, attempting to strap the other heel on my foot when Landon’s impatience gets the better of him and he opens the door. He strolls in my apartment like he’s been here a million times. He stops in front of me and looks me up and down.
I fight the urge to do the same. He looks incredible in a fitted, light gray suit that hugs him in all the right places. His tie matches my dress, subtly announcing to anyone who looks at us that we are together.
“Very nice. It fits you perfectly,” he says, and I can see the lust in his eyes. 
I hope he remembers my no sex rule.
I finally buckle the heel and put my foot back on the ground.
“You,” I say, stabbing him in the chest with a finger, “are despicable! What kind of monster leaves a woman with only thirty minutes to get ready?”
He grabs my finger and pulls it down to the side. He leans down and whispers in my ear, his lips grazing it slightly.
“Thirty minutes was all you needed. I could ravish you right now.” 
My body betrays me, shivering at his touch. I push him away.
“Okay, hotshot, let’s get going. There will be no ravishing happening.” I lead him out of my apartment.
“That’s too bad. I’ve heard I’m quite good at it,” he says as he follows me. I close the front door and start off down the hallway. 
“Wait—are you seriously not going to lock your front door?”
I turn around and look at him quizzically.
“Oh, well yeah. I guess I didn’t think about it.” I look down and realize I didn’t even grab my purse. 
“Ugh, be right back.” I make a mad dash into my apartment, grab a silver clutch off my kitchen counter and my keys. I step out the door and lock it.
“There. All better.” I smile. 
Landon’s jaw is hanging open. 
“Better close that, or you’re going to catch flies!”
“Is there something actually wrong with you? You can’t just go around not locking your front door! You should even have it locked while you’re here. I just walked right in! I could have been a psycho for all you knew.”
I roll my eyes.
“Newsflash: You are a psycho. Besides, you need a building code to get in here. Wait a second, how’d you get in here?” 
“Someone held the door open for me.” He gives me a pointed look and I sigh.
“Right, point taken. Consider my door locked from now on.” I start back down the hallway.
Landon grumbles behind me, making comments about lax safety protocols and flighty personalities.
As we are about to make our way out of the building, Landon grabs my hand. His hand is warm and smooth, not at all calloused, like I thought they might be. I guess I don’t know why I thought they would be. It’s not like he does manual labor for a living.
He leads the way down the path to the limo waiting for us. The limo driver opens the door and I step in gingerly. He sits down next to me and gives my knee a squeeze. I push his hand off as the driver closes the door.




Chapter Eleven

Hailey


I down my flute of champagne as the limo pulls up outside of the charity gala. This one is well outside of San Francisco’s city limits, at a vineyard in Napa Valley, with many sprawling fields. 
The ride to the vineyard was quiet. I spent most of my time looking out the window, only interrupted by Landon offering me champagne.
“Are you ready?” Landon asks.
“Is there any more champagne?” I reply and he rolls his eyes.
“You’re not getting plastered before this charity gala. Or during this charity gala. There will be no embarrassments during this event.” 
I bristle at his tone, but deep down, I agree. To pull this off, I need to maintain a stern level of sobriety.
“I have something for you,” Landon says, as he reaches into a compartment and pulls out a long and narrow jewelry box.
“Oh, please, the dress was enough. I couldn’t accept anything else,” I say, holding my hands up to stop him.
“It’s not for you, it’s for my mom. She wants you to wear it,” he says and takes the lid off the box.
“Oh.” 
He gestures for me to turn around. I do as instructed and lift my hair. I feel the cool metal of the necklace on my chest. Once it’s clasped, I use my phone to look at my reflection.
“It’s gorgeous,” I whisper as I admire it. 
It has diamonds all the way to the clasp, with the central focus being a cluster of diamonds descending down my chest. This is likely the most expensive thing that has ever and will ever touch my body.
“You like it?” Landon asks, and he seems surprised.
“I love it, to be honest,” I say, a blush rising on my cheeks.
“Hmm. I wouldn’t have thought it’d be your style,” he responds as he studies me for a moment. 
I’m suddenly self-conscious, and feel the need to escape the limo. He seems to sense this and opens the door. 
“Come on. Let’s get this show on the road,” he says.
Just like at the first event, there are a multitude of paparazzi here. Landon reaches for my hand as I step out of the limo. The cameras go crazy, blinding me with the flashing lights. Landon leads me down the walkway towards the doors, ignoring all the questions being thrown at us as we pass by.
“Landon, Landon! Have you and your fiancée made any wedding plans yet?”
“Hailey Dunn! How did you and Landon first meet?”
“Hailey! What designer are you wearing?”
Just as I start to feel overwhelmed, we’re in the doors and have escaped from all the press. I release a breath I didn’t even know I was holding.
“Are you okay?” Landon asks. 
I nod.
“You may also have to pay for a pair of sunglasses for me, but I’m otherwise fine,” I joke. 
Landon gives a pity chuckle for my lame joke.
A tall man in an eggplant-purple suit strides up to us.
“Mr. Gould, Ms. Dunn, it’s so lovely to have you here at the vineyard for this charity auction. You both look stunning. Could I interest you in a glass of our finest cabernet sauvignon? It’s made in house from our very own grapes,” he gestures to the bar, which is being manned by a woman dressed in all black.
“Yes, thank you, Mr. Langley. We will certainly take you up on that.” Landon leads me to the bar where the bartender pours two glasses of wine. 
I spot Landon slip her a couple bills before we step away. Judging from the look on her face, they weren’t ones. Or fives. Or even twenties.
I’m slightly surprised that Landon is a generous tipper. But, I suppose that I shouldn’t be—I mean, considering how much he’s paying me.
Landon guides me by my elbow through the crowd. I finally spot our destination, a group of women, with Eleanor in the center.
“Oh, Landon, Hailey, I’m so happy you’re here!” She kisses me on both cheeks in greeting, then looks me up and down. 
“Oh, you look absolutely marvelous. That shade of blue compliments your skin so well.”
Eleanor turns to the women surrounding her as Landon puts a hand on the small of my back.
“I’ll be back momentarily,” he says in a low voice before he darts off into the crowd. 
I crane my neck to try to see where he went.
“Hailey, these are my friends, Betty and Maureen.” 
I smile and shake hands with both of them. 
“And these are two of the other donors for the evenings, Norah and Sloan.”
I try to memorize who is who while continuously shaking hands. Betty has a coiffed hairstyle, reminiscent of a bygone era. Maureen is wearing the most hideous yellow dress I’ve ever seen in my life. Norah is the only young woman of the group, slightly older than me, and Sloan has impressively long dark hair, laying flat against her back.
“Ladies, this is the piece that I’m donating.” She gestures toward me and I still for a moment before I realize that she’s talking about the necklace that I’m wearing. Maureen leans in to get a closer look.
“Oh my, is that—?”
“A Mappin and Webb? Yes. I picked it up in London this past Fall. Isn’t it gorgeous?”
I make a mental note to google Mappin and Webb when I get a chance. I want to know exactly what I’m wearing.
“It looks so lovely on you, Hailey. I’m so jealous—I wish I had your complexion.” Norah says. 
She’s paler, with extremely blond hair that I get the feeling is dyed. 
“Oh, don’t be silly. You’re gorgeous.” I say, putting a hand on her shoulder.
“You do look absolutely stunning. I love that dress. Is that one of Penny's designs?” Sloan directs her question towards Eleanor.
“Good eye. It is! Landon begged her to let Hailey wear it tonight. When she said yes, I knew that I had to have Hailey model my diamond donation for the night. It just completes the look, doesn’t it?” 
The women all nod while I take in this information.
Landon begged his sister to let me wear an exclusive design? Why would he do that? Surely, he could have just bought any designer dress and it would have been fine.
My queries are interrupted by Landon coming up behind me and whispering in my ear.
“Are you ready to do some mingling?” he asks. “You’ll likely see some familiar faces.”
I nod and turn to him, almost bumping into his chest. His cologne smells woodsy, with hints of musk. I take in a deep breath and feel my skin growing warmer. The smell of him is intoxicating. I can feel things stirring in my body that I don’t want to be stirring.
He smirks at me, as if he knows exactly what I’m thinking. I wish I knew what he was thinking.
He takes me by the hand and strolls me around the room, introducing me to multiple people.
“Mrs. Renalteux,” he says as he pushes me toward an older woman wrapped in a fur stole, “this is my fiancée, Hailey.”
Mrs. Renalteux smiles tightly as she looks me up and down. Her face looks permanently pinched, as if she’s smelling something bad.
“What’s your last name, dear?” she asks.
“Um, Dunn,” I say, confused.
“Dunn…I don’t know any Dunns. Are your parents from this area?” she asks, and I suddenly realize what she’s doing. 
She’s trying to decide if I’m worth her attention, by determining where in her world I fit in.
“Yes, they’re from—”
“Hailey, honey, Albert Forester is over there. Care for us to go say hello?” Landon interrupts me. 
“Oh, of course. I do adore Albert,” I say, and give Mrs. Renalteux a big, fake smile. “It was so lovely to meet you. I hope we get to talk more soon.”
She puts her nose in the air and turns away, as if I hadn’t spoken at all.
“What’s her problem?” I ask as Landon leads me in Albert’s direction.
“I don’t know. She’s not usually that bad,” he says. 
“Is she not usually that bad, or is your company usually of her caliber, so you don’t have to think about it?” I challenge. 
He glances at me and raises an eyebrow.
“Albert!” Landon says as we finally approach.
“Landon! Good to see you again!” He pats Landon on the back, then turns his attention to me. 
He holds his hand out for mine. “Charming as ever to be in the presence of someone as beautiful as you, Ms. Dunn.”
I smile as he brings my hand to his lips.
“Why, thank you, Albert. It’s very good to see you again.”
Landon looks at me, and there’s an odd look on his face, like he’s bothered by something.
“Attention. Can I get everyone’s attention please?” Mr. Langley says from the stage. The room quiets as everyone turns to him. “We are ready to begin the auction. So, if the jewelry pieces can please make their way to the stage, we can begin the bidding process.”
Attendants dressed in black start passing out paddles to the crowd. Landon nods to me, and I start walking towards the stage. I take deep breaths the whole way there so that I don’t throw up everywhere on stage. I’m joined by five other women, which I find surprising. I always assumed there would be a lot more items in auctions.
“Right. So, as everyone knows, the proceeds for this auction will go to one of Eleanor Gould’s charities. This one will be donating money and resources to orphans in need around the world. We are so lucky to have a generous woman like Mrs. Gould helping to tackle global issues.”
A polite applause builds in the room, but some people don’t join in. Mrs. Renalteux is notably one of them.
“We have six lovely pieces going up for auction tonight. We will start with our lowest bidding item for the evening, a Chaumet diamond bracelet. The retail price for this item is seventy-six thousand dollars. Bidding starts at thirty thousand.” 
My jaw drops at the amount. Thirty thousand dollars? And that’s the lowest bidding item. I look down at the piece hanging around my neck. How much does this thing cost? 
“Sold, for seventy-thousand dollars, to the woman in the fur.” 
Mrs. Renalteux smiles and and fans herself with her paddle.
I get the sense that this isn’t about the charity for her, but that it’s about the money. Showing off how much money she has, that is.
“Our next item, modeled by the lovely Ms. Galloway, is a stunning, white gold, eighteen carat Yeprem necklace. This piece retails for one hundred and forty thousand dollars. Bidding starts at seventy thousand.”
I tune out the bidding as I think about how much the price shot up for just one piece. The number of paddles shooting into the air puts into perspective exactly how little money this actually is to these people. 
“Sold, for one hundred and twenty thousand dollars, to Mrs. Maureen Clousten.” 
I take a peek at the necklace as I tune back into the auction. It’s ugly as sin, a hard metal yellow gold in a swirling pattern. Every surface of the necklace is encrusted in yellow gold. I guess money can’t buy taste.
“Our final piece, modeled by the future Mrs. Gould, is an absolutely timeless eighteen carat, white gold Mappin and Webb. The retail price is six hundred and twenty thousand dollars. Bidding starts at five hundred thousand dollars.”
My jaw drops as I realize that I’m wearing over half a million dollars of diamonds around my neck. I recover quickly and stare out amongst the crowd. Paddles are flying, each person desperate to be the one that bids on the most expensive piece in the auction. 
A man in a striped suit raises his paddle. “Seven hundred thousand dollars.”
The crowd quiets. This is the first piece that will be sold for above retail price.
Mrs. Renalteux raises her paddle.
“Seven hundred and thirty thousand dollars.”
“Eight hundred thousand.” The striped man goes for it again. 
Mrs. Renalteux drops her paddle. Even that isn’t worth it for her I suppose.
“Eight hundred thousand…going once…going twice…”
“One million dollars,” a familiar voice calls out. 
I search the room and spot Landon with his paddle raised. 
All the air has left the room. Not even a champagne bubble could be heard popping, as if the shock froze everything in time.
“Sold, for one million dollars,” Mr. Langley finally says after what feels like forever. “To Mr.Landon Gould.”
Polite yet shocked applause ripples through the room. I slowly make my way off stage. Landon meets me and threads my elbow through his.
“Are you all right? You look a bit woozy,” he asks.
“Oh, that? That’s just my reaction to finding out I’m wearing half a million dollars around my neck,” I retort.
“A million now,” he corrects me. 
I suck in a breath.
Landon stops us in front of Eleanor and her friends. Eleanor looks a bit peeved. Norah puts a hand on Landon’s shoulder, and I feel a twist in my chest. A tinge of a feeling I don’t quite recognize.
“Landon, why on earth did you bid a million on your mother’s necklace?!” she asks, almost demanding.
He puts his arm around me.
“It just looks so beautiful on Hailey that I couldn’t bear to see it taken off her,” he says, and he kisses me on the side of my head.
The women break out into a chorus of ‘aw,’ and even his mom’s annoyance seems to melt.
I look at him. His expression is genuine, but I can see something else lurking beneath it.
Something else that looks a lot like anger.




Chapter Twelve

Landon


“I need a moment of fresh air. Would you care to join me?” I hold my hand out for Hailey to take.  
I can tell that she probably needs a break. She almost certainly didn’t appreciate being on stage for so long. I could see her anxiety level rising more with each piece that was sold.
“I thought you’d never ask,” she says and puts her hand in mine. 
She flashes a smile at my mom and her friends as we say our goodbyes.
I guide her through a corridor out to the back gardens. There is a huge colonnade with a white entablature covered in ivy. Steps lead down to a three-tiered Edwardian style fountain. Potted palms sit on either side of a bench located on the other side of the fountain.
She takes in a breath at the view. I lead her to the fountain and we both take a seat on the edge. She makes circles in the water with her fingertips.
“Are you all right?” I ask.
“Yeah,” she says, and sighs. “I just never thought about how overwhelming it might be being here. But, I am enjoying it.”
She looks up at me through her lashes, and I could swear it’s almost flirtatious.
“Are you all right?” she asks suddenly, glancing away.
“Of course I am,” I reply.
“You just seem unusually tense. Like, you’re usually a little grumpy, and annoying, but you don’t usually look like you’re contemplating homicide.”
“Ah, I’m glad I hide my homicidal tendencies well,” I joke. 
She snorts in response.
“What was up with the necklace thing, really? Why did you bid for it?” she asks.
“You really want to know?” I ask. 
She nods and turns to look at me. 
I sigh. “Alright. Well, did you spot the guy in the striped suit?”
“You mean Mr. Eight Hundred Thousand himself? Yeah, I saw him.”
“His name is Ivan Sokolov. He’s my biggest business rival, but we used to be best friends.”
“Why used to?” I ask.
“It’s a long story, but it boils down to the fact that he tried to steal my company and did steal my girlfriend.” I shrug.
“Oh. Oh. He stole your girlfriend?” she asks.
“That’s the part you focus on?” I raise my eyebrows at her. 
Her green eyes sparkle in the dim lighting filtering out from the winery.
“Well, come on. It’s the interesting part.”
“He tried to steal a billion-dollar company! How is the woman the interesting part?” 
“So, you don’t think the woman is the interesting part? You must not have liked her very much,” she comments.
“No, I didn’t like her. But I did love her, once upon a time. Her name was Victoria.” 
She arches an eyebrow, which I take as a cue to keep going. “We met seven years ago. We were together for four years. Victoria was incredible—beautiful and smart. But, unfortunately for me, she was also scheming and manipulative. I was constantly being put through tests and trials in our relationship, despite never doing anything to break her trust. She started to accuse me of cheating the last year of our relationship. Turns out it was because she was cheating on me.”
“With Ivan?” she asks, clearly invested.
“With Ivan. and Joseph. And Leon. And whoever else she could get her hands on.” 
Hailey winces.
“Yikes, dude. That’s rough. I’m sorry.” It’s my turn to wince.
“Could you not call me dude? I know we live in California, but we don’t have to act like the common rabble.”
“Uh, ew. That is so elitist. If this arrangement is going to work, you have to stop acting like you’re better than everyone else just because you’re a billionaire.” 
She wrinkles her nose at me, and I feel slightly offended.
“Hey, that’s not why I think I’m better than everyone else,” I respond.
“Oh, really? So why do you think you’re better than everyone else?” she asks playfully.
“Because I am better than everyone else.” I grin cheekily. 
She rolls her eyes and dips her hand into the fountain. Before I can react, she’s splashing water at me. My jaw drops.
“Seriously? This is Dries van Noten!” I say in shock.
“Sorry, I don’t know who that is, being a part of the common rabble and all.” She twitches her nose in satisfaction.
“That’s it.” I cup both my hands together and toss some water at her. Her jaw drops.
“Hey! This is your sister’s!” she mocks me, laughing. 
I join in, and it feels good to laugh with someone like this. I haven’t done it in a long time. Hailey shakes her dress off and goes to sit on the bench between the palms. It’s dark enough that I can’t see her very well. 
“Truce,” she calls out. “This is a no wet zone.”
“That’s a shame,” I murmur as I move to sit next to her. 
The bench is small, and I can feel her hip pressed against mine.
“So, what do you plan to do with the necklace then?” she asks as she turns to me. 
Our legs bump together, and my knee is on fire from the brief contact. I look at her thoughtfully.
“I don’t know. I could donate it. Or, maybe I’ll save it for someone special.” She sucks in a breath at my response.
The night is still as I stare into her eyes, and the only sound is the water running through the fountain. I lean forward to see her better in the dim lighting, and she leans forward too. Our lips are inches apart at this point. I caress her chin with my hand and bring her face up to mine.
“Oh my god, give me that! I need a smoke.” 
The moment is broken, interrupted by the shouting laughter of two gala goers coming out for a break. Hailey clears her throat and stands up.
“We should probably get back in. People will almost certainly be wondering where you are.” 
I nod and place a hand on the small of her back. I guide her back to the door that will take us back into the winery. I turn back and glance at the fountain, letting the feeling of the water soaking my clothes solidify the memory in my mind.




Chapter Thirteen

Hailey


After we come back inside, Landon is quickly dragged away by Albert. 
“Sorry, little lady,” he says, “I’ve got to borrow your fellow for a moment or eight.”
They disappear across the room, the crowd swallowing them whole. I take a look around the room, and for the first time tonight, I feel a slight panic coming on. Eleanor is standing with Mrs. Renalteux, a person that I definitely do not want to cross paths with again. Maureen and Sloan are talking to Mr. Langley, laughing at something he’s said. I wonder if they’re sizing him up as an eligible bachelor.
I touch the wet spot in the middle of my dress. Maybe I can sit under the hand dryer in the restroom for a moment. I make my way through the crowd to the women’s bathroom.
I open the bathroom door to find Norah snorting a thin white line off the counter with another woman about my age. They turn as I enter through the door. Norah shoots up straight.
“Oh, Hailey! This is embarrassing…I don’t do this often. It’s just that events like this can get boring for me so easily, you know? They aren’t really geared toward the younger crowd, like us.” 
Her friend nods, while her stick-straight brown hair brushing away little bits of the powder. “I trust you won’t tell Eleanor...”
She trails off, waiting for my response. I shake my head.
“I won’t tell,” I say, and she smiles with relief.
“Oh, thank goodness. I knew you were all right. Do—do you want some?” She hesitates. Even if I did want some, it’s clear to me that she doesn’t want to share.
“No, I’m okay, I’m going to get a drink.” I exit the bathroom, and I wonder if they’re questioning why I even went into the bathroom in the first place. 
I make my way to the bar and greet the bartender.
“Hi. I’m not much of a wine drinker, so I don’t really know what I’m asking for.” I smile awkwardly.
“She’ll have the 1981 cabernet sauvignon,” a deep voice says from behind me. 
I turn around and see Ivan. For some reason, I expected him to have an accent, but he doesn’t. He’s not bad looking, with tousled dirty blond curls and baby blue eyes. But, he’s definitely no match for Landon’s brooding good looks. 
He looks me straight in the eyes. “It’s very sweet, and smooth. Perfect for people who don’t drink wine often.”
The bartender hands me the glass and Ivan winks, passing her a large bill. He gets no change, and I’m left wondering exactly how much this glass of wine is. I take a sip and am surprised by how much I like it.
“This wine is lovely. Thank you for the suggestion.” I raise the glass to him and walk away from the bar to go stand somewhere else. 
Ivan follows me.
“I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Ivan Sokolov.” He steps in front of me and holds out his hand for me to shake. 
I paste a grin that feels more like a grimace on my face.
“It’s so nice to meet you. I’m Hailey Dunn.” I put my hand in his and he brings it to his lips.
“Hailey, can I say that you are simply the most stunning woman in this room right now? Your red hair is so brilliant, and I’ve never seen anything quite like it.” I have to shake his hand off mine because he won’t let go.
“I really appreciate that. I should probably—”
“Oh, don’t hurry off. I’d love to get a chance to get to know you.” He steps toward me. 
I step back as far as I can, but am stopped when I accidentally back into someone that shoots me a dirty look. He steps closer, his lips right in front of mine. His breath is sour, indicating that he’s likely had more than just a few glasses to drink. 
He caresses my arm, and as I try to pull it away he suddenly grips it. “What’s wrong? I promise I will make you feel amazing.”
He leans in close again and runs his hand down my side to my hip. I throw his hand off my side.
“Excuse you! I am engaged!” I say indignantly. 
As if on cue, Landon materializes out of the crowd.
“Ivan, I would greatly appreciate it if you would leave my fiancée alone,” he says, snaking an arm around my waist. 
I lean into him, and for the first time, I feel grateful for his presence.
It makes me trust him more, knowing that I can rely on him to be there when I need him, even if he was nowhere to be found the moment before. His warmth behind me is comforting.
“We were just having a nice conversation, that’s all. No need to be weird about it,” Ivan says as his eyes trail over my body. 
I sneer at him and he looks taken aback.
“Come on, love, let’s go,” Landon says, grabbing my hand and leading me away. 
He stops when we get into the main hall, turning to face me.
“Are you okay? He didn’t bother you too much did he?” he asks. 
I smile at his concern.
“I’m okay, just a little shaken up. He’s a lot bolder, and handsier, than I thought he would be,” I say, and I wipe my hands on my dress, out of nervousness more than anything.
“Look, let’s go to the hotel. It’s just down the road a ways, and the limo is already out front.”
“Hotel?” I ask. 
The apprehension must be written all over my face because he reassures me quickly.
“It’s a suite, with two separate rooms. I told Mr. Langley my mother may want to stay with us so he would book a suite. We won’t have to share a room.” 
I’m shocked by his tenderness and generosity. His concern about making sure I’m comfortable is sweet, and I find myself actually starting to like Landon.
“Let’s go,” I say. 
We step out the doors and get into the limo.
[image: image-placeholder]The hotel is plush. Our suite is two bedrooms, like Landon said. In each room is a huge king size bed. Each bed is covered with huge comforters and four down pillows. Even though the night is still young, I’m eager to crawl into one of those beds. 
I’m settling in on the soft divan while Landon pours us each a glass of wine in the kitchen. He brings them over and takes a seat next to me.
“So, Ms. Dunn, how would you say your night was overall? Is the high life everything you thought it would be?” he asks as he takes a sip. 
I grin in response.
“Actually, it’s a little bit more fun than I imagined it would be. I did enjoy getting all dolled up, although I would have liked more of a warning.” I shoot him a look and he rolls his eyes. “Truthfully, I felt like a princess today. So, thank you.”
“You look like a princess too,” he says. 
I blink in response, not expecting him to have said anything like that.
I gently tug at the jewelry around my neck.
“Is that bothering you?” he asks.
“Eh, it is a bit heavy. It’s starting to leave marks on me. Definitely not a piece you can wear for lengthy amounts of time,” I say. 
He gestures for me to turn around. I lift my hair up as I face my back towards him.
His hands quickly find their place on the clasp. My skin shivers everywhere he touches, and I can feel that I’m eager for more. He takes the necklace and places it on the coffee table. I slowly let my hair drop and turn back around.
“Thank you for looking out for me earlier. I really appreciate you stepping in with Ivan, and I appreciate you taking my feelings into consideration when booking the room. I gesture around the room and take a sip of my drink.
“Don’t be silly.” He laughs. “What kind of person would I be if I didn’t step in with Ivan? And, of course I consider your feelings.”
He shrugs, but I can tell there’s more behind it than he lets on. I put my hand on his knee and his gaze meets mine.
“I’m serious. I shouldn’t have thought so poorly of you before. I was wrong with my impression, and I’m sorry.” I squeeze his knee.
He takes a deep breath before responding.
“You don’t need to apologize. I was a jerk, especially putting you on the spot the way I did. I’ve thought about it a lot since then, and I can see why it put you on the defensive.” 
He smiles at me. Our gazes are connected with intensity, and there is heat burning between us.
I lean forward and place my lips on his. The kiss is gentle at first, and sweet. As it deepens, I run my tongue along Landon’s bottom lip. He sucks in a breath, surprised by my move. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me in closer. I lean over him, my fingers finding their way to the buttons on his shirt. I start at the top and unbutton my way down his muscular chest.
Landon tangles his hands in my hair, pulling my face in closer to his. He brings my bottom lip into his mouth, suckling it for a moment. I moan lightly, a small noise of pleasure. He moves his hands down to my shoulder, flicking one strap off my shoulder, then the other. Once I finish with his last button, I stand up and let my dress fall to the ground. I’m grateful that I wore something cute under this—lace floral lingerie.
“So beautiful.” Landon whispers as he inhales sharply. 
He grabs my waist and runs his hands along my stomach. They reach around my back and unclasp my bra with an expertise that only comes with having done it many times before. I shimmy my shoulders out of my bra and it falls to the ground. He grabs my ass with one hand and pulls me onto his lap. With the other hand, he cups one of my breasts and closes his mouth around it. He suckles it gently and I throw my head back, moaning with pleasure. He lays me down on the couch and kisses his way down my stomach to my panty line. He kisses my sensitive spot through the fabric and I start panting with the teasing sensation of pleasure. He takes my panties in his teeth and slowly pulls them down my legs.
His hands grip my thighs and push them up, completely exposing me to him. He licks his lips and makes eye contact as he leans down between my legs. Without taking his eyes off me, he takes his tongue and runs it right over my sweet spot. I cry out, unable to control it. He moves his tongue over it again, and I cry out louder. He takes this as a sign and continues, going faster and quicker the longer it goes on. I’ve never felt pleasure like this, it sends tingles all over my body. I can feel the crescendo building, like waves ready to reach the shore.
“Oh my god, I’m cumming,” I say as my hips buck and my pleasure reaches its peak. He doesn’t stop or slow down until my orgasm has rolled over me completely. I look at him and bite my lip. This lights a fire in him and he leans over me.
“Are you ready for the best part?” He asks.
In response, I undo his belt and unzip his pants. He grunts, carries me to one of the bedrooms and throws me onto the bed. I tremble with anticipation as he drops his pants and underwear at the same time. My eyes widen at the sheer size of him. It makes me nervous. He crawls on top of me and kisses me passionately. 
He leans back up and grips my thighs, pulling me towards him. He takes his length in one of his hands and places it at my entrance. He watches my face as he pushes himself in. I gasp, at first from the pressure, which is quickly replaced with pleasure the deeper he goes.
“Oh,” I murmur, surprised by how perfectly he fits inside me. 
He leans back over me, pushing himself ever deeper into me. I moan, pleased with how I can feel every part of him pushing against my walls.
“You are so unbelievably tight,” he says. 
He pulls out and pushes in again. He shudders and moans. He moves out and back into me over and over again, going faster each time. Small moans escape my lips at a constant pace, and I can feel another orgasm building deep in my body. 
“Oh god, you feel so good!” he moans, unable to contain the pleasure from appearing on his face. He thrusts quicker, and the climax sneaks up on me this time.
“Oh, yes, Landon! Oh my god!” I yell, throwing my head back in pleasure.
“Oh my god!” he cries out again and I can feel him release into me. He pulses inside me and then collapses on top of me on the bed.
[image: image-placeholder]We’ve settled into the blankets, laying side by side. I’m in shock over what just happened. Landon turns to look at me. 
“So, should we amend the sex clause?” he asks.
“Shut up!” I say and swat at him. He grins and traces circles over my thigh.
“I told you you wouldn’t be able to resist me,” he says.
“Maybe you weren’t able to resist me,” I shoot back.
“I’ve never been able to resist you,” he says, and I turn to look at him. 
The look in his eyes is sincere.
“That’s…really sweet actually. But, why? You could have your pick of any woman in the world, pretty much,” I say.
“You’re simply the most intelligent and beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. Attractive women are a dime a dozen. Women who are the full package only come around every once in a while.”
I snort in response, and he shoots me a look. He’s completely serious.
“Well, thank you. That means a lot,” I say. 
He circles my nipple with his fingers, causing it to harden into a peak.
“You know, you have the perfect body,” he says. 
I look down at my figure. I have long legs, and I know they’re toned from all the walking I do. I have an okay butt, but my breasts are definitely smaller than average. I wrinkle my brow.
“You’re a strange man, Landon Gould,” I say. 
He shrugs and continues circling my nipple. 
We continue to lay together, silent again for a moment. Suddenly, something pops into my head.
“I can’t believe you finished inside me,” I say.
“Why?” he asks, looking at me with suspicion.
“It just surprised me, I guess.”
He turns in the bed so that he’s facing me full on.
“You are on birth control, aren’t you?” he presses. 
I remain quiet. 
“You’re not on birth control? Why?!”
He’s not angry, just shocked. 
“I’ve never needed it.” I shrug and make busy pulling a feather loose from one of the pillows. Landon sits up in bed.
“Hailey, are you a virgin?” 
I roll my eyes.
“Well, I’m not anymore.” 
He stares at me.
“So, I just took your virginity?” he asks. 
I nod. 
“Wow. Why have you remained a virgin till now?”
He lays back down, throwing his arms behind his head. I shrug.
“I guess I was just waiting till the moment felt right.”
“And this moment felt right?” 
I mull over his question.
“Yeah, it did. It felt perfect—tender, thoughtful, and genuine.” I smile, reminiscing about it already.
“Well, we’re going to have to go get the morning after pill.” He grins mischievously, and snakes one of his hands back to the pleasure center between my legs. “What do you say we go for round two?”
I moan lightly as he works me over with his fingers.
I suppose a round two couldn’t hurt.




Chapter Fourteen

Landon


I pull into the parking lot outside of the law building. My timing is impeccable, as students have started to exit the building in droves. I get out, lean against the car and shove my hands in my pockets as I wait for Hailey to come out. 
She finally trudges out of the building, staring at her phone, her backpack almost overwhelming her. It’s huge, stuffed to the brim with textbooks and folders. Her gorgeous red hair is thrown up in what I now understand must be a signature bun. She’s wearing a pair of sweats and a tank top. She starts walking towards the bus stop when she finally looks up and spots me. Her eyes widen in surprise, since she isn’t expecting me. She starts heading in my direction. I lift myself off the car and meet her halfway, pulling the backpack free from her shoulders by the straps.
“What are you doing here? You don’t have to take that,” she says as I hoist it onto my own shoulders.
“Don’t be silly, I can carry it—Jeez, what do you have in here, bricks? This thing weighs like fifty pounds.” Hailey rolls her eyes, and to be completely honest, I love it when she does that. 
“It’s just textbooks and binders. Do you not do much heavy lifting? And, you didn’t answer my question.” 
“What question?” I ask innocently as I put her backpack in the trunk.
“What are you doing here?” She stops and plants her hands on her hips. 
She’s so cute when she tries to look stern, and I don’t think she even realizes it. The freckles on her nose scrunch with it as she waits for my answer.
“I figured we could get some take out—we could grab some food and spend some more time getting to know each other.” I walk around and open the passenger door for her.
“From that fancy French place again?” she asks, getting into the car. 
I close the door and walk over to my own side, getting in.
“Not the French place. A different one. I was thinking Italian.” I put my key in the ignition and back out of the parking spot.
“We need to go to my apartment first.” She says. I look at her and she raises her eyebrows.
“Why?” I ask as I flip my turn signal on.
“Because I look like I just got out of jail? I want to look presentable.” She gives me a look, like I should have read her mind and known.
“You always look presentable.” I say. 
She rolls her eyes.
“Just take me to my apartment, please,” she says.
“You’re the boss.” I say as I shift lanes.
[image: image-placeholder]I’m sitting on the couch in Hailey’s living room as she gets ready. It’s a humble apartment, but she’s managed to make it homey. Sheer blue curtains cover the window. The feature piece is a huge painting hanging over the television. It’s of a waterfall surrounded by tiny purple and blue flowers. I look around, and I can feel myself getting impatient, despite the fact that I’ve only been waiting for about thirty minutes. 
Just as I’m about to call out for her, Hailey steps into the room. She’s wearing a tight black cocktail dress that stops just above the knee. Her stiletto pumps are tall, yet she doesn’t stumble. Her hair is pulled into a loose side braid, with strands falling out around her face. Her makeup is light, with a focus on her berry-toned lips. I can feel my jaw drop at the sight of her.
“You look incredible,” I say as I get up to walk towards her. 
She smiles and looks down.
“I’ve been waiting for a chance to wear this dress. Are you ready to go?” she asks. 
I nod and grab her hand. I take note of the delightful scent wafting off of her—a perfume with a spicy, yet floral smell. It’s entirely captivating.
We step out the door and make our way downstairs.
[image: image-placeholder]Hailey is looking around the rooftop Italian restaurant in awe. It’s sleek and modern, with dark wood columns standing at various spots within the restaurant. Edison bulb string lights wrap their way around each column, ensuring sufficient mood lighting throughout. Hailey and I are seated at a private table that overlooks the whole city. 
“This view is incredible,” she says. 
The city lights reflect in her eyes, small white dots shimmering within her brilliant green irises.
“Good evening. Here are two menus. Our special today is a Gamberoni alla Thermidor, with freshly sourced prawns. Would you two care for a glass of our house prosecco?” The server asks. 
I glance at Hailey and she raises an eyebrow. It seems that she isn’t making a call on a wine this time.
“Yes, two glasses of the prosecco would be great, thank you.” 
The server nods and saunters off. Hailey opens the menu and looks over it.
“Oh my god, this all sounds incredible. I love that there are English descriptions for everything. Much easier than the French restaurant.” She grins, and I can’t help but adore the childish look in her eye.
“So, you know what you want then?” I ask. 
She nods enthusiastically.
“Oh, yeah. I’m definitely getting the Pollo Toscanini. Yum.” She licks her lips and I’m transported back to the night in the hotel. 
Her licking her lips is dangerous. 
“What are you getting?”
“Um…I’m going to get the Gamberoni alla Thermidor.” I recover and reply. “I really like shrimp.”
“Really? I actually make a great shrimp pasta myself.” She smiles. 
I raise my eyebrows in surprise.
“You can cook?” 
She looks offended at my surprise, and I quickly adjust my facial expression. Of course she can cook. A woman this incredible obviously has many talents. 
“Sorry, I didn’t mean—I’m not trying to offend you. I guess I am just amazed that you have the time. It’s not that I thought you couldn’t cook, of course you can cook. You’re obviously quite smart and talented.”
I’m stumbling over my words and embarrassing myself in a way that is abnormal for me. I don’t know what it is about being around Hailey, but she makes my nerves go haywire and makes me feel like a little kid again. Hailey laughs and rolls her eyes.
“Oh my god, calm down, you dork,” she says, and I furrow my brow at being called a dork. 
She smiles. “I do love to cook. Always have. I’ll have to make you dinner sometime.”
The server interrupts us by setting two prosecco glasses in front of us.
“Have we decided what we are having for our dinner tonight?” She asks. 
“Yes,” I say, “I will have the Gamberoni alla Thermidor, and she will have—”
“I’ll have the Pollo Toscanini, thank you.” Hailey cuts in, gathering the menus and passing them off. 
The server rushes away and I fix Hailey with a quizzical look.
“Why’d you cut me off?” I ask.
“Why’d you try to order for me?” she shoots back. 
I roll my eyes.
“It was just for the sake of ease, it’s not that I don’t think you’re capable.”
“That’s good, because I am capable, and I don’t want to be treated like I’m not.” She raises an eyebrow and leans forward. 
Her expression forces me to smile. The way she isn’t afraid to tell me like it is is so endearing. There are very few people bold enough to talk back to me. I can hardly believe how lucky I am to have found a woman like this.
“Now, tell me more about your family.”
I’m shaken from my thoughts by that.
“My family?” I ask. 
That wasn’t where I pictured this evening going.
“Sure,” she says. “You said we should get to know each other. So, tell me about your family. You know about mine.”
I shrug. She does make a fair point.
“Okay, well, I’m the oldest of all my siblings. I have two younger brothers, Preston and Grayson—they’re twins. And you know about my youngest sister, Penny. She’s not my sister by blood—she was adopted into the family after her parents passed away. My dad passed away in an airplane accident when I was younger. You know my mom. She and Penny run that charity together, along with half a dozen others.” I can feel myself rambling. 
I don’t know why I’m so nervous, but something about her makes it harder for me to keep my head on straight. It doesn’t help that she keeps licking her lips. I wish she would quit doing that. 
Hailey tilts her head at me, and I realize that I’ve retreated back into my thoughts for a moment too long.
“Are you okay? You seem anxious. Do you not like talking about your family?” She puts her hand over mine on the table, and my heart rate quickens. 
I shake my head in response.
“No, it’s just, uh—I don’t know. I guess I’ve never just laid it all out like that, so I don’t know how to put it together.” 
“I see. You said your dad was in plane crash. Tell me more about that,” she says.
“You don’t think that’s a bit of a grim topic for dinner?”
“Not at all. We’re here to get to know each other more, after all.” 
“Well, he died when I was twenty-six. I know I was an adult, but it seriously impacted our family. My siblings were still young, just teenagers. My mom was a wreck, obviously. He was the love of her life. I was expected to take over the family business, but it wasn’t easy. So many of the board members tried to fight me for the position. It was like an episode of ‘Shark Tank.’” I shake my head again as the server comes out with our food, still steaming. 
She sets the Gamberoni alla Thermidor in front of me, and I feel my stomach rumble.
“Can I get you two anything else?” 
I shake my head and she goes off to serve another table.
“This looks wonderful,” Hailey says, and digs in immediately. 
I’m grateful for the break in conversation. There’s no pressure to talk while eating. I spear a piece of shrimp and put it in my mouth, admiring the flavor.
I watch Hailey, admiring the way she delicately cuts her chicken into pieces and puts them in her mouth. Her berry-colored lipstick comes off on the fork with every bite.
I’m suddenly struck with a thought. I’m not just attracted to Hailey; I’m starting to like her. That’s why I’m so tongue-tied today. I don’t actually think I’ve ever been nervous like this around anyone, much less around a woman. It feels like I’ve finally met my match—she’s so intelligent and feisty. She doesn’t take lip from me. I mean, she’s a law student for crying out loud. She’s hilarious and witty—it’s one thing to have someone to laugh with, and a whole other thing to have someone that can make you laugh at yourself. I don’t think I’ve laughed as much with anyone else as I have with Hailey. She makes me question myself, rethink the things I do. In a way, being with Hailey makes me a better version of myself.
I watch her for a few more moments before I turn back to my own dish, savoring the food and the view sitting in front of me.




Chapter Fifteen

Hailey


I’m in the laundry room of my building, putting my final load into the dryer when my pocket buzzes. I start the dryer and dig my phone out to see a text from a number I don’t recognize.  
Hailey, we would love to have you join us for lunch today! Does one-thirty work for you?
I’m about to respond when another text comes through.
It’s Eleanor.
I smile, and quickly send off a text confirming that I will be meeting her for lunch. I silently wonder if the ‘we’ includes Landon. I peek at the time on my phone—it’s seven-thirty. I have five hours, plenty of time to finish my laundry, study, and get ready. I pick up my textbook and go back to highlighting.
[image: image-placeholder]I step out of my building into the warm California sun. A luxury town car is waiting for me by the sidewalk. I’m surprised that it’s not Landon picking me up, but maybe he’s too busy to pick me up beforehand. 
As I get closer, the driver steps out and opens the door for me. I get in and he shuts it behind me. We set off and I’m left wondering what kind of food I’ll be eating today. In all honesty, I need to stop eating out as much, or I’ll start putting on weight like a bodybuilder during bulking season.
I lean my head against the window, conscious that Landon would hate that. He thinks I don’t notice when he shoots me dirty looks, but I do. It’s just funny to see how much it gets under his skin. The car pulls into a parking spot in front of a small breakfast bistro. It’s cute, with yellow and white striped umbrellas covering tables on the outdoor patio. The driver lets me out of the car. I smooth my shirt as I walk. Just as I approach the door, I hear a voice call my name.
“Hailey! Over here!” 
I turn to see Eleanor sitting at a table. With her is another woman around my age, with long dark hair and an enormous baby bump. She smiles at me and waves. I make my way towards the table and sit down in a chair.
“Hi there! It’s so good to see you. Will Landon be joining us?” I say as I set my bag down.
“Oh, no, this is a lunch for the girls! This is Penny, Landon’s sister,” Eleanor says, gesturing towards the woman beside her. Penny beams at me.
“I’m so excited to finally meet you. You looked stunning at the gala!” she says. 
I must have a confused look on my face because she laughs. “Sorry, Mom sent pictures of you on stage! Landon was right when he said that the color would go perfectly with your complexion.”
“Oh, thank you! I really appreciate you letting me wear it. It was absolutely gorgeous. You’re an incredible designer,” I say. 
Penny blushes as Eleanor gets the attention of a server who comes waltzing over.
“Hi there! What can I get for you ladies?” the young woman says. 
She’s wearing a nametag that says ‘Elizabeth’ on it.
“I’ll have an iced cappuccino,” Eleanor says. “Skim milk only, please. We will also get the lunch tea special.” 
The server nods before turning to me.
“I’ll have a sweet tea, please,” I say. 
I wonder what a lunch tea special is.
“I’ll also have a sweet tea!” Penny chimes in. 
The server saunters off to get our drinks.
“So, what’s the lunch tea special?” I ask. I hope it’s something delicious, because I didn’t eat breakfast earlier. I had the time, but I was a little worried about being too full for lunch, so I went ahead and skipped it.
“Oh, it’s lovely here! They do all these cute little finger sandwiches, berry tarts, and the nicest sweet cream crepes,” Eleanor says. 
My mouth salivates at the thought of all the delicious food I’m about to consume.
“That sounds incredible,” I respond, and Penny nods in agreement.
“So,” Penny says, “Tell me about yourself.”
“Well, what do you want to know?” I ask, and I feel myself getting déjà vu. Didn’t I have this same conversation with Landon?
“Well, what about your family?” Eleanor asks. 
I smile timidly.
“Right. Well, my sister Emma and I are pretty close. She’s easily one of my best friends. My mom and I are pretty close, too. I spend three afternoons a week with her at the Oncology Institute.” If they notice that I didn’t mention my dad, neither of them let on.
Eleanor gasps, and I’m guessing that Landon hadn’t shared my mom’s cancer diagnosis with her yet.
“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that she has cancer. Is her treatment going well?” Penny asks. 
I mull over her question.
“Well, I won’t say it’s okay, I guess, because it’s not. But thank you. Her treatment is going okay, although it’s going much better ever since Landon had her moved up to the donor wing. Before that, I was paying for whatever I could to get her the best treatment I could, which wasn’t as much as she has now.” 
“Oh! That’s kind of Landon. What do you do for work, again?” Eleanor asks. 
She’s making a strange facial expression, as if she’s trying to work something out. I panic as I think about the fact that I can’t actually tell them what I do for work. Or did for work, I suppose.
“Well, I’m actually a law student over at USF. I’m really close to graduating.” Eleanor nods her approval, and I think I’m off the hook. 
For now, at least. Hopefully they don’t realize that I didn’t technically answer their question. 
“That’s really great! A lawyer and a businessman. Perfect combination,” Penny says. 
A smile spreads over my face. I never thought about it like that.
“Penny, I know you’re a fashion designer. How did you meet your husband? Landon mentioned his name to me before, it’s—”
“Parker.” Penny nods. “Yes. That’s actually a funny story. We actually went to school together when we were younger. He was Grayson’s best friend, and he bullied me all the time. But then, at my first New York Fashion Week, his company was the event organizer and I was one of the designers. It was like fate.” 
Eleanor beams at Penny, and I can tell that they have an extremely close relationship. I remember Landon telling me about how Penny's parents died. Eleanor was her mom’s best friend, so it only made sense for Eleanor to adopt Penny. It’s obvious that she has a big heart.
It fills me warmth, being in the presence of someone like her. I can only hope that one day I’ll be able to marry into a family like this, since I won’t actually be marrying into this one. It’s unfortunate that mine and Landon’s entire relationship is a sham.
“That’s really sweet, how your relationship blossomed like that. How about you, Eleanor? How did you meet Landon’s dad?” I worry about bringing this up, because I know it can be a tough topic when you’ve lost your partner. She smiles dreamily, though.
“Oh, that sweet man. I was working as a server at the country club he and his father always went to. See, I didn’t come from money. I was just a regular, working-class girl trying to make a living.” 
I blink at this revelation. 
“Gregory would always flirt with me. At first, I think he did it to annoy his father, but after a while, he actually started to fall for me. One day, I was closing up late and he came up to me, saying that he forgot something and needed to get it urgently. I let him in, and it turns out he just wanted an excuse to talk to me one on one. We swam all night in the club pool, talking and learning about each other. I fell in love with him that very night. After that, it was history. We were basically inseparable. His mother didn’t like that, though. She thought he should be with someone more of his caliber. He wouldn’t hear it though. He fought to be with me, and wasn’t even fazed with their threats of excommunication and being ousted from the family business. He was incredible.”
I could feel my own eyes getting wet as Eleanor dots her eyes on the back of her napkin.
“That’s incredibly beautiful,” I whisper.
“He was the sincerest man I’ve ever known,” Eleanor says. “It was devastating when he passed. It tore both the kids and me apart.” 
I take a peek at Penny. She’s looking away, with some tears running down her face. It’s clear to see that it affected them deeply.
“You know, I also don’t come from a wealthy background. I don’t know if Landon told you,” I say. 
Eleanor laughs.
“Oh, honey, I know. Landon didn’t have to say a word. I knew it from the moment I met you in that limo. You’re not at all like the women that grow up in this lifestyle. You’re much more humble. It’s part of the reason that I like you so much. You’re real.”
I blink and smile. I can’t believe that she knew. Even more so, I can’t believe that I was worried about her disliking me because of it. My heart swells at the fact that I feel like I know this woman, and then immediately sinks when I realize that I’m deceiving her.
My thoughts are interrupted by a server bringing over a three-tiered platter spilling over with finger sandwiches, scones, and crepes. A tea tray is being carried by another server. How very fancy. The servers give us each small plates and we dig in.
[image: image-placeholder]“Oh my god, that was incredible,” I say as I take a sip of my sweet tea.  
Eleanor is dabbing at her mouth with her napkin and Penny is lounging back in her chair. 
“I can’t believe we finished it all.”
Not a single crumb was left on any of the three tiers of the platter. We must have consumed thousands of delicious carbs.
“I remember why I stopped coming here. I eat way too much!” Eleanor says and chuckles. 
I laugh along with her.
The server comes by with the bill. I’m nervous about the cost, but luckily, I have earned a decent amount of money, so even if I can’t cover the whole thing, I can at least cover my portion. I reach in my purse and start digging out my wallet when Eleanor waves me off.
“Put that away, dear. This is my treat! A nice lunch to get to know my future daughter-in-law.” I’m wracked with guilt at her comment. 
I pray she never finds out the truth.
“Oh, please, at least let me cover my portion,” I say, and Eleanor rolls her eyes.
“Don’t bother. She never lets me pay either. It’s a futile effort,” Penny says as she stands up. 
I let out a deep breath and concede, putting my wallet away. Eleanor pulls out a black AmEx and I suck in a breath. I’ve never seen one in person, regardless to how many rich men I’ve gone out with. Eleanor hands it off to Elizabeth, who swipes it and hands it back. Eleanor then signs the check and leaves it on the table.
We’re strolling past the gates of the patio, chatting like three best friends when Eleanor is pushed to the ground with a resounding cry.
A man dressed in black snatches Penny’s purse as she’s distracted by Eleanor.
“Hey!” she shouts after him as she leans down to check on Eleanor.
Thinking more quickly than I have ever done, I stick my foot out in front of the thief, catching him by surprise.
“Shit!” he exclaims as he falls to the ground. 
I stand over him and swiftly kick him in the stomach. He lets go of Penny’s purse and clutches his stomach.
“I’m calling 911!” Penny shouts as I lean down and grab her purse. 
A look of panic crosses the thief’s face. He scrambles briefly and gets up, sprinting away from the scene. Sirens sound in the distance not long after, making their way in our direction.




Chapter Sixteen

Landon


The tires screech as I zoom into the hospital parking lot. I throw the car in park and storm into the hospital. 
“I need to see Eleanor Gould,” I say as soon as I’ve entered through the doors. The receptionist is a young woman that looks a bit intimidated by my presence. 
“Um, uh, yes. Are you family?” she says, her fingers slightly trembling as she pecks at her keyboard. I feel impatience stirring within me.
“I’m her son,” I say firmly, and I can hear the irritation seep into my voice.
“Okay…Here’s a visitor's pass. She’s in room 113. It’s just around the corner and to your right.” She points down a hallway. 
I take the small badge and make my way to the room.
When I step inside, I am greeted by Penny and Hailey standing by my mom. As I walk by, Penny nods solemnly in greeting. I grab my mom’s hand and she smiles at me.
“Mom, are you okay? You’re not seriously hurt, are you?” I ask, taking note of the IV embedded in her vein. 
She follows my gaze to the tube and waves her hand flippantly.
“Oh no, I’m perfectly fine. They gave me the IV because it’s policy. Really, it’s just a few scrapes and bruises on my knees and elbows. We’re lucky that Hailey was there.” She smiles at Hailey gratefully, and Hailey gives her hand a squeeze.
“What do you mean? What did Hailey do?” I throw Hailey a look of confusion and her face reddens. 
“Oh, she was amazing!” Penny interjects suddenly, her eyes lighting up. “The second that guy snatched my purse, she was on it! She stuck her foot out and kicked him in the gut! I wouldn’t even have my purse right now if she hadn’t sprung into action.” 
“Please, it was nothing,” Hailey says, casting her eyes downward. I press my lips together and a barely stifled noise escapes from me. The three women look at me, varying degrees of confusion forming on their faces. I take a deep breath before addressing Hailey. I need to maintain a sense of composure in front of my mom, especially after the ordeal that she’s just been through.
“Hailey,” I say, irritation lacing my words, “Can I please speak to you in the hallway?”
“Um, yeah, sure,” Hailey says apprehensively. I turn around and lead the way into the hallway. I hear Penny whisper something unintelligible to Mom as the door shuts behind Hailey.
“What in the world were you thinking?” My tone is low and steady, even as I whirl on her. 
Shock takes over her expression.
“I, um— What do you mean? What are you talking about?”
“You cannot get involved in things like that! You had no idea what that man was capable of, what he had on him! What if he had a knife, or even a gun? You could have been seriously hurt, or even killed!” I can feel my voice rising as I go on, drawing more attention to the two of us, but I don’t care. She needs to understand that she can’t just go around endangering herself, or my family.
“Whoa, are you being for real right now?! You’re mad at me for getting your sister's purse back and stopping a thief who pushed your mom over?” Hailey’s brows pull together in anger, her lips pressing together tightly. “You are honest to God yelling at me in the middle of the hospital for being the hero.”
Even more heads are turning as her voice soars up octaves, becoming almost screeching. Fury is coursing through me as I try to get her to understand.
“No, Hailey, it’s not about you ‘being the hero.’ It’s about you putting yourself right in the middle of a dangerous situation for a stupid handbag! Penny probably has a thousand, she’s a designer for Pete’s sake.” My hands move wildly with every word, showing more anger with their gestures.
Hailey narrows her eyes at me, lowering her voice before responding.
“You are completely despicable, Landon. You don’t own me, you can’t control what I do. Seriously, I’m out of here,” she throws her purse up onto her shoulder and storms down the hallway.
“Don’t you walk away from me!” I yell after her. I move to follow her before taking note of the onlookers around me.
“Landon?” I hear a small voice say behind me. I turn around and see Penny. Her eyes are wide with questions, but I know that she won’t ask them. “Um, mom is asking for you.”
I let out a huff and throw my shoulders back before strolling into the hospital room.
[image: image-placeholder]I ring the doorbell of Hailey’s apartment. We haven’t spoken in three days, not that I’ve been completely in the dark. Bruce drives by the apartment four to five times a day, and another lower security personnel has been tasked to tail her when she goes somewhere. My mom advised me to give her some cooling off space. I hope it worked. I glance at the bouquet in my hand—white tulips, since they represent forgiveness. At least, that is what the florist said. She laughed when I asked who told her that, but I am honestly skeptical about who decided on the meanings of flowers. 
“What do you want?” Hailey answers the door, interrupting my flora-filled thoughts.
“Um, I want to talk. Can I come in?” I ask. 
She stares at me for a moment before stepping aside to make room for me. I walk in and hand her the flowers.
“You brought me flowers?” she asks as she closes the door.
“White tulips, for forgiveness,” I explain, and she raises her eyebrows. “They’re more of a hopeful gift, because I’m hoping you’ll forgive me for acting like a complete asshole at the hospital.” I smile sheepishly, feeling like a young boy again.
“Yeah. Well, what was that about?” she asks as she moves into the kitchen and grabs a vase from under the sink. She fills it with water and is about to put the flowers in when I stop her.
“Wait, you want to cut the stems first. At an angle.” She squints at me, but does what I suggest. “And, to be honest, I was worried about you. My mind was flooded with all the things that could have happened, like you getting stabbed or kidnapped, that I wasn’t thinking straight. I went about it all wrong, and I shouldn’t have yelled at you. I’m sorry.”
She rips open the packet of flower food and pours it into the vase before sticking the now-cut flowers in. She looks at them for a moment before turning to me.
“Well, Landon, thank you for apologizing. I know it takes a big person to be able to admit wrongdoing. I appreciate your concern for my safety as well. I accept your apology.” She fingers a tulip petal and gives me a small smile.
I smile back, and gear up for another of the reasons that I came here.
“Yes, ever since that day, I’ve felt like a huge jerk. And I’ve also been catastrophically worried about you. I know this may be asking a lot, but I would really appreciate it if you would come stay with me for a few days. It would just make me feel better.”
“What? Stay with you?” She scoffs. “You’re worried about me? What, do you think the purse-snatcher is going to come whisk me out of my apartment?”
She laughs to herself, but I can’t bring myself to join her.
“No, of course not. But, I am worried about the fact that you don’t lock the front door of your apartment, especially now that I know you’re perfectly willing to put yourself in the face of danger.” I look her in the eyes, hoping they communicate the severity of the situation to her.
Hailey stares at me for a moment, opens her mouth and then closes it again. After a few quiet moments, she finally nods.
“Fine, you know what, I understand your concerns. I’ll stay with you for a few days. Just a few, though. Let me get some things together,” she says.
I smile at her gratefully, and she rolls her eyes, then makes her way to her bedroom. I peek at the tulips. 
I guess the florist did know what she was talking about.
[image: image-placeholder]I unlock the front door to my penthouse and swing it open for Hailey. I’m carrying her suitcase in one hand and the vase of tulips in the other. She insisted on bringing them, exclaiming that they’ll die if we leave them. I get the feeling she hasn’t dealt with a lot of live flowers. 
Hailey waltzes into the penthouse and looks around in amazement. I can’t say that I blame her. The place is incredible, with floor to ceiling windows and an enormous Maria Theresa chandelier over the dining table.
“This place is incredible! Look at this kitchen!” she squeals and skips through the archway into the kitchen. “Double ovens? That is so fancy. I bet you don’t even cook.” 
I set her stuff down and follow her into the kitchen, offended at her assumption.
“I happen to cook very well, thank you,” I say. She rolls her eyes.
“Sure you do. Prove it,” she challenges me, turning around. I feel the tips of my ears turn red.
“Um, I don’t have groceries at the moment. I’ll have to get some.” 
She smirks, and I’ll unfortunately have to let her win this one. “Okay, let me show you to the room you’ll be sleeping in.”
I lead her down a small hallway, which has a guest bedroom and a home office. My room is on the other side of the penthouse. I swing open the door and she peaks in behind me.
“Oh my god, that bed looks amazing!” She runs in and throws herself onto the bed.
“So, you like it?” I ask, as I go sit down next to her. 
She sits up, turning towards me.
“Actually, I love it,” she whispers, and I notice how breathy her voice has suddenly gotten. 
I turn my head to look at her and take note of the way she’s biting her bottom lip.
“Good, because it’s all yours,” I murmur as I lean in closer.
“Thank you for being worried about me,” she says against my lips before closing the gap between them.
I lean her back onto the bed as our kiss deepens. Her hands snake their way to my belt, undoing it swiftly. I start to kiss my way down her chest when she shakes her head.
“You don’t want me to?” I ask in confusion.
“I want to do something for you.” She rolls us over.She pulls my pants down to my knees and gets down between them. Her eyes meet mine as her hands pull down my briefs, revealing my rock-hard length. She raises her eyebrows in delight and places her lips on the tip teasingly. I gasp as she swirls her tongue over it, and then moan in delight as she takes the plunge, engulfing as much of me as possible in her mouth. Her head bobs up and down, her tongue rolling over me with each movement. Just when I think I can’t take anymore of it, she moves her mouth off of me. I give her an incredulous look before she smiles and climbs on top of me. She reaches under her dress and pulls her panties to the side, positioning her entrance right over me.
Within a second, she sinks down onto me, letting out small moans. I gasp as I feel her warmth take me in. She slowly moves up and down on top of me, and I can feel the pleasure building already. 
“Oh my god,” she says as I slowly move my thumb to the spot above her entrance, rolling my thumb over it with expertise. With every moan, she grinds on top of me faster before she starts to buck wildly. “Oh my god, I’m cumming!”
“Cum for me, Hailey,” I say, as the expression on her face sends me over the edge. She crashes down on me as pleasure rolls over her, her body shuddering from the experience.




Chapter Seventeen

Hailey


It’s been a week since I left Landon’s. In truth, I didn’t want to leave the beautiful penthouse, but I was running out of clothes. 
I look out the big bay window in my living room onto the street below. It’s a beautiful, sunny day—what I wouldn’t give to be out at the beach or hiking through Mount Sutro.
Instead, I’m pouring over my Constitutional Theory textbook, studying for the exam I have in two days. I passed my Criminal Procedures exam, but if I’m being honest, it was just barely. I want to do better than being a C-average lawyer.
I’m staring at a flash card, trying for the life of me to remember why the Articles of Confederation failed when my phone buzzes. I do my best to ignore it, and my eyes light up as I remember that it failed because the states had too much power. I turn the flashcard over and deflate. Turns out, there was more than one reason. 
Sighing, I resign myself to taking a brain break and pick up my phone. My landlord's name flashes across the screen. My face contorts in confusion as I unlock my phone to read the message. I already paid rent, and I’m not a particularly loud or disruptive neighbor.
Residents, it’s with my sincerest apologies that I must inform you…
I cover my face with my hands as I finish off the message. The building’s been sold. I have to leave. Maybe it’s a joke? An extremely late April Fool’s prank?
I shake my head, acknowledging that I’m being ridiculous. It’s May. There’s no April Fool’s joke, and I need to get a grip. I have some money, but maybe not enough for a deposit. Although, I could make a case to my landlord to get this month's rent back, considering that I actually only get to stay a week. 
I throw open my laptop and begin the search for places to stay. As it turns out, there isn’t a lot. Apparently, the only things available are places that no person should be forced to live in, or that are so far away from my school that it would be a ridiculous trip with traffic. I sigh, and my mind wanders to the other tenants in the building. What are they going to do? There are maybe sixty people living here, and even though I don’t know many of them, I know that a few of my neighbors are in a similar boat. Will they have to find new jobs, or leave school?
My thoughts are interrupted by another text lighting up my phone, this one from Landon.
Wait a second. Landon. I completely forgot about my ‘fiancé’. If anyone could fix this, it would be him. I hit ‘call’ on his contact page and the phone rings. He picks up almost immediately.
“So, is that a yes, then?” he asks. I’m confused for a moment before I remember that he sent me a text before I called him.
“Oh, um, I actually didn’t read the text, I’m sorry. I’m having a bit of an emergency,” I say. 
I can practically picture him sitting up straighter after hearing this.
“Why? What’s wrong? You’re not hurt, are you?” he asks with a sense of urgency. I hear shuffling in the background, as if he’s looking for something.
“No! No, I’m fine. I mean, I’m not fine. My landlord is kicking me out,” I finally say, just wanting this awkward conversation to be over with. 
“Were you late on rent?” he asks, and I scoff. 
I can’t believe he thinks I’d miss my rent.
“No, jerk. I’ve never been late on rent. He sold the building. I have until the end of the week to find another place to live.”
“He sold the building and he wants you out in a week? He can’t do that! That has to be illegal,” he says, and a lightbulb goes on in my brain. 
I can’t believe I didn’t think of it. I have to be the worst law student in the modern world. I jump up and rush over to my file cabinet, flinging it open and rifling through the paperwork. I know I have a copy somewhere.
“Hailey? What are you doing?” Landon asks.
“Shh. I’m looking for something,” I say as I finally find it. I pull out my rental agreement and flip through the pages, looking for keywords. I find what I’m looking for and my heart sinks. “Well, it had potential to be illegal, except that my lease has a termination clause. ‘If the property is sold by the owner in the middle of a lease agreement, the lease agreement is immediately terminated. The tenant agrees to move out within one week of the notice date.’”
“Hailey! You signed that shit? You’re a law student, for crying out loud,” he cries, frustrated. 
My defenses go up, annoyed at what he’s implying.
“Hey, lay off! I had to sign it. It was the only place I could afford at the time. Mom had just gone into the hospital, and we lost the house. Emma was living at Stanford. I had no choice!” I don’t expect him to understand. He will never know the desperation that comes with choosing to do something out of necessity. The truth is, I knew that living here came with potential problems. But it was affordable, close to school, and at the time, my only option. 
Landon sighs on the other end of the phone. I rip the lease to shreds to express my anger. It’s not mature, but it’s a hell of a lot better than what I really want to do, which is put a flaming bag of dog poo on my landlord's doorstep.
“I have a solution,” Landon says, and my ears perk up. “You can live with me.”
“Are you taking advantage of my situation?” I ask, half teasing and half serious. 
“Well, I can’t say the thought didn’t cross my mind, but I’m trying to help you. You can sleep in the spare bedroom again. My driver takes you to school every day anyway, so now it’s just less trouble on his end. Really, it’s the perfect solution.”
I take a moment to think about his words. He’s not wrong. I do love his penthouse, after all, and I would never find a place like that myself.
“Fine, but I want a contract,” I say, finally agreeing.
“Seriously? Another contract?” he says, and I swear I can hear his eyes rolling through the phone. 
I nod before realizing that he can’t see me.
“Yes, I think it’s important for us to put boundaries in place. Like, I don’t want anyone in my room without my permission. And, I’ll need a block of quiet time every week to study. Maybe from five to six in the evening, Monday through Friday?” I’m going over potential clauses in my head, things that would make me comfortable.
“Alright, as long as there isn’t another ‘no sex’ clause. There’s obviously no contract that could stop that from happening.” I can hear the playful glee in his voice and feel my cheeks turn beet red. I’m glad he’s not standing in front of me to see me getting embarrassed.
“Whatever, shut up about the sex thing,” I mumble. “As it stands, we’re roommates, which means we need roommate rules.”
“Roommates who have sex?” he responds. 
I roll my eyes and huff.
“Enough with the sex already, you stupid horndog. This is serious.”
“Did you just call me a horndog? I am not a high schooler,” he says.
“Stop acting like one then.” I smirk after my response. 
I hear him grumbling to himself, his words unintelligible.
“Whatever. Tell me the roommate rules,” he finally says.
“Okay, we need a cleaning schedule, first of all.” 
“I have a maid,” he interrupts.
“That explains why your place is so clean,” I remark, and he grunts in annoyance. “I require my own pantry and fridge space for my food. I want to know ahead of time if there will be people coming over; I never want to be surprised by it.”
“I’ll have to change the code on the keypad. My mom has it at the moment.” He says and I sigh. 
Let’s tell her that we’ve decided to move in together then, and she can’t come over unannounced anymore,” I say. I don’t like the way I sound, dictating his own lifestyle to him, but I know it’s an important boundary to agree on if we’re going to make this work. Especially since it would be weird for her to come over randomly and discover me sleeping in a different bedroom.
“Right, fine, that makes sense. You will need to make your bed every morning then, just in case she does show up,” he says.
“Okay, so this is all a deal?” I ask.
“I’ve already sent all the terms over to Ted. He will transform it into a full-fledged contract and have us sign it tomorrow morning. I think it would be best to move you straight away. Do you have a lot of stuff?” 
I look around at my apartment, at all the furniture that came with the place, the perfect appeal for students like me.
“No, not really. Just clothes, shoes, and a couple of trinkets.”
“Okay. I’ll be over in an hour with some boxes. Start packing what you can into a suitcase or something.”
The line goes dead, and I look around the place I’ve called home for the past few years. The feeling is bittersweet.




Chapter Eighteen

Landon


“Settling in okay?” I ask, popping my head into Hailey’s room.  
She’s putting the last bit of her clothes on hangers.
“Yeah, thank you,” she says, gradually hanging up the pile she’s accumulated and placing the empty suitcase into the closet. I walk over and hand her a sticky note with a name and number on it.
“Good, good. That’s Fred’s name and number; he’s the one who sorts our drivers out. So, if you need to go anywhere or do anything, just give him a call or a text and he will send a car out for you.”
“Oh, thank you. Actually, I would like to get some groceries now that I’m thinking about it,” she says, pulling out her phone. 
I gently cover it with my hand and push it down.
“No need to go out at this time. The traffic will be horrendous since everyone is getting off work. Just make a list, and I’ll have groceries sent over.” 
She gives me a wary glance before nodding.
“Yeah, okay, that makes sense. I do need to study for my exam, anyway,” she gives me a look that I’m not quite grasping the meaning of. 
“Could I have some time to myself so that I can study?”
I cough and nod, embarrassed that I didn’t catch on sooner.
“Right, of course. I have some work to catch up on, so I’m going to go over to my office. When you’re done with your grocery list, text it to me so I can give it to the right person.” I nod as I leave the room, kicking myself for being so awkward.
[image: image-placeholder]It’s been a few days since that first awkward exchange, and things have settled. I walk through the front door after a long day at the office and see Hailey seated in the living room, a Constitutional Theory textbook and flash cards spread out around her. 
“Hey, how’s your day been?” she asks as I walk in. This is how most of our exchanges have been: pleasant, yet rigid.
“It was fine. I had a lot to take on with some investors, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. I did have lunch with my mom. She asked about you.” 
I finish setting my briefcase on the kitchen counter and getting a wine glass out of the cupboard. “How about yours? Was class okay?”
She sighs and closes the textbook she’s holding.
“Honestly? It wasn’t great. I am totally failing at studying for this exam. Like, I just can’t focus or seem to get anything right.” She falls back on the couch in a dramatic fashion, and I can’t help but smile at the sight.
I grab another wine glass and pour two glasses of the wine from the fridge—a ten-dollar Barefoot rosé. Not my first choice, but it was on Hailey’s grocery list, so it must be a favorite of hers. I take the two glasses and bring them out to the living room.
“Can I help you study? I know that I’m no law student, but even if it’s just the flash cards, it’s helpful to have someone with you sometimes,” I say as I hand her a glass. 
She takes a big sip before nodding.
“You know what, yeah, that’s a good idea.” She hands me the flash cards and looks at me expectantly. 
An idea forms in my head.
“Alright, let’s see.” I pick up the first of the flash cards and crinkle my forehead in confusion. “What’s absolutist theory?”
“Absolute dedication to the first amendment,” she rattles off. 
I flip over the flashcard, and wrinkle my forehead further.
“Hmm.” 
“What? That’s the answer,” Hailey says, giving me a dirty look.
“Well, it’s what’s on the flash card. It doesn’t really explain much, though? Like, I have more questions than answers. Why are absolutists dedicated to the first amendment so much?” I run my hand through my hair, as if I’m thinking.
“Oh, right. Well, you know how in the first amendment, it says ‘congress shall make no law?’ Absolutists take that to the extreme. They think that neither the federal nor the state government should pass any laws that could encroach upon an individual's rights. You know, like free speech, religion, all of that. Which is fine, but if you take the absolutist approach, then you ignore the other articles and the bill of rights. So, for example, something like hate speech might still be considered free speech to a first amendment absolutist. You see how that’s problematic?”
I grin at her, and realization crosses her face. She grins back.
“Maybe you just need to change your study method. Instead of flashcards, just work on explaining all of these terms the way you just did. That way, you’re actually learning, instead of just memorizing,” I say and take a big gulp of wine. 
Hailey nods enthusiastically.
“You’re a genius! Thanks, Landon. I appreciate the help. I actually think I got this on my own, now.” I watch her for a moment before shrugging. 
I suppose I could use a long, hot shower while she’s busy.
[image: image-placeholder]I wake up to my stomach growling. I look at my phone—it’s three a.m. I must have fallen asleep during my post shower relaxation. It’s time for me to get a late-night snack. 
I shuffle out of my room into the kitchen and stop in my tracks. Hailey is kneeling on a counter and rifling through the top shelf of a cabinet. I rub my eyes quickly to make sure I’m not seeing anything. Nope, she’s still there.
“What are you doing?” I ask, my voice still heavy with sleep.
“Oh my god!” Hailey shrieks. She jumps from shock and drops the box that she was holding, spilling the last of the chocolate chip cookies on the floor. “Aw man!”
She turns and slumps down onto the counter, a sulky expression on her face.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” I say as I swoop down to gather the cookies.
“No, I know, it’s just—I have a sweet tooth, and that was the last of the sweets I have,” she sighs.
“You know, I think I know just the thing to help with that sweet tooth,” I say. 
I move past her to the fridge door and pull out some peaches and butter.
“What are you doing?” she asks, hopping off the counter.
“You’ll see,” I say as I shut the fridge door and preheat the oven. I rinse the peaches then set them on the counter in front of me. Grabbing a cutting board and a knife, I make quick work of cutting them into quarters.
“Oh, you’re making something,” she says over my shoulder. “Can I help?”
I set the knife down as I look around the kitchen. 
“Yeah, actually. Can you find the brown sugar? And a casserole dish?” I ask. 
She salutes me and starts going through the various cabinets. I cut chunks of butter off the stick and take the pits out of the peaches, moving them off to the side, making a mental note to give them to my mom’s gardener. Hailey sets the casserole dish next to me.
“Perfect, thank you. Now, I’m going to butter the dish. Can you open the brown sugar?” She nods and starts pulling the plastic bag apart as I take the stick of butter and run it all around the casserole dish.
I hear a ‘pop,’ and suddenly, there’s brown sugar everywhere, covering me, Hailey, and the sticky casserole dish. I turn and slowly look at her.
“Sorry.” She says, her voice small. “I used a little more force than I needed to.” 
I smile and roll my eyes.
“That’s okay. We can make this work.” I take a look down at myself, taking note of my sugar-covered clothing. I take my shirt off, and before Hailey can react, I start shaking it off above her head. Her jaw drops open, stunned at my action. “Payback.”
“What— I— Seriously? It was an accident!” 
I ignore her as I arrange the peaches in the casserole dish and toss the butter chunks over them. I’m rolling the rest of the peaches in the brown sugar when something cold and smooshy is smeared onto my nose. I blink and wipe it off.
“Butter?” I ask as I turn to her. 
She’s triumphant as she starts wrapping the stick back up.
“Payback,” she says simply. 
I give her a mock offended look.
“You can’t do payback for payback!” 
“Um, you can’t do payback for an accident!” she shoots back. 
I shrug my shoulders in concession.
“Alright, fine. Here, you put this,” I hand Hailey the casserole dish, “in the oven and set the timer for twelve minutes. I’m going to change really quick.”
I head off to my room and take my pajama pants off before she can say anything else. I pull out a new pair of pants and throw on a robe before strolling back out to the kitchen.
“My turn!” Hailey chirps as she runs from the room, almost tripping on the dusting of brown sugar covering the floor. 
She’s back in a flash, now donning an oversized sweater and some fuzzy plaid pants.
“Stop!” I call to her just before she enters the kitchen.
“What?” Her eyes bulge out of her head. “What now?”
“Nothing. I just didn’t want you to step in the brown sugar. I’ll grab a broom, and you wait out there.” 
She obliges as I grab a broom from the walk-in pantry. I take my time sweeping, making sure there’s not a speck of dust on the floor before I empty the pan into the dust bin.
“Alright, your turn to relax. I’m wiping down the counter.” 
She grabs a washcloth and wets it before running it over the messy counter. She rings it out in the sink after only a few moments. “There, good as new.”
She raises her nose into the air as the smell from the baking peaches starts to waft through the kitchen. It’s sweet, with a hint of spice, probably from the molasses in the brown sugar.
“So, where did you learn to make this dish?” she asks as the oven dings. 
I grab the oven mitts out of the drawer next to the oven and pull the sizzling peaches from the oven.
“My mom used to—excuse me—used to make it when I was young. It’s simple, but it was always a comfort when I felt sad or angry.” I reach into the back of the freezer, past a hidden compartment, and pull out a tub of vanilla bean ice cream. Hailey’s mouth drops open.
“You’ve been hiding ice cream?!” she says. 
I drop two scoops of ice cream into two bowls she has set out on the counter.
“Sorry, it’s habit. I grew up with two brothers who happen to be human vacuums.” 
She studies me as I stab a fork into some of the peach chunks from the dish and set them on top of the ice cream. I hand her a bowl and grab my own.
“Want to watch something? I don’t think I’m getting back to sleep anytime soon,” I offer. 
She nods and follows me into the living room. We sit down on the couch and I watch as she takes a bite of the dessert. Her eyes roll back in pleasure.
“Oh my god, this is amazing. Like, the best thing I’ve ever eaten.” I take a bite of my own and enjoy the sweetness as feelings from my childhood wash over me.
“Want to watch Golden Girls?” Hailey asks as she turns on the tv and snuggles up against me. 
I look at her and am about to make a quip until I see how into the show she really is. I simply nod and put my arms around her, content with the feeling of her body against mine.




Chapter Nineteen

Hailey


My heart thuds as I hear someone entering the combination on the keypad outside the door. I take a look at the living room, making sure that everything is in place. Freshly popped popcorn, check. Snuggle blankets covering the couch, check. Breakfast at Tiffany’s loaded up on the tv, check. Wait, dang it. I forgot movie candies! I frown. No movie is complete without a package of Twizzlers to complement it. 
Ever since that late night last week, when we fell asleep snuggled on the couch after Landon’s delicious peach dessert, we’ve been sleeping together in Landon’s room. There was just something so romantic and tender about waking up together on the couch in the morning.
I aced my Constitutional Theories exam with flying colors, which is also thanks to Landon. I might have passed, but it definitely wouldn’t have been to the same standard if he hadn’t challenged me the way he did. With all of that in mind, I decided to plan a surprise date for Landon. Not just to thank him, but because I really want to show him a piece of my world, of the normal world. I think that because he’s always been rich, there is a lot that he’s missed or is not necessarily caught up on. But, this date is intended to get him up to speed. 
Landon walks through the door and I throw my hands out wide.
“Surprise!” I shout and he looks around, confused. “I planned a date for us. Actually, I planned several dates for us, but it starts with Breakfast at Tiffany’s!”
“Like the diner downtown?” he asks, his eyebrows pulling in together.
“No, like the best movie ever.” I step aside so the TV is in view. 
My eyebrows pull together then. “Wait, there’s a Breakfast at Tiffany’s diner downtown?”
“Yeah, but I don’t think that it’s related to the movie. Although, I truly couldn’t say for sure.” He takes in the view of the blankets, popcorn, and TV before smiling at me.
“You know what, sure. This could be fun. Let me change out of my suit and I’ll be right out,” he says, going into the bedroom. 
I bounce onto the couch and settle in before grabbing a handful of popcorn and throwing it in my mouth. Hmm. Maybe I shouldn’t have pre-made it. Oh well.
Landon steps out of the room, and I can’t help but admire the way his pants cling to his muscular legs. The sleeveless shirt he’s wearing shows off his arm muscles, biceps rippling with every arm movement. It should be illegal how hot he is.
Landon plops down next to me on the couch and I smile at him softly. He smiles back as we settle in, throwing the blanket over us. I lean back against him as I start the movie.
“So, you like this movie?” he asks as the credits start. 
“I love this movie; it’s my favorite,” I say back.
“Really?” He sounds surprised. “I wouldn’t have guessed that.”
“Why’s that?” I ask, holding the popcorn bowl out to him. 
He takes a handful before responding.
“Well, it’s just that this movie is all about rich people.” 
“It’s a movie about a woman who struggles to find her place in the world. It’s relatable.”
He’s silent as the movie starts, and I wonder how he’s never actually seen it. 
[image: image-placeholder]We browse the racks at the Second Chance thrift shop. At first, I was seriously shopping, but I could sense that Landon was bothered by this. I don’t think that he knew that almost all of my clothes come from second hand shops—it’s practical and affordable. Plus, it’s better for the environment, if you care about that sort of thing. Which, I do.  
“Oh, look at this. Very Holly-esque.” I grin mischievously as I hold out an ostentatious pink frock. 
Landon frowns.
“That is the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.” He says as his jaw drops.
“Really? Is it? Or is this?” I ask as I pull a long, neon orange dress off the rack. It’s tiered, with layer after layer of tulle shooting out from the dress. The neck is high, with a big fluff of tulle puffing up at the top.
“Yikes. I dare you to try that on,” he says, grinning. 
I mull it over.
“I have a better idea,” I say, putting both the outfits back onto the rack. “Let’s both pick out outfits for each other, and reconvene by the dressing room in fifteen minutes. We will try them on and those will be our outfits for the day.”
“For the day?” he asks incredulously. 
I nod.
“Come on, it will be fun! Just let loose.” I begin browsing the racks.
I take peeks at him as I rifle through the clothing. Even though he might think this is silly, I can tell that he’s putting forth his best effort. It’s sweet really, when you take into account how much he’s changed since we first met. In truth, he’s funny and even though it doesn’t seem like it, he’s extremely caring, in his own way. I guess that what I’m saying is that I’m really starting to fall for him.
“If looking like a ragamuffin is fun, then I guess that’s what we will do.” I hear him mutter as he strolls off. 
I get busy picking up different items of clothing. I manage to score some amazing finds, and I know it will be a bit of a chore to get Landon to agree to wear what I’ve picked out. I grin gleefully and stride to the fitting rooms. Landon’s already standing there, as if he’s been waiting for a while.
“Here you go!” I say as I pass him the small pile of clothing. He throws some items in my hands and we both go into the dressing rooms.
I take my clothes off and look at what I’ve got. The first item is a long sleeve yellow shirt. I’m confused about the ugly factor until I pull the next item up. I suddenly realize that Landon has a nuanced understanding of clashing clothes. They’re dark blue denim overalls emblazoned with huge purple polka dots of various shades. I put the overalls on and realize that one of the buttons for the straps is missing. I look in the mirror and laugh out loud. I look like a kid who had to get clothes from the lost and found. I’m gathering my clothes and about to exit the dressing room when I realize that I forgot something—it must have fallen when I picked up the overalls. 
On the ground was a bright purple baseball cap with a screen-printed ladybug on it. A very poorly screen-printed ladybug. Even though the cap is purple, the screen printing wasn’t weeded even a little, so the backdrop of the ladybug is a white square, poorly positioned on the hat. I roll my eyes and come out of the dressing room. Landon is still in one of them, it seems.
“Landon? You done?” I singsong against the opposite dressing room curtain.
“I am not coming out,” he says indignantly. 
I roll my eyes.
“Come on, Landon. Don’t be a baby.” 
A few more moments pass. I’m about to pull the curtain myself when he comes sulking out. I let out a laugh at the sight of him.
The shiny, silver metallic pants are a perfect fit, hugging his leg muscles, but still allowing for movement. The top I picked is the kind you get as a joke on vacation, and it says “I went to Hollywood and all I got was this stupid T-shirt”. To top it all off is a comically huge bright green tie embroidered with a ladybug.
“Hey! Ladybugs!” I laugh as I point back and forth between us. 
He cracks a smile and rolls his eyes.
“Do we really have to wear these all day?” he whines. 
I nod very seriously. “Yes. Captain's orders.” 
He sighs and we walk up to the counter. The cashier gives us a surprised look, but gives us bags for our regular clothes after Landon pays.
We’re out the door and walking down the street, attracting attention from dozens of passersby. I grab his hand, and he gives me a small smile. We’re walking past more thrift stores when something catches my eye in a pawn shop. I stop in front of the window of the shop.
Is that—? It can’t be, though. I sold it to a completely different pawn shop, so there’s no way it could have made its way to this side of town. It has to just be a coincidence.
“What’s up? Do you like that brooch?” Landon asks as he steps up beside me to look at it. It has diamonds set in a circle around a larger pink diamond, with two small silver roses on either side of it. I shake my head.
“No, I just think it’s pretty. Let’s move on.” I start to continue down the sidewalk before I think better of it. 
“Actually, that’s a lie. It’s kind of similar to a brooch that I sold to pay for some of my mom’s medical bills. It’s different, though. This one is shaped like a sparrow, with less gemstones. The one that I had to sell belonged to my grandmother. It was a hummingbird, with deep blue wings and tiny diamonds encrusted everywhere. Plus, it was engraved, with a message for my grandmother. Her dad gave it to her when she was little.” I spend a little more time admiring it before I continue walking.
He’s stuck looking at it for a moment, perhaps trying to see what I saw in it. I tug him by the hand to hurry him along.




Chapter Twenty

Landon


“So, what are we doing here?” I ask as we pass the giant Fisherman’s Wharf sign. It’s round and shaped like the steering wheel of a ship. 
“Well, that depends. How hungry are you?” 
Hailey has tied her brilliant red hair up into a high ponytail that swishes with every turn of her head. I contemplate her question and rub my stomach as if it will clue me into the answer.
“I could eat.”
“That’s good! Because that was the plan anyway,” Hailey declares, sticking her finger into the air as if to punctuate her sentence. 
I roll my eyes at her goofy behavior.
“Well, why’d you ask then?”
“To make sure you were ready. Follow me!” She grabs my hand and leads me down the pier. 
The crowds of people are unbelievable. Families and couples are littering the boardwalk. I almost dislike it, the amount of people brushing up against me. This is just asking to be pickpocketed.
“Ta-da! You’re always taking me to great places, so now I’m taking you to one.” Hailey thrusts her hand out and almost smacks a passerby in the face. 
She pulls her hand back and mumbles an apology. 
The building is painted light blue, and has a lot of darkened windows. The sign atop the building reads Fog Harbor Fish House and has fish underneath it.
“What is this?” My brow crinkles. 
“It’s the best seafood place on Pier 39!” She grabs my hand and drags me indoors. 
“Hi there! Table for two, please. Can we sit by the window?” she asks.
The hostess glances over to the huge windows before nodding and grinning at our ostentatious attire. We follow her over to a table covered in a white tablecloth. Two wine glasses sit atop the table.
After taking our seats, the hostess hands us two menus and walks away. She is immediately replaced by a waiter. I blink furiously, wondering if the extremely fast service is a dream and I’ve fallen asleep on a bench or something.
“Good evening, and welcome to the Fog Harbor Fish House on Pier 39. Can I start you two off with a glass of wine?”
Hailey looks at me expectantly, and I suddenly realize that she expects me to choose the wine. I take a glance at the wine menu for only a moment before deciding on a wine that I think will wow her.
“We’d love the Siduri Pinot Noir please, thank you.”
“Certainly, sir.” He hurries off to get our wine.
“Have you been here before?” I ask Hailey as I look out the window and admire the view. We’re overlooking the pier, the water lapping over the shore is picturesque.
“I have, a couple of times. I really like it. I let you pick the wine, because I’m going to be picking the meal.” Her mischievous grin causes my heart to flutter.
“What, I’m not capable of picking my own food?” I tease, throwing her words from not long ago back at her. 
She rolls her eyes as the waiter appears in record time. He’s almost like a ghost, with how swift and graceful he is. He pours two glasses and sets the bottle on the table.
“Are we ready to order, or do we need more time?”
“Oh, we’re ready. We will have the garlic whole roasted Dungeness crab please.”
“To share, miss?”
“Yes, please.” 
The waiter nods in response as he leaves.
“An entire crab? So, we’re about to get messy then?” I prod. Hailey giggles before fixing her gaze out the window.
I take the time to admire her. I’ve actually enjoyed spending this day doing all the things Hailey enjoys, even if thrifting isn’t really my thing. 
“What are you thinking about?” she asks, breaking into my thoughts. 
“You. About how I’ve had fun today.” 
This puts a smile on her face, and her eyes shine with happiness.
“I’m glad you’re having fun. Especially since the day isn’t over yet!”
Her foot caresses mine under the table. I wonder how long we will stay like this when the food comes out, a huge steaming crab placed in the middle of our table.
“This smells amazing.” A roasted garlic aroma wafts over from the crab, taking over my senses.
“So, the only caveat is that I have to turn around while you crack it,” she says as I pick up the crab mallet.
“What? Why?” My hand hovers over a crab leg.
“Because,” she says, her eyes lingering on my hand, “The visual of crabs being cracked makes me nauseous.”
“Definitely can’t have that. Alright, turn around.” 
I spin my hand as a visual cue and she obliges, turning around and covering her ears with her hands. I make quick work of the crab legs, gently hitting them with the mallet so that they crack open without any shell shards getting into the meat.
“Okay, you can turn around,” I announce. 
She turns around, immediately confirming what I already thought: her hands over her ears didn’t drown out a single sound.
“So, is this a thing every time you eat crab?” I take some crab meat and dip it into a small butter dish before popping it in my mouth. 
“Mmmm. Oh my god.”
My previous question is forgotten as the flavor of perfectly roasted crab takes over my senses. I’ve never tasted something so amazing in my life.
“Good, right?” Hailey says, leaning back in her chair as she savors the flavor with me.
“Best food I’ve ever had, hands down.”
[image: image-placeholder]“I seriously cannot believe how incredible that crab was.”  
“You really loved it, huh? You haven’t shut up about it since we left Fog Harbor,” Hailey says as she finishes up the row boat rental. The employee hands us two life jackets and points us to the row boat hut.
“Honestly, I think I had a spiritual awakening. Like, I went into that restaurant a completely different person than I am now,” I joke as we reach the small shack, and Hailey throws back her head in laughter.
“Alright, drama queen. Help me carry this boat.” 
We each grab a side of the row boat and hoist it over our heads before placing it down on the edge of Stow Lake. I help Hailey put her life jacket on, then put on mine. She steps into the front of the boat, and I push the boat off the shore before getting in next to her. The boat wobbles for a moment and then steadies.
We slowly start paddling in tandem, working together in a steady groove. This lake is beautiful, with trees standing tall around the edges, shading the water from the hot San Francisco sun. Ducks and geese litter the pond, flitting away as we row the boat past them. It’s not long before we come up on a big stone bridge.
“This is absolutely gorgeous, Hailey.” 
“Just wait. It gets better.” She shoots me a mesmerizing smile and I’m overwhelmed with the urge to kiss her. 
“Come on! I want to show you the best part.”
Sighing, I lick my lips as I match Hailey’s rowing pace. Before long, we’ve rowed up onto a stunning waterfall wedged between rows of trees. Hailey shifts her oar in the boat and turns her attention to me. I follow her lead.
“So, what do you think?”
“I think it’s incredible, Hailey.”
She nods and stares at the waterfall for a moment before speaking again.
“Landon, did you want to take over the family business?” 
She’s still looking at the waterfall.
“Well, that’s a good question. I guess I never thought about it, if I’m being candid.” The memory flashes through my mind. “Honestly, I was just doing what I felt was right, what I thought my dad might have wanted me to do. Not all of the board members would have run it the way my dad wanted to. I felt it was important to honor his memory by making sure that all of his hard work wasn’t undone.”
“That’s not really a yes or a no,” she comments, flashing me a gentle smile.
“I guess there’s not a direct way to answer it. It was never a matter of if I wanted to or not, but only of doing the right thing.”
“You know, I used to think you were just an annoying, pompous, selfish jerk. Just another rich billionaire who wanted to control everyone.”
“And now, you don’t think that?” 
I raise my eyebrows at her. She wrinkles her nose mischievously.
“Well, now I know you’re just an annoying, pompous jerk.”
“Oh, so not selfish then?” I tease back.
“No way. A selfish man would have never paid for all of my mom’s hospital bills. Or taken me in when my landlord was a total scuzz. A selfish man wouldn’t be so concerned with disappointing his mother that he decides to hire a fake fiancée.” 
I stare at her for a moment, absorbing what she’s saying. 
“You know what I like about you, Hailey?” 
I’ve finally found the words.
“What’s that?”
“I like that you’re not afraid to speak your mind. I like that you’ve never been afraid to speak your mind. You’re strong and quick-witted, so completely different from all the women that I’ve met before. Most people automatically kowtow to me, doing whatever they can to keep me happy with them. I think that’s why I was so intrigued with you that first night. You were fiery, ready to give a piece of your mind to a man you’d never even met. With you, I never have to worry that you have secret intentions or that you’re displeased with something. You’ll always let me know.”
She blushes as I lean in. Her lips meet mine softly; this kiss is different from any other one we’ve shared. The feeling rolls over me like waves; the fact that I could be in love with Hailey taunting me in my mind.
“Hailey, when you become a lawyer, what kind of lawyer do you want to be? I realize that I never asked you that.”
“Hmm. Well, when I first started school, I wanted to be a criminal defense lawyer. I think everyone starts out that way. But, as I’ve gone on, I realize that I actually want to be a family lawyer. It’s not as glamorous or elite, but it is important, and helps a lot of people. I know what it’s like to struggle. I’ve never told you this, but my father died when I was really young. He was in the military and died in combat. I was too young to really remember it, but my mom was devastated for a really long time. Raising us as a single mother was tough, and we never had a lot. So when she got cancer and ended up in the hospital, it was like adding onto everything that has happened.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that, Hailey. I know it’s different, because I got time with my dad, and I’ve never struggled like you have. But I do know what it’s like to lose a parent. I think that family law suits you, Hailey. You have a penchant for helping people.”
And I really do think that. Someone who cares about other people, who is empathetic, that’s Hailey.
“Truthfully, it’s more than just family law. I want to specifically help families that are struggling with medical bills-whether they’re past due or still need to be paid.” She looks up at me with her brilliant green eyes. 
“That makes sense. It’s very admirable. One of the things I love most about you is how willing you are to dedicate your livelihood to other people.” I say.
She opens her mouth to respond when rain abruptly starts falling from the sky, followed by the far-away sound of thunder.
“We should get back, before the lightning shows up,” Hailey says, grinning. 
The rain comes down harder then and she starts laughing. I join her and nod in agreement, picking up the oar so that I can once again match her pace.
[image: image-placeholder]“It’s really unfortunate about our rowing trip.” She shivers as we get into the penthouse. We’re both soaked and freezing, still recovering from the return trip of our row-boating excursion.  
“We can do it again another day. I’d love to go back out there with you,” I say, rubbing my hands together for warmth.
She nods and moves to walk farther into the apartment before I stick my arm out in front of me. She throws me a questioning look.
“Strip, before you go any farther,” I command. She raises her eyebrows at me, and I sigh. “You’re dripping wet. I don’t want water tracked all through the penthouse. You can run to your room and get some warm clothes.”
She sighs and nods, conceding. I start removing my clothes in tandem with her. She shivers again as she removes her overalls.
“You know, I think I’d love a warm bath,” she announces. 
I look at her like she’s grown two heads.
“You want more water? Soaking in the San Francisco rain wasn’t enough for you?” I raise my eyebrows, and she rolls her eyes at me.
“I want to get clean and warm!” she insists gleefully.
“Hmm, maybe that can be arranged. Do you mind if I join you?” 
Mischief glints in my eye as she throws me a flirty smile. 
“No, of course not. You can join me any time.”  
“Good, good. I’m going to throw these wet clothes in the wash. You go to my bathroom and start filling up the tub. There’s bubble bath under the sink.”
She nods and saunters off. I pick up the pile of sopping wet clothes from the entryway and make my way to the laundry room. Stuffing the clothes in, I reach for the laundry soap sitting on the shelf. I stop myself right as my finger lands on the wash button. If I put this on, it will disrupt the bath water filling the tub. Changing my mind, I scurry back to my bathroom as quickly as I can.
I enter the room, standing in the doorway in all of my naked glory. She licks her lips as she takes me in. I slowly walk over and turn the handles on the tub, stopping it from overflowing. She doesn’t take her eyes off me the entire time.
“Care to go in first, Ms. Dunn?” I ask, gesturing towards the tub. 
She nods and steps in. After she settles in, I seat myself on the opposite side. The temperature is perfect. I stretch my legs and tap them against Hailey’s thighs.
“This is amazing,” she says, her eyes not leaving mine.
“Did you use the lily of the valley? It’s supposed to be sensual,” I say, a smirk drumming up on my face. 
She leans forward and slowly crawls towards me.
“The lily of the valley,” she whispers in my ear, “is very sensual.”
I shiver against her before placing my hands on her waist and kissing her hungrily. She wraps her arms around me and deepens our kiss. My right hand slowly starts to move down her belly to the front of her, finding the place that fills her with pleasure. I tighten my grip on her waist and start rolling my fingers over the spot, making her moan softly with each passing movement.
“Oh, Landon. You have the most amazing fingers,” she whispers as I work her over and over again. I bite her bottom lip, and she gasps, “You know what’s better than your fingers though?”
I smile as she moves forward to straddle my hips, positioning herself over me.
“This.” She sinks down onto me and I throw my head back in pleasure, letting out a moan. 
She fits over me perfectly, and I tremble at the feeling. I grab her waist, digging my fingers in. She moves up slowly and I slam her back down, causing the water to ripple around us. I do it again, and then again, before she stops me.
“I think we’re making a mess.” She gestures to the water that has splashed out of the tub. “Perhaps, we should try something else.”
She looks at me suggestively as I move us to the edge of the tub and turn her around. I run my hands along her back, admiring the smoothness before I lean forward and whisper in her ear
“I don’t particularly care about the mess,” I growl before pushing into her from behind. 
She lets out a passionate cry, feeling me plunging inside her. I pull out and go in again, shuddering with ecstasy behind her. “You feel so tight around me.”
She backs up into me and I start to move quicker, pushing against her harder and harder. I feel pleasure building inside me, and I start to breathe faster as it gets nearer.
“Oh God! I’m there!” she shouts as the orgasm rocks her body. 
This sends me over the edge, and I release into her, pushing deeper with every pump. We’re still for a moment before I withdraw from her. She sinks further into the tub, paralyzed by pleasure.




Chapter Twenty-One

Landon


She’s so peaceful when she’s sleeping. I watch her for a moment, admiring the way the beams of sunlight filtering through the window catch her red hair. How her lashes lay on her cheeks, drawing attention to the freckles sprinkled along them. Her perfect, heart-shaped lips are parted slightly as she breathes in and out. I smile and brush a strand of hair behind her ear. Her eyes flutter as she comes out of sleep from my touch. She blinks and rubs her eyes. 
“What?” she mumbles, the sleep heavy in her voice.
“You’re just so beautiful. I can’t believe how much beauty one person can hold,” I whisper. 
She gives me a small smile and leans in to plant a kiss on my lips. “Hailey, I want to talk about something serious.”
“Mmmm. Now?” she says, sitting up slowly. 
“Well, I guess we could make some coffee first.” 
I get out of bed and put my pajama pants on. Then, I grab the white silk robe I bought for Hailey and slip it over her shoulder. She stands up and ties it, following me into the kitchen. I set the coffee maker to brew, take hold of her hand and lead her to the dining table. She sits as I go back and pour two mugs of coffee. I add plenty of sugar and cream into hers. I shuffle back to the table and set the coffee in front of her before taking a seat. I watch her as she takes a sip, admiring the way her perfectly pink lips sit on the rim of the mug.
“So, what do you want to talk about?” she says, letting out a sigh as she puts the mug of coffee back down. 
“Us,” I say, grasping her hand and squeezing. 
Her eyebrows shoot up.
“Us? What do you mean?” 
“Hailey, I had the perfect day with you yesterday. I came home from work to all the effort you put in for our movie night. I cuddled on the couch with you and ate cold popcorn while we watched your favorite movie.”
“Hey! The popcorn wouldn’t have been cold if you didn’t take so long getting home.” Her bottom lip juts out in a pout. 
I chuckle at her expression, and eventually she joins me.
“Not the point. Cuddling with you on that couch was the perfect way to end the day for me, especially after the crappy meeting I had. Then, you showed me thrifting, which I’ll be honest, isn’t for me. But, it helped me understand you, to see the kind of things you do and the types of places you buy from. I loved seeing that side of you—I even liked picking out a silly outfit for you to wear, which didn’t even look silly because you somehow manage to make everything you wear look completely incredible.”She smiles softly and looks at the floor, embarrassed. Her freckled cheeks turn a rosy pink color.
“And that was the best crab I’ve ever eaten.” 
“I knew you’d like it.” She grins.
“And the row boat,” I whisper softly. “The row boating was the best part. I feel like we connected deeply, in a way that I’ve never connected with anyone before.”
“I feel the same way,” she whispers as she examines my face.
“But why is all of this important? What’s it have to do with us?” 
“Hailey, I want to be with you. I want to be in a real relationship with you.” I say nothing else, leaving that hanging in the air for her to absorb. 
She’s quiet, staring at me with those beautiful green eyes.
“You want to be with me?” She takes in a deep breath as her eyes start to fill with moisture.
“Yes, of course—why are you upset?” 
She bursts into a smile and wipes away her tears.
“No, I’m not upset! I’m just—these are tears of joy!” I get up and swoop her into a hug. She throws her arms around me, squeezing me close to her.
I put her down and she looks up at me.
“So, we are in a real relationship,” she states, and a huge smile spreads over her face.
“We are in a real relationship. No contracts, either.” 
“Oh, yeah. Does this mean our contract is null and void?” she asks, picking up her mug of coffee.
“Hmmm.” I lean against the wall and think. “I suppose it does, but also, it doesn’t? I mean, we are in a real relationship, but we still aren’t technically engaged.”
“Yeah, and it’s much too soon for that,” she says, eyeing me like she’s waiting for a certain reaction. 
“It might be. I mean, this is just the beginning of our actual relationship. Maybe we shouldn’t rush into an engagement right away.” I give her a goofy grin and she rolls her eyes.
She sways over to the couch, her hips moving seductively. I follow her lead and take a seat next to her amongst the soft cushions.
“Seriously, though. What does this mean? If we decide we want to be together for real, then what? You can’t propose to me in public. It would have to be a more private affair.” She thoughtfully takes a sip of her drink.
I sit back and clasp my hands in front of my stomach. That is true.
“Would you prefer a more public proposal?” I ask her after a moment. 
She blushes as the idea bounces around in her head.
“Funny that you ask now,” she mutters, and I laugh. 
Even in her embarrassment, she’s quick as a whip. Her wit is one of the things I really admire about her. 
“In all honesty, I hadn’t put a lot of thought into it. There’s something really sweet and sentimental about a private proposal. It can be tailored to perfectly fit the person you’re proposing to. On the other hand, though, I love public proposals. I think the idea of getting up in front of a ton of people, and publicly declaring ‘I love this person, and I want to spend the rest of my life with them’ is truly the most romantic gesture that can be made.”
I think over what she’s said. Maybe the perfect proposal for her is something in between. Secluded, tailored just to her, with a public declaration, but still just private enough for it to be intimate. I’ll have to keep that in mind for future purposes.
“I do want to apologize for putting you on the spot that first night. I know that I already have, but now that we’re actually in a relationship, I think it’s important to acknowledge that I made a mistake and messed up. You deserved better than that.” I duck my head in shame.
Hailey laughs, and I fall in love with the sight of her throwing her head back, her perfectly pink lips forming a wide smile as the delightful sound of her hearty laugh releases from within. I quickly whip out my phone and snap a picture of her. 
Her laugh dies down and she fixes her sweet smile on me.
“What are you doing?” she asks, shaking her head at me. 
I stare at her for a moment, breathless. She gives me a peculiar look, and I recover.
“You’re just so beautiful, Hailey. I wish there were more words to describe the way you make me feel. Everything feels colorful when you’re around me. I didn’t even know what was missing before, and now I don’t want to be without you. I just felt the need to capture this moment, what you looked like in a moment of pure and utter happiness,” I finally say. 
She blinks before responding.
“You’re not proposing to me now, are you? I think it’s still too soon for that.” She grins, and I roll my eyes at her. 
She scooches towards me on the couch and pulls me into a deep kiss.
I lean into her with a driving passion. She throws her arms around my neck, slipping her tongue into my mouth. My lips move against hers, fueled by a hungry desire. She finally pulls back.
“As much as I’d love to rev this engine again, we have things to do today. Like, visit my mom.” She looks at me expectantly, and I smile.
“Are you inviting me to meet your mother, Ms. Dunn?” I ask teasingly. 
She fixes me with one of her enchanting smiles.
“Actually, Mr. Gould, I’m demanding that you meet my mother. She’s been talking about her mystery donor for weeks. I think it’s time that she finally meets my fiancé, the man behind the flowers.” She shoots a glance at me and I playfully throw a hand over my heart.
“The man behind the flowers? Is that all I am?” I give her my best wounded expression. 
She rolls her eyes and leans in to press her lips against mine.
“You’ll always be more than that,” she whispers before getting up and giddily running to the bedroom to get ready.
I grin at the sight of her excitement before running off behind her.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Hailey


“See, I told you that she would like you.” I look at him pointedly and he gives me a huge grin.  
We’re at the Oncology Institute, after I decided that it was finally time to introduce him to my mom. I hate having to lie to her, telling her that he’s my fiancé instead of just telling her about our genuine relationship. But, my mom is the biggest gossip that’s ever existed. She could single-handedly bring down the entirety of Hollywood if trusted with the right information.
“Right, right, whatever. Of course you knew, she’s your mom. That’s what I call an unfair advantage.” The elevator dings and he gracefully glides out of it with his hands shoved in his pockets. 
A couple of nurses outside of a door giggle as he passes by, making googly eyes at him. I don’t know how he deals with it. I know that he grew up in this life, so maybe it is a little different for him. But it must be so weird to know that everywhere you go, there are people that are looking at you and thinking about you. I shudder as the elevator dings, and quickly press the “door open” button. My thoughts have carried me away with them, and I’ve been standing in the elevator too long. Landon is standing a ways down the hallway, waiting for me with an amused look on his face. I wish, not for the first time, that I could read his mind. What I wouldn’t give to get a glimpse into his head.
My cheeks are furiously red with embarrassment as I bound over to him.
“Do you really like elevators or something?” He smirks as we continue down the hallway towards the cafeteria. 
I chew on my lips as I try to think of an excuse to give him before I throw my hands up and decide on the truth.
“I just don’t get how you deal with it,” I say as we approach the cafeteria. 
The doors are propped open, revealing a buffet line to the left and tables filling the rest of the space. We head to the line and each grab a tray.
“Deal with what?” he asks as he points out the food he wants to the cafeteria workers. 
He’s handed an assortment of bowls and plates. I grab a pre-packaged sandwich and a bag of chips. We each fill up a fountain drink and shuffle to the checkout area.
“Deal with all the attention. You know, the looks and the recognition. It must be exhausting, going places and always being known,” I say as he swipes his card at the register. 
The cashier waves us on and we make our way to an empty table near a window. The view isn’t great—just a stereotypical look at the hospital grounds.
“Right. Well, honestly, I don’t even think about it. When I was little and I would accompany my dad to places, he was always being recognized, pointed at, and talked to. So I guess in a way, this is just my normal—part of the world I come from.” He shrugs before shoving a spoonful of macaroni and cheese into his mouth. 
He seems okay with it, so it must not taste too bad. 
“That makes sense, I guess. Sometimes it’s weird to think about how we come from such different worlds. I’ve always been able to fly under the radar. I had a lot of trouble when I first started escorting, because I wasn’t used to being the center of attention.” I unwrap my sandwich and take a bite. 
It’s just okay, but a little better than I expected for hospital food. I wonder if the donor wing has their own personal chef.
“I find it hard to believe that you could go anywhere unnoticed. Even if we never crossed paths the way we did, I know that if I was in a room with you in it for even a second, I would notice you right away. You’re not the kind of person that my senses could ignore.” He stares at me with intensity.
I meet his gaze for a moment before blushing and turning away.
We’re silent for a moment as we both focus on finishing the food in front of us. Landon’s mac and cheese has been demolished, as have his green beans. He’s working on a bowl of side salad, but his main dish—turkey with creamy gravy—has remained untouched after the first bite.
“You know, I’d love to volunteer here one day. I wish I had more time in my life, or that I didn’t have to worry about money. I would volunteer here at least three times a week if that was the case.” I take a sip of my drink.
“Why would you do that when you can just donate money? It’s more helpful.” He gives me a perplexed look, and I roll my eyes at his blatant ignorance.
“Not everything’s about money, Landon. The reality is that anyone with some extra cash laying around can donate to the hospital. Not everyone is willing to give up their time to do it. Ideally, donating and volunteering is the perfect solution.” I sigh, realizing that we have a long way to go before Landon truly gets the idea that money isn’t needed for every problem.
[image: image-placeholder]I’m impatiently waiting for the roast to be done. I keep opening the oven door and peeking in, as if that will make the meal cook more quickly. After our visit at the hospital, Landon went to his office to ‘work out some kinks’ with something business-related. I decided to surprise him with another date—our first real date as a couple. 
I learned the roast recipe from my mom, before she was really sick. It’s simple, but always a great hit at parties. The oven dings and I pull on some oven mitts. I slowly slide the roast out and place it on the stove. It smells lovely, just like my mom used to make. I also chopped up some carrots and potatoes and threw it in the roasting pan as a nice little side.
My ears perk up as the doorbell rings. It’s not Landon, obviously, as he wouldn’t ring his own doorbell. I pull the oven mitts off and stride to the front door, opening it wide. Landon would probably hate that small lack of security on my part. I close the door slightly before taking notice of the person standing on the other side.
She’s tall and gorgeous, like a model. Her long brown hair tumbles down her back in waves of caramel and cocoa. Her blue eyes pierce into me, registering that it’s not Landon opening the door, but a woman that she’s never met before. Her plump pink lips twist into a tight smile.
“Hi, we haven’t met before. I’m Victoria, Landon’s ex-girlfriend. Can we talk?” I nod numbly, eyes widening as I realize who she is. 
My eyes search over her as recognition hits, before something else dawns on me. She has the swollen stomach of a heavily pregnant woman.
[image: image-placeholder]Victoria places a hand on her back for support as she makes her way to the couch. 
“I’m so sorry to intrude like this. I know it’s late, but I think it’s become a bit of an urgent matter.” She gestures over her stomach. My heart rate quickens as anger seethes beneath the surface. I do my best to push it back down inside myself.
“That’s okay. Can I get you anything? Maybe some water or a cup of tea?” I ask as I stand in the kitchen doorway. 
I wonder if she’s noticed that I’m keeping my distance from her.
“No, I’m fine. You can come sit by me, you know. Pregnancy isn’t contagious.” She smiles. 
That answers my question. I slowly make my way over to the living room and sink down into the arm chair across from her.
“So, what can I do for you, Victoria?” I ask tentatively. I have my guard up, suspicious of her after everything that Landon told me about her the night of the charity auction.
“Well, it’s more like what I can do for you.” She smiles at me sadly, but there’s something off about it, almost like she’s enjoying the performance. “You see, I came here because I finally found out about Landon’s engagement.”
“Finally? It’s been, like, a month and a half,” I say, trying to count it out in my head.
“Yeah, well, you can imagine that keeping up with the Joneses hasn’t been my top priority as of late.” She nods toward her stomach again and smiles. 
“Right, that makes sense. Go on,” I concede.
“Thank you. Well, it may come as no shock to you that I’m here because I’m pregnant. She’s Landon’s. I don’t want to have to tell you this, but it only seems fair. Woman to woman, I’d want to know.” She leans forward, a smug look on her face. 
The strong urge to hit her washes over me before I shake it away. Assaulting a pregnant woman is definitely not something I want on a criminal record.
“I’m sorry, what are you saying? That you and Landon slept together like, eight months ago? And now you’re pregnant?” I ask, trying to make sense of it all. 
“Well, not just eight months ago. We’ve been sleeping together ever since then, too,” she says. 
My jaw drops at this revelation.
“So, Landon knows you’re pregnant.” I say simply. There’s something in my bones telling me that this situation isn’t right, but I need to keep fishing for information.
“Yes, he’s known for a while,” she confirms.
“Okay, so why are you coming here now? Why are you telling me?” The confusion is dizzying, and I take a deep breath in hopes that it clears the nausea welling up in my stomach.
“I think you deserve to know. I want to tell Eleanor this week. I didn’t think it would be fair to surprise you with this news. And aside from that, I want you to step away from your relationship with Landon.” Her tone is even, calm. 
I can tell that she’s used to getting what she wants from people.
“Step away from it?” I ask, dazed. Our relationship has just started, and the end is already looming. Not that she knows that. No, to the world, we’ve been in a relationship for much longer. 
“Yes. After I tell Eleanor, it will be announced publicly. It wouldn’t be very becoming of you to insert yourself in between a family.” Her voice is syrupy sweet, and I can feel my nose twitching.
“Um, I need to talk to Landon about this. You should go.” I shoot to my feet. 
I wipe my hands on my pants as I resist the urge to strangle the woman sitting before me. She gives me a wry smile and rises to her feet slowly. 
She waddles toward the front door, walking excruciatingly slowly. As we approach the front door, she stops and turns back towards me.
“Please consider what I said. I’d hate for you to get hurt when Landon inevitably chooses his growing family over his relationship with you.” Her lips curl into a smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes, revealing her sinister nature.
I close the door behind her and sink to the floor. This has all become quite a mess.




Chapter Twenty-Three

Landon


I step in the door and put my nose in the air. Whatever Hailey has made smells absolutely divine, which shouldn’t surprise me, because one of the things that I’ve learned about Hailey as we’ve spent more time together is that she’s an absolutely incredible cook. 
I peek into the kitchen and find it empty and dark. The roast is sitting on the stove, uncarved. I wave my hand over it. There’s warmth coming from it, but by how little of it there is, it’s clear that it’s been sitting there for a while. An uneasy feeling twists in my stomach. Tension is thick in the air, and I immediately know that something is wrong.
“Hailey?” I call out in a panicked tone. 
My biggest worry is that someone has broken in and hurt her, despite there being no evidence to suggest that. The front door was locked, and nothing is broken.
“In here.” I hear her call from somewhere within the penthouse. 
Her voice is off. It’s flat, and tinged with sadness. I slowly walk into the bedroom. It’s empty. My attention is turned towards the bathroom, as I see light pouring out from the slightly cracked door. I push the door open gently and walk in to see Hailey laying in a steamy, overfilled bubble bath. A bottle of wine sits beside the tub, half full. A nearly drained wine glass rests in Hailey’s hand.
“Hailey? Are you okay?” I ask as I walk in. I kneel in front of her and examine her face. Upset colors her features, and a small frown pulls her delicate, heart-shaped lips downward.
“You want the truth?” she asks. 
She stands up and drains the tub. She wraps a terry cloth robe around her as she steps out. I nod slowly, unsure of what has caused this sudden change in behavior.
“Yes, please tell me. I’m really worried about you,” I say. 
She walks past me, out of the bathroom, hugging the wine bottle to her side. I follow her to the living room, where she sits on one side of the couch. I go to sit next to her when she shakes her head.
“No, not there. There.” She points to the armchair, and I’m immediately hurt.
“Why are you pushing me away, Hailey?” I ask as I sit back in the armchair. 
She scoffs, and her face turns red with anger.
“I’m pushing you away? You got some real cheek, Landon.” She takes another sip of her wine, draining the glass.
“Hailey, will you please explain to me what’s going on?” I ask. 
She gives a bitter laugh and shoots up out of her seat.
“What’s going on? Yeah, I’ll tell you what’s going on. What’s going on is that earlier, I had a pregnant woman sitting right there!” She points to the other end of the couch. 
I fix her with a confused gaze and shake my head.
“Okay, what’s the problem? Is your sister pregnant? Is there something wrong with that?” I ask. 
She rolls her eyes and picks up the wine bottle. She violently pours some wine into her glass. Some of it spills, landing on the rug beneath her feet.
“You’re unbelievable, acting like you don’t know. When this entire time, you’ve been seeing her behind my back!” She circles around the coffee table, moving her glass with each declaration. 
I stand up and go to stand in front of her. Her eyes narrow, as if she’s annoyed simply by my presence.
“Okay, I seriously don’t know what you’re talking about. I would love the details so that I can help figure this out.”
“What I’m talking about is the fact that your ex-girlfriend, Victoria, came to the door this evening while I was making a delicious roast as a surprise dinner for you. It really is a lovely recipe too. Succulent, with vegetables on the side.” 
I can see that the alcohol is starting to affect her. 
“Victoria was here? Why on earth did she come here? Why did you let her in?” I ask, incredulous.
“See, you don’t even care about the roast that I made!” she shouts, and I have to resist rolling my eyes. “All you care about is Victoria. Why would I let her in? I’m supposed to leave an eight-months pregnant woman standing outside of your penthouse?”
“Our penthouse.” I correct, before thinking. 
Hailey shoots me a dirty look before continuing with her tirade.
“She informed me about your relationship,” she says quietly.
“I already told you about our relationship! I told you all about it at the charity auction, remember?” My voice is pleading, like I’m begging her to just remember the conversation.
“No, no, you see, she informed me about your current relationship.” She throws her hands out wide, punctuating her statement with her gesture. 
I’m silent for a moment before I burst out with laughter. This is the wrong move, since she scoffs and begins to storm off.
“Wait, wait, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh. It’s just that—that’s ridiculous! I haven’t seen Victoria in over a year. In fact, you’ve seen her more than I have this year from the sounds of it,” I snort slightly, trying to hold in more laughter. 
“Seriously? How can you even laugh at this moment? Are you a psychopath?” she asks, throwing herself down on the couch. 
I sit down beside her, stroking her hair.
“Look, Hailey, I’m not laughing at you. It’s just the sheer ridiculousness of the situation. Things have been over between Victoria and me for a long time. Whatever she told you, whatever she’s said—I can guarantee you that it’s a lie.” I rub my chin thoughtfully. “Did you say that she’s pregnant?”
Hailey nods.
“Oh yeah, she’s huge. Like, seriously pregnant.” She motions her hands in front of her stomach.
“Hailey, I can assure you that if she really is pregnant, the baby is not mine.”
“‘If she really is pregnant?’ I’m not blind. I know what a pregnant woman looks like!” 
I groan in frustration and throw my head in my hands. Hailey is impossible to have this conversation with in her current state.
“I know you’re not blind! I just meant if she’s really pregnant, or if she’s wearing, like, a fake belly or something.” 
I lean back and stare at the ceiling. Hailey’s quiet for a moment.
“A fake belly? This isn’t a soap opera, Landon.” 
“Well, I don’t know! Look, I’m just saying. There’s the distinct possibility that she could just be faking it,” I say pointedly. 
Hailey stares in my direction, but I can tell that she’s not looking at me, because she’s looking through me, deep in thought. Finally, she shakes her head.
“No, she’s really pregnant. Her feet were so swollen, I couldn’t even believe that she was wearing heels like that. It looked so incredibly painful.” She shudders as she recalls the memory. 
“Okay,” I heave a huge sigh, the dilemma weighing on my body. “So, she’s pregnant. But I promise, Hailey, it’s not my baby. I was always safe with her, especially because I didn’t trust her.” 
Hailey stares at me with a sad look on her face.
“Landon, I just— Look, I want to believe you, but I just don’t know how to tell what’s the truth from what’s a lie.” 
“Well, believe me! I’m telling the truth! We just started a relationship, a real relationship. I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize that!” I can hear the desperation tainting my voice as I plead with her to just take me at my word.
“Do you not see the problem I’m having? The entirety of our relationship is based on a lie. The whole reason we’re even in an actual relationship is because you told the entire world a huge lie—that I was your fiancée. You even did it against my wishes! Do you think that puts you in the position to be believed in a situation like this?” She bites her lip, and I can’t even muster the emotional energy to find it sexy. 
My heart is sinking into my stomach.
“No. I don’t, I guess.” I sigh and sink back into the armchair, leaning forward so that my head is in my lap.
Hailey walks over to me, moves like she’s going to pat me on the back, then pulls back as she thinks better of it. Instead, she kneels down in front of me, wobbly from the wine she’s consumed.
“Look, Landon, I’m not saying that we’re over or anything. I don’t want us to be completely done. I’m just saying that maybe it’s better if I take a step back for a few days. Go stay with my sister or something, you know? Truthfully, I just need some time to think and absorb the day’s events.”
I lift my head to look at her. My eyes search hers, noting the hurt that has rooted itself deep within them. I sigh and nod.
“Okay, I do understand that. I don’t want you to be gone for long, though. So, will you at least call me in a few days?” I ask. 
I don’t even care how pathetic I sound. I can’t lose Hailey before I’ve even really gotten the chance to be with her.
“I’ll call you even before that.” She gives me a small smile, then stands up. She smooths out her outfit, then heads to the room to pack a bag.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Hailey


I’ve been staying with my sister for the past two days. I know that I promised Landon that I would call him before three days had passed, but to be honest, I wasn’t in my right mind at that moment. I’ve had time to think, but not to truly process the events of that night. 
Seeing a pregnant Victoria at the door rocked me to my core. In truth, I shouldn’t have picked up that bottle of wine after she left. Especially since I know how I get off of wine. Taking the time away to think has helped, though.
When I showed up on my sister’s doorstep two nights ago, she was extremely perplexed.
“Hailey? What are you doing here?” she asked, pulling me inside and shutting the door behind me.
It was weird being in her home again after spending a majority of my time in a luxurious penthouse. It was small—a two bedroom apartment on the outskirts of the city that’s being subsidized for her by Stanford. The appliances are old, and the windows are not sealed properly, making the entire place feel slightly too warm.
Emma led me to her worn couch, a gift from my mother when she went into hospice care.
“Em—” I started, but immediately burst into tears before I could finish. 
I was inconsolable that first night. Emma did what she does best and took care of me. She put me in a pair of her lightest pajamas so that I didn’t die of heat stroke in my sleep. She tucked me into her bed, lay next to me and stroked my hair, just like she did when we were kids. She might be my little sister but she’s always been nurturing and mature for her age. We’ve always been there for each other and gave each other maternal advice when our mother wasn’t available. 
I fell asleep within minutes, the night's problems being replaced by my mind's peculiar dreams.
The next morning, I awoke, feeling confused at first about where I was. It took a moment for the previous day to come back to me. I groaned and threw myself back in bed, pulling the covers over my head.
“Hailey?” Emma asked, peeking her head through the doorway. “Hey, do you want to talk about yesterday? Maybe about why you showed up at my doorstep at midnight?”
I slowly moved the covers down under my chin so that she could see me. I shook my head with vigor. She sighed and rolled her eyes.
“Alright, fine. Well, I messaged my professors and told them I had a family emergency because I didn’t know what you were going to need. So, do you want to order Chinese and pig out while we watch movies all day?”
I sat up in the bed, eager for the small form of escapism that my sister had just handed me on a platter.
“Yes, please!” I smiled, clapping my hands in excitement. 
She rolled her eyes and moved away from the door.
An hour and a half later, we found ourselves in front of her modest television, watching a comedy. My sister was shocked when I didn’t want to watch Breakfast at Tiffany’s, since she knows it’s my favorite movie. When she asked why, my only response was to quickly slurp the chow mein noodle hanging from my mouth.
The rest of the day went on in much of the same fashion, with her asking various questions and me avoiding the answers. I could tell that it was getting under her skin, but the great thing about Emma is that she has the patience of a saint. Truly, she will be a great mom one day.
Today, when I woke up, Emma accosted me in bed.
“Alright, Hailey, I’ve given you sufficient time to just relax and forget about the things that are bothering you. Today, you have to talk. I can’t just keep telling my professors I have a family emergency so I can take care of you when I don’t even know what’s going on.”
The guilt creeps in as I realize that she’s right. I’ve burdened her with myself and my problems. I sit up slowly, meeting her gaze.
“Okay, you’re right. I’m sorry, Em. I do want to talk about things anyway. Let’s get ready and head to the beach in an hour? We can talk there.” 
I give her a hopeful smile and she rolls her eyes before getting up off the bed.
“Whatever. I’ll go shower then.”
[image: image-placeholder]Emma and I are laid up on beach towels in the early morning sand. The sun is momentarily covered by passing clouds, and the perfect temperature for a breeze is rolling over us. 
“So, tell me what happened.” Emma finally says. 
She let me sit here in silence for twenty minutes, so I do owe it to her.
“Okay. So, you know how I’m engaged to that guy, Landon?” I ask. 
We never officially addressed it, but I do know that she knows.
“Hmm, you know, I do think I remember seeing that on TMZ,” she says pointedly, shooting me a look. 
My face heats up immediately.
“Right, I’m sorry for not telling you in person first.” Stupid Landon, causing stupid problems for me with my family. “Well, we’ve been engaged for about a month and a half now. I moved in with him—”
“Whoa, what? You moved in with him?” Her eyebrows raise so high that I think they might shoot off her forehead right into space. “Dude, you literally never tell me anything! What the hell?!”
“Look, I know! Okay, I know. I need to be better at sharing. It kind of happened fast. My building got sold, and I only had a week to find a place, so Landon offered for me to live with him— It just made sense.”
She stares at me for a moment before sighing, accepting what I’m telling her.
“Okay, whatever. Continue.” She waves her hand flippantly.
“Right, so I’ve been living with him for about a week and a half? Maybe? You know math isn’t my strong suit. Anyway, two nights ago, I’m home making a roast dinner while I wait for him to get off work—”
“Aw, you’re such a little homemaker, that’s so cute,” she interrupts. 
I pelt her with a handful of sand and she shrieks with laughter.
“Anyway, I pull the roast out, and then someone knocks on the door. So I answer the door, and there’s this severely pregnant woman standing in the hallway. Want to take any guesses as to who it is?” I ask.
“Do I get a million dollars if I guess right?”
“Ha ha. Very funny.” I roll my eyes and she snorts. 
“The woman is Landon’s ex-girlfriend, and—get this—she’s there to tell me that she’s pregnant, Landon’s known about it the whole time, and they’ve been having rendezvous for the entirety of our relationship!”
“No!” she gasps. 
I nod, pressing my lips together in annoyance. 
“Ugh,” I groan, “My life is such a mess.”
Emma puts her arms around me and pats my back.
“Yes, big sister, it is.” 
I break free and give her an incredulous look.
“Hey! You’re supposed to be making me feel better!” 
She laughs, and this time, I can’t help laughing with her.
“So, what did Landon say? Did you confront him about it?” she asks.
“Yeah. When he got home, I told him about it. Some parts are fuzzy. I was a little tipsy,” I say sheepishly. “But, he denied her entire claim. Said that he hasn’t even seen her for at least a year. Didn’t know she was pregnant.”
I throw my hands up in the air as Emma soaks this in.
“You want to know what I think?” she asks.
“Obviously.” I roll my eyes at her. Did she think I came here to enjoy the seagulls picking at the beach litter?
“I think you should ask yourself why you believe this random woman over Landon. Presumably, you agreed to marry Landon because you trust him. Has he ever told you about this woman before? I’m sure that rich people like him deal with this sort of thing all the time. People trying to take advantage of him.”
I pause as I soak this in. I can’t tell her about the fake engagement thing, but outside of that, Landon has never given me a reason not to trust him. She’s right, too. I bet people try to take advantage of not just Landon, but all the Goulds all the time. 
“He did, actually. When we were at the charity gala, he opened up about how she cheated on him with his best friend,” I say quietly.
Emma raises her eyebrows at me. 
“Okay, fine! You’re right. I definitely did not think through my actions that night. I should trust my fiancé,” I say.
Emma smiles at me smugly, then pats me on the head.
“Good girl. Now, do you want to go to Paglioni’s for some cannoli and gelato?” she asks.
My mouth salivates at the idea of our favorite Italian cuisine. This is one place that I still haven’t told Landon about. It’s my sister’s and my favorite place. A one story, ivy-covered brick building boasting ‘Best pizza on this side of California’ on the sign outside. We’ve been going since we were kids, first with our mom, and then on our own once we became old enough.
Maybe one day I’ll show it to him, but for now, I just want to keep it between my sister and me.




Chapter Twenty-Five

Landon


“Oh, look at this one! It’s a little bear costume! The baby could have a little tail and ears.” My mom holds up the outfit and coos. 
Victoria has told my mother that she’s pregnant and effectively ruined my life. I’ve been running over possibilities and scenarios for the past week now, trying to figure out exactly what kind of game she could be playing at. What does she get out of this?
Hailey came home two days ago. We had a heart to heart, where she told me that she believed me. Words couldn’t even convey how thankful I was to hear her say that. It was painful being here with her gone.
You never quite realize how much someone’s presence has left their mark on your home until they’re gone. I suddenly had a renewed sense of pity for divorcées and widows. I couldn’t go a day without waking up and smelling Hailey on the pillows. I found strands of long, red hair in every corner of the house. The bathroom smelled of the banana shampoo she diligently uses every morning. 
I was just so glad to have her home. The first thing we did was have make-up sex, which is, in my opinion, the second best kind of sex. Right after fun sex. The second thing we did was make a roast together. Hailey proclaimed that she didn’t want her mother’s roast recipe to be tainted with the memory of that evening, so she insisted that we remake it and associate good memories with it. 
I chopped the carrots while she seasoned the meat. She threw in some baby potatoes and put the pan in the oven. She insisted that I make my peach dessert, which I happily did. While the roast was cooking, we had sex again before putting on some music, the soothing sounds of Frank Sinatra emanating through the penthouse. Overall, it was one of the best days we had spent together.
Now, though, I’m enduring the worst kind of torture that can be put upon a man: shopping with Eleanor Gould.
My mother’s love of babies is unmatched, and the prospect of a grandchild has flooded her mind with so much dopamine that she would fail a drug test if they tested for that sort of thing.
“Landon! Pay attention, I’m looking for outfits for your baby,” she says, snapping her fingers in my face. 
I roll my eyes. She knows that I hate it when she does that.
“Mom, I’ve told you once, and I’ll tell you a million times. That’s not my baby. I haven’t seen Victoria in forever. There’s no way that she’s pregnant with my child.” My eyes bore into hers, trying to drive home the point I am trying to make.
“Landon, it’s perfectly fine that you two had a fling that resulted in this. No one will judge you.” My eyes bulge out at her and she corrects herself. “Well, the people that matter will not judge you. Besides, you can still have a thriving relationship with Hailey and be a co-parent to your daughter with Victoria.”
A shudder rolls through my body at the idea of raising a child with Victoria. The woman couldn’t even keep a house plant alive the entire time we were together. She would need a full team of nannies to manage an infant.
“I feel that this is a good time to tell you something,” my mom says, hanging the bear outfit over the side of her shopping basket and turning to me. 
The look on her face is serious. “I’ve invited Victoria to live with me.”
“YOU WHAT?!” I shout. 
“Landon!” my mother chastises. 
Various people in the store swivel their heads our way, their attention called by my outburst.
“You what?!” I repeat, still incredulous, but at a more appropriate volume.
“It was the right thing to do. She’s heavily pregnant, and you know what her family is like. She needs people to look after her right now, to make sure she’s eating right and staying off her feet. I happily volunteered to be the one to do that.” She smiles at me. 
I bite my lips in irritation, contemplating what I’m going to be saying next.
“Mother,” I start, my voice low. 
Anger seeps through, and my mother’s facial expression leaks disappointment. “Please don’t get involved in this situation with Victoria. Not only is it going to hurt Hailey, but it will hurt you when you learn that that is not your grandchild growing in her womb.”
My mother sniffs, insulted at what I’ve said. She turns and strolls to the register, avoiding acknowledging me completely. I roll my eyes and slowly start after her.
[image: image-placeholder]“SHE WHAT?!” Hailey shouts as I break the news to her. 
“I know, I’m sorry. I told her not to, but she refuses to listen. Her excitement for a grandchild is over-riding her common sense at this point.” 
I shake my head and Hailey begins to pace the penthouse floor.
“Oh my god. Oh my god, this is such a mess. Does your mom even like me? Why would she do this? What’s going to happen to us?” She’s running her hands through her hair so often that I’m convinced she’ll go bald. 
I get up off the couch and gently grab her hand, turning her chin to look at me.
“Hailey, it’s okay. We are going to figure this out. There is a definitive way to prove that she is lying.” 
Hailey stares at me with a blank expression. 
“A paternity test.”
Recognition colors her features as she registers what I’ve said.
“Why didn’t I think of that?” she finally says. “I’ve watched so much Jerry Springer!”
She throws her arms out and laughs as she shakes her head.
“Of course, of course. It’s so obvious! I can’t believe we didn’t do it sooner.” She nods to herself, and I wish that I could take a peek inside her brain, just to see what is going on in there.
“I’m going to go to her today and tell her that if she wants to continue to live with my mother, she’s going to have to take a paternity test. If I’m right, that will send her into enough of a panic that she’ll just back off and decide not to pursue it anyway.” 
Hailey throws her arms around me and pulls me into a hug. I circle her and gently press my cheek to her hair. 
“I think that in the meantime, I’m going to search for evidence that she is lying whenever I get the chance.” She pulls back and nods triumphantly.
“Hailey, no. You don’t need to get involved in this.” I shake my head, but she grabs my face and stares me in the eyes.
“Landon, I’m already involved in this. We are in a relationship, which means that your problems are mine, and vice versa. If Victoria is lying—Landon, don’t shake your head, I have to phrase it like that—If Victoria is lying, then I want to be a part of exposing her for the scheming snake she is. Your mom is too sweet for someone to manipulate her like that.”
I sigh heavily and pull her hands off my face.
“You can’t put yourself into this situation. You need to focus on school and your mom. You’re already stretched so thin between those two things alone, you don’t need to worry about the Victoria issue also. Seriously, I just want you to relax and take a back seat while I take care of this mess.” 
I lean forward and put my forehead on hers. The face that she’s making indicates to me that she will definitely not be relaxing or taking a backseat. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to convince her to not get involved in something that she wants to be involved in. Truthfully, Hailey is strong, and a total spitfire. And while that’s a problem in this situation, it’s something I actually really love about Hailey over all. I don’t think I could be with someone that’s meek or timid.
“Landon, we’re supposed to go to dinner at your mom’s in a couple weeks. Will Victoria being there not make it completely awkward?” Hailey asks as she pulls back.
Shoot, I forgot about the dinner that my mom invited us to.
“I’ll call her and ask if she can make sure that Victoria is scarce during the dinner. Although, who knows how that will go. Mom is convinced that we will have to get used to Victoria being in our lives.” I grimace, and Hailey squeezes my hand.
“Well, hopefully we will be able to get a paternity test done soon and be done with this entire situation. I’ll be glad when I never have to see Victoria’s face again,” Hailey says. 
I must be making a face because she says, “What?”
“Well, Victoria’s an heiress who is regularly on TV and magazine covers,” I say sheepishly.
Hailey groans before she responds.
“Of course she is.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

Hailey


The car pulls up in front of an enormous, modern-style beach house covered in big glass windows. The gardens are perfectly manicured, with bluebeard shrubs lining the lawns. 
“This is your beach house?” My jaw drops.
“Well, it’s the family beach house, not just mine,” he says as he turns off the Tesla and steps out of the vehicle. 
I follow suit and take a big gulp of the crisp sea air.
“This is amazing!” I shout and Landon bursts into laughter.
“We haven’t even gone inside, yet. Come on.” He gestures me towards the front door and unlocks it so that we can step inside.
The inside of the home is equally as beautiful. Sand art covers the bare white walls of the entryway. Through an archway is a living room, complete with an enormous leather couch and a flat screen. I wander down the hallway towards a state-of-the-art kitchen. Stainless steel appliances are set in between sparkling marble counters and light blue wood cabinets.
“This is AMAZING!” I yell again, and I hear more laughter from Landon in the entryway. 
I run back down the hallway and stop right in front of Landon, almost knocking him down. “I want to go to the beach.”
“Right now?” he asks, his brows pulling together.
“Yes! It’s such a beautiful day. And it’s so close.” I can sense he’s about to protest, so I begin to beg. “Please, please, please, please…”
I show him my best puppy dog eyes and finally, he relents.
“Fine, fine. Let me take these upstairs and we can go to the beach.” He drags the suitcases up the stairs and leaves me to explore. 
I go back down the hallway and look out the sliding glass door next to the kitchen. The house backs right up to the beach, because of course it does. There isn’t a single soul on the beach, and it looks like we will have it completely to ourselves.
“It’s a private beach,” Landon says from behind me, causing me to jump. 
I was so deep in my thoughts that I didn’t even hear him make his way down the stairs.
“Does your family own it?” I ask. 
He shakes his head.
“Technically, the five houses that back up to the beach own it. Two of the other houses are rentals, so people are only there occasionally. One’s empty, and the last one belongs to an elderly couple.”
“So, we really do have the beach all to ourselves then,” I say as he opens the door.
Before I can react, he runs out of the house with his arms spread wide.
“Wooooooo!” he yells as he runs onto the sand. 
I grin, close the door, and run off after him.
“Wooooooo!” I imitate him, but trip up in the sand and fall over. “Oops.”
He flashes me a goofy smile and walks over to help me up.
“So, what’s your favorite thing to do on the beach?” he asks.
“Hmm. I like to build sandcastles.” I respond. 
He snorts and glances at me before realizing that I’m serious.
“Oh, uh, really? Sandcastles?”
“You got a problem with sandcastles?” I shoot him a look.
“No, no, of course not. It’s just that they’re uh…they’re for children?” He gives me a goofy smile as he kicks a bit of sand at me and runs off into the water.
“Oh, you’re gonna get it!” I shout as I run after him. The minute my thighs hit the water though, I change my mind.
“Oh, oh no! Cold, cold, cold!” I say as I leg it out of the water. Before I can fully make it out, Landon wraps one arm around my waist and pulls me farther into the water, completely submerging me.
I give a bloodcurdling scream, and he laughs.
“It’s a good thing this is a private beach, or people might be inclined to think I’m murdering you.”
“You are murdering me! You’re putting me into hyperthermic shock!” I dramatically faint in his arms. 
“It’s hypothermic shock, you drama queen,” he says, then starts tickling my sides.
I squeal and stand up before swimming away. I lounge on my back for a moment, admiring the feeling of being in water. 
“My sister would love this,” I say out loud.
“Would she?” Landon asks. 
I stand up and nod.
“Oh yeah. It’s way better than the beaches in San Francisco. You can’t even swim in them!”
“I didn’t even think about that.”
“Brrrrr,” I say teasingly. 
Landon rolls his eyes as he starts swimming back to the beach.
“Come on. Let’s go inside and warm up. We can order something to eat too.”
[image: image-placeholder]We’ve both changed into dry clothes. Landon is evenly doling out food from Chinese take-out boxes onto two plates. He brings the two plates over to me on the couch. 
I eagerly grab my plate and spin some lo mein around my fork.
“Mmm.” I let out a sound of pleasure as I pop the fork in my mouth. Delicious.
“What are we going to do?” Landon looks at me suddenly. 
I swallow the food in my mouth before I speak.
“About what?” I ask.
“Us. I don’t want everything that’s going on with Victoria to ruin our relationship, especially since it’s just now beginning. Will this get in the way of everything?” 
He’s looking at me earnestly, his eyes filled with genuine concern. It’s sweet how worried he is. I can tell how much he wants this to work.
I put my plate down and grab his hand.
“Look, I’ve given that some thought. I believe you when you say that you haven’t been with Victoria during our relationship. And even if the baby did end up being yours—”
“Which it won’t,” he cuts in, and I smile at his insistence.
“Okay, but even if it did, that would have happened before we even knew each other. Which means that I think it would be worth us still giving it a shot.” I smile at him and he stares at me thoughtfully.
The truth is, I’m seriously falling for Landon. He’s really changed since I first met him. Or has he? Maybe this has been Landon the entire time and I just never knew the real him. 
“So, you would be willing to be a step-mother, and co-parent with the worst woman on earth just to be with me?” he asks. 
I stare at him.
“Are you telling me you have a kid with Mrs. Renalteux?” I look at him in mock horror. 
He rolls his eyes and tosses a crab rangoon at my head. I laugh and pop it in my mouth.
“Stop being absurd. Victoria is dreadful. Especially with this latest scheme she’s concocted…I just have to wonder what she’s up to. It’s not like it could be about money. She has plenty of her own; she’s an heiress, for crying out loud.”
“You know, I think we have had enough of this Victoria drama for tonight. I say we do something more interesting,” I say as I put down my plate.
“What do you have in mind?” he says as he puts down his own, a small smile playing at his lips.
“Oh, I’m sure you have a few good guesses.” I begin to fiddle with the waistband of his pants.
“I might have some guesses, but I think I would enjoy it more if you just showed me.”
I lick my lips and slowly pull his pants down his legs, teasing him. He huffs with impatient pleasure as I take his briefs and tease them down his legs too. 
His member is sticking straight up, completely erect. Looking him in the eyes, I run my tongue along its entire length. He shudders and I look in his eyes as I slowly take him in my mouth.
“Oh my god,” he says as I slowly plunge my mouth down. 
He shudders and rakes his hand through my hair, as I’m bobbing my mouth up and down on him. I use my tongue and run it along him as I go. He throws his head back and moans. I lift my mouth off him and straddle him.
He leans up and kisses me as I move my panties to the side and sink down onto him. I moan as I feel him bury into me. He grabs my hips and begins to move me on him. I rock my hips, grinding against him as he pulls me up and pushes me back down.
“Oh fuck,” he murmurs, the combination of my actions driving him wild. 
I grind harder, pleasure rolling over me with every movement. I gasp as I get closer to the edge.
“Landon, I’m almost there,” I say. 
He moves me faster, and I move in tandem with him, rubbing my sweet spot against him with every downward stroke. The combination of the stimulation on the outside lines with the stimulation on the inside, and orgasm overtakes my body, sending small quakes and shudders to every part of my being.
“Turn around,” Landon instructs, and I do as I’m told, awkwardly spinning around until I’m facing away from him.
Landon smacks my ass as I move back into him. It’s not long before he’s overcome with pleasure, too, gripping my ass as he releases his orgasm, pulling me onto him.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Landon


I take a deep breath as I step through my office door. Our getaway was relaxing and refreshing—I feel ready to take on the world. Not that I usually don’t. 
Sauntering over to the window, I take a moment to admire the city view. Even though the break in Carmel was nice, I missed being in the big city. I like all the high rises and city noise. It’s too quiet out there, even with the ocean right at our back door.
Right as I’m about to sit down in my office chair, my phone sounds. “Private Number” flashes across the screen, leaving me perplexed. My cellphone number is unlisted, and I don’t get many spam calls.
“Landon Gould,” I say cooly as I answer the phone.
“Hello, Landon.” My attention is snapped by the voice. Ivan.
“Why are you calling me, Ivan?” 
Whatever the reason is, it can’t be a good one. All Ivan has ever been and will ever be is trouble.
“I’d like to meet with you to discuss something important, Landon. I think you will be very interested to hear what I have to say.”
“I’d be more interested in trying to speak to a rat. At least rats have more integrity.”
“Don’t be that way. We were friends once. Besides, this is about your lovely wife to be, so I think it would behoove you to at least hear me out.” He chuckles into the phone, and I grimace in response.
What could he possibly have to say about Hailey? 
“Fine, I’ll meet you. I’m in my office now.”
“No, I don’t think so. We need to meet at a more private location. How about the fourth warehouse on Courts Grove Lane, near the other side of town. Remember, no guests, this is a private meeting. Be there in two hours.”
He hangs up the phone before I can respond.
[image: image-placeholder]I parked my Tesla farther away and have begun the short walk to the warehouse. I didn’t want to leave my car anywhere obvious that it could be tampered with. My watch indicates that I have about fifteen minutes until my meeting with Ivan. 
He said no guests, but Ivan isn’t smart enough to know if I wear a wire that lets Bruce hear everything that we say, and I’m not dumb enough to meet my enemy in a remote location without any back-up.
What could this meeting be about? He said it was about Hailey. Is he after her like he was after Victoria? Hailey would certainly never give in to a sleaze like Ivan—I saw the way she looked at him the night of the charity gala. I admire how smart and dedicated she is, the way that she holds herself to a high standard.
It’s truly incredible how lucky I am to have found a woman like that to be mine. I’m getting closer to the warehouse, and even if I was unsure of which warehouse it was, I would certainly be tipped off by the bright red Aston Martin sitting out front. Idiot. His penchant for flashy vehicles and showing off his money is going to get him in a lot of trouble one day. I’ll be surprised if the car hasn’t been hotwired and put on Craigslist before we even finish our meeting.
Making sure that I’m not noticed, I slip into the warehouse door. Ivan is standing in the middle of the dimly lit building when he spots me.
“Good, you came alone,” he says.
“Yeah, not that this is very discreet with your Aston Martin parked outside. Do you really think anything through, ever?”
Ivan’s jaw sets, irritated that I pointed out his faux pas. That was one of the most difficult parts of our friendship for him—when I would try to help him by pointing out his mess-ups. Turns out, he would rather be wrong in silence than try to improve.
“Moving along, come join me so we can have a chat. Care for a cigar?” He pulls one out of a box sitting on a table behind him. Did he bring the table, or was it conveniently already here?
“No, thank you.” I avoid cigars out of principle for the most part. 
But there’s also the off chance that this idiot would try to poison me.
“Fine, your loss.” He lights it and takes a puff before continuing. “So, your darling Hailey. She sure is gorgeous isn’t she? All that red hair. Red hair is the rarest hair color in the world, you know.”
I’m losing my patience with him. He’s taunting me, talking about Hailey’s looks, after he already had an affair with Victoria. He’s always wanted what I had, whether that be a toy, business, or a woman. I rip the cigar from his mouth and crush it under my shoe.
“Enough, Ivan. Get to the point. I didn’t come here to play games with you.” My voice is low and intimidating, almost a growl.
Ivan stares at my foot, at the crushed cigar on the ground.
“Well that was rude. And a waste. Haven’t you heard of zero waste, or sustainability? It’s all the rage nowadays.” He lights another cigar from the box. “Very well. I know about Hailey.”
He leans back against the table as he takes a slow puff on the cigar.
“You know what about Hailey?” I ask cautiously. 
I know everything about her already, of course. But what he knows might be something he thinks he can use as leverage, or it might even be a non-issue.
“Oh god, must you drag out everything? I know about what she used to do for work. An escort, hmm. That’s a very interesting career choice. Even more interesting is how there seemed to be no record of the two of you together before your announced engagement. Now I know you’re going to claim that you kept it private for her sake. But you know what I find particularly interesting about that?” he asks, an eyebrow shooting up on his forehead.
He seems to be waiting for a response, but he will be waiting for a long time if he thinks I’m going to be playing his stupid games. Ivan sighs and rolls his eyes before continuing.
“What I find particularly interesting is that I know a man who claims to have paid for her services during the time when you two were supposedly in a relationship.”
I try to make my face appear as neutral as I can, attempting to avoid giving anything away. The unimpressed look on Ivan’s features indicates that I’m not reacting how he hoped I would. Perhaps he thought I didn’t know.
“Still nothing? Maybe this next part will evoke something from you. You’re not a robot, after all. The most interesting thing is that I know another man. And wouldn’t you know, he was supposed to go out with Hailey, and pay her for her services. But, for some reason, Hailey didn’t show up that night. No, instead of accompanying my dear friend Daniel to a small gala, she somehow ended up at the rooftop launch party with you. That’s very curious, isn’t it?”
I inhale sharply. How on earth has a dimwit like Ivan figured this out? He has to be working with someone, because the Ivan I know isn’t smart enough to have put this all together.
“What do you want, Ivan?”
Ivan smiles at me smugly, content to have finally gotten a reaction from me.
“I am so glad you asked, Landon! I only want a few small things, of course. First, I’d like you to break off your relationship with Hailey—”
“Why would you want that?” my voice rises a few octaves. 
He can’t possibly want Hailey. I know Ivan, and if he wanted her, he would have tried a hell of a lot harder to get her the traditional way before resorting to a mess like this. Especially since it was so successful the first time.
“Please don’t interrupt me,” he says evenly, barely contained fury evident in his eyes. 
He takes a deep breath and composes himself before flashing me a small smile. “What was I saying? Right. You need to break off your relationship with Hailey. After that, we will publicly reconnect, forgetting all the nonsense that sullied our friendship in the past. As part of our renewed friendship, you will publicly sign over a majority share of Gould Holdings to me.”
A laugh escapes me and Ivan frowns.
“Sorry, that just has to be the funniest thing you’ve ever said. Why on earth would I do that?”
“Well, I— Because if you don’t, I’ll reveal the true nature of Hailey’s and your deal to the press!” I start laughing even harder, snorts emerging. 
Ivan looks taken aback. “What about this is funny to you, Landon?”
“Oh, man. It’s just— Did you actually think this would work? Cause, yeah, no. I won’t be doing any of that. I’m actually embarrassed that that was your grand master plan. Come on, you’re better than this, Ivan.” 
Ivan’s face contorts with rage at my laughter, reacting to my condescension just the way I thought he would.
“You’ll see, Landon. I’m giving you a week to the day to give me your final answer. If you don’t agree, you’ll regret it. I do have receipts. This won’t be a baseless accusation.” He stalks off.
An amused sound escapes me as I watch him walk out the door. He starts his Aston Martin and peels off into the distance.
I admit that I probably should be taking his threat more seriously. He did say he has receipts, but it will be a cold day in hell before I show any weakness to Ivan Sokolov. 
“Did you catch all that, Bruce?” I say into the wire. 
My phone rings, with Bruce’s name lighting up the screen.
“Sure did, Mr. Gould,” he responds. 
I swear I can hear the hint of a smirk in his voice.
“Good. Dig up everything you can about Ivan Sokolov and what he’s been up to in the past year. I don’t think he’s a threat, but I’ll be damned if I end up wrong.”
“Understood,” Bruce says, and the line goes dead.
There’s one problem taken care of. Now there’s just the heavily pregnant one sitting on my mom’s couch.





Chapter Twenty-Eight

Hailey


“This has been so lovely, Eleanor, thank you so much for inviting me here,” I say to his mom over a cup of coffee.  
“Oh, of course, I wanted to spend some time with just us girls again! I figured it might be much safer at home.” Eleanor presses her lips together, and I’m sure we all remember the post brunch mugging that happened just a short while ago. 
“You know, Hailey, I’d really love it if you let me design your wedding dress,” Penny says, her face flushed. 
I’m amazed that she is so much more pregnant than she was the last time I saw her, looking as if she’s going to give birth any second. She’s holding a cup of decaffeinated tea.
“That would be so nice, Penny, but are you sure you won’t be too overwhelmed? I’m sure it will be hard being a new mom and trying to design a wedding dress all at the same time.
Penny sits back and puts her hands on her stomach as she considers what I’ve said. Truthfully, a wedding dress designed by Penny would be a dream come true. But I would feel awful if I was ever the cause of her feeling upset or overwhelmed.
“You know what, let’s revisit the topic after I’ve had the baby.” She chuckles as she nods her head. 
Eleanor and I laugh along. It’s hard for me to stay in the right frame of mind, because there is something that I’m itching to do.
“So, where’s Victoria today?” I ask as nonchalantly as I can. 
Penny and Eleanor exchange a look.
“You know, I’m not too sure. Probably shopping for the baby. Hailey, I wanted to apologize for this predicament that we’ve found ourselves in. I never considered how uncomfortable it might be for you as Landon’s fiancée to have Victoria living with me.” She flashes me a small smile. 
“Oh, that’s okay! I take no offense, I know that it was just your way of making sure the family is safe.” 
Eleanor beams at me, grateful for my understanding. 
“Actually, I’ve been thinking that maybe I should get to know her better. I mean, if she’s going to be in Landon’s life, even just as a partner in parenting, it’s important for me to know her too.” I give them what I hope is a genuine smile. 
All of that is lies, of course. I just needed to ensure that Victoria isn’t here before I go snooping around the house. Not that I can let them know that; it would be in very poor taste to go accusing Victoria of faking everything to Landon’s mother when we don’t even know if that is the truth yet.
“Oh, that’s so mature of you, Hailey. I really admire that about you. If this situation was happening to me, I imagine I’d be an absolute harpy.” Penny laughs and I join her, guilt creeping in due to my lies.
“Oh, you know, all this coffee is actually getting to me. Where is the restroom?” I ask as I stand up.
“Right down the hall, second door to the left.” Eleanor points down the hallway.
Smiling, I make my way down the hallway, past the second door to the left. Why are there so many doors down here? There are three doors that could potentially be Victoria’s room. 
Opening the one on the back wall of the hallway leads to the discovery of a towel closet. The next door is a bedroom, but is it Victoria’s? I slowly creep inside.
The room is painted a deep and soothing shade of blue. Light oak furniture fills the space. A quiet tip-toe to the dresser reveals framed pictures of Landon, Penny, and two men that I assume are Grayson and Preston. Yet another framed photo of an older man, handsome and standing with his arm around Eleanor, tells me that I am not in Vicrtoria’s room. I shut the door behind me as I slowly creep out. 
The final door is before me. Opening it reveals a small bed tucked in the corner, a desk covered in papers, and a suitcase overflowing with clothes left open on the floor. Bingo.
Closing the door behind me, I make my way to the desk with various papers scattered over it. A lot of them are letters from family or declarations for business deals. After a few more moments of rifling through them, I find what I’m looking for.
Two different lab reports, almost identical, with the conclusion stating that the man in question is above all likelihood, the father of the child Victoria is carrying.
Except that one report has Landon’s name on it, and the other has the name of a different, yet familiar man.
Ivan Sokolov.
After unlocking the front door, I’m met with the sight of Landon relaxing on the couch, a small glass of whiskey in his hand.
“Hey, you. I’ve missed you today.” I smile and make my way to the couch. 
My purse drops to the floor as I lean over and plant a kiss on his lips.
“Mmmm. I like that,” he whispers.
“You know, I think I have something you might like even more.”
“Even more than your lips? I wonder what that could be.” He winks, and I give him a gentle shove as I laugh.
“Not that sort of thing. Perv.” 
“I don’t think finding my girlfriend to be the sexiest person on earth makes me a perv.” He sits up on the couch and caresses my chin, pulling me into yet another kiss. 
After a moment I pull back, reaching for my purse.
“Okay, stop distracting me. This is important.”
I draw two pieces of folded papers out of my handbag. After unfolding them, I hand them both to Landon. He takes them from me and reads their contents, his eyes widening in shock.
“How…Where did you get this?” he asks as he looks up at me, surprise coloring his features.
“I did some snooping when your mom invited me for lunch earlier. I found these on Victoria’s desk. Or, I guess, the desk Victoria is using. Not that the semantics matter.” I’m rambling because of my nerves. 
That’s the only explanation I have for all the word vomit pouring out of me.
“Don’t you think she’ll notice they're gone?” His brow wrinkles. 
I snatch the papers back and roll my eyes. Does he think I’m stupid?
“She won’t notice they’re gone, because they aren’t. Before I left, I asked your mom if I could make a copy of an important term paper. She said yes, and wouldn’t you know it! The copier is in Victoria’s room anyway. I didn’t even need to pretend to use the restroom.” The papers are back in my bag after I give a small shrug.
“Hailey, you’re incredible. You literally just made our lives so much easier. I could kiss you.”
“Then why don’t you?” I say breathily.
Landon obliges, gently pressing his lips against mine. We fall back against the couch, and he slowly lifts my dress over my head. I didn’t wear a bra with this dress, and my breasts are now fully exposed.
My nipples harden into tiny peaks after meeting the cool air of the room. Landon notices, and places his lips on one, gently suckling it. I gasp at the small tingles of pleasure.
“Just warming them up,” he murmurs against the other one before placing his mouth on it. 
He sits up, running his hands along me. He caresses my panty line, toying with the frilly edge before slowly pulling them down my legs.
He leans over me, positioning himself at my entrance. 
“Is this okay?” he asks, and I nod. 
He tenderly pushes himself in, moving slowly to ensure that there’s enough moisture there to be comfortable. There is, of course, because there always is for him.
I wrap my legs around him as he continues to push in and out of me slowly, tenderly.
“Hailey, I love you,” he whispers in my ear before planting a kiss on my lips. 
“I love you too, Landon,” I say back, kissing him again.
We kiss more, eventually making out as the pace that he moves into me picks up. He feels amazing, big inside my tight space. I can feel every part of him against me, inside of me. It’s incredible and euphoric, like no other sex we’ve had before.
“Oh, god,” I say softly, digging my fingers into his back. 
He moves harder, thrusting into me with both passion and determination. I use my legs to guide him, pushing him deeper into me with every thrust. He moans and begins moving faster, indicating to me that he’s close. The idea of him filling me sends me overboard, pleasure finding every point of my body. 
It’s almost like he senses when I finish because of how close we are. He grips my hips and pushes himself deep into me before finishing himself. When he’s done he lays down beside me. We fall asleep this way, cuddled in each other’s arms.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Landon


My hands are clasped together on the top of my desk. Excitement runs through me as I wait for Victoria to arrive. My eyes flit to the clock on the wall opposite me. Only five more minutes to go. 
Truthfully, having this vulture be gone for good has put a new pep in my step. Not only was it bothering me, but the fact that she used my mother and took advantage of her is absolutely unacceptable. Only the lowest forms of human scum would take advantage of a woman who has already gone through so much.
A knock sounds on the door, interrupting my thoughts. It’s time.
“Come in.” I say loudly. 
The door opens slowly, Victoria’s swollen belly showing up through the doorway first. She emerges, hair immaculately curled and makeup expertly applied. She doesn’t seem to have a clue why she’s here.
“Hi, Landon. I can’t tell you how pleasantly surprised I was when you asked me to meet you in your office.” She waddles over and sits in one of the chairs across from me.
“No need to sit, Victoria. You won’t be here long.” My tone is clipped, demonstrating the impatience I feel towards her.
She blinks, clearly not expecting this type of meeting. Does she know that I know the truth? She must not.
“What’s this about?” She asks suddenly. A frown tugs at her lips.
“This is about,” I get up and round the desk, crouching down so that I’m eye-level with her, “You forging paternity papers to make it look like I’m the father, when really Ivan Sokolov is the father.”
She gasps and brings a hand up to her chest like she’s in a soap opera. My eyes roll at her theatrics. 
“I can’t believe you’d accuse me of such a thing! Where did you hear that? Did Hailey convince you of that awful lie? She’s trouble, you know.”
“Please, don’t talk about my fiancée in such a manner. And cut the act, Victoria. I have proof.” 
Sauntering back to my desk, I pick up the two papers that were placed there face down and hand them to her. The desk holds my weight as I lean back against it, casually tucking my hands in my pockets.
Victoria licks her lips anxiously as she looks at the papers. She closes her eyes, the papers falling to the floor as she drops her head in her hands.
“I’m sure you know that this was an absolutely despicable thing to do. I’d say that I expected better of you, but the truth is, I didn’t. This is exactly the type of thing you’d do. I just want to know why. Why would you rope my sweet, innocent mother into your scheme?”
She’s quiet and unmoving, sitting in the chair. A sigh leaves my lips as my eyes find their way back to the clock on the wall. I’d really prefer not to spend a ton of time on this.
“I’m so, so sorry, Landon,” Victoria finally says softly. She lifts her head slowly, tears streaming down her face.
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“I don’t have a good answer! Just, I missed you, okay. I’m still in love with you. When I saw on the news that you were engaged, I was just struck with insane amounts of jealousy. And I realized, oh my god, I’m still in love with Landon.”
“So, you’re in love with me, yet pregnant with Ivan’s baby. What did you really expect to happen? You knew that I knew that we didn’t sleep together eight months ago, that there was no possible way that I could be the father of your baby. You can’t rewrite history.”
Her face lights up bright red.
“That’s why I had to tell your mom. You’d have turned me away, especially if I was pregnant with Ivan’s baby. But if your mom was involved, I knew that you’d be too much of a gentleman to embarrass me like that in front of Eleanor. You wouldn’t want to take away her excitement. You’d raise the baby with me, and we would eventually be happy.”
“So, your plan was to manipulate me into raising a child that is not mine by using my mother. Do you realize how low that is? My mother is an innocent woman who has already lost a lot. She doesn’t deserve to be treated like this.”
“Well, it wasn’t really my plan.” Our eyes lock, mine narrowing.
“Tell me what you mean by that.” 
She licks her lips and takes in a breath, preparing to tell me something bigger than all of this.
“Technically, it was Ivan’s.” My fist slams down on the desk before I can control my reaction. 
Victoria doesn’t even flinch. “We both wanted something from you. He’s the one who figured out your arrangement with Hailey. All he had to do was ask around, find the right people. We made a deal. Ivan wants your company, and I want you, so it only made sense.”
She refuses to meet my eyes. Good. At least she has enough about her to be embarrassed, even if only a little bit. What am I going to do about her and Ivan? That’s the question now. The truth is, bringing my mother into this certainly complicated things. Suddenly, she looks at me, her face brightening.
“We can still be together, you know. If you can find it in your heart to forgive me, I mean. We could be a happy family—the baby may not be yours, but Ivan won’t be raising my baby. Ivan and I are finished. In fact, you’ll be my one and only. I’ll never cheat on you again. I made the biggest mistake of my life—”
“You cheated on me more than once,” I interrupt. 
She grits her teeth and rolls her eyes.
“Fine, I made the biggest mistakes of my life, but I won’t let it happen again.”
That speech was completely unmoving. The truth is, Victoria disgusts me. The previous cheating aside, to then plot a scheme like this is abominable. Worse, it’s unforgivable.
“Victoria, even if I could forgive all of that, which I can’t, it wouldn’t be possible to reunite with you because I genuinely love Hailey. I’ve never loved anyone like I love her, and regardless of how it started, it’s not ending, not now and not ever.”
She does nothing, doesn’t even move a muscle. If it weren’t for the look on her face, I wouldn’t even know if she’d heard me.
“Here’s what we’re going to do. Assuming you want to avoid charges for falsifying medical records, you are going to write my mother a nice apology, pack your bags, and vacate her home immediately. After that, you will never contact me or my family ever again. Do we have a deal?”
Victoria looks me in the eye, sucks in a deep breath, then nods.
“Good. Please leave.” 
She slowly gets up from her chair and leaves the office, the door shutting softly behind her.
[image: image-placeholder]“Bruce, I’m glad to see you.” I grin at the man who has undoubtedly become my life line. 
“A pleasure as always, Mr. Gould.”
“Good to hear it. Tell me, what have you uncovered about Ivan Sokolov?”
“You may be interested to know that Mr. Sokolov is bankrupt. Now I don’t usually like to speak out of place, but that strikes me as a reason to attempt blackmail on a high-profile billionaire.” Bruce’s eyebrows lift high up on his head.
“I think you’re right, Bruce. Do you remember the day I met Ivan in the warehouse? Was that conversation I had with him recorded via the wire I was wearing?”
“The conversation was not recorded, unfortunately.”
“Hmm, that is quite unfortunate. Well, that leads me to my Plan B. Bruce, I’m going to lay out a plan for you, and I’d like you to tell me if it’s completely idiotic, alright?”
Bruce simply nods in response.
“Alright. We go to the police. I’ll tell them that Ivan has been blackmailing me, and I believe that it’s because he’s bankrupt. We will request a sting operation be set up—Hailey and I can wear wires and meet up with Ivan, getting him to confess right into the police’s ears.”
“That’s a brilliant plan, Mr. Gould. What are we to do if the police aren’t willing to set up a sting operation? Shall we conduct our own?”
“They should be more than willing. We’ve assisted them in covert operations before, and it’s time they assist for once. But, if they aren’t, then we will definitely be conducting our own. Worst-case scenario, I’ll call in a favor from my cousin, Holden.” 
“The one that owns the renowned private security company?” Bruce asks.
“Yes, he’s the one. I’m not sure what’s he’s up to nowadays, but he’s always willing to help family.”
I clap Bruce on the shoulder in appreciation. “I’m very grateful to have you around, you know. It’s hard to find good, reliable security and I seem to have lucked out by finding the best around. But, you’ve become more than just my security, you’ve become my friend—my family, even.”
Bruce just nods and slips out the door quietly. I’ll have to remember to give him a very large bonus once this whole mess is sorted. Heaven knows he deserves it.




Chapter Thirty

Hailey


Anxiety looms over me as I fidget in Landon’s office. My fingers tap uncontrollably, almost as if they have a mind of their own. Landon is in the office with me, and he is rubbing my back in a way that I think is supposed to be soothing, but only amps me up more. 
It’s not bad anxiety, though. Maybe anxiety isn’t even the right word; it’s more like anticipation, mixed with excitement. Or maybe that’s still just anticipation. Whatever. It doesn’t matter what it’s called because we are getting rid of the second problem in our lives.
“Hailey, are you sure you can do this? You’re completely on edge,” Landon asks, peering deep into my eyes. 
I get lost in his deep blue eyes, happily swimming in the comfort they provide. Truly, there is no one I’d rather be standing here with.
It’s incredible to think how far we’ve come. I started out loathing Landon, but brick by brick, he’s taken down my walls. Where he used to cause me stress, he now only makes me feel better. And I can tell that I’ve changed him too. He used to be so uptight, but I see a different side of him now. I mean, not right now, because right now he’s looking at me like he’s expecting an answer.
Wait. That’s because he is expecting an answer.
“Yeah, yeah, of course. I mean, even if I didn’t want to, I have to.” I turn my head, indicating the earpiece in my left ear. 
It’s what the police are using to communicate with us, and since Landon’s hair isn’t long enough to cover his ears, I’m the only one who can use it.
“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, Hailey. You know that, right?” His concern is completely endearing, and also completely unnecessary.
“Landon, please. I’m a grown adult, and I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t want to do it. I want to have as much of a role in nailing that asshole Sokolov as you do.” The fire ignites in my eyes, and a smile creeps onto Landon’s face.
A knock sounds on the door, loud and intimidating when it reverberates around the small room.
Landon gives my hand three small squeezes before going and opening the door.
“Hello, Landon. I’m excited to hear what— Oh, hello, Hailey. I wasn’t aware you were going to be here for this meeting.” He shoots Landon a look. 
“She insisted on being here, since it has to do with her too,” Landon says, his tone clipped and short.
Ivan looks between the two of us. Where Landon is standing completely blocks the front door, and it seems to be putting Ivan on edge.
“Why don’t we all sit down, get a little more comfortable?” I suggest. 
Ivan eyes us suspiciously, but complies when he sees that Landon moves away from the door. My gut was right: He doesn’t want to feel trapped in here.
“So, let’s cut to the chase. Why were you trying to blackmail me, Ivan?” Landon says as soon as his behind hits the seat. 
There’s no tact in the question, and I’m thankful he’s not a police officer. Who knows how many sting operations would go wrong based on his tone alone.
“Blackmail? Whoa, my friend, let’s not be hasty. I was simply proposing what I felt might benefit us.”
“Us?”
“Perhaps it would benefit me a little bit more.” Ivan flashes Landon a smarmy grin, and it takes everything within me not to sock him from the seat next to him.
“I fail to see how it would benefit anyone but you. You’d get a majority share in my company, and I’d lose my fiancée? In exchange for what? You not telling some dirty secret about my fiancée to the world?” Landon leans back in his chair and raises an eyebrow.
“Calm down, Landon. That’s not exactly what happened. It wasn’t intended to be blackmail in the least. I was merely telling you what I was going to do as a consequence of you not doing something. I like to think of it as more of a ‘courteous warning’.” Ivan crosses his arms over his chest and leans back in the chair, a smug look on his face.
“Hailey,” a voice sounds in my ear. 
I nearly turn my head in that direction, which would potentially blow our cover. 
“We need more than this. So far he’s not admitting to anything.” 
It’s true. As of now, it’s just two tense men having a conversation while I watch. I need to get more involved. But how? I need Ivan to admit that he did it.
“You know, Ivan, I actually admire what you did.” I’m hoping my tone is sultry and sexy, instead of nervous, like I feel.
“What do you mean you ‘admire’ what I did?” He eyes me suspiciously. 
I need to amp up the charm, or he’s never going to buy this F-grade improv.
“Well, there’s something so attractive about a man who knows what he wants and goes for it. I mean, it’s one thing to find information on people.” I throw a contemptuous look at Landon. 
His face is puzzled—he hasn’t caught on yet. Good, maybe I can use that to my advantage. 
Ivan’s eyes have shifted to Landon’s confused expression. Bingo. Ivan licks his lips and turns his gaze back at me, a new look in his eyes.
“It’s a whole other thing though,” I force myself to caress his arm, giving him my best bedroom eyes, “To actually use that information to get what you want. So many men are cowards, just holding back everything they learn, filing it away to never see the light of day again. Not you, though. You found out information about me, and immediately put it to good use. That is what you did, right? Told Landon to give you a majority share in Gould Holdings in exchange for you keeping my secret?”
My eyebrows shoot up in a way that I hope is seductive. Landon’s face is covered with fury, which is perfect, because it makes the charade believable.
“Hailey.” Landon’s tone is low, imbedded with warning.
“Landon, don’t silence the woman because you’re jealous,” Ivan says, tapping his fingers along my thigh. 
I nearly jerk it out from under his hand. 
“It’s a woman’s prerogative to be attracted to a man that actually takes action, instead of resting on his golden laurels.”
I giggle and run a hand through Ivan’s hair. My fingers get stuck in the curls, and the moment is uncomfortable while I untangle them.
“Why did you do this, Ivan? I understand Victoria, motivated by her lingering love for me,” Landon shoots me a look as he says this. 
Is he trying to make me jealous? That’s cute. 
“Is it because you’re bankrupt?”
Ivan sits up, anger flashing across his features.
“I made one bad business deal, and it took everything. Honestly, it was ridiculous. I needed a way to recoup my loss. By obtaining my share in Gould Holdings, I knew that I would make way more money than I even lost in the first place.” After a moment, he grins, leaning back in his chair and throwing an arm around me.
“So, now you admit that it was blackmail?” Landon says casually, as if this isn’t the one confession we truly need.
“Of course it was blackmail! A mole child would know that. Only you would need that sort of clarification.” Ivan rolls his eyes, then turns to me. 
My stomach turns as he smiles. He licks his lips and leans in. I pull back.
“Actually,” I say softly, “the only ones who needed that sort of clarification were the police, listening on the wire I’m wearing.”
I unbutton my overshirt to reveal the hidden microphone. Ivan’s jaw goes slack, his eyes widening at my reveal. Landon smirks.
“Took you long enough to catch on,” I say as I get up and put my lips gently against Landon’s.
“I was so overcome with jealousy that I couldn’t even think straight,” he admits.
Ivan suddenly shoots out of his chair, knocking it over.
“Oh my god, the police are coming. I need to go.” He stumbles around the room, for which there is only one exit. 
Before he can take another step in any direction, the door bursts open, four police officers entering the room.
“Ivan Sokolov, you are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in the court of law. You have the right…” 
The rest of the rights read by the officer don’t register with me as I turn to focus my attention on the man by my side.
“That was exhilarating!” I shout suddenly as the police make their way out of the room, the door shutting softly behind them.
“You know what else is exhilarating?” He bites his lip, and I know exactly what he thinks is exhilarating.
My lips meet his in response. His tongue swirls against mine, passion heating up between us. He pushes me back onto the desk, slowly unbuttoning my overshirt.
“Hmm, the wire,” he mumbles before ripping it off of me and stomping on it.
“Hey, sir. That’s police property,” I tease. He responds by ripping off his own wire and doing the same thing.
“They can buy new ones,” he whispers in my ear before kissing the side of my neck softly. 
He fondles my breasts, moving them under my bra. 
Suddenly, he stands up, looking down at me laying on the desk.
“Hailey, I am so turned on right now, and even though you’re beautiful, it’s definitely because you’re the most clever woman I’ve ever met.” 
I giggle as his fingers make quick work of my shorts, undoing the buttons and pulling them down my legs at record speed.
He teases his fingers against my sensitive spot, causing me to gasp. He doesn’t focus on it though, instead hooking his finger and plunging it deep inside me.
“Ohh,” I moan, my back arching on top of the desk. 
The tip of his finger brushes furiously against the ribbed area inside me, bringing sweet moans from my lips in a constant rhythm.
“I can’t wait anymore,” he says as he unbuttons his slacks and drops them to the floor, along with his briefs. 
His length is standing at attention, prepared for what's about to happen.
He places himself at my entrance and slowly eases himself into me. I let out a pleased sigh and toss my head back against the desk.
“Hailey, you feel amazing,” he says, pushing deeper until there’s no more space for him to go.
“More,” I pant and he obliges, pulling out and then pushing back in faster. 
He maintains a steady rhythm, matching the pace of my satisfied moans. 
“Ohh, Landon, you’re amazing.”
He pushes into me harder, and the orgasm sneaks up on me, almost as if he pressed a button.
“Oh god, that’s it! I’m there!” I moan. 
He continues until the pleasure rolls over me, then begins to shudder as his own orgasm is completed inside me.
Leaning down over me, he whispers in my ear, “I love you, Hailey.”
“I love you, too, Landon.”




Chapter Thirty-One

Landon


Our celebration is short lived when my phone rings, my mother’s number popping up in the caller ID. 
“Mom, what’s up?” I’m aiming for the most casual tone that I can.
“Landon, your sister's water broke—she’s in labor!” My mom murmurs something in the background. “We are at the hospital! Meet us there as soon as you can please! Love you!”
The line goes dead and I slowly pull the phone down from my ear before turning to Hailey.
“What? What’s happening? Is your mom okay?” Concern crosses her face as she starts to pull her clothes back on.
A grin breaks out across my face, the news I’ve just received making me ecstatic.
“I’m going to be an uncle! Today!” I grab Hailey around the waist, spinning her around with glee. 
A laugh escapes her.
“Landon! Put me down and put your clothes on! We have your little niece, or nephew, to visit!” She picks up the keys and heads towards my office door.
I laugh as I pull my pants back up and button them. Stopping at the door, I put my hand out for my keys.
“Come on, I can drive! We are in a hurry!” Hailey insists.
“I’ve never seen you drive in any of the time that we’ve known each other, and you think that the first time is going to be in my Tesla? Hah! You wish.”
I pluck the keys out of her hand and make my way to the elevator, Hailey hot on my heels.
I hear her murmur to herself as the elevator doors close behind us.
[image: image-placeholder]“We’re here for Penelope Hamilton. She just came in today.”  
The nurse behind the desk smiles as she searches the computer. She seems to be in a pleasant mood, and I imagine that working in labor and delivery must be better than working in most of the other hospital areas. More happiness than sadness, presumably.
“Ah yes, I see Ms. Hamilton checked in just a couple of hours ago. Here’s some visitor passes. You’ll want to write your name on these.” 
She passes us some stickers of the ‘my name is’ variety. 
“Now, there’s only one person allowed back during the labor in addition to the partner, and it looks like she’s chosen her mother to do that. So, unfortunately, you’ll have to wait in the lobby until someone comes out to grab you. I’ll just let you know that that could be anywhere from ten minutes to ten hours, or longer. So, for your convenience, we have a complementary coffee bar right through that door over there. For anything fancier or for food items, the cafeteria is downstairs. I believe today's dinner is some sort of roast with vegetables. There’s also pre-packaged sandwiches. The bathrooms are out there, just past the elevators. If you have any other questions, please don’t hesitate to come to the desk and ask.”
I nod my thanks towards her after her long spiel. I whip out my phone and text my mom, letting her know that we’re here. It’s only a few moments before she’s strolling down the hallway towards us.
“Oh, I’m so glad you could make it! Penny’s in labor right now, but it’s slow-going. Hopefully it will be easy for her.” She sits down in the chair beside me, glancing between Hailey and me.
“I know when I was in labor for you, it was about six hours. Luckily, my epidural was pumping enough medicine for me to not be in pain the entire six hours.”
I grin at her and pull my mom into a hug. She ruffles my hair before pulling back.
“So, we’re taking bets, since they wanted to be surprised. Boy or girl? You each get a guess,” she asks, pulling out a tiny notepad and pen.
“Are you allowed to have that in the delivery room?” I ask. 
I know nothing about giving birth or the protocols surrounding it. I would assume that there could be no outside things in a sterile space.
“Landon.” Hailey wrinkles her brow at me. “It’s a notepad and pen, not a bioweapon. They’re allowed to have all kinds of stuff from home.”
I’m about to protest when I suddenly nod, realizing that Hailey has spent a lot more time in hospital rooms than I ever have.
“Right, well I’m going to go with…a girl.”
“Final answer?” My mom smiles at me. After I nod, she looks at Hailey expectantly.
“I’m going to say a boy. And not just to be the opposite of Landon.” She smirks at me. 
My mother writes down our answers and stands up. 
“Alright, I’m going to head back in there. Hopefully we will be able to find out soon enough!”
[image: image-placeholder]After a couple of hours of waiting, Hailey’s rumbling stomach finally convinced me that we should head down to the cafeteria for something to eat. It’s almost like déjà vu, eating another meal in a hospital cafeteria. 
“This roast dinner actually doesn’t look half bad,” she says as she puts her tray down on a table. 
I set mine down across from her and take my seat.
“The roast looks a little dry, but still edible if you pour some gravy over it,” I remark.
“You know, it’s actually nice to be in the hospital for something other than cancer,” she mentions before popping a spoonful of peas in her mouth. 
A disgusted look crosses her face and I make a mental note not to eat any of the peas.
“I’m surprised to hear you say that, actually.” 
“Really, why?”
“It just seems like a very negative sentiment.” I cut off a piece of roast, smother it in gravy, and shove it in my mouth. 
Not bad, but not great either. Maybe I can convince Hailey to make her roast later this week to rid myself of the mouth memory of this subpar hospital version.
“I can see why it would appear that way. Let me try again. It’s nice to be in the hospital for something that is a joyous occasion instead of a sad one. Like, don’t get me wrong, I’m so grateful for the experimental treatment. But I think that it being experimental actually makes it harder. Without the actual knowledge of it working, I sometimes feel that my mom is actually a sort of lab rat. It makes being in the hospital harder, instead of easier.”
I absorb what she’s saying, chewing the food in my mouth slowly. To be honest, I never thought of it that way. But, of course it would be hard, especially considering that her mom was getting the minimum amount of the treatment before she was moved to the donor floor. I squeeze her hand three times, letting her know silently that I love her. She’s about to respond when my phone starts ringing. 
“Mom?” I answer the phone, and Hailey perks up, leaning across the table eagerly.
“Landon, are you ready to come meet your darling nephew?”
[image: image-placeholder]“He’s perfect,” Hailey whispers as she leans in, getting a closer look at my nephew in Penny’s arms.  
Penny smiles up at her, looking disheveled with her hair up in a messy bun and a sheen of sweat covering her face.
“Ten fingers and ten little tiny toes,” Penny whispers, running her finger gently along his cheek.
“He’s so tiny. I remember when you were that tiny,” my mom says, leaning her head on my shoulder. 
I squeeze her in closer.
“So, did you decide on a name?” I ask. 
They’ve hidden their name choices from us the entire pregnancy, wanting them to be a surprise. I guess they wanted everything to be a surprise, really. I understand, though. The media vultures would have been all over it if it was public, plastering the name all over the news.
“Well, I liked the idea of Parker Junior, but he objected.” She smiles at her husband and he shudders to confirm his objection.
“So conceited to name your kid after you. No, I want him to have his own identity, forge his own path,” he says, gripping Penny’s hand in his.
“That’s why we decided to name him Johnathon Charles,” she smiles up at me, and I can sense how tired she is.
“Oh, that’s a lovely name. Absolutely perfect,” Hailey says. 
She and Penny smile at each other. It’s great to see them becoming so close. I hope that they’ll become very good friends in the future.
“Alright, visitors, let’s let mom get some rest. You can all come back in the morning,” a nurse says as she rolls in a small metal cot that doubles as a bassinet.
We say our goodbyes and make our way out the door. 
Once in the car, Hailey turns to me, threading her fingers through mine.
“Landon, do you want kids? We’ve never discussed any of this before.”
Maybe that’s because I’ve never thought of it before. I look at Hailey, getting lost in my imagination. Hailey, sitting on our couch with a pregnant belly, teaching our son to play tee ball, playing princesses with a daughter. Me, making pancakes with Hailey in the morning in silly shapes to appease our children. A smile spreads across my face as my heart fills with warmth.
“I would love nothing more than to have a family with you one day. Do you want them?” I ask her back. 
She squeezes my hand.
“I’d never thought of it before, but today, seeing the way Parker and Penelope looked at their baby, how he supported her. Watching them surrounded by their family—I do want them. I want that. I want us to be married, and have a family.”
I lean forward and put my lips on hers, the kiss deep and meaningful, full of the promises for our life to come.




Chapter Thirty-Two

Hailey


One year later 
Nerves course through me as I stand in line behind a dozen other people dressed the exact same way. They’re cycling through everyone, giving them their diplomas.
There’s only two people ahead of me now. Peering out into the crowd, I see many familiar faces. Landon sits with his mom and sister, Penny. Landon grips his mom’s hand, anticipation apparent on his face. It’s so sweet how nervous he gets for me, as if he’s the one going on stage and facing a fear of public speaking.
Next to the Goulds in the crowd are my mom and my sister. Mom’s on the upturn, the experimental treatment working wonders for her. She’s not completely in the clear, still staying at the hospital, but now she can leave for outings, which is nice. Emma picked her up from the hospital and brought her straight here.
Standing in the back, so far I almost have to squint to see him, is Bruce. It’s funny, but he’s actually grown a lot on me. He’s quiet, a man of few words, but he’s always been there for us. In a way, he’s like family. In fact, he should really be sitting with everyone. But, I know that’s not his way. One day I’ll convince him though.
“Hailey Marilyn Dunn.” My name is called. 
I gingerly step up the stairs, being careful that I don’t trip. My smile is wide as I meet the dean and accept my diploma. 
“Congratulations, Hailey.”
I stick my diploma in the air and give a big smile to the crowd. They cheer loudly as I step down to have my picture taken. After the quick pose, I sit with the other graduates, waiting for the ceremony to be over.
[image: image-placeholder]“But it’s Saturdaaaaayyyyy,” I moan from under the covers.  
Our vacation celebrating my passing the bar exam began a few days ago and he’s already getting me up before the sun is out. Is he a sadist? 
“Trust me, you’ll really like the reason we’re getting up early today,” he says as he tugs the blanket off of me. 
An extremely dramatic shiver rolls through my body, and Landon rolls his eyes in response.
“Come on, let’s get in the shower.” 
One of my eyes pops open at the prospect of hopping in the shower with my hunk of a boyfriend. Yum.
Steam fills the room as we step in. He tricked me though, because this is not a fun, sexy shower like I thought it would be. No, this is a utility shower. He washes me from head to toe, lets me sit under the water for a few minutes to rinse, then shoves me out.
“Put on your best outfit and shoes. We’re doing something fancy today,” he says from inside the shower. 
If he’s staying in there for much longer, I will be so mad. I bet he just pushed me out of there so that he could have the hot water to himself. Talk about selfish.
Throwing open the closet doors reveals the expertly chosen wardrobe that fills the hotel closet. It’s expertly chosen because I didn’t pick it out. Landon actually had a personal stylist take my measurements and curate the perfect wardrobe for our New York City vacation. I want to say that I’m grateful, but I’d be lying if I said I don’t miss my bunny slippers.
Rifling through the clothes eventually leads me to the perfect dress: a dark blue number reminiscent of the dress Penny designed for me to wear to the charity gala. It’s satin, but with a shorter, flared skirt instead of being a full length gown. I slip the cool fabric over my head and turn in the mirror to button up the back. A pair of black pumps call to me from the shoe rack, even though I know they’re impractical. I just can’t pass up how good they’ll look with this dress. 
I examine my face in the mirror before deciding that some light concealer and some mascara are all I need for the day. After applying, smudging, and removing my mascara twice, I finally settle in to use my blow dryer brush on my hair. By the time I’m done, Landon finally emerges from the bathroom.
“Enjoy your shower?” There’s a hint of bitterness in my tone. 
Actually, more than a hint. It’s full-blown bitterness.
“Yes, I did, thank you,” Landon says, smirking. 
He walks over to his closet and gets dressed. Standing up, I teeter over to him on my heels. 
His eyebrows pull together. “Maybe you should choose some different shoes? We’re not walking far, but it is still walking.”
“Nope.” I shake my head. “These ones go perfectly with my dress.”
[image: image-placeholder]It really pains me to admit this, but I should have listened to him. We’re walking down a New York street, my hand in his. I know that he expects me to see it as romantic, but I see right through him. He doesn’t want me to get lost or pickpocketed. Or worse, mugged, even though there are the same risks back home in San Francisco. 
“We’re almost there. Only a few more blocks,” he says.
My heels clunk against the ground, and I can feel blisters forming on the back of my ankles. Walking for the rest of the trip is going to suck if I have to keep going for much longer. The blisters are already bad enough as they are. Maybe I should have worn some tights. At least then the blisters wouldn’t be as bad.
I tilt my head up as we walk, taking in the buildings towering over me. Stories of windows after windows seem to go on forever, almost blocking out the entire sky. It’s definitely not San Francisco, that’s for sure. We pass many fancy store fronts on our journey, not that any of them are open at this time.
“Miss Dunn, we have officially reached our destination,” Landon announces. 
I glance around before catching on. My jaw drops.
“You brought me to Tiffany’s?” A smile stretches over my face, and I throw myself into his arms, surprising him with a hug. 
He holds me close to him.
“I know that you love Breakfast at Tiffany’s, so I thought I would make it a reality for you.”
“Hello, Mr. Gould, Ms. Dunn. Are you two ready for breakfast at Tiffany’s?” A woman dressed in head-to-toe black asks as she opens the door.
“Oh yes, we most certainly are!” I say with glee, pulling Landon into the store with me. 
We sit at the table set up in the middle of the store. The environment has completely captured my attention, the signature Tiffany-blue color sporadically decorating the shop.
A server brings us out two coffees before scampering off.
“So, Mr. Gould, how did you pull this off?” I say, looking lovingly into his eyes. 
He mimes zipping up his lips and throwing away the key.
“A good magician never tells his secrets,” he says, a sly grin on his face for a moment before it turns serious. “Hailey, I have something for you.”
“What is it?” I watch quizzically as he reaches into his breast pocket. He slowly pulls out a small jewelry box and opens it up. Inside, nestled against the soft satin fabric, is my grandmother’s brooch. “Oh my god, how did you find this?”
I take the box from him, dumbfounded by the discovery. The last time I saw this priceless piece of jewelry was when I was standing at the counter of Annie’s Bits and Pieces, as I was desperately trying to make the money to cover my mom’s medical bills.
I look up at Landon and realize how much he must truly love me. To go to all this trouble to find it—for him to have paid enough attention that day we went thrift shopping and passed by the windows of that pawn shop. What an incredible man
“Well, I had Bruce go on a wild goose chase to find it. He won’t tell me how difficult it was, but he was gone for the entire day, and nothing ever takes Bruce that long.”
“But how did you know about it in the first place?” 
His deep blue eyes stare into my soul, his love for me evident in them. Every day, he is sweeter and more comfortable, slowly settling into the person I always knew he was.
“As I said, a good magician never tells his secrets.” He mimes zipping his lips and throwing away the key again.
“A good magician also never uses the same bit in a set,” I say as I roll my eyes.
“There’s something else,” he says. At his cue, a worker brings him a box. He takes the lid off the box and reveals the necklace he won at the gala.
“Oh, Landon.” I smile at the sweetness of this man, this man that I am so, so lucky to have. He clasps it behind my neck, the metal cool against my collarbone. He takes his seat across from me and admires his handiwork.
“I decided to save it for someone special,” he says. A wide grin spreads over my face, unable to contain my happiness.
“You’re amazing. I can’t believe you’ve done this. This day truly is a dream come true,” I say. Landon’s eyebrows shoot to his head. 
“But wait, there’s,” he says, patting his pants pockets.
“You’re not going to pull out the mood ring I lost when I was twelve, are you? Because I know a good magician never tells his secrets, but I would have to—”
I trail off as I watch Landon get on one knee beside the table, a tiny jewelry box in his hand.
“Hailey Marilyn Dunn, I am in love with you. You are so incredibly smart, easily the smartest woman I’ve ever met. You’re so witty and hilarious. I always find myself laughing when I’m with you. I’ve never met anyone as kind or caring as you in my life, and I know that for as long as I live, I will never meet anyone as kind or caring as you. I guess what I’m saying is, my heart already belongs to you. I want you to have a ring that says it to the world, again. So, Hailey, will you marry me?”
I clasp my hands over my mouth, gasping in shock. Surprise courses through me, momentarily stunning me. I recover quickly though, throwing my arms around Landon’s neck.
“Yes, yes, oh my god, yes! Landon, I can’t believe this. It’s perfect.” 
He slowly sets me back in my seat before sliding the ring onto my finger. It’s gorgeous—a green emerald surrounded by white diamonds. I don’t even want to think about what it cost.
“I can’t wait to marry you, Hailey. I’m the luckiest man in the world.”
“And I’m the luckiest woman.”




Chapter Thirty-Three

Epilogue — Hailey


“Hi, it’s so great to see you! I brought some hash brown casserole. Mom’s old recipe.”  
Penny grins as I hand her the casserole. 
We step through the threshold of their home, entering their world. The living room that once held pristine furniture and decor is now baby proofed, with the television stand anchored to the wall, and cords hidden behind plastic keepers.
Johnny, their now eight-month-old son, is crawling around, picking up and putting down various toys spread throughout. Once he spots us, his eyes go wide, staring at us in curiosity.
“Sorry about the mess. Keeping Baby J entertained is a full-time job for both a maid and a nanny, and we, for some reason, have neither.” She laughs as we step in completely. 
“Please, sit down while I put this in the kitchen. Thank you so much for the casserole. It feels almost impossible for us to actually get some dinner cooking these days, and I’m pretty tired of ordering in.”
“I figured as much. It’s also baby friendly, so Johnny can try some also.” I sit down on the couch, Johnny’s attention drawn to me when he hears his name. 
His eyebrows draw down, fixing me with a look of skepticism unique to a baby.
Penny scoops him up into her arms and tickles his belly. His baby giggles fill the room, touching my heart. She sits down in the armchair across from us, and he seems content in her lap, relaxing back into her.
“So how have you two been? I haven’t seen you since, oh gosh, the wedding. How long ago was that now?” She starts counting out on her fingers.
“Two and a half months,” Landon breaks in. 
“It has been awhile. We’ve been good. You know I’ve been very busy with Gould Holdings, especially with the tech division.”
He throws his arm around me and squeezes.
“Yes, and my firm is doing well. It turns out that there are a lot of families who need help with medical bills. There’s a good amount of work for me to do. I do take a lot of cases pro bono, though. I just can’t bring myself to charge some people, I guess.”
I shrug, remembering the Iowa family that begged me to help them. I didn’t charge a cent, and helped them not only square away their past due bills, but also get into the experimental treatment program at the same hospital my mom is at. Gould Holdings kindly donated the funds for their treatment. Actually, Gould Holdings has been making a lot of charitable donations lately. Not even because of me, either. Landon has taken the reins of his company's charity sector, spearheading donations and campaigns for various efforts. Sensationalist speculation runs through the magazines and newspapers about whether the company’s newfound charitable efforts are simply for tax breaks.
“We’ve also been volunteering quite a bit,” Landon says, causing Penny to blink in surprise.
“Really? Where at?” she asks. 
Johnny is getting impatient, already bored of sitting in her lap. He squirms until she puts him down. He immediately crawls over to us, fiddling with my shoelaces. My laughing seems to startle him, and he moves away to stare some more.
“The hospital. We aim for twice a week, but do more if we can.” He smiles at me. 
I love this man. His heart is good in every way. 
“I think Hailey would have been a nurse in another life, she’s so good at it.”
Actually, I had considered being a nurse for a while. In the end, I decided that I wanted to make an impact in a different way. Being a nurse is a wonderful thing, but my career was the right choice for me.
“So, how are things with you? Are you still designing at the moment? I can’t imagine how hard it is with this guy running amok.” I smile and wrinkle my nose at Johnny. 
He giggles at the silly face, and scoots closer to me. I pick him up and hold him close. He reaches for a strand of my hair and I smile at him as he tugs on it gently.
“Actually, it’s not so bad. Mom watches him a couple days a week, and when Parker gets home, he takes over so I can spend some time designing. I know that once he gets a little older it will be easier to find time, but in all honesty, I’m dreading it. I really just want him to stay a baby forever.”
Johnny coos as a foul scent wafts up to my nose.
“Uh oh, is someone stinky?” I giggle and wrinkle my nose at him. 
He blows raspberries in response.
“Oh, I’ll change him!” Penny sits up.
“Actually, I’ve got it, no worries. You just take a break,” I tell her. 
She sighs in relief and sits back in the chair.
Getting up, I carry Johnny out of the room and to the changing table. I make quick work of his stinky diaper, cleaning him up and redressing him after some fresh powder is sprinkled on his bum.
“All clean,” I say to him in a baby voice. 
He attempts to stick his foot in his mouth. 
“You want to help me surprise Uncle Landon?”
I reach into my pocket and pull out the small envelope that’s been burning a hole in it. I’ve been waiting for the right time to tell him for a week, and no time seems better than right now. Handing Johnny the envelope, I pick him up as he looks at the envelope intently.
We come down the hallway, stopping Landon and Penny mid conversation. I wonder what they were talking about.
“Uncle Landon, we have a surprise for you,” I sing-song. 
He groans in response.
“Please don’t hand me a dirty diaper. I know your humor is peculiar, but that would be so gross,” he pleads. 
I roll my eyes and lean Johnny forward so that Landon can take the envelope from him. There’s a small back and forth as Johnny refuses to let go. Finally, Landon is able to extract the envelope from his baby death grip.
Penny holds her arms out and I place her son in her arms. 
“Are you so clean? You smell so fresh and so clean!” she says to him, drawing his attention away from the stolen envelope.
“What is this?” Landon asks as I resume my spot next to him.
“Well open it and find out, dork.” 
My eyes roll in response. He starts opening the envelope before pulling out the small black photos.
“Is this…an ultrasound?” he asks, a look of disbelief spreading across his face as he examines the grainy pictures. 
Penny’s head snaps up in joyous surprise, her eyes widening at the two of us. I nod and lick my lips. She gasps and covers her mouth with one hand.
“Yes, that’s right. I’m pregnant. Two months along.” 
“Oh, Johnny, you’re going to have a little cousin to play with! Isn’t that so exciting?” she says to him.
“Why does it say Baby A and Baby B?” he asks, looking at the images in confusion. 
Suddenly, a look of realization spreads, and he looks up at me and whispers, “Twins?”
“Twins,” I say firmly, nodding in response.
“Oh my god!” he says, letting the paper fall to his lap as he leans forward and stares at my stomach in awe. 
He gingerly reaches out a hand and caresses my belly. “There’s two of you in there.”
“Johnny! You’re going to have two little cousins to play with! Isn’t that so exciting? Does mom know yet?” Penny directs her question at me. 
I shake my head in response and she tuts. “Ooh, she’s going to be very upset that she’s the last one to know.”
“The last one to know what?” Eleanor asks as she walks through the door, a buybuy BABY shopping bag in her hand.
“Mom, twins. There’s twins in there,” Landon says, awe still evident in his voice as he gestures to my stomach.
Eleanor’s jaw drops at the same pace that her shopping bag drops to the floor. She’s still for a moment, standing there and staring at me. 
“You’re having twins?” she says, tears welling up in her eyes. 
I nod. She giggles and claps excitedly.
“Oh my god, this is so exciting! Have you thought of a nursery theme yet? I have the perfect idea for the pregnancy announcement! Have you heard that bubble bubble rhyme? Toil and trouble or something? Oh my gosh, so many grandbabies in such a short amount of time!” 
Laughter bubbles up within me at her excitement. Looking around, I feel happy and overwhelmed by the love and family that surround me. My babies, no matter who they are or what their names will be, will always be surrounded by loving and caring people. They will always have someone to rely on, to take care of them. My heart swells at the realization that my babies will never have to face the difficulties and hardships that I’ve faced in my life.
What more could a mother want for her children than a better life than she had?




Chapter Thirty-Four

Bonus Chapter — Bruce


I take another glance at the reference picture Mr. Gould texted me as I study the brooches under the glass at Priscilla’s Pawn Emporium. The jewelry counter is huge, but the brooch section is small, fortunately for me. After a moment of scanning the display, there is clearly no hummingbird brooch within it. 
“Can I help you find something, sugar?” A woman saunters up behind the counter. 
She’s around my age, with a lot of white hair piled up on her head, teased so much that it’s hard to believe there’s any hair left. Her bright blue eye shadow has settled into the wrinkles of her eyelids, framed by the solid, dark lines she considers eyebrows. Bright pink lipstick has been messily spread across her thin and wrinkled lips. The name tag pinned to her shirt reads ‘Priscilla'.
“Actually, yes. Have you had anything like this come in here? Sold by a young woman with red hair?” I hold out my phone and she leans forward to study the picture. 
I’m overwhelmed by the swirling scents of florals and citrus, the perfume she’s wearing attacking my nostrils.
“Hmm…don’t think I’ve seen anything like that. Is she your daughter or something? Sell a priceless family heirloom for drug money?” She snaps her gum and looks up at me, studying my expression. 
My face gives nothing away. Many years of practice have contributed to perfecting my neutral expressions. Poker is my favorite game for a very good reason.
“Nothing of the sort.” 
She looks at me expectantly, but I give her nothing else. She sighs and shakes her head as she turns to walk away. I nod my goodbye and head back out on the street.
Bringing out my notebook, I cross out Priscilla’s Pawn Emporium. That was the last one in the same neighborhood as Hailey. If it didn’t sell, then she must have pawned somewhere else. But where? There’s hundreds of pawn shops in San Francisco. 
Suddenly, a light bulb goes on in my head. Perhaps near the hospital where her mom is? If her mom gave it to her, it’s quite likely that she would have sold it near the hospital. It’s a better area, too, with more money running through it. She would have gotten a pretty penny for a piece like that.
Stepping into my car, I mull over my detective skills. Truthfully, they’re quite good, and I reckon that I could open my own detective agency if I wanted. I could never leave Mr. Gould, though. He’s a great employer, and I’m the best of the best for him too. He would be lost without me. Plus, I do adore Ms. Hailey. She’s quite sweet, and in a way, I see her as the daughter I will never have.
The drive to the other side of town is short. I park in a public lot and pull out my phone, gathering a list of pawn shops in the area. I’ll start with the one closest to the hospital, since it’s likely that she would have gone there first.
As I walk, I tug at the collar of my shirt. It’s a hot and sunny day, and not for the first time, I realize that I probably should not have worn a suit for an excursion such as this. The first pawn shop is in front of me before I know it: Pawn on Twenty-First, located on Twenty-First street—very aptly named, I mentally noted.
As I walk in, the bell above the door jingles, announcing my entrance. I walk up to the jewelry counter, and quickly begin to scan the pieces underneath the glass case. A man steps out of a door behind the counter and approaches me.
“Howdy, fella. What can I do you for?” 
The man’s mustache moves with every word. It’s thick and long, eerily reminiscent of Yosemite Sam. His beige cowboy hat sinks onto his bald head, a couple sizes too big.
“I’m looking for this exact piece. It has an engraving on it. A young woman with red hair would have pawned it a while ago, maybe six or seven months ago?” I hold out my phone and the man studies the picture.
“Hmm, now I don’t remember anyone with that description coming in to sell anything, but if Bert had bought it, and it was valuable, then he would probably have it stored in the back, waiting for the collectors to come look at it. Let me check for you.”
The cowboy disappears back beyond the door. I turn and look around the pawn shop while I wait. It’s less ‘valuables used as collateral’ and more expensive antiques. Really, calling it a pawn shop is almost doing it a disservice. Signed acoustic guitars decorate the walls, with autographed celebrity portraits displayed prominently in glass cases.
“Unfortunately, I didn’t find anything like that in the collection. If Bert bought anything like that, it’s more than likely sold since then. Sorry to break the news to you, pal.” He gives me a frown.
I nod and leave the pawn shop, crossing it off my list. I hope this pays off, I don’t really care for being on a wild goose chase all day long. Not that I wouldn’t do anything for Mr. Gould, or his family.
The next one on my list is called Annie’s Bits and Pieces, and it’s just around the block. The walk is short, and soon I find myself in front of a tiny store that seems less of a pawn shop and more of a fancy second-hand store.
I step in, and the store is empty, not even a person behind the counter. The jewelry case is there, with a vast array of gleaming pieces calling from under the glass. The jewelry selection here is much larger, and if I’m going to find the brooch anywhere, this would be the place.
Starting at the end of the counter, I examine every piece carefully as I make my way down the counter. I get to the end, and heave a sigh as I don’t find what I’m looking for.
“Oh, hello!” a voice says. 
I turn around to see a short, elderly woman has come out from a curtain behind the counter. An old fashioned black and red polka dot Juliet cap covers her white curls, and she wears a green vest with a lady bug brooch pinned to it. “Is there anything I can help you with?”
“Yes, actually. Have you bought anything like this in the last year or so?” I show her the picture of the brooch. 
She slips on a pair of glasses that are attached to a beaded lanyard. After examining the picture for a moment her eyes light up in recognition.
“Oh, I do recognize this! I believe that I added it to my private collection. Be a dear and flip that sign in the window to ‘closed’ and then follow me!” She beckons me as she disappears behind the curtain.
I’m almost hesitant to follow her—you never know what kind of crazy people are—but resolve to do as she says anyway. After flipping the sign I walk behind the counter and move the dusty curtain to the side. There’s a staircase to the left and a small office to the right, which after a peek, reveals itself to be empty.
“Up here, dear!” her voice calls from above. 
This is getting weirder by the second, but I am on a mission. Besides, it's not like I couldn’t take on a granny if I needed to. I slowly ascend the steps to find a door propped open. Walking through it reveals an apartment, with antique furniture and windows overlooking the city street below.
“Please, have a seat! There’s a cup of tea on the table for you, please help yourself to the cream and sugar. I’ll be right back with my collection!” She shuffles off, unbelievably quick for her age. 
She must be at least eighty.
Unsure of what to do, I take a seat on the old, uncomfortable couch. The tea set on the coffee table looks expensive—porcelain with delicately painted flying pigs on it. I’m nervous to touch it, but I would hate to be rude, so I throw a few sugar cubes in the tea cup and take a sip. I’m not normally a tea guy, and I can only imagine how silly I must look as a big, bald man in a suit sitting on a floral couch sipping tea.
“Alright, here it is,” she says as she shuffles back in with a small wooden box in her hands. 
She sits down on the couch beside me and takes the lid off the box. There, amongst an assortment of animal-themed brooches, is the one I’m looking for. Excitement courses through me. I truly didn’t think I’d be able to find it. 
Suddenly, the woman narrows her eyes and looks at me. “You’re not the person I bought it from, though.”
“That’s correct,” I say, nodding. 
I flip through the pictures on my phone until I find one of Hailey and Landon, turning it to show her. “This would be the woman you bought it from.”
“Yes, that’s her! Lovely girl,” the woman says, lighting up. “How is she doing? My name is Edith by the way.”
She sticks out her little hand, and I softly shake it.
“It’s good to meet you, Edith. I’m Bruce.” I put my phone away and position myself towards her. “The woman's name is Hailey. She’s doing much better. You see, when she sold it to you, she was struggling financially. It’s a family heirloom. Apparently, her great grandfather had it made and engraved for her grandmother. My employer is the man from the picture, and his name is Landon Gould. He’s hoping to marry Hailey, and he’s hoping to surprise her with the brooch during the proposal. He’s willing to pay a great deal of money for it, whatever you’d like.”
Edith’s eyes are wet, filling with tears. Her hand is over heart, moved by the story, apparently.
“That is a lovely story. I understand how hard it is to struggle financially—I had plenty of trouble myself when I was a young woman,” she says, plucking the brooch and a small organza bag from the box. She tucks the brooch into the bag and hands it to me. “I don’t want any money for it. A priceless piece can’t be exchanged for money. The only thing I ask is for you to pass along a message to Mr. Landon, requesting that he and Miss Hailey come to visit me and have some tea.”
My jaw drops at her generosity. How have we gotten so lucky? Moments like this are what convince me that there is still some good in the world. I recover and nod, standing to say my goodbyes.
“You have no idea how much this means Miss Edith. I will definitely pass the message along to Mr. Gould. It was truly great to meet you.”
She leads me back downstairs, flipping the sign on the window back as she passes.
As I open the door to the shop, she calls out one final thing, "You better attend our tea, too! I will be very upset if you’re not there.”
“You can count on me,” I say simply as I step out into the sunlight. 
After taking a few steps, I stop, examining the organza bag in my hands. I pull my phone out of my pocket, eager to deliver the good news. He picks up on the second ring.
“Mr. Gould? I have good news.”




The End
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Enemies with my Bestie’s Brother

Prologue — Grayson


There’s something bittersweet about watching your baby sister get married to your best friend. Especially when you know that you’re nowhere near ready to settle down, despite being several years older than her.  
I sigh and grab a flute of champagne from the passing tray, looking around the wedding reception. Most of the couples in the room are in the middle of the dance floor, swaying in each other’s arms beneath a crystal chandelier. 
Penny’s dress swirls out around her as she smiles up at Parker. They look like they couldn’t be more in love with each other. 
As happy for them as I am, I can’t help but feel a bit of jealousy. 
I don’t have time to find someone to love right now, but if I did, I would want them to look at me the way Penny looks at Parker. It’s like she’s falling in love for the first time. 
I sip my champagne and make my way around the outer perimeter of the room, sticking to the shadows. My brothers are all dancing with some of the bridal party. The only ones who aren’t dancing are me and the maid of honor, Whitney. 
Whitney looks at me, her blonde hair falling in soft tendrils that frame her pretty face. Her blue eyes are shining, and she raises an eyebrow. 
She and I have never gotten along well, though she’s been Penny’s friend for years. There’s something about her that makes it hard to be around her for long periods of time without wanting to pull my hair out. 
Although, that could be due to the fact that she challenges me in a way that very few other people do. 
It’s attractive and infuriating at the same time. 
Whitney downs her flute of champagne, her hips swaying as she makes her way toward me. Everything else in the room seems to fade away as I look at the way her blue dress hugs her body, the slit in her dress sliding high up her leg. 
“Isn’t the best man supposed to ask the maid of honor to dance?” Whitney asks, taking my champagne from my hand and drinking what’s left of it. 
“If you and I could get along for more than five minutes at a time, then maybe I would.” 
She smiles and hooks a finger around my tie, pulling my face down to hers. My gaze darts down to her full lips. The room feels like it’s on fire as she and I stare at each other. 
When her tongue darts out to lick her bottom lip, the last shred of my sanity is the only thing that keeps me from leaning in and kissing her. 
“What are you doing?” I ask, my voice low as she tilts her face upward. 
There is barely any space between us. Her mouth is nearly touching mine and our noses brush against each other. 
“Let’s get out of here for a little bit,” she says, her gaze burning through me. “I could use a little fun and you’re wound so tightly you look like you’re about to break.” 
“That’s a bad idea.” 
She smirks and puts some distance between us, taking a step back and letting go of my tie. “Bad idea is my middle name.” 
Whitney turns and walks out of the room, not stopping to talk with anyone. I sigh and run my hand through my hair. 
I look back at Penny, making sure that she isn’t watching me before I follow Whitney out of the room. 
She leads the way to the elevator in complete silence. The tension in the air is thick and the moment the elevator doors close, I spin to face her and pin her against the wall. 
My arms wrap around her waist, holding her to me as our mouths move together. The kiss is hurried, our mouths slanting together like we can’t get enough of each other. 
I slide my tongue into her mouth as I grip her hips, pulling her against me. When she rolls her hips, she rubs against my hardened length, driving me wild. 
The elevator dings open and we jump apart from each other only to see that the coast is clear. Whitney smiles and takes my hand, stepping into the hallway and pulling me toward her room. 
As soon as we’re in her room and the doors are locked, our clothes start falling to the floor. We stumble our way over to the bed, naked and locked in a kiss. It feels like everything we’ve been avoiding for the last few years is finally coming to the surface. 
We fall to the bed together. I kiss my way down her body, tracing patterns on her skin with my tongue as I work my way lower. I tease her with my tongue and fingers, her breathy moans filling the room. Her fingers run through my hair as her orgasm rolls through her. 
Once her legs stop shaking, I work my way back up her body, the scent of her vanilla perfume wrapping around me. She writhes beneath me as I continue to trace patterns on her sun-kissed skin. 
When I finally thrust into her, her back arches off the bed and her nails dig into my back. I moan as I rock my hips, feeling her body tense before she finds her release. 
I keep thrusting until I fall over the edge, satisfied but wanting more. 
Whitney gets out of the bed before I have a chance to say anything to her and she heads to the bathroom. When she comes back out, she scoops up her dress and pulls it back on.
“You better get dressed so we can get back down there before Penny notices that we’re missing.” 
She picks up my clothing and tosses it at me. It feels like my words are caught in my throat as I get dressed. 
As we walk out of the room together, my heart is hammering. I don’t know what I want from her yet, but I can tell that one night won’t be enough. 
Her body is addictive. I need more of it before we go back to barely being around each other. 
I pull her into a little alcove just outside the reception hall. Her eyes are filled with lust as she looks up at me and drapes her arms over my shoulders. She stands on her toes and kisses me, her tongue tangling with mine until I forget where we are.
“Well, this is an interesting development.” 
We jump apart and I look at my oldest brother, Landon. He smirks as he looks between the two of us and crosses his arms. 
“You can’t tell anybody,” Whitney says before brushing by him and heading back to the reception. 
Landon looks at me. “What are you thinking? That’s Penny’s best friend.” 
I shrug and walk away. The problem isn’t that I’m not thinking. The problem is that the only thing I can think of is the way Whitney’s body felt beneath mine. 
That and the mischievous spark she gets in her eyes whenever we argue. 
It takes me no time to find her at the bar. I stand beside her, my hands in my pockets. She looks up at me as she waits for the bartender to make her drink. 
“What are you doing?” she asks.
“I rented a little house on a lake not far from here. Come with me for the weekend. We don’t have to tell anybody.” 
There is suspicion clear in her eyes as they narrow. “What’s the catch?” 
“No catch. You and I are both busy people who could do with some stress relief. It’s a weekend to have fun, and we can keep it our little secret.” 
“When do we leave?” 
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Our weekend together was great, but now it’s time to face reality. 
I slept with my sister’s best friend. It was just a bit of fun before I get back to work, but it doesn’t change the matter at hand. 
I slept with her best friend.
Guilt curls through me as I get out of bed and grab my things. I sneak through the house, getting dressed and grabbing a bottle of water. 
I pause at the front door, listening for Whitney’s soft snores. 
Later, I know I’m going to hate myself for sneaking out on her, but right now it feels like the only thing I can do. 
It was just a weekend of fun. Nothing else. 
She’ll get over it. 
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Until next time dear reader, I hope you have a hot and spicy day!
xoxo ~Emery Rowan
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