
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      The Proposal meets Two Weeks Notice in Ann Marie Walker's new standalone romantic comedy, Black Tie Optional.

      

      Everything about billionaire Coleman Grant III oozes power and sex. And not the perfunctory kind either, but the sheet clawing, heart stopping, gasping for air after you’ve screamed so loud you can’t breathe kind. From his dark wavy hair that stands in an artfully rumpled mess, to the blue eyes that sear your skin, to his full, sensual lips - on the surface he’s pure perfection. Too bad he's an asshole. An arrogant, uptight corporate raider hell bent on destroying the environment one species at a time. 

      

      Everything about Olivia Ramsey screams hippie humanitarian. From her blond hair tied in a sloppy bun, to her faded jeans with the Bonnaroo patch sewn on the thigh, to her combat boots still splattered with mud from the previous day’s site visit.

      

      So it makes perfect sense that they would get married. In Vegas. Stone-cold sober.

      

      Cole needs a wife. Olivia needs to save an endangered species. But what starts as a marriage of convenience soon turns into a battle of wills and sexual tension. Love is a game, and Olivia and Cole are ready to win.
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      Just like clockwork, Olivia thought. She watched the gas-guzzling SUV roll to a stop alongside the curb, its hazard lights blinking as if some sort of justification for bringing a full lane of Chicago’s morning rush hour to a grinding halt. Every day the sleek black car stopped in exactly the same location, so the almighty Coleman Grant III could get the same extra hot, double shot Americano from the same big-chain coffee shop, bypassing the smaller, neighborhood establishments trying to stay afloat as corporate America runs them into the ground.

      A mountain of a man in mirrored aviator shades jumped out of the front seat to open the rear door, giving Olivia a clear view of the luxury vehicle’s interior. Two leather captain’s chairs with fold down keyboards and armrest tablet holders sat facing several television monitors mounted above what appeared to be a full-service bar. Forget running a business, it looked as though Coleman Grant ran NASA from his backseat. Honestly, what could possibly be so important that it couldn’t keep until he got to the office? The commute from his Gold Coast penthouse to his Loop headquarters was less than two miles. Hadn’t the guy ever heard of just chilling out with some tunes?

      Olivia approached the car just as Grant climbed out of the backseat. He paused to button the jacket of his navy-blue Tom Ford and for a moment she forgot he was an arrogant, self-righteous prick hell bent on destroying the environment one species at a time. For a moment, she allowed herself to take in the physical perfection standing in front of her. From his dark wavy hair that stood in an artfully rumpled mess, to the blue eyes that seared her skin, to his full, sensual lips—everything about Coleman Grant oozed power and sex. And not the perfunctory kind either, but the sheet clawing, heart-stopping, gasping-for-air-after-you’ve-screamed-so-loud-you-can’t-breathe kind. But then his eyes narrowed, and his lips curved into a knowing smirk and Olivia remembered exactly who she was dealing with.

      “Mr. Grant,” she began.

      The bodyguard moved to step between them, but Grant waved him off. “Ms. Ramsey, what a surprise,” he said, not at all surprised since this was the eighty-third day in a row she had approached him. Not that it mattered. She had no plans to stop these sidewalk sessions until he either agreed to her demands or filed for a restraining order.

      He made his way toward the coffee shop with Olivia tight on his heels. “You know, most people simply make an appointment with my assistant.”

      “I’ve tried that, Mr. Grant. But for some reason your schedule is always full.”

      “Pity,” he said, his voice void of all emotion. When he reached the glass doors, he yanked one open. “Please, after you.”

      Bastard. Normally he charged in like he owned the place, never mind if she or anyone else got a face full of door. How dare he try to throw her off her game by acting chivalrous? As if the man had a courteous bone in his body. Olivia stood frozen in place, debating how best to handle this latest twist in their balance of power. As she did, Cole’s gaze raked over her, from her blond hair tied in a sloppy bun, to her faded jeans with the Bonnaroo patch sewn on the thigh, to her combat boots splattered with mud from the previous day’s site visit.

      She hated to admit it, but the scrutiny of his gaze was unnerving. And it wasn’t just the laser-like focus. There was something about his expression, as if he wasn’t looking at her fully clothed in a shop brimming with customers, but rather undressing her with his eyes. She shifted in place, debating if she should call him out for his piggish behavior or simply stick to the topic at hand.

      “Suit yourself,” he finally said, stepping through the doors and leaving her alone on the sidewalk.

      Not so fast. Olivia took a deep breath and joined him at the service counter. “Mr. Grant, as I’m sure you’re aware, the northern long-eared bat was recently granted protection as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act.”

      “Rather difficult to forget given your daily reminders. Although I must say, Ms. Ramsey, you disappoint me. No visual aids today?” he asked, his tone dripping with smug sarcasm. He turned away from the counter with his extra hot, double shot Americano to find Olivia standing behind him with an 8 x 10 glossy in her hand. “Ah, it seems I spoke too soon.”

      “This particular species of bat has been the most impacted by white-nose syndrome and the resulting decline in their numbers is what—”

      “Those really are the most vile creatures,” Grant interrupted. “Have you ever considered taking up the cause of a more appealing animal, say a manatee?”

      “There aren’t any manatees in Lake Michigan.”

      “Precisely.” He smirked. “Perhaps you could move? I’m sure you could find some poor, unsuspecting Floridians worthy of your attention.” He raised his left hand, and for the first time Olivia realized he was holding a second cup. He thrust it in her direction and without thinking she took it, dropping the photograph as she did. “You seem like the type who would order your latte with a hundred and one specifications, but hopefully skinny vanilla will do.”

      Olivia blinked. He bought her a coffee? What the actual fuck? First the door and now this? Did he really think he could charm his way out of the hot seat? She had spent her entire adult life and most of her teens speaking on behalf of those who couldn’t. It was going to take a lot more than a few random acts of fabricated kindness to get her off his back.

      She was about to tell him not only where he could stick his latte but how in her twenty-eight years on earth she’d never ordered a “skinny” anything, when he turned toward the door. She bent to scoop up the photo then hurried after him, fast talking her case all the way to the curb where his bodyguard stood waiting with the door already open. As usual, Grant didn’t say a word, much less defend his stance. Instead he simply flashed a grin that would have made her drop her latte, not to mention her panties, if she didn’t find him to be lacking in not only morals and ethics but quite possibly a soul.

      He gave her a quick nod before ducking into the car. “Until tomorrow, Ms. Ramsey.”

      With that, the door slammed shut and the SUV pulled into traffic to the sound of protesting horns.

      “Asshole,” Olivia muttered under her breath. “Gorgeous asshole, but still.” She turned on her heel and started down the street with her head held high. Coleman Grant III might have been trying to make a mockery of her attempts to persuade him, but their standoff was far from over. A slow grin curved her lips as an idea began to take shape. She’d just pulled her smartphone out to send herself a reminder when it started to vibrate in her hand.

      “Are you bringing your swimsuit?” her best friend asked before Olivia had even managed a hello.

      “To the desert? You’re joking, right?”

      “I wasn’t sure.”

      “Cassie, I know you’ve had your head buried in cookbooks for the past few years, but surely you can remember how a vacation works . . . lounge chairs, suntan oil, blended drinks with tiny umbrellas that make you say ridiculously inappropriate things to cabana boys.”

      “I have never said anything inappropriate to a cabana boy. And that’s sexist by the way.”

      “Cabana person?” Olivia laughed at her own joke. “I’m playing. But you’ve got to lighten up a bit. We’re headed to Vegas, Sin City, what happens there stays there and all that.”

      “You sound like a tourism ad.”

      “All I’m saying is come tomorrow you better be ready to party Hangover style.”

      Cassie snorted. “Yeah, ’cause that worked out so well for them.”

      “I promise I won’t leave you stranded on a hotel roof.”

      “This is a bad idea. I should be staying here and looking for a job.”

      “You’re the sister of the groom. You can’t very well ditch out on the bachelor/bachelorette festivities. Besides, if I can break my ‘Harass Coleman Grant’ streak for a few days, then you can certainly give the stand mixer a rest.”

      “How’s that going by the way?”

      Olivia groaned. “New day, same story.”

      “Maybe it’s time to—”

      “Move on? No way.” While it was true that working freelance allowed Olivia a certain amount of latitude, she prided herself on never giving up. There was no way Coleman Grant was going to blemish her perfect record. “I’ll just have to double my efforts.”

      Cassie laughed. “I’m actually starting to feel sorry for the guy.”

      “Don’t be fooled by the looks. He might be hotter than Ryan Reynolds and Ian Somerhalder combined, but underneath that perfect exterior beats the heart of an ogre.”

      “Sounds like someone has wet panties.”

      “Why Cassandra Miller, is that smutty talk I hear coming out of your mouth? There may be hope for you yet.”

      “Don’t change the subject. You’ve got the hots for this guy.”

      “Hardly. He’s eye candy all right, but he’s also a spoiled, self-centered asshole who thinks it’s his way or the highway. Not this time, though.” Olivia nodded to herself. One way or another he was going to give in to her demands. Coleman Grant III had finally met his match. He just didn’t know it yet.
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      Cole’s driver lowered the partition between the front and back seats. “To the office, sir?”

      “No, I need to swing by the hospital first.” Cole settled back against the tan leather seat as Jonathan maneuvered the car into the steady stream of traffic. He could still see her—head held high, arms wrapped tightly around that ever-present bundle of propaganda. Didn’t the woman have anything better to do with her mornings than accost him on a daily basis? Surely there was some tree that needed hugging or maybe a hot yoga class to attend. That seemed like the sort of thing a woman with a Bonnaroo patch sewn onto her thigh would do.

      He groaned.

      The VIP section at Lollapalooza was barely tolerable but three days sleeping in a tent in a muddy field? Who would voluntarily submit themselves to that type of torture much less advertise it on their jeans? Cole’s gaze instinctively shifted to the denim in question and his eyes roamed from the gentle curve of her waist to the sassy sway of her hips to the . . .

      Fucking hell, Grant, cut the shit. Not your type and definitely not worth the aggravation.

      He chuckled softly to himself as he imagined post-coitus with the tenacious Ms. Ramsey. No doubt she’d produce a picture of some disease-ridden rodent from under her pillow.

      Christ, what the hell was wrong with him? Two weeks without sex, that’s what. His latest acquisition had kept him in the office into the wee hours, and a horny Cole was an irrational Cole. How else could he explain thoughts of Olivia Ramsey sprawled out beneath him, her wild blond curls fanned out across his sheets as her glistening body bowed off the bed. Or maybe on all fours with her hair fisted in his hand. His fingers curled as he imagined yanking her head back to muffle her cries with his tongue while his cock took her again and again.

      Fuck, it was worse than he thought. He needed an afternoon with his trainer and an evening with someone from the roster and he needed both ASAP. He pulled his smartphone out of the inside pocket of his suit jacket and had just begun scrolling through his contacts when the car rolled to a stop.

      “The usual, sir?”

      Cole nodded but didn’t bother looking up from his phone. He knew exactly where they were, and his driver knew exactly what to buy. Even though he would pass the flower shop as he made his way to the elevator, Cole preferred to let Jonathan handle the purchase while he remained in the car. Otherwise something as simple as picking out a bouquet would turn into a fifteen minute conversation with one of the guild volunteers who would no doubt tell him yet again how cute he was as a toddler at the hospital’s groundbreaking, how much he loved the little toy shovel his mother had brought for him, and how he’d grown into the spitting image of his father, “God rest his soul.” No, thank you. He much preferred to skip the incessant small talk and use the time to set up dinner with Courtney. Or maybe just drinks. Late drinks. Only not with Courtney, but Brittany. Yes, Brittany.

      His cock twitched as he thought of their last evening together. They hadn’t even made it out of the limo. Now that was an idea that bore repeating. In fact, if he played his cards right and took her to a place that wasn’t too close to her apartment, maybe he could fuck her senseless on the ride home and still be in bed—alone—in time to catch the end of Colbert.

      He’d just started typing when the rear door of the SUV opened to reveal Jonathan holding a lovely arrangement of pink roses. So much for multitasking. Brittany would have to wait.

      Cole stepped onto the sidewalk and buttoned his jacket against a cool September breeze. According to the calendar, it wasn’t quite fall yet, but the Windy City didn’t give a damn about the almanac. “Keep her running. I won’t be long.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The automatic doors opened with a swoosh.

      “Mr. Grant,” a familiar voice called to him. The sound of heels click-clacking across the marble floor grew closer. “Mr. Grant, might I have a moment.”

      “Just,” he said without breaking stride.

      “Our office hasn’t received your RSVP for the annual gala yet. This is our single largest event, funding nearly all of—”

      “I’m aware of the importance of the event, Mrs. Moran.” He’d been going to that blasted ball for as long as he could remember. But more than that, it was his mother’s legacy. Did this woman really think he’d be a no-show? Cole bit down on his molars. No, but he knew exactly who did, and he’d bet his Bugatti that she was the one who was responsible for this little lobby ambush.

      The elevator opened on a soft ping. “Tell my grandmother I’ll be there,” Cole said as he stepped inside. It was impossible to miss the woman’s relief, and for a moment he actually felt sorry for her. Lord knows she had her work cut out for her as the executive assistant to Meredith Vanderholden Grant. It didn’t matter how well she was compensated, there weren’t enough benefits in the world to make working for a viper in pearls more tolerable.

      “Thank you, Mr. Grant.” Her hand shot out to keep the door from closing. “And can I confirm lunch on Tuesday as well?”

      A muscle in Cole’s jaw twitched. Of course, his grandmother wanted to meet with him on Tuesday. Hell, she’d probably had the date circled on her calendar for months. He gave a tight nod then stepped forward to jab the button on the panel. His grandmother might have had the upper hand at the moment, but by the time Tuesday rolled around his attorneys would have put an end to her reign of tyranny once and for all. A smug grin curved his lips as he imagined the look on her face when he delivered the news. The thought had him smiling all the way down the hallway. In fact, it wasn’t until he reached his sister’s room that his expression faltered.

      The door was open, affording him a moment to observe her before she plastered on the smile that never failed. Professional gamblers could learn a thing or two from his kid sister when it came to a poker face. According to her, everything was just fine. She’d even used the word “dandy” once for Christ’s sake. Hell, sometimes even Cole started to believe she had the power to will herself back to health. But in that unguarded moment, she looked small and frail and far too vulnerable.

      Fuck, he hated seeing her like that, propped up in a hospital bed as tubes dripped and machines beeped. But it didn’t faze her one bit. No, for Rebecca it was business as usual. Just another day at the office. Literally.

      “Don’t you ever take a day off?” Cole asked as he strode into the room. As he drew closer, he could see there were dark circles beneath her blue eyes.

      She looked up from the notebook she’d been scribbling in and smiled. “Look who’s talking, Mr. Workaholic.”

      He bent to kiss the crown of her head. The doctors had assured her that she wouldn’t lose her hair with this type of treatment, but she’d cut her brown curls into a short bob just in case, arguing that it would be less to sweep off the floor if they were wrong.

      “I’m not a doctor,” Cole said. “But I’ve been here with you enough to know that rest, while being a four-letter word, is actually something they recommend.”

      “I’m on an IV, Cole, not life support. And besides, love never takes a vacation, so neither do I. People get married every weekend of the year.”

      “I’m sure their plans wouldn’t all crumble if you took a day off from work.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t see my job as work. I love what I do. Meeting people who have fallen in love and decided to spend the rest of their lives together; talking to them, discovering what makes their love unique and then finding the perfect way to showcase those emotions on the most important day of their lives.” She sighed. “Love is what makes life worth living, Cole.”

      If anyone else had spoken those ridiculously saccharine words, Cole would have laughed in their face. But Rebecca believed every word of it, and if the dreamy look in her eyes wasn’t proof of that then the fact that she worked God knows how many hours for God knows how little pay sure as hell was.

      Cole lowered himself into a chair with an exaggerated sigh. “Thank fuck hopeless romantic isn’t a genetic trait.”

      “No, but you could stand to have a shot of it.” She smiled sweetly. “In the ass, perhaps?”

      Cole didn’t want a shot of romance in the ass or anywhere else for that matter, but the idea certainly amused his sister. She was grinning from ear to ear. “Maybe I will just take my flowers and go,” he teased.

      “The flowers can stay and so can you.” She nodded to the small white envelope nestled among the blooms. “But there better not be a check in there.”

      “And you better not be about to give me any grief.” Christ, did they really need to have this conversation every month?

      “Cole, it’s bad enough you pay all my medical bills. I don’t need you paying my rent.”

      “First, our father practically paid for this whole damn hospital. Second, no sister of mine is going to live in a dump.”

      “Half-sister,” she corrected.

      Cole rolled his eyes. “Don’t start that shit.” He tugged at the tie around his neck. “Maybe if you came to work for me . . .”

      She lifted a brow and mimicked his line. “Don’t start that shit.”

      He threw up his hands in innocence. “All I’m saying is love doesn’t seem to pay much.”

      She shot him a look that effectively ended the conversation. His little sister might have been hooked up to machines and drunk on wedding details, but she could take him down in a war of words. And while he secretly loved it, the last thing he wanted to do was rile her up while she was in the middle of her treatment. “Fine. What would you like to talk about?”

      The gleam in her eyes told him he’d just opened Pandora’s box. “Meet any nice girls lately?”

      And there it was. “Next topic.”

      “Oh no, you don’t get to CEO your way out of this one. This isn’t a board meeting and as previously discussed, I don’t work for you. Now answer the question.”

      “No Rebecca, I haven’t met any nice girls. The women I meet are all workaholic assholes just like me. That or vapid socialites looking to hyphenate with a healthy portfolio.”

      “Don’t be such a cynic, Cole. The right girl is out there somewhere. Every pot has its lid.”

      “Do you put that on cocktail napkins?”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Sadly, I know you are. But despite your less-than-scientific cookware theory, it seems I’m destined to remain single. At least for now.”

      “What about your grandmother?”

      “She’s a bit old for me.” He shivered. “Plus, the whole incest thing is a little creepy, don’t you think?”

      “Ass. You know what I’m talking about.”

      As if he could he possibly forget. “My lawyers are working on it.”

      “Do they think they can get it resolved before next week?”

      “I’ll know more after Thursday’s court appearance, but they assure me it should be fairly routine.”

      “I hope so.”

      Cole scowled at the furrow in his sister’s brow. While her genuine concern touched him in ways even she would never truly appreciate, it was a waste of the energy she needed to focus elsewhere.

      “Hey, I don’t want you worrying about me. Concentrate on getting stronger, or on centerpieces and flower arrangements, or whatever it is that requires”—he glanced around the room—“forty-five binders. Jesus, Bec, I thought you were the techie generation.”

      “I’m the same generation as you, dork. And there are hardly forty-five, but if you must know it’s because people want to see samples they can touch, not just look at online. It’s like hand jobs, virtual isn’t a substitute for the real thing.”

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that and walk out of here thinking of you as the innocent girl I know you are.”

      Rebecca snorted. “I’m twenty-five, Cole. Little late for the ‘save yourself until marriage talk.’ Besides, those of us with life-threatening illnesses get the whole carpe diem thing.”

      “I don’t know if I want to kick your ass or hug you right now.”

      “Since when are you a hugger?”

      “True, and it would hardly be a fair fight with you hooked up to that contraption.”

      “I could still take you.”

      “Beat this disease, and I’ll let you take your best shot.”

      “Bribing me?”

      “If that’s what it takes. Although I don’t think it will come to that. I’m betting you’ll be good as new in no time.” Good as new? Fuck me, he thought, he sounded like one of the ladies in the guild. Cole braced himself for a barrage of teasing from his little sister, but instead her eyes widened.

      “Oh!” she said, clearly excited about whatever thought had just popped into her mind. “Speaking of bets, is this the weekend you head to Vegas?”

      He nodded. “Flying out tomorrow. But Jonathan is staying behind, so if you need anything at all . . .”

      “Will you stop worrying about me?” Rebecca said, cutting him off. She let out an exasperated breath that told Cole she was about to put him in his place. Didn’t matter that he was a foot taller, not to mention nearly five years older, when she wanted to, his sister could be one hell of a spitfire. “I’m fine. And I really don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Babysitter?” Cole laughed. “I’m going to tell him you said that.”

      “Don’t you have a kingdom to rule, people to behead, that sort of thing?”

      “Beheading is far too messy, but there are a few people I wouldn’t mind throwing in the dungeon for a week or two.”

      “Well, some of us do have work to do, so—and I mean this in the nicest way possible—get out.”

      The spirit in Rebecca’s voice caused a smile to spread across Cole’s face. “You know that only encourages me.” He slid his starched French cuff over the face of his TAG Heuer. “But since I do have a meeting to get to, I will settle for telling you to listen to your big brother and get some rest.”

      “I love you.”

      “Yeah, you’re not so bad yourself.” He shot her a grin over his shoulder as he strolled out of the room. “For a pain in the ass.”
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      Olivia had no sooner pulled the rubber band from her hair when she gathered the blond waves into a fresh ponytail and refastened it. “I’m telling you, the man is a total pain in the ass.”

      “So you’ve said. Repeatedly,” Cassie deadpanned without taking her eyes off her laptop.

      Olivia reached for her fourth—or was it her fifth?—six-dollar glass of airline chardonnay. “I mean, if I didn’t know better I’d say he majored in assholery in college.” She paused with the plastic cup in mid-air. “Nope, make that douchebaggery. In fact, he probably has a Ph.D. in it.” She drained the last of the wine before declaring that from that point forward she would only refer to Coleman Grant III as “Dr. Douchebag.”

      Cassie’s fingers flew across the keyboard. “Even douchebags can redeem themselves.”

      “Only in those romance novels you devour. Even then it takes the love of the right woman and believe me, no woman could save that man. He’s beyond redemption.” Olivia chewed on her lip as she considered that for a moment. “Hmm, Douchebag Redemption. Now that would be a catchy title.” A small giggle escaped her lips, followed by a rather unladylike burp.

      Cassie looked up from the screen. Her tortoiseshell reading glasses sat perched on the end of her nose, and a pencil was tucked behind her ear, barely visible beneath her auburn curls. “Maybe you should leave some wine for the rest of the passengers.”

      “Pfffft. I’m on vacation.” Olivia pushed the button on her seat then grunted when it only reclined half an inch. “For the next three days, I’m going to eat too much, drink too much, and gamble too much. And so are you. Starting now.” She closed Cassie’s laptop. “I know relaxation is a foreign concept to you, so when in doubt, follow my lead.”

      “Fine.” Cassie picked up the small bottle of Merlot that Olivia had ordered for her several rounds ago and unscrewed the cap. “But do I have to obsess about Dr. Douchebag too?” A teasing grin spread across her face as she poured the wine. “’Cause you know, I’m not the one who has the hots for him.”

      “Would you stop with that already?”

      “Can’t say I blame you really. Easy on the eyes doesn’t even begin to cover it when it comes to that man.”

      “Yeah, but hard on the ears. Once he opens his mouth, his devil horns start to show.”

      “Maybe so, but the angels don’t seem to mind.” Cassie took a generous sip of wine. “I think he’s dated every one of the Victoria’s Secret models.”

      “First, lame joke. Second, you know this how?”

      Cassie nodded to her laptop. “I am capable of googling more than recipes on that thing. He’s sort of all you’ve talked about for the last three months. Figured I should see what all the fuss was about.”

      “Correction, his lack of consideration for an endangered species is all I’ve talked about.”

      “Right, my bad.”

      Olivia ignored the sarcasm dripping from Cassie’s words and instead asked her if she’d packed any snacks. One of the perks of having a best friend who was a pastry chef: no shortage of treats.

      “Sorry,” Cassie said. “I was sending out resumes right up until I left for the airport.”

      So much for the perks, Olivia thought just as her stomach growled. “Remember when airlines used to give out little bags of peanuts?”

      “They still do up there.” Cassie nodded toward the front of the plane. “But in china bowls, warm even.”

      Olivia stared past her friend to the formation of clouds just outside the window. “Kristen Wiig was right,” she said on a heavy sigh.

      “Come again?”

      “In Bridesmaids. Kristen Wiig was absolutely right.”

      “About the Colonial woman churning butter on the wing?” Cassie whipped her head in the direction of the small oval window beside her. “Where?”

      Olivia laughed. “About first class. The whole ‘close the curtain’ thing is elitist bullshit at its finest.”

      “You’d rather watch them drinking champagne and eating ice cream sundaes?”

      “No, but I wouldn’t mind using a bathroom that is only a few steps away instead of hauling my ass to the back of the plane to do the pee pee dance in the aisle while I wait in line with the other folks unwilling or unable to shell out an obscene amount of money for an extra three inches of leg room and a bowl of warm nuts.”

      The plane dipped and so did Olivia’s stomach, making her need to use the restroom seem all the more urgent.

      “You know their bathroom is the same as the ones in the back: tiny and disgusting. And while we’re on the topic, why does the flusher have to sound like you’re about to be sucked out of the plane? When I was a kid that freaked me the hell—”

      “Hold on,” Olivia interrupted. She turned in her seat. “They get ice cream too?”

      Cassie nodded. “The works. Hot fudge, whipped cream, toppings.” She shrugged. “Or so I’ve been told.”

      “That’s it. I’m flying Southwest from now on. They might board us like cattle but at least we all graze in the same field.” Olivia leaned out into the aisle. “I mean look at that, a whole line of people waiting to use the bathroom while the chosen twelve have one all to themselves.” She downed the last of her wine. “Wish me luck.”

      “You need luck going to the bathroom?” Cassie looked at her more closely. “Are you drunk?”

      “No.” Olivia laughed. “Okay, maybe a little, but that’s only because of the altitude.”

      Cassie rolled her eyes. “Might have more to do with the fact that neither of us have been out in ages.”

      “Something we are going to make up for this weekend.” She unfastened her seat belt. “But for now, I need to make a point.” Olivia could actually see the moment realization dawned.

      “Oh no, no, no. This is a bad idea, Olivia. I know you’re the champion of the underdog and savior to even the most reprehensible creatures, but you do not want to mess with air marshals.”

      Olivia laughed. “Bathroom segregation is hardly an issue for air marshals.”

      “I’ll remind you of that,” Cassie lowered her voice, “when they have you handcuffed in the galley.”

      “Chill out. I’m not going to cause a scene. I’m just going to use the bathroom.” With that, Olivia climbed out of her seat. The blue curtains separating the two cabins were partially askew and through the opening Olivia could see that the bathroom at the front of the plane was vacant. More importantly, she could also see that there was no sign of the flight attendant. Perfect, she thought as she parted the polyester barricade, maybe she’s elbow deep in hot fudge sauce.

      The cabin lights had been dimmed and as she made her way toward the front of the plane Olivia realized none of the first-class passengers seemed to even notice her, or if they did, her presence didn’t faze them. They were far too engrossed in their laptops or tablets to pay much attention to her silent protest of class discrimination.

      She moved swiftly and quietly, all the while reminding herself to keep her cool and just stroll up there like it was no big deal. Nothing to see here, just a woman using the lavatory.

      She was two feet from her target when . . .

      The floor rumbled beneath her feet and then seemed to fall away completely as the plane hit a pocket of turbulence. Olivia reached out, blindly grasping at seat backs to keep from falling, but it was no use. The plane dipped again, and the weightless sensation sent her stumbling backward. The air left her lungs in a rush as she fell ass first into the lap of one of the passengers. Her elbow protested the jarring impact with the center console, and the armrest would no doubt leave a bruise on her thigh, but neither of those compared to the embarrassment she felt as the arms of a stranger encircled her.

      “Are you all right, miss?” he murmured. She felt the deep tenor of his voice vibrate through her, and for a moment embarrassment was replaced with something different, something primal and raw. His rich masculine scent enveloped her, leaving her temporarily at a loss for words. Then the stranger beneath her straightened, and his arms tensed just as her gaze traveled from his broad chest to his lightly stubbled jaw to the furrow in the brows that framed eyes a color of blue she’d only seen once before . . .

      “Ms. Ramsey?” he ground out between clenched teeth.

      An audible gasp escaped Olivia’s lips. “Dr. Douchebag?”
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      Dr. Douchebag? For fuck’s sake, where had she come up with that one? And more importantly, why the hell did he care? It had been hours since the thorn in Cole’s side had become a literal pain in his ribcage, and yet he still couldn’t wipe the image of her out of his mind. Her wide eyes all innocent and her voice all breathy. For a moment, he’d nearly forgotten how much he despised the tenacious Ms. Ramsey. But of course, then she’d opened her big mouth and it had all come rushing back. Thank fuck for the fast-acting flight attendant or no telling what unpleasantries he would have been forced to endure for the remainder of the flight. The look of sheer embarrassment that heated her face as she was escorted back to coach was enough to make up for the elbow to the ribs, not to mention the spilled drink. Had been a shame to waste a perfectly good vodka tonic but the fact that it had left a sizable wet spot on Ms. Ramsey’s crotch made it somehow all worthwhile.

      Cole chuckled to himself as he clicked open the next email in his mailbox. God, he was a bastard. But she’d brought it on herself when she’d busted through the plane’s velvet curtain.

      A resounding bang echoed through Cole’s hotel room, pulling his attention from the very gratifying thought of Olivia Ramsey eating chicken in water while he feasted on filet wrapped in bacon and served with a side of black truffle risotto. He looked up from his computer to find the double doors to the Presidential suite flung open. Conor Lynch stood poised at the threshold still wearing his sunglasses despite having been indoors for at least the thirty-eight-floor elevator ride.

      “Easy on the hardware, dipshit. You break ’em, you bought ’em.”

      Conor blew out a long, low whistle. “Ho-ly shit! You’ve outdone yourself, my friend.” He stepped into the room and dropped his duffle bag onto the plush white carpet. “I mean, I’m used to your silver-spoon tendencies but damn, this is swank even for you.”

      Decorated in pale turquoise and dark brown, the suite was what Cole’s interior designer would have called “retro chic.” Apparently, it was all the rage to spend large sums of cash on items that while new, looked to have come from a whacky aunt’s garage sale. Not that he had ever been to a garage sale, nor had it been explained to him in those exact terms, but whatever the lingo, the hotel had bought it hook, line, and sinker. Sinatra would have been proud. The entire place, while having all the modern amenities, appeared to have been furnished with the Rat Pack in mind. The centerpiece of the room was a large, U-shaped sofa which wrapped around a fireplace that was really more of a fire pit. Cole had turned it on when he’d arrived despite the fact that the temperatures outside soared into the high nineties. Sweltering temperatures aside, he liked the way the flames danced over the lava rocks. And besides, wasn’t that why God created air conditioning?

      Conor’s gaze moved left, then right as he seemed to take a mental inventory of the suite Cole had booked for the long weekend, noting everything from the glossy white piano that sat in the far corner of the room to the mirrored bar that ran the length of the interior wall. His eyes narrowed on the rows of premium liquor bottles lining the glass shelf above the bar. “And those are certainly not standard mini-bar issue.”

      “Not so fast. I don’t want a repeat of Cabo.”

      “Hey, that donkey belonged to the groundskeeper,” he said, trying his best to feign innocence and failing miserably. “It’s not my fault the thing wandered into the resort.”

      “The rest of the night certainly was. And the mini bar tab was more than the cost of the room.”

      “Don’t be such a tight ass.”

      “Says the one who’s not footing the bill.” Cole was teasing. For the most part. He’d known Conor since they were in boarding school, one as a scholarship recipient and one as the great grandson of the founder. They’d had little to nothing in common yet for some inexplicable reason became best friends. Go figure.

      “This is the first boys’ weekend we’ve had in nearly a year thanks to the fact that the rest of you have decided it was time to be all responsible.” The tone Conor used made him sound like a petulant teen, which, come to think of it, wasn’t an entirely baseless description despite the fact that he was in his late twenties.

      Conor let out an exasperated sigh as he made his way to the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Las Vegas strip. Cole didn’t need to join his friend to have a clear picture of the images that stretched out in front of him. He’d seen the view on more occasions that he’d even care to admit and could paint a picture from memory of how the flashing neon lights blended together with dancing fountains and palm trees and how the oversized billboards screamed about over-rated restaurants and overpublicized stage shows.

      Conor stood motionless for a few moments then followed the wall of windows to the far side of the corner suite, where the view overlooked the hotel’s five swimming pools. “I mean, come on, we’re in Vegas, baby!”

      “I swear if you even so much as whisper ‘what happens here, stays here’ I will send you down to the pool, no elevator needed.” Conor open his mouth but before he could even get a word out, Cole added, “And the same goes for any reference to The Hangover.”

      “Dude, you are such a buzz kill.”

      “I have work to do.” He’d had one hell of a day and thanks to the time change there were still several hours of it left. Between his grandmother and the latest batch of emergencies at Grant Industries, he’d spent his entire morning on the phone. He’d actually been looking forward to the three-and-a-half-hour flight as a respite from the insanity. The anonymity and lack of phone communication were the exact reasons he’d opted to fly first class at the last minute versus taking his private jet. Hell, he might have even watched a movie for once. But then trouble fell right into his lap. Literally. Thoughts of Olivia wriggling against him as she struggled to recover her bearings if not her pride, caused his cock to stir in his pants. Fuck this shit, he thought. Taking a deep breath, Cole opened an email from his CFO and redirected his thoughts and attention to next quarter’s financial projections.

      “Well, it’s quitting time back home so ditch the necktie noose and let’s go out. I’ve been in this den of iniquity for over an hour and there’s not an ounce of alcohol in my system.”

      “It’s too early to go out.”

      “Not if you’re drinking at the pool.” Conor lifted his sunglasses and pressed his forehead to the glass. “I spy with my little eye . . . Fuck me, is that a topless pool?”

      Cole tightened his gaze on the spreadsheet illuminated on the screen in front of him. “Umm . . . yeah, think so.”

      A shadow crossed Cole’s desk. He looked up to find his friend standing in front of him, his arms crossed over his chest. “What the actual fuck? I tell you there are topless beauties at the pool and that’s all you have to say? This is more serious than I thought.” He reached out to feel Cole’s forehead. “Do you have a fever?”

      “There is nothing wrong with me,” Cole said, batting Conor’s hand away. “And you can’t tell if they’re beautiful from this height.”

      “True, but I know damn well that after enough vodka and Red Bull they will all be fucking gorgeous.” He closed Cole’s laptop. “I’m declaring this a work-free zone. No laptops or phones until we’ve both gotten laid. Twice.” Conor started to turn away then added a caveat. “And a threesome doesn’t count.” He cracked a grin. “Well, it can, but only if we have more than one.”

      “You’re a pig, do you know that? I mean, I know I’m a douchebag,” Cole said, referencing the less than eloquent Ms. Ramsey. “But you make me look like a goddamn saint.”

      Seriously though, what was that all about anyways? Ruthless in his endeavors? Sure. Lacking in regard for the snotty-nosed flying rodents that stood in his way? Absolutely. He’d even go so far as to say he was an asshole. But a douchebag? Usually a woman had to know him intimately before she hit him with that moniker. His relationship with Olivia Ramsey was adversarial, but strictly professional. Scratch that. Truth be told, it wasn’t even that. More stalker and victim. Ninety percent of the time they’d spent together had been in a Starbucks with the other ten percent being comprised of her tailing him to and from his car. All at once the image of Olivia’s denim-clad ass, swaying as she marched down the street with more attitude than sense, popped back into his mind. And this time there weren’t enough spreadsheets in the world to convince his cock it wasn’t time to play.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “I changed my mind,” Cole said. He had to get these crazy thoughts out of his head once and for all, and a cabana full of scantily clad women would do just that. “A little pool time is exactly what I need.”
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      Olivia peered over the top over her sunglasses at the sea of dark wicker lounge chairs. There were literally hundreds of them and yet not an empty one in sight. They’d all been claimed by late afternoon sunbathers or at the very least their bright green towels.

      “I think I see two over there.” Cassie lifted her hand and pointed in the direction of the bar. “No wait, my bad, it’s a daybed.”

      “Should we spring for one of those?” Normally Olivia wouldn’t have even considered such an extravagance, but they’d already circled the main pool twice, and the lack of seating was putting a serious kink in their plans. She and Cassie had hoped to catch a few desert rays before the weekend festivities kicked into full swing. Nothing too tropical, they both burned more easily than they tanned, but maybe just enough to bring their pasty Chicago skin back to life.

      “Already thought of that but the pool guy said they go for six fifty.”

      “Dollars?” Olivia gaped at the elliptical pod. Sure, the thick cushion dotted with pillows looked comfy, but why in the world would someone pay six hundred and fifty dollars to lay on a mattress next to a pool? Coleman Grant probably would. On second thought, he was more the type to prefer a private pool over swimming in water shared by the masses. In fact, he was more than likely lounging by a secluded rooftop pool at that very moment, sipping some hard to find handmade tequila while women in bikinis fanned him with palm fronds and fed him peeled grapes.

      The image of Cole surrounded by a gaggle of coconut-scented women caused Olivia’s pulse to race. With what, anger? Contempt for the lifestyle of the one percent? She certainly felt both of those emotions when she thought of Coleman Grant, but this was something more, something hotter and tighter, like an itch under her skin. If she hadn’t known better, she would have sworn it came close to . . . jealousy. Jesus, what was wrong with her? Maybe Cassie was right, maybe she had transferred all of her hate into some sort of twisted attraction. How else could she explain the fact that nearly every topic somehow connected back to him? Not to mention the reaction she’d had when she fell into his lap on the plane.

      Just the thought had the warmth of embarrassment creeping back into her cheeks. If she’d tried, she couldn’t have made a bigger fool of herself. Yet there was no denying the effect he’d had on her. Her breath had caught, no doubt thanks to the tumble she’d taken, but when he’d wrapped his arms around her she’d nearly gasped out loud. And when his hold tightened, pulling her close to his chest, her nipples had hardened against the lace of her bra. And to her absolute horror, it wasn’t his spilled drink that had dampened her silk panties by the time she was back on her feet. Then again, when he’d shifted her in his lap, it certainly wasn’t the seat belt that had prodded against her ass. And when she’d pulled back to meet his questioning stare, it wasn’t contempt that had filled his fiery gaze. It was something far more complicated. And although it only lasted for a few seconds she was quite sure what she saw reflected in Cole’s clear blue eyes was the same traitorous lust that coursed through her veins.

      “It’s completely ridiculous,” Cassie said, still talking about the overpriced loungers. “I didn’t even bother to ask him about the cabanas.” She snorted. “Bet they cost more than my rent.”

      “Worth every penny though,” a voice from behind them said.

      The girls turned as one to face their eavesdropper. His light brown hair was wet, either from the overhead misters or a swim in one of the many pools, and his bare torso glistened with beads of suntan oil. He wore a pair of pale madras swim trunks that were slightly frayed at the bottom, what appeared to be a shark tooth necklace, and mirrored aviator sunglasses. And while his smile was somewhat leering, it conveyed a certain boyish charm as well. Olivia sized him up on the spot. He was the quintessential weekend party boy. Harmless in small doses, but easy to OD on if you weren’t careful.

      “You rented one of those?” Olivia asked.

      “Sure did. Well, sort of. My friend did.”

      Cassie giggled. “So worth his pennies?”

      His grin widened, revealing perfectly white teeth. “Ah, see, we haven’t even met yet and already you’ve discovered the secret to my success.” He held out his hand. “Conor Lynch.”

      “I’m Olivia and this is Cassie.” Olivia extended her hand to shake his but instead he brought her hand to his lips. He looked up at her, making eye contact over the rim of his shades as he pressed a soft kiss to the back of her hand, and winked. Yup, this one was trouble all right. But sometimes trouble could be a lot of fun.

      “First time in Vegas, ladies?” He took Cassie’s hand next, and she blushed when he treated her to the same over-the-top introduction.

      “That obvious?” Cassie asked. She reached behind her to smooth the fabric of her floral sarong then gave the edge a gentle tug.

      Giggling, blushing, and fidgeting? Looked like someone was getting their flirt on. Olivia smiled to herself. Might be hope for this weekend yet. She took a tiny step back, leaving her friend front and center.

      Conor chuckled. “No. Well, yes. But that’s not a bad thing.”

      “Seems we have a lot to learn,” Cassie said.

      “Hmm,” he agreed. “And contrary to what you might have picked up watching The Hangover, the first rule of Vegas is to book a pool chair online before you arrive.”

      No kidding, Olivia thought. Her eyes darted across the expansive pool deck where those in the know were enjoying the dry heat. They were stretched out as far as the eye could see in all imaginable poses: on their backs with dark glasses shielding their eyes as they read; on their stomachs, propped up on their elbows with their legs kicking playfully through the air, zonked out enjoying a mid-day snooze; or on their sides, lazily stroking their fingers across the skin of their significant other. The one thing they weren’t doing was wasting their afternoon circling like some sort of lounge chair vulture.

      “Tell you what.” Conor crossed his arms over his broad chest in a move that was no doubt intended to accent the definition of his biceps. “Why don’t you let me be your official tour guide for the day? I’ll start by bringing you back with me to the cabana party. But I must warn you, bathing suit tops are optional up at that pool.” His lips curved into a grin that was somehow both dirty old man and harmless horny teen.

      Cassie blinked hard. “Um, thanks anyways,” she said. “But I think we’ll stick to the main pool.”

      Conor glanced around at the crowd. “Are you sure? We’ve got a DJ spinning some sick tunes. Vodka and . . .” A toddler in water wings ran by squealing at the top of his lungs. “And none of that. Oh hey, did I mention vodka?”

      Cassie gave an awkward laugh. “We appreciate it, but honestly, we’re fine here.”

      “If you change your mind we’re the one on the end.” He kicked his chin in the direction of the green and white striped cabanas, then flashed them a grin. “Until we meet again, ladies.”

      Olivia waited until he was out of earshot before asking the burning question. “Why did you say no?”

      “You can’t be serious? Why on earth would you want to spend the afternoon as part of a harem of topless women?”

      “We don’t have to be part of anyone’s harem.” One shoulder raised in a shrug. “But the rest of it sounded pretty cool.”

      Cassie’s eyes grew as wide as silver dollars. “Even the topless part?” she squeaked.

      “I’m not saying for sure either way.” Olivia grinned. “But maybe.”

      “You’ve lost your mind. Did you hit the mini bar while I was in the bathroom? Like ALL of it?”

      She hadn’t, but her airplane buzz was long gone, and at the moment all Olivia wanted was a lounge chair and cocktail with a tiny umbrella. Their newfound friend was offering both.

      “Come on, we’re in Vegas. The rest of the group doesn’t land until later tonight or even tomorrow, which means we can be blissfully anonymous. Let’s let our hair down.”

      “Don’t you mean let our tops down?”

      Cassie’s teasing grin was the only green light Olivia needed. She hooked her arm through her friend’s and led her up the stairs to a secluded area shrouded by meticulously trimmed topiaries. Before they’d arrived, Olivia had read a description on the hotel’s website that had referred to the pool as “ancient European,” but with the exception of the Romanesque statues everything about the place screamed of modern-day Sin City.

      In the distance, a DJ spun tunes on a raised platform while in the water several girls smacked brightly colored beach balls back and forth across the pool. Watching, Olivia couldn’t help but wonder if the hotel had ulterior motives for providing the inflatables since at the moment they weren’t the only things bouncing in the air. Jiggling and giggling aside, this hidden oasis offered one undeniable perk: plenty of seating. The entire place seemed to be one big daybed. And unlike the main pool, this Garden of Eden was strictly for adults. Not a swim diaper or water wing or toddler in sight. Unless you counted the full-grown male variety. Speaking of . . . Olivia scanned the cabanas for the man child who had offered to be their tour guide. He wasn’t hard to find once she zeroed in on the area with most topless women.

      “Hey, pretty ladies, you changed your mind!” Conor said when they drew closer. He seemed genuinely happy to see them, which was surprising given the male to female ratio. What was so exciting about two more women at a cabana party where they already outnumbered the men four to one? “Though still debating letting the boobies out to play I see?”

      Olivia had to stifle a laugh. Conor wasn’t excited about the addition of two more women, but about the prospect of four more “boobies.”

      “I believe you mentioned something about vodka?” she said, ignoring his question but matching his grin with one of her own.

      “Indeed, I did.” He waved a hand in the direction of a teak table. In the center sat a large stainless-steel bucket filled with ice and four bottles of Grey Goose. The entire display was surrounded by cans of Red Bull arranged in a perfect ring. “We have cranberry juice or lemonade if you prefer, otherwise grab a waitress and order what you like.” He lifted his glass to his lips and smiled over the rim. “The ladies get whatever their heart’s desire at Conor’s cabana.” The tone of his voice made it clear he wasn’t only referring to cocktails.

      “Thanks,” Olivia said. “We’ll keep that in mind.”

      Conor gave them a nod as a natural blonde with unnatural breasts snaked her arm around his waist. Cassie waited until he’d blended back into the crowd before voicing her second thoughts.

      “Maybe this was a bad idea,” she said.

      “We’re here now, might as well enjoy a few of the perks.” Olivia tugged her toward a waitress who was wearing a toga that barely covered her ass. “Let’s order a drink, catch a few rays, and then we can head to the casino.”

      But one drink lead to two, and two lead to three, which for Olivia proved to be just the right amount of liquid courage.

      “I’m doing it,” she finally said. But her words were more confident than her tone.

      “Doing what?” Cassie asked, using her straw to swirl the mint leaf in the bottom of her mojito.

      “I’m taking my top off.”

      “You are not.”

      “Oh, I so am. And you should too.”

      “Olivia, I cannot just take my top off. I would feel like a stripper.”

      “I’m not suggesting you jump on a table and swing your bikini top around in the air. Just discreetly tug the strings and let it slip.” Olivia took a long sip of piña colada. The dark rum the bartender had added to the top had a nice kick. “It’s not like anyone will even notice us.”

      “Nope. But feel free to—what was it Conor said?—let your boobies out to play. Mine are happy hibernating.” Cassie downed the last of her drink. “Plus, with my skin that would be some wicked sunburn.”

      Olivia glanced around the crowded cabana. Cassie was right, this wasn’t the type of party the two of them would normally attend clothed, let alone topless. But her life had become such a routine: wake, stalk, research, sleep, repeat. How had this happened? She was twenty-nine, resided in a major metropolis, and yet she lived the life of an old woman. Maybe this was exactly what she needed to break out of the funk she’d fallen into. It’s not like anyone would pay her much attention and aside from Cassie the only person there who she even vaguely knew was Conor. At the moment, even he was far too distracted by the pair of women currently grinding against his thighs to take much notice of her “boobies”.

      “All right. I’m doing it,” she said with as much resolve as she could muster. Although for the life if her she wasn’t sure which of the two of them she was trying to convince.

      “Suit yourself. Or I guess, unsuit yourself,” Cassie said with a laugh. “I’m going to find the Goddess of Cocktails and see if I can score us another round.”

      Olivia considered her options. She could grab a lounger and wait for the perfect moment, maybe even start out sunbathing on her stomach. Then again, like wading into a cold ocean, moving one inch at a time offered a chance to lose her nerve. Sometimes it was best to jump right in.

      Slowly, she backed toward the rear of the cabana. Once out of the fray, she reached behind her and with a tug of a few strings let her bikini top slip to the floor. No big deal, she just had to mingle and chat and act like this was something she did every day. Yeah, right, as if her pale skin would back up that lie. Olivia pushed the image of sunburned bits out of her mind and drew a deep breath. Here goes nothing, she thought.

      The first few feet were easy enough, until she stepped out into the bright sun and right into a wall of a man.

      “Ms. Ramsey.”

      Olivia’s breath caught. No fucking way. Not again. But as she shielded her eyes and squinted into the light, she realized her worst-case scenario had not only materialized, but in the most horrid way possible. What made it even more humiliating was the fact that for the first time in her life she was at an utter loss for words. She wanted to look away, to cover herself, hell, to have the ground swallow her whole. But she’d talked the talk and now she had to walk the walk. Of course, that was when she thought her ta-tas would only be on display to a handful of drunken strangers. Still, the last thing she wanted was for Coleman Grant III to see her as weak. Actually, the last thing she wanted him to see was exactly what he was currently ogling, but if anything, that was helping the situation. So instead of slapping her hands across her chest and running all the way back to her room, if not the airport, Olivia straightened her spine.

      “Mr. Grant,” she replied, as sweetly as possible. “You wouldn’t by any chance have some sunblock you could spare, would you?”

      His tongue darted out to wet his lips. “I think I could find some. Might even be willing to give you a hand applying it.” He lowered his voice to a tone that was undeniably seductive and yet still somehow condescending. “If you say please.”

      Pig.

      Her brown eyes locked with his, and once again she was struck by how absolutely gorgeous he was. For a moment, she indulged the fantasy that had been playing at the edges of her mind ever since the flight; white hot images of her naked body straddling his as they fucked each other senseless at 35,000 feet. And judging by the way his blue eyes darkened to nearly black, his own imagination had taken a similar turn. Was it possible they might . . .

      But then a smug grin spread across his face, and all bets were off.

      “That won’t be necessary.” Olivia’s gaze dropped to the rather sizable ridge now visible beneath his designer swimsuit. “But from the looks of it, you might want to give yourself a hand,” she said. With that, she spun on her heel and with an intentional sway of her hips, sauntered over to the bar where Conor stood arranging several rows of brightly colored Jell-O shots.

      “Whoa, somebody’s getting into the spirit,” he said as she approached. To his credit, and her surprise, he didn’t gawk. Much. “What’s your favorite color, beautiful?”

      Olivia set her unfinished piña colada on the bar. “Give me the full rainbow,” she replied. The day had taken a definite turn, and it was going to take a lot more than a glorified milkshake to get her through the afternoon.

      Conor’s eyes grew wide. “Hell yes,” he whooped. “I knew I liked you.” With a flourish, he began lining up the small plastic cups, starting with a cherry red and ending with a deep purple. He made a similar arrangement for himself and when he was done, lifted the first one in a toast.

      “To new friends” he said, tapping his plastic shot glass against hers.

      “To new friends,” she replied before downing the concoction in a single gulp. When she finished, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and stole a glance over her shoulder to where she’d left Coleman Grant with his mouth slack and his cock hard. But the spot where he’d stood was now occupied by a couple who seemed to think the cabana was their own private room.

      “Everything okay?” Conor asked.

      Olivia turned away from the public display of groping to find Conor waiting for her, a lazy grin on his face and two orange Jell-O shots in his hands. Fuck Coleman Grant and his annoying roman numerals and his rippled, rock hard abs, and his thick, unruly hair, and his . . . aww, just fuck him. “Perfect,” she replied, forcing her lips to curve into a smile. “Absolutely perfect.”
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      Olivia kept her eyes closed, doing her best to block out the sunlight that seemed to be doing its best to burn her retinas off right through her eyelids. Why the hell had she left the blackout curtains open anyway? If there was one thing hotels did well it was dark rooms, and Vegas did it better than most. She would have made a mental note to never make that rookie mistake again, but at the moment her head hurt too much to manage much of anything besides breathing. And not puking.

      When she finally forced her eyes open, one more than the other, reality hit her like a brick wall. Her blackout curtains weren’t closed because the heavy panels standing untouched at each end of the wall of windows weren’t hers. Neither was the lamp that sat with its shade askew. Or the chaise lounge that stretched out like a rolling wave in the corner of the room. And the oversize bed with the soaring metal canopy certainly wasn’t hers either. Her gaze followed the brushed silver frame up from the foot of the bed, across the expanse of the vaulted ceiling, and back down again to where her hand rested against the cold steel. Except it wasn’t just resting; it was tied. Olivia squinted at the thin strip of black lace wrapped snugly around her wrist and gasped. She was tied to the bed frame. With her panties.

      Shit.

      She tried to sit up, but the sudden movement caused the room to spin like a carnival ride. So instead of bolting for the door, Olivia leaned back against the pillows and tried to piece together the events that lead to her waking up in hotel room five times the size of her bedroom at home. Who the hell could afford a place like this anyway? A wave a nausea swept through her, and she winced. Coleman Grant III, that’s who.

      How in the world did this happen? The last thing she remembered was going to dinner at the swanky Japanese place in the lobby of the hotel. An image of Cole leaning against the sushi bar flashed before her eyes. And what was worse? Not only had he been at the restaurant, looking like the sin of Sin City, but she had a fuzzy recollection of him telling her he was in town for the very same event, something about having gone to grad school with the groom. But how had a bit of conversation over sake ended with her naked in his hotel suite? The night started to come back to her in small, grainy bursts, exploding through her mind like some sort of X-rated fireworks display. Pulling Cole down the hallway toward his room. Pushing him up against the door of the suite, her fingers in his hair and his tongue in her mouth. Tumbling over the threshold in a mass of tangled limbs. It was all too much. The images of frantic hands and greedy lips blurred together until she thought her head might actually explode. She pressed the palm of her hand to her forehead as if the counter pressure might quell the pounding against her skull.

      Water.

      She needed water.

      Olivia rolled to her side and using her free hand, untied the scrap of lace. Slowly, she sat up and surveyed the room. Clothes were scattered across the floor in a progression that started at the door and ended at the foot of the bed. Except for her bra. That had been flung across the chaise. A fuzzy memory of Cole, reclining against the velvet cushion while she rode him like a rodeo champ flashed through her mind, and she groaned. Classy, Olivia, real classy. But her mortification quickly gave way to sheer panic. Did they . . . her gaze shifted to the night stand and a pile of condom wrappers. She breathed a sigh of relief. At least she hadn’t been a total idiot.

      She stumbled to the bathroom on shaking legs, each step bringing a not so subtle reminder of the persistent ache between her thighs. She wanted to gather her clothes along the way, but she didn’t think she could manage any inverted motions, so for now at least, that would have to wait. Instead she focused solely on her pressing need for a toilet and a toothbrush. Whatever she’d drunk had left her mouth tasting like the inside of a trash can, and if she couldn’t brush her teeth at least she could swipe some toothpaste over her gums.

      After gulping some water from the faucet, she straightened to face the mirror. The reflection staring back at her was a judgmental bitch, eyeing her up one side and down the other. There was a hickey on her neck and a set of bruises the shape of fingertips on her inner thigh and all at once she remembered exactly how they got there . . .

      Cole lifted her leg over his shoulder, spreading her wide. The stubble on his jaw brushed her sensitive skin, then his tongue licked the length of her sex. She raised her head and the sight of him moving between her thighs sent a wave of heat coursing through her veins. There was nothing gradual or gentle in the way he pleasured her, filling her with his thrusting tongue as if her race to orgasm was his own.

      “Don’t stop,” she moaned. And he didn’t, not even when she climaxed on a thready cry. Instead he wrapped his hand around her thigh, digging his fingers into her flesh as he held her against his mouth, licking, nipping, and sucking until she writhed beneath him in a second release.

      Olivia squeezed her eyes shut. As much as she hated to admit it, the man knew what he was doing. The mere thought of his mouth and lips and tongue—damn, the boy really knew how to use his tongue—had her feeling a little weak in the knees. Or maybe that was the lingering effects of the alcohol that was still wreaking havoc on her system. Not that it mattered. What happened that night was a mistake. One she would never make again. All that was left to do was gather her belongings and get the hell out of Dodge. With any luck, he’d already done the same.
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        * * *

      

      Cole walked over to the wall of windows. Below him the Las Vegas strip simmered under the early morning sun. All that had sparkled and glowed the night before now looked flat, dirty, and dull. Not at all unlike his life.

      What the fuck was wrong with him? He narrowed his eyes on the horizon, searching for an answer he knew damn well he wouldn’t find. Not among the cacti that dotted the distant sands and certainly not on the other side of the bedroom door.

      For nearly three months the woman in the next room had made it her life’s work to badger him into submission. Cole snorted. Yeah, as if that would ever happen. And over what? A few snotty-nosed vermin that probably carried rabies and no telling what else. He should be given an award for ridding the world of the vile creatures, not harassed on a daily basis to pull the plug on a multi-billion-dollar deal. But that’s exactly what she’d done. Relentlessly. In all his twenty-nine years, Cole had never met anyone so stubborn and closed-minded and, hell, just so downright annoying. And yet the mere thought of Olivia Ramsey’s naked body sprawled out across his hotel bed had his cock twitching in his pants.

      If only he’d kept it there.

      But no, he had to take her to bed. Great. Just fucking great. What the hell had he been thinking? He would have loved to blame the tequila, or whatever Conor had given him from that stupid hip flask of his; but the truth was, drunk or not, Cole had known exactly what he was doing. And even more truth? He loved every fucking minute of it. How the hell did that happen? It wasn’t as though he even liked her for Christ’s sake. But last night, when she’d tilted her chin up and met his gaze with that defiant stare of hers, he’d forgotten all about the sidewalk ambushes and the eight-by-ten glossies of flying rats. Instead, all he could think about was how badly he wanted to kiss her.

      If only he’d left it at that.

      Cole couldn’t pinpoint exactly when it happened but somewhere along the way the tone of their little encounters had changed. At first, he’d found her to be nothing more than an annoyance, an almost amusing distraction to his morning routine. That quickly changed thanks to her relentless nature and escalating tactics; but while his contempt for the smart-mouthed activist had grown over time, somehow it had also morphed into a twisted form of attraction, an all-consuming lust that ran just below the surface of the hate.

      And then the opportunity presented itself on a goddamn silver platter. Even under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have been the type to walk away, but in the back of his mind, buried far beneath the part that was being controlled by his dick, Cole had somehow thought that fucking the tenacious Miss Ramsey might finally break the inexplicable hold she seemed to have over him. No woman could ever live up to the fantasy of being unattainable, and who was more unattainable than a woman who hated your guts? The way he saw it, sleeping with her was not only in his best interest at that moment, but for his future as well.

      It would only take once. Just one fast and furious fuck and she would be out of his system, but more importantly, out of his head. Hell, he hadn’t even planned on getting her off. But once had turned into twice, which turned into more times than his hungover brain could even remember and now she was asleep in the bedroom of his Las Vegas penthouse. Tied up with her own panties no less. Fucking hell. He knew he was a bastard for leaving her like that, but he couldn’t risk waking her. Not yet, not when he hadn’t had a chance to think the situation through. He needed a clear head, and that required time. And coffee.

      Where the hell was room service anyway? Cole checked his watch. No telling how much longer the peace and quiet would last. He knew he was living on borrowed time, the calm before the Olivia Ramsey storm. Then again, maybe not. He ran a hand back through his hair, knowing full well it was a futile effort. Even on a good day, Cole’s hair had the look of a man who’d had a wild night in the sack. Still, it was a nervous habit, and although he hated to admit it, nervous was exactly how he felt at the moment.

      The way Cole saw it, the situation could go down one of two ways. Option One: She’d emerge from the bedroom under the misguided impression that last night had actually meant something. That was how these scenarios usually played out, and as much as he hated the thought of having to deal with another lovey-dovey female, there was always the chance that the stars in her eyes would temporarily blind her into dropping her vendetta against him.

      Then again, nothing about Olivia was predictable which meant he had to also consider Option Two: She would emerge from the bedroom furious with him and claiming he’d taking advantage of her in a drunken state. It would be a bullshit move on her part since while they’d both been over served, she was a more than willing participant. But on the upside, she might be so disgusted by the mere sight of him that the thought of starting every morning harassing him was more than those little vermin were worth.

      A knock on the door to the suite pulled Cole from his internal debate. He opened the door to find a waiter in a white jacket and black bow tie standing behind a cart full of silver-domed platters.

      Stepping back, Cole gestured for the man to come in. “Just set it all up on the dining room table.” As an afterthought, he added, “leave the covers on.”

      The waiter nodded as he pushed the cart into the room, then began efficiently setting the table with what Cole liked to refer to as the Coleman Grant III Farewell Extravaganza. He’d learned early on that most of the women he slept with starved themselves on the regular. Sending them off with a stomach full of more carbs than they’d consumed since puberty had proven an effective tool in terms of damage control. And by the time the food coma wore off, he was long gone.

      When the man finished, Cole signed the receipt, taking in the spread as he waited for him to leave. Scattered across the table was enough food to feed a small army. Usually a stack of pancakes did the trick, but since he wasn’t dealing with just any woman, he wasn’t taking any chances. So instead of keeping it simple he’d gone all out. Crepes, French toast, scrambled eggs, and Belgian waffles. He’d even ordered some tofu crap, assuming that was the sort of thing she’d be into.

      Cole checked his watch again. Goddamn, she was a solid sleeper. That or she was still drunk. Now that was a variable he hadn’t factored. Not that it mattered. There were no late check outs at Hotel Grant and this was one guest who needed to be on her way out the door.

      He was about to go in and wake her when his phone vibrated in his pocket. It was too early for any of the Vegas crowd to be up and about, which meant . . .

      Cole pulled out the phone and glanced at the screen. Bingo. With any luck, his morning was about to get a whole lot better.

      “For the love of god, Barkley, tell me what I want to hear.”

      “I wish I had better news for you, Mr. Grant.”

      Cole’s shoulders sagged. Fuck. Not exactly the words you wanted to hear coming out of your lawyer’s mouth. “How bad?”

      “The court denied our appeal.”

      “When?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “Why am I just hearing about this now?”

      “The ruling came in the late afternoon. I didn’t want to ruin your evening.”

      He was right about that. The news would have certainly put a damper on the night’s festivities. But still, they were working against a ticking clock. They had to keep things moving. “What’s the next step?”

      “I’m afraid there isn’t one.” There was a sobering pause. “I’m sorry. I know that’s not the answer you were hoping for.”

      “You’re damn right,” he managed to spit out through his clenched teeth. “I pay your firm a small fortune to handle my affairs. This isn’t some nuisance suit, Bill. This is it. Grant Industries is about to go down in flames.”

      “I understand that, sir, and believe me when I say we have been working ’round the clock to—”

      “Oh, I know you’ve been working ’round the clock. I have the bills to prove it. But in case you haven’t done the math here, allow me to enlighten you. The end of me means the end of your billable hours as well.” Cole pinched the bridge of his nose. He had to reign in his temper. Shooting the messenger wasn’t going to get him anywhere, and it wasn’t doing much for his hangover either.

      “I’m aware of the gravity of the situation, Mr. Grant.”

      Cole exhaled a heavy breath. Bill Barkley had been his right-hand man since he’d taken the helm at Grant Industries. Cole had walked through the door of the headquarters the day after graduating from Harvard, an MBA in his back pocket and a smug smile on his face, ready to take over the world. And he had, but he certainly couldn’t have done it without the team he’d assembled, and Bill was an integral part of that team. Over the last six years, they’d taken the company to a place his parents could have never imagined. And now he was on the verge of losing everything. No fucking way. “There has to be something else we can try, some injunction or restraining order, something we can file to buy more time.”

      “We’ve tried everything, but unfortunately your grandmother has been one step ahead of us on this one.”

      “Who did she get to this time?” There wasn’t a judge in the entire city of Chicago who wasn’t a “close personal friend” of Meredith Vanderholden Grant. On the surface, his grandmother might have looked like a lady who lunched, but when she did it wasn’t at a table full of bridge-playing biddies. No, when she broke bread it was with the city’s most influential men. Not to say that there weren’t influential women, but she had no time for them. Quite simply, his paternal grandmother dealt in favors, and she’d discovered very early on that those were much easier to get from members of the opposite sex.

      Born into a family that had more money than most anyone else in the city, she’d watched and learned as her father wielded that cash to get what he wanted and even more importantly, to amass markers he could call in when the timing suited him most. But Meredith quickly learned that she had an added advantage even someone as cunning as her father didn’t possess. As a young debutante, she’d figured out the power of a well-timed smile, or a bat of the lashes, but what the poor saps never saw coming was the venom that would drip from those upturned lips as she spelled out her demands. Bribes could just as easily turn to threats if necessary, and when it came to getting her way Meredith Grant didn’t think twice about the means. All that mattered was the end result.

      “It’s not that simple,” Bill replied. “The terms of your parents’ will are very specific.”

      Tension coiled in Cole’s gut. While on some level he could understand their reasoning, there was still no denying the fact that the codicil to his parents’ will was a manifestation of their doubt. No matter how many times he was confronted with that harsh reality, it never failed to cut him deeply. More than that, if he didn’t find a loophole, it was about to also strip him of everything he’d ever accomplished. And what was worse, the whole world would have a front row seat to his fall from grace.

      “I’m afraid your grandmother has the law on her side this time,” Bill continued. “There’s no basis here, and the courts aren’t in the habit of writing new law.”

      “This is ridiculous. Doesn’t she realize what I’ve accomplished running the company for the past six years?” Cole had transitioned Grant Industries from a successful investment firm to a global leader in emerging technologies. He’d taken the company to new heights through calculated risks that not only paid off but exceeded all projections. And now it was all slipping through his fingers.

      Cole drew a deep breath through his nose. He had to keep his emotions in check if he had any hope of surviving this nightmare. A few tension-filled beats passed, but when he finally spoke, his tone, while solemn, was even keel. “There has to be something more we can do.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Grant, but as it stands now Grant Industries and all of its holdings will revert to your grandmother just after midnight on Tuesday.”

      Happy fucking birthday.

      Cole lowered himself into one of the chairs and ran a hand back through his hair. “So that’s it, it’s all over?”

      “Barring a miracle, I’m afraid so.”

      Cole snorted. “It’s not like the answer to my prayers is going to just stroll through the front door.”

      As if on cue the door handle behind him clicked. He turned to find Olivia attempting a fast getaway. Cole had to stop himself from smiling. Olivia Ramsey doing the walk of shame. With her shoes in her hand and her makeup smeared around her eyes, she was a far cry from the sassy smart-mouth who accosted him on a daily basis. Yet surprisingly the look suited her and, although he’d hate to admit it, made her look unbelievably fuckable. His usual MO was a hollow “I’ll be sure to call” as he quickly made his way toward the door. But for some reason the only path he wanted to beat was back to the bedroom with the now docile Ms. Ramsey in tow. Hmm, maybe by the hair. His cock began to stir, but he quickly told it to take a number. At the moment, there were far more pressing matters.

      “Are you still there?” Bill asked. He was, although to be honest, Cole hadn’t heard a word the man was saying. The only person he needed to speak with wasn’t on the phone but in his room.

      “I have to go, Bill.” The answer to his prayers might have walked through the bedroom door instead of the front door, but it didn’t make any difference. Either way, he’d found his miracle.

      “What . . . when . . . I mean how do you want me to handle your personal accounts?” The man had shifted into full-blown panic mode. “There are certain holdings I can transfer to offshore accounts, but the SEC will—”

      “Don’t do anything until you hear from me.”

      “But we only have three days.”

      Cole jabbed the screen of his phone with his thumb, effectively ending his lawyer’s litany of protests. Three days was more than enough time. In fact, if he played his cards right, his problems could be over in one.
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      Olivia watched as Cole’s facial expression changed from distressed to almost predatory.

      “You’re awake,” he said.

      “So it would seem.” She smoothed the fabric of her now wrinkled dress. Funny how something so short could seem so perfect at night and so skimpy in the light of day. There was no denying the fact that she looked like something the cat dragged in. Cole on the other hand, looked freshly showered and ready for a day at the office. In his charcoal dress pants and crisp white shirt, he looked like he was on his way to a board meeting, not recovering from a wild night of hard liquor and bad judgment. At least he wasn’t wearing a tie.

      “I ordered breakfast.” He moved closer to the table and pulled out a chair. “Please, join me.”

      Olivia sat, taking in the spread in front of her. Dome covered platters stretched the length of the table. In the center, there was a silver coffee pot along with carafes of at least four different types of juices. It was far too much for just the two of them.

      “I wasn’t sure what you liked so I ordered a little bit of everything.” Cole took a seat in the chair across from her and began to remove the silver lids, revealing stacks of pancakes, scrambled eggs, and French toast. “I usually order eggs Benedict, but I didn’t think my stomach could handle that this morning.” He reached for two packets of Advil and offered one to Olivia.

      She shook her head. “I try to avoid Western medicine.”

      “Of course,” he mumbled around the plastic packet now suspended between his clenched teeth. With a tug, the packaging split open. “Don’t wait for me,” he said as he grabbed the nearest glass of water and downed the pills. “Dig in.”

      Olivia’s stomach rolled. Why did she drink so much? Honest to God, you’d think she’d never had a night out before. Then again, it had been a while. “I’m fine, thanks. But I wouldn’t mind a cup of coffee.”

      Cole lifted the silver pot but paused before the coffee began to fill her china cup. “Room for cream?”

      “Yes, but no sugar.” Olivia watched in a state of confused fascination as Coleman Grant III served her a cup of coffee from a sterling silver pot. At a table large enough to seat twelve. In a suite that likely cost more for one night than an entire month in her apartment. The contrast to the last time he offered her a cup of coffee wasn’t lost on her either. Gone was the smug grin and the condescending tone and in its place was an expression that very nearly bordered on sincerity.

      “Okay, who are you and what have you done with Coleman Grant?”

      He cocked his head to one side. “What do you mean”

      “I mean all this.” She waved her hand through the air. “There’s enough food here to feed everyone from the party last night. And you’re smiling. And you said please!”

      “I’m not without manners, Olivia.”

      No, she thought, just a soul.

      Cole lifted the lid off the last tray and the scent of bacon and sausage links wafted through the air. The pungent smell of animal fat was too much on top of the hangover that was still tap dancing inside her head. A fine sweat misted her body, and all at once her skin felt too hot and yet still cold. Oh no. Her hand flew to cover her mouth. It was only a matter of time until she humiliated herself in front of him, not to mention ruined a very lovely white carpet. Whose bright idea was it to put white carpet in a Vegas hotel room anyway?

      Olivia’s gaze shot frantically around the room. She wanted to escape to the nearest bathroom, but all of the doors were too far. She’d never make it. Instead she launched herself at the desk just beyond their table, barely making it to the trash can before vomiting.

      “You okay?” Cole asked when she was finally done retching.

      Olivia straightened. She wiped the corner of her mouth with the back of her hand and returned to the table with as much dignity as she could muster. “I don’t eat meat.”

      “And the mere sight of it makes you sick?”

      “No, that’s all on the Jell-O shots.”

      Cole pulled the platter of eggs closer and heaped a pile onto his plate. “Or perhaps the tequila.”

      “When did we have tequila?”

      “You raided the bar after the first time we fucked. Something about body shots and wanting to lick lime juice off my cock.” He kicked his chin toward the mirrored bar that ran the length of the back wall of his suite. She blinked hard but there was nothing she could do to stop the images that flooded her mind. She was on her knees . . .

      “I want to taste you,” she said. Her voice was breathy and needy and sounded nothing like her own.

      “Nobody’s stopping you.” Cole gazed down at her, his eyes darkening as she flicked her tongue across his glistening tip. She played with him a bit, teasing him with her fingers, lips and tongue until his hips flexed forward in a silent demand for more. A low guttural sound vibrated through him as she took him all the way into her mouth, pulling him deeper until she found the perfect rhythm. “Good girl,” he groaned, fisting a hand in her hair when he hit the back of her throat. “Just like that.”

      Good girl? Holy mother of God. She should have bit his dick for that one. Forget about Cole not acting like himself, who the hell was she? And better question, why was she still in this asshole’s hotel suite? She needed to get out of there. Now. Olivia scanned the room for her purse until she found it on the piano bench. But as she crossed the room to gather her belongings, a fuzzy memory of her lying across the glossy top in nothing but a bra and panties stopped her dead in her tracks.

      “Yeah, apparently you have some sort of Michelle Pfeiffer thing going on. Fabulous Baker Boys and”—he shuddered—“Grease 2.”

      Olivia groaned. Drunk, slutty, and singing? Talk about a trifecta. Thank God there hadn’t been a ladder nearby. In the state she was in, she would have no doubt performed one hell of a rendition of “Cool Rider.” Probably broken her neck in the process too. But for all her sass and bravado, she couldn’t help but feel embarrassed. “Look, that’s not how I—”

      “That’s not how you usually act? You’re not that kind of girl? Save the sanctimonious excuse making, Olivia. I’ve heard it all before. And quite frankly, I don’t give a shit.”

      “Wow, you’ve got the morning cuddles down pat, don’t you?”

      He frowned. “I just don’t understand why women feel the need to justify their behavior. Guys don’t.” He lifted his fork and shrugged. “Sometimes a fuck is just a fuck.”

      “Wow, breakfast and romance? Stop or I’ll be begging for more.”

      “Oh, you were begging all right.” The satisfied grin that spread across his lips had her hands clenching into fists at her side. Someone needed to put Coleman Grant III in his place. A resounding slap across the face wouldn’t accomplish that, but it would be a start. And it would certainly make her feel a whole lot better.

      “Don’t look so offended. You loved every minute of last night, and despite what I can only assume is a colossal hangover, you’d do it all again.”

      “You disgust me.” She gathered her shoes up off the floor and made a beeline for the exit. The faster she was out of there the better.

      “Then lucky for you I’ve come up with an idea that means you’ll never have to see me again.”

      Olivia stopped halfway to the door and sighed. So close. Part of her wanted to keep walking, to tell him exactly where he could put his great idea. But her curiosity had been piqued. And even though there was no doubt in her mind that whatever was about to come out of his mouth would be self-serving, the thought of never laying eyes on Coleman Grant III was too good to pass up. After all, he had to know that a roll in the sack—okay, several rolls in the sack—wouldn’t mean an end to her sidewalk lobbying. Hearing him out might benefit her cause. “Go on,” she said, not bothering to turn around. He might have had her attention, but she could still play it cool.

      But instead of telling her his great idea, he remained silent. Several beats passed, making it clear he wasn’t going to speak unless she turned to face him. Fuck that, she thought.

      “Goodbye, Cole. See you Monday at Starbucks.” She reached for the door but when her hand made contact with the latch, he spoke.

      “Marry me.”

      A cold chill ran down Olivia’s spine. Marry him? She stood at the door for what felt like an eternity, processing what had just transpired. He had to be joking. Or maybe he was merely mocking her morning-after regret. But when she turned around to face him, there wasn’t even a hint of humor in his expression. No smug grin either. She narrowed her eyes. Clearly, he was up to something. She just needed to figure out what.

      “Are you still drunk?”

      He shook his head. “No, although I’m starting to think this would be easier if I was.”

      “Well, have at it. I’m sure there’s a few bottles we didn’t open.” She turned to leave again, but this time it was Cole’s hand on her elbow that stopped her at the door.

      “Wait,” he said.

      She glanced down to where he held her arm and instantly he released her.

      “Just hear me out. Please?”

      Again, with the please. It was like there were two Coleman Grant’s waging a war inside of him. Or maybe he had a little devil on one shoulder and a bound-and-gagged angel on the other. Either way, this strange turn of events kept getting stranger. “Five minutes,” she said.

      He gestured toward the circular sofa that filled the center of the room. “Can we sit?”

      She snorted. “Shouldn’t you be down on one knee?”

      He looked as though he were about to speak and judging by the expression on his face it was no doubt going to be some snide remark about her being on her knees sucking his cock. But instead of hitting her with a barb, he held his tongue. Score one for the angel.

      “I find myself in a bit of a predicament,” he began once they were seated.

      “That requires you to get married as soon as possible?”

      “By Tuesday.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, right.”

      “I’m being serious, Olivia.” He took a deep breath. “The terms of my late parents’ will mandates that I be married before my thirtieth birthday or the estate will revert to my grandmother’s control and turned over to a charitable trust upon her death.”

      Whoa. That was a lot for her caffeine deprived brain to process. And here she thought all she was going to have to manage was putting one foot in front of the other for a proper walk of shame. “Why in the world would they do that?”

      “Let’s just say they thought I had a bit of growing up to do.”

      “So, in other words, you were a total fuck up and a colossal disappointment?”

      Something flickered across Cole’s face that for a moment had Olivia regretting the dig. His parents were dead, reminding him that they thought so little of him as to put some archaic codicil in their will was a low blow, even for them.

      He cleared his throat. “My lawyer called this morning with the news that the courts have denied our most recent motion.” When she didn’t react, let alone speak, he continued. “From what he tells me, I’m out of options. And with my birthday on Tuesday—”

      “You figured you’d just propose to the next girl you laid eyes on?”

      “Believe me, under normal circumstances, you wouldn’t be my first choice. Hell, you wouldn’t even be my last choice, but I’m out of time.”

      And just like that her momentary thaw iced back over. “Did they teach that in a class at one of your snooty boarding schools? ‘How to Woo a Woman While Still Being a Dick’?”

      “Let’s take a moment for due diligence, shall we?”

      “A wife is not an acquisition, Cole.”

      “No, but in our case, this would most definitely be a business transaction. The same principles apply.”

      She leaned back against the couch cushion and folded her arms over her chest. “I’m listening,” she said, although for the life of her she had no idea why she was hearing him out. Or why her coffee was out of reach.

      Cole stood. “This would be a mutually beneficial arrangement.” He crossed the room and returned with her coffee cup. What was he, a mind reader?

      Olivia watched as he set the china cup on the table in front of her before once again joining her on the sofa. “I get how this helps you,” she said. “But what do I get?”

      A slow grin formed on his lips. “Me.”

      Her stomach rolled, and for a moment she thought she might be sick again. Only this time she wasn’t sure if it was the hangover or the conversation that was putting the hotel’s white sofa at risk.

      “You don’t have to look so repulsed. I’m actually quite a catch from what I’ve been told.”

      “Your sales pitch needs some work.” Olivia pushed to her feet. “And I need some sleep.” She was still getting her bearings when he played his trump card.

      “I’ll back your conservation project.”

      She froze. “What did you say?”

      “You heard me.”

      Yes, she had heard him. Believing him was another story. “You’ll move the site?”

      “Move the site, construct a wall, dig a moat. Hell, I’ll build the little fuckers a bat hotel if that’s what it takes.”

      Dig a moat? “You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said over the past three months, have you?”

      “Not really,” he admitted.

      “Then how do you know you can afford to make the necessary changes?”

      He gazed up at her nonplussed. “Billions, Olivia, with a b.”

      “How long?”

      “Several generations.”

      “Not how long have you been obscenely wealthy, jackass. How long would I have to be married to you?” Despite hearing the words, she wasn’t one hundred percent convinced they’d come out of her mouth.

      “Three months.”

      Olivia sank back onto the sofa. Three months. Ninety days. Two Thousand, one hundred and sixty hours.

      “That should be long enough to sort the legal matters, then we can begin the divorce proceedings.”

      “Planning our divorce at the same time as our wedding? This proposal just keeps getting better.” She took a sip of her coffee as she contemplated his obscene offer. It was crazy and impulsive, but all that aside there remained one rather large issue. “What makes you think I could stand the sight of you for three months?”

      “It’s not like we’ll be joined at the hip. We won’t even be living together. Just a few public events for appearances’ sake.”

      “Still, that’s three months of my life.”

      “You’ve spent that long stalking me. Think what you could accomplish with the next three months. Being Mrs. Coleman Grant III is not without its perks, Olivia. That name opens doors—which I’m sure you’ll charge through like a bull in a china shop—but it’s a far cry from a sidewalk ambush.”

      She set her coffee on the table and began rubbing her temples with her index fingers. Was she really considering marrying a man she despised? Then again, twenty-four hours ago, she could have never imagined sleeping with him either. And there was no denying it was a tempting offer. She’d spent most of her adult life working for non-profits, championing the causes that meant the most to her. If she could crawl through caves or wade through marshes, surely she could endure a marriage of convenience.

      “Of course, you’ll have to take yourself off the market.” He smirked. “Can’t very well have my wife sleeping her way through the city.”

      She shot him a look she hoped shriveled his dick. Truth was, at the moment, Olivia didn’t have much else going on in that area. With the exception of a few random dates here and there, her love life was pretty much nonexistent and for the most part she preferred it that way. Staying off the market for three months was the least of her concerns. Not murdering her husband on the other hand . . .

      “But aside from that, it will pretty much be business as usual. And the best part is”—Cole leaned back and rested one ankle on the opposite knee—“you’ll be harassing some other SOB. We can be rid of our ridiculous morning ritual. You can lead your life, and I can lead mine. Simple.”

      “Got it all figured out, haven’t you?”

      “Hardly. But I’m sure my lawyers can have a more detailed contract drawn up within a few hours.”

      “If I agree to this, when would we—”

      “Tie the knot?”

      It was an expression she’d heard a thousand times before, but in this context it took on a whole new meaning. Using the phrase “tying the knot” in reference to marrying Cole felt less like a commitment and more like a hostage situation. Of course, there was the whole panty incident, but as far as she was concerned that never happened.

      Cole stood, making it clear he considered discussion time to be over. “I’d like to settle this matter as soon as possible.”

      Olivia stared out the window. Below them, the hustle and bustle of the Strip was already gaining momentum, and for a moment she wondered how many other tourists would be planning impulsive weddings that very same day. Her shoulders sagged, and she sighed.

      “Should I take that as a yes?” he asked.

      “I have some terms of my own,” she said.

      “Such as?”

      She straightened. “Such as I decide how to tell the people in my life.”

      “Of course.”

      “And I want everything spelled out in detail,” she continued. “No wiggle room when it comes to relocating your site.”

      “Done,” he said. “Anything else?”

      There probably was, but at the moment her head was swimming through a stream of mud. “Not right now, but I’ll let you know if I think of anything.”

      He let out an exasperated breath. “Do we have a deal?”

      She couldn’t bring herself to say the word, so instead she just nodded.

      “Great.” Cole reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “What do you have today?”

      “Spa day with the girls. You?”

      “Golf outing.” He checked his watch. “Meet back here at say, five?”

      “Okay.” Were they really just planning a wedding as if it were nothing more than meeting for coffee?

      “Give me your phone.”

      Olivia frowned. “Why?”

      “So I can put my number in your contacts.” He shook his head. “Does everything always have to be a battle with you?”

      Olivia handed him her smartphone, then watched as his thumbs flew over the keyboard.

      “There,” Cole said, handing it back to her. “Text me, and then I’ll have yours.” He opened the search engine on his phone. “I’ll make the necessary arrangements at the chapel.”

      Jesus, now it sounded like he was planning a funeral.

      “Do you have any preferences?”

      She cocked her head to one side. “Like?”

      “Elvis or no Elvis, drive thru or aisle?”

      “I don’t care.” There was, however, one detail Olivia felt very strongly about, and the sooner he learned the score the better. “But Cole?”

      “Hmm,” he said without looking up from his phone.

      “Just so we’re clear, married or not, what happened last night is never happening again.”
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      Cole had never given marriage much thought. For a man like him, getting married was nothing more than a necessary progression, assuming one wanted legitimate heirs to carry on the family name. It was just something you did, like going to college. Or the dentist.

      He’d spent his early twenties drifting in and out of relationships, but eventually they’d all ended the same way. Because no matter how casual he tried to keep it—or how much a woman insisted she just wanted to “hang out”—ultimately each and every one of them wanted more. Six months. For some reason that was the magic number, and it never failed. Things would be going along smoothly and then bam! That six-month anniversary would roll around, and the professions of love and devotion would start. And the nagging. And the bitching. And the if-you-loved-me-you’d-want-me-in-your-life-for-ever.” Forever? Jesus, he barely managed to keep a car for two years, and Cole really loved his cars. But the same woman for two years, let alone a lifetime? No, thank you. Not until he absolutely had to. And since as a man he was spared the whole “ticking clock” syndrome, he’d planned to put that day off for as long as possible.

      Which is why he’d spent the second half of his twenties completely untethered. The women in Cole’s life knew the score from the very start. There was no gray area, no room for misinterpretation. He made sure to spell it out clearly so there would be no misunderstandings: They were seeing each other, not dating; he would call them when he was available, and if they were busy he would move to the next name on the list; he wasn’t their boyfriend and while he always practiced safe sex, there should be no delusions of monogamy. These were his terms. Like it or leave it.

      Of course, a few told him to go to hell, which was fine by him. Those were the ones who would end up keying his car on some tear-filled drunken rant. But for the most part, the women were amenable to his terms. Sure, a few probably thought they would be “the one” who would eventually win his heart and show him the error of his playboy ways. They were mistaken of course, but that delusion was all on them because getting married was the furthest thing from Cole’s mind. At least until today.

      As little thought as he’d given to his eventual marriage, he’d given his actual wedding day even less. Dresses and flowers and cakes and seating charts were all matters for the bride to contend with. All he’d have to do was show up in a tuxedo and repeat the words the minister recited. But as he stood in the rear of the “Hunk-O-Hunk of Burning Love Chapel” he could honestly say he’d never thought his wedding day would involve a minister dressed as Elvis. Or an organist who he was fairly sure was supposed to resemble Priscilla Presley on her wedding day, even though the look was decidedly more Bride of Frankenstein. Or a ring bearer dressed as Angus Young from AC/DC. The schoolboy uniform was bad enough, but if he did that Chuck Berry duck walk thing down the aisle, Cole thought he might actually lose it. And the fucking icing on the cake? He wasn’t even wearing a tux.

      Cole turned in the small vestibule and checked his reflection in the mirror. When he’d left Chicago, he hadn’t planned on getting married, so he hadn’t bothered to pack a tux. But he never went anywhere without his favorite black Armani suit. He tugged on the French cuffs of his starched white shirt and straightened his black tie. Not too bad, Grant, not too bad.

      “They’re ready for you,” Tiny Angus said.

      Cole took his spot in front of the glittering alter.

      Preacher Elvis adjusted the collar of his rhinestone jumpsuit, then announced, “Please rise for the bride.”

      Cole glanced over his shoulder at the rows of empty chairs. “I think we’re good to go.”

      On cue, the organist began to play a rendition of “Love Me Tender.” Elvis set his Bible down, picked up a wireless microphone and began to sing. Cole wondered if he’d paid extra for the show, but then the doors at the rear of the chapel opened and all thoughts left him but one.

      Olivia stepped into the rays of colored light streaming through a stained-glass window made to look like the famous “Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas” sign.

      Fuck. Him.

      According to lore, and his observations at nearly every wedding he’d ever attended, this was the moment that was supposed to stun him, give him that goofy look he’d seen on the faces of countless friends, and damn near take his breath away. As Olivia began her walk down the short aisle, she took his breath away all right. But not in the way other grooms had described. No, Cole’s reaction was less “Look at this beautiful woman who has agreed to be mine” and more “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      Because the woman taking her place at his side wasn’t wearing a white dress. She was wearing a pair of faded jeans, flip flops and for the love of God . . . a White Sox T-shirt. Great, on top of everything else she wasn’t even a fan of the right Chicago baseball team.

      “Dearly beloved,” Elvis began. “We are gathered here today to get through this thing called life.”

      Wrong artist, asshole. But at the moment, the fact that their minister was mixing up his musical icons wasn’t Cole’s biggest concern. Because while their wedding picture wasn’t going to be on the society page, he might need to show it to a few people to help with the authentication. A bride dressed in frayed jeans and flip flops was hardly an image befitting a Grant.

      “Couldn’t be bothered to wear a dress?” he grit out between his teeth.

      She shrugged. “Didn’t have time to change.”

      Fan-fucking-tastic. Now he’d look like the schmuck who cared more about the wedding than she did. That was probably her plan all along. Well, two could play at that game.

      “Excuse me,” he said, interrupting the King’s monologue. “Seems my blushing bride didn’t have a chance to find the dress of her dreams. You wouldn’t by any chance have an extra gown we could rent?”

      Elvis looked at him over the rim of his signature gold sunglasses. “Um, well no, usually people just get hitched in whatever they’re wearing.”

      “I just hate to disappoint my little princess.” Cole couldn’t believe he’d managed to get the words out without gagging.

      Gothic Priscilla turned on the piano bench. “She can wear this.”

      “No fucking way,” Olivia said under her breath.

      Perfect. “That would be so kind of you.” Cole reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. He peeled off two hundreds and handed them to the young girl. “I can’t thank you enough.”

      “No problem,” she said, taking Olivia by the hand and dragging her toward a side door. “We’ll be right back.”

      And ten minutes later they were.

      “Ta-da,” young Priscilla said as she waved her hands in front of Olivia. Cole nearly pissed his pants. Not only had the girl given Olivia her gown, but she’d done her hair and makeup as well.

      “You should wear a bee hive more often,” he told her as she took her place beside him.

      “Shut up,” she growled.

      “What?” Cole tried to keep a straight face and failed. Miserably. “I’m just trying to compliment my lovely bride. You look beautiful with that much eyeliner. Who did your makeup, Ozzy Osbourne?”

      “I mean it, Cole, not another word or I’m out the door.”

      “Are we ready?” the King asked.

      “Yes,” they said in unison.

      Elvis cleared his throat. “We’re gathered here today to witness the joining of two very special people. Cole and Olivia, if you have come to Graceland to wed then you must have arrived at that special place in your relationship. The one where you know you can’t spend another day without being joined for all of eternity.”

      Cole wiped the perspiration from his brow, and for the hundredth time that day reminded himself that the situation was only temporary.

      “If you will please face each other and hold hands.”

      Olivia passed her bouquet to Priscilla who was now standing next to her. Apparently, the organist doubled as the honorary Maid of Honor. A thought occurred to Cole and he stole a quick peek over his shoulder. Sure enough, Tiny Angus had assumed the position of Best Man.

      “Look deep into each other’s eyes and take a little walk down memory lane together. Think about that magical moment when you met each other for the first time. And then think about everything since then that has led you to pledge your eternal love.”

      Olivia gazed down at their joined hands and a smiled curved the corner of her mouth. No doubt she was remembering the first time she’d accosted him on the sidewalk. It was raining that morning, but that hadn’t stopped Olivia from staking out the perfect spot to ambush him when he stepped out of the car. She’d no doubt been watching him for days because she knew his routine down to the minute. But what she hadn’t counted on was the rather sizable puddle that had formed at the edge of the street. Cole would never forget the look on her face when his limo pulled alongside the curb, causing a small tidal wave of dirty water to soak her from head to toe. He’d felt so bad, he’d actually stopped to hear what she had to say, something he later came to regret.

      “Do you, Cole, take this woman whose hand you now hold to be your wife?”

      Two words flashed through Cole’s mind like one of the many neon signs just outside the door. Only temporary. Only temporary. He swallowed hard to find his voice. “I do.”

      “Do you also promise before the King of Rock ’n’ Roll and these witnesses to love her, honor her, and to never leave her at the Heartbreak Hotel?”

      Cole stared at him.

      “Well, do you?” the King asked.

      “I do.”

      “Then, Olivia, do you take this man who stands before you now to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

      “I do.”

      “And do you also promise before the King of Rock ’n’ Roll and these witnesses to love him, honor him, and never step on his blue suede shoes?”

      Olivia bit down on her bottom lip in what Cole assumed was an attempt to stifle a laugh. “I do,” she said.

      “Please receive the rings from the best man.”

      Cole turned toward Tiny Angus and took the two platinum bands from the palm of his hand.

      “Now Cole and Olivia, these rings are made of precious metal and just like your love they’re made to stand the test of time. But more important than the material is the shape. These rings are circles that have no end, just like the love that binds you together for all of eternity.”

      For fuck sake, did he have to keep saying that word? Three months, then this sham would be over. Cole wondered idly if people were able to get quickie divorces in Vegas, as well. Seemed like it would be a good business model. Sort of like a restaurant with a takeout stand in the rear. Married at the front door, divorced at the back.

      “If you will please do the honors.” Elvis waited while Cole and Olivia took turns sliding wedding bands on the ring finger of each other’s left hand. When they were finished, he picked up the microphone. “Take a moment to look into each other’s eyes and enjoy this special song.” A karaoke track began to play as Elvis serenaded them with a rendition of “Can’t Help Falling in Love.”

      It was the longest three minutes of Cole’s life.

      When the song came to an end, Elvis finally said the words they’d been waiting to hear. “By the power given to me by the state of Nevada as the King of Rock ’n’ Roll, it is my honor to pronounce you husband and wife and to hope that you will be all shook up for the rest of your lives. Cole, you may kiss your bride.”

      Olivia’s eyes darted up to meet his. Surely, she’d known this was coming? It was how every damn wedding ended. And what was the big deal anyway? It was just a kiss, something they’d done countless times the night before. Then why were his palms sweating? And why did it suddenly feel like Tiny Angus was duck walking across his gut? Cole knew the answer, even though he tried his best to push the thought from his mind. This wasn’t just any kiss. It was the kiss to seal their union.

      He leaned forward ever so slightly and touched his lips to hers. He only meant for it to be a quick peck, just enough to satisfy the witness’s watchful eyes. But her mouth was so soft, softer than he remembered from the night before, and she tasted so sweet, like vanilla and cherries, and before he even realized it, he was cupping her jaw and deepening their kiss. Her lips parted, inviting him in, and he took full advantage, his tongue sweeping over hers in firm, lush strokes. With a soft moan, her body went lax against his and for a few brief moments, Cole forgot not only where they were, but why.

      Elvis cleared his throat in a not-so-subtle reminder. Cole pulled back, and the King nodded his approval. With a curl of his lip, he tossed a white scarf in Olivia’s direction and mumbled a familiar “Thank you, thank you very much.” A track of “Viva Las Vegas” began to play from the speakers and with his cape held aloft to properly display the red, white, and blue eagle bedazzled on the back, their minister made a dramatic exit.

      “I guess Elvis has left the building?” Olivia joked.

      “Thank fuck.”

      After a few awkward moments, she asked. “So, what now?”

      Cole checked his watch. “We better get back to the hotel.” The combined bachelor and bachelorette party for Matthew and Emily was later that night. And even though a loud party was the last thing Cole was in the mood for at the moment, it was, after all, the reason they were in Vegas.

      “Oh right, we have that thing tonight.”

      “Yeah, the thing.” Jesus, they sounded like a couple of middle school kids having an awkward conversation behind the school cafeteria. Maybe they could spend their honeymoon locked in a closet for a round of Seven Minutes in Heaven.

      “Supposed to be the hottest club in town,” Olivia added as they made their way through the chapel doors and into the parking lot.

      Cole squinted at the setting sun. “That’s what I heard.”

      “I guess I’ll probably see you there.”

      He kicked a piece of gravel with his shoe. “Probably.” Yup, it was exactly like middle school. Only there wouldn’t be Seven Minutes in Heaven or anywhere else for that matter. His new bride had made it very clear that, despite the mind-shattering orgasms he’d given her the night before, she had no desire to consummate their marriage. Then again, she did seem rather invested in that kiss and as much as it pained him to admit it, so was he. Despite her smart mouth and stubborn attitude, the fact remained that he wanted her. In his bed, on her knees, bent over his sofa. Fucking hell right now he’d even settle for the backseat of his rental car. Perhaps she was feeling the same way. And it was their wedding night after all . . .

      Cole looked up, hoping to gauge her interest, but it was too late. She was already gone.
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      The day had been so hectic, Olivia hadn’t had a chance to catch her breath much less contemplate all that had transpired. But as she stood at the entrance to the hottest club on the Las Vegas Strip, she couldn’t help but wonder if the past twenty-four hours had been some sort of dream. Or at the very least an elaborate prank. Surely someone with a camera crew was about to jump out from behind the cab line to inform her she was on the latest episode of some sleazy reality show and that she wasn’t actually Mrs. Coleman Grant III.

      But instead of a B-List television host, Olivia was greeted by a rather intimidating bouncer. He was dressed in all black, an apparent pre-requisite for working most anywhere in that town, and stood well over six feet tall. Yet it wasn’t his height that Olivia found most daunting, it was the way his biceps bulged the fabric of his suit coat with even the slightest movement of his arms. This was a man who could handle any trouble that came this way, swiftly and succinctly. Luckily for them, they were invited guests.

      “Name?” the man asked.

      Olivia turned to find Cassie’s wide eyes locked on the scene just beyond the doors. In the distance the main room of the club pulsed and throbbed like a living creature. A dance floor the size of a basketball court was jammed with bodies all swaying beneath a giant LED chandelier that looked like a spaceship hovering above the massive crowd. Bright lights reflected across liquid crystals as the monstrosity raised and lowered and spun to the beat of the music.

      She nudged Cassie with her elbow, breaking the trance.

      “Um, we’re here for the Miller/Ford party,” she said, giving the man the last names of the bride and groom. Matthew Miller and Emily Ford weren’t really the Vegas type. Their wedding was going to be a small, intimate affair in Emily’s hometown, some charming little place in Georgia that a national magazine had declared one of the “Top Ten Small Towns in America.” The last Olivia had heard from Cassie, her older brother and his fiancée weren’t even planning to have stag and hen nights. Eventually that gave way to plans for a joint trip with members of the wedding party. But then Matthew’s friends got involved and one thing led to another and the next thing she knew half the wedding guests were on their way to Las Vegas.

      “You’re on the terrace,” the bouncer said, offering no more explanation. He touched his fingertip to a small receiver lodged in his ear, then moved on to the next party, a group of young girls who were literally bouncing with excitement.

      Cassie looked at her and shrugged. “Upstairs maybe?”

      Olivia nodded. “Lead the way.”

      The two women zigged and zagged their way through the club until they found the entrance to The Terrace, a luxurious rooftop veranda providing sweeping views of the Las Vegas Strip in all its glittering glory. Though much smaller than the main club below, this venue still featured a large dance floor as well as a bar that ran the length of the building. But with etched glass and soft lighting, the tiered cabanas with plush sofas and billowing gauze curtains offered a relaxing atmosphere for enjoying a cocktail under the stars. It was the perfect place for a swanky bachelor/bachelorette party.

      A cool breeze blew a wisp of an auburn curl across Cassie’s face. “I thought the desert was supposed to be hot,” she said, tucking the stray hair behind her ear.

      “It is, during the day.”

      “Should have told me that before I packed nothing but sleeveless dresses.”

      “You’ll be fine once you start dancing. And besides, you’re killing it in that dress.” The two women had both gone the little black dress route for the night, Cassie in a sequined number and Olivia in a knock-off bandage dress. Under the right circumstances, even she enjoyed playing dress up. Unless of course she was at a cheesy wedding chapel and the dress in question was a retro wedding gown complete with an Elvira makeover.

      It had taken forever to scrub her face clean of the thick liner Mrs. Presley had applied above and below her eyes. When she finally finished, the last thing Olivia felt like doing was putting on more makeup. But it wasn’t likely a Vegas nightclub with thousand-dollar table minimums was going to let her in wearing the jeans and flip-flops she’d sported earlier in the evening. So she’d changed into her favorite dress, gathered her blond waves into a loose updo, and finished the look off with glossy nude lips and properly done smoky eyes.

      “No, killing it is how I would describe these shoes,” Cassie said with a laugh. “But nothing a few drinks won’t fix. What do you want, Pinot Grigio or are you hitting the hard stuff?”

      Olivia winced. “Not quite ready to get back on that horse. I’ll stick with soda for now.”

      “One Diet Coke with a lime coming right up then.” Cassie started to leave, then added, “And when I get back, you can tell me all about last night.”

      “Not much to tell.” Yeah, right. Only a wild night of fucking the man she hated most in the world followed by an outlandish marriage proposal and an even more outrageous wedding. Just your average weekend. So far, she’d managed to avoid Cassie’s interrogation. Sister-of-the Groom duties had kept her too busy to launch a proper investigation, but Olivia knew it was only a matter of time until she had to fess up and from the sound of things, that time had just run out.

      But she still had a few minutes of quiet to enjoy before the storm.

      Olivia moved to the corner of the patio to a spot overlooking the Strip. Below her, cars and crowds inched forward along the famed drive while behind her distant music blended with the murmur of conversation to create a white noise perfect for contemplating the day’s events. Depending on the point of view, she’d either made the worst mistake of her life or had taken advantage of the opportunity of a lifetime. Only time would tell which one.

      A sinking feeling settled in the pit of Olivia’s stomach. Maybe contemplation wasn’t such a good idea after all. Needing a distraction, she opened her beaded clutch and pulled out her smartphone. She was about to snap a photo of the mind-boggling view when a voice called out from somewhere behind her.

      “You’re not going to launch yourself into my lap again, are you?” She turned to find Cole lounging on a sectional sofa, his all black wardrobe a striking contrast to the white upholstery. He had one leg crossed over the other at the knee and an arm draped casually over the back cushion. “Because if you are, let me put my drink down first.”

      “I did no such thing. I only fell into your lap because of the turbulence.”

      Cole set his drink down on the glass table top and came to stand in front of her. “Did turbulence knock your bathing suit off as well?”

      “That wasn’t for you.”

      A smug grin curved his lips. “Oh, but in the end, it was.”

      She lifted her chin. “And in the end, you enjoyed it so much you put a ring on it.”

      Their eyes locked, neither of them looking away.

      Cole leaned in closer. Close enough for her to smell the scent of his cologne, to see his eyes darken, and to hear his breath grow shallow. His gaze dropped to her mouth as his head dipped, and for a moment she thought he might kiss her. But instead of touching his lips to hers, he brought them to her ear. “You didn’t talk so much when you had my cock in your mouth.”

      Olivia’s blood boiled. And yet there was no denying the effect he had on her. How could one man be so infuriating and still so damn sexy at the same time. She didn’t know whether she wanted to slap him or kiss him, since somehow she had an irresistible urge to do both. But in the end, she did neither. Instead she simply turned on her heel and walked away. She’d only made it a few yards when her phone vibrated in her hand.

      An incoming text from Cole lit her screen. Not like you to give up so easily.

      Bastard. She gritted her teeth as she typed a reply. Who says I’m giving up?

      You walked away.

      I was bored. Another thought occurred to her. Plus, I know you enjoy this view.

      Is that so?

      You’ve spent the past three months checking out my ass, so yes.

      There was a long pause before the tiny bubbles appeared to indicate he was responding. When the words finally popped up on the screen, they weren’t at all the ones she’d been expecting. Why aren’t you wearing your wedding ring?

      “Who are you texting?” Cassie asked.

      The question hit Olivia like a bucket of ice-cold water, and she froze. Because while her friend’s intent was innocent enough, she’d unknowingly just asked the million-dollar question. Or in Cole’s case, as he was so fond of reminding her, the billion-dollar question. And while there were at least a dozen ways to describe the person currently on the receiving end of Olivia’s text messages—Dr. Douchebag still being one of her favorites—the fact remained that he now had a new title as well. One her best friend was still blissfully unaware of. No time like the present, she thought. Besides, maybe the loud music would drown out the screams.

      Olivia looked up from her phone and braced herself for impact. “My husband.”

      “Your husband?” Cassie laughed. “Yeah, well, Chris Hemsworth texted me earlier, so there.”

      But when Olivia didn’t join in on the laughter, let alone crack a smile, Cassie grew quiet. A beat passed before she reacted at all but then her eyes grew so wide they nearly popped out of her head.

      “You got married?” The last word was more screeched than spoken but thanks to the music, barely audible. “Who? When? And for fuck’s sake why?”

      Oh hell, she was swearing. Cassie hardly ever swore, and when she did it was usually over something truly epic, like when her flambé nearly burning down the apartment complex. This conversation was going to be a lot more difficult than Olivia feared.

      She took Cassie by the hand and lead her to an empty spot on one of the sofas where she tried her best to give an accurate accounting of the last twenty-four hours. At least the part that she remembered.

      “You got married today. By an Elvis impersonator,” Cassie said when Olivia finished. It was as if she needed to say the words out loud in order to fully process them.

      “Yes,” Olivia replied even though Cassie hadn’t really asked a question.

      “And you were okay with that?”

      Olivia glanced down at the bare ring finger of her left hand. She’d told Cole she didn’t care what type of ceremony they had, and in all honesty, she hadn’t. She’d never been one of those little girls who dressed her Barbie up in a frilly white gown to marry her off to Ken with the entire playroom serving as witness. And while she enjoyed a good romance novel as much as the next gal, at least the smutty parts, she never really believed in the over-the-top gestures. Those were conjured fantasies after all, not real life. But still, she’d never quite imagined a wedding like the one they’d had either.

      She pushed the unwelcome thoughts from her mind and with a steely resolve Olivia straightened her spine. That sham of a ceremony might have been legal, but it was far from genuine. “What happened this afternoon at the Hunk-O-Hunk of Burning Love Chapel wasn’t really my wedding, Cassie. It was just the final step in a lengthy negotiation, that’s all. Believe me, if I ever do get married, you will be right by my side.” She gave her friend a reassuring smile. “And don’t think for a minute you’re off the hook for making the cake.”

      It was obvious that Cassie was trying her best to muster the enthusiasm she knew Olivia was hoping for, although despite the curve that formed on her lips, the worry remained in her eyes. But before she could say anything, her brother rounded the sofa.

      “There you are,” Matthew said. His auburn hair was in a total disarray and he seemed frazzled and out of breath, which only re-enforced Olivia’s suspicion that formal wedding events weren’t all they were cracked up to be. “Been looking everywhere for you. Emily wants to get a picture with the two of us.”

      “Give me a minute, okay? Olivia and I were just—”

      “Go with your brother. I’m fine.”

      “Maybe I’m not.”

      Olivia laughed. “Well, nothing about the situation is going to change in the next twenty minutes so go smile for the camera. Can’t disappoint the bride. Says so in the rule book.”

      Begrudgingly, Cassie allowed herself to be dragged off by her brother. But a half hour later she was the one doing the dragging. She found Olivia sitting at the bar talking to a cousin of Emily’s who’d flown in for the weekend from Georgia. “Come with me,” she said, grabbing hold of Olivia’s hand. It was a command, not a request.

      Olivia barely had time to mouth an apology to the man before they were in motion. “Whoa, slow down,” she said as her heel caught on the stone patio. “I’m going to spill my twenty-dollar drink. Where are we going in such hurry anyways—”

      Cassie drew to an abrupt halt directly in front of Cole. Beside him stood their tour guide from the night before.

      “Hi, Conor.”

      “Hi, Olivia, or should I say Mrs. Grant?” He smiled as he lifted his drink to his lips, then paused with an observation. “Oh, shit, this is sort of your wedding reception, isn’t it? At least it’s a classy joint as far as bachelor parties go. Wouldn’t want you tossing your bouquet at some seedy strip club.” He took a sip of what looked and smelled like bourbon then whispered to Cole in a voice loud enough for them all to hear, “Let me know if you need a hand taking off her garter.”

      Cole elbowed him in the ribs, sending Conor’s drink splashing out of his glass and all over his shirt. “Shut the fuck up, asswipe.”

      “We need to talk to you,” Cassie said, her eyes darting from Olivia to Cole. “Both of you.”

      “Yeah,” Conor said. “Because even though you’re both fucktards, we don’t want your asses to end up in jail.”

      Cassie silenced him with a single glance. “What your Neanderthal friend is trying to say is that we both love you and even though we can’t begin to understand what you’ve done, the last thing we want is to see the two of you end up in any kind of trouble.”

      “You are a sweetheart,” Olivia said. “But I don’t think the wedding police are going to bust us.”

      “No, but his grandmother might,” Conor countered.

      “There’s nothing she can do about it,” Cole said. “The marriage is legal. So says the state of Nevada and the King of Rock ’n’ Roll.”

      “Elvis’s blessing aside,” Conor said. “Do you really think Meredith is going to give up that easily?”

      “She won’t have a choice. This isn’t a criminal matter, Conor. Ms. Ramsey—”

      “You mean Mrs. Grant?” Conor corrected.

      “Olivia,” Cole continued, accenting her name, “is a U.S. citizen and aside from immigration fraud, it’s not a crime to marry someone you can barely tolerate.” He looked at Olivia. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” she replied.

      “All I know is that grandma of yours scares the fuck out of me.” Conor shuddered.

      An elderly woman scared a man who was over six feet tall? She must be some granny.

      “At the very least she’s going to want to, you know, authenticate this,” he said. “If I were you I’d be getting my shit together.”

      Cassie nodded in agreement. “You’re going to have to at least pretend to love each other.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “If I was that good of an actress, I would be—”

      Cole cut her off. “I don’t see any reason we should have to alter our lives just because a piece of paper says we’re legally bound.”

      Olivia cringed at the words “legally bound.”

      “Really, that’s your big plan?” Cassie asked. “Just get married and then go about your business like nothing’s happened?”

      “Yes,” the newlyweds said in unison.

      “Then how do you expect anyone to buy this as real?” Cassie asked.

      Olivia turned to Cole with raised brows, but he simply met her stare with one of his own. “Don’t look at me,” she said. “This was your brainchild.”

      Cole ran a hand through his hair. “It’s not like I gave it much forethought. In case you have forgotten, it was a rather spontaneous proposal.”

      Conor chuckled. “Classic.”

      “Unbelievable.” Cassie said. “Are you two even going back to Chicago on the same flight?”

      Olivia looked at her new husband who seemed decidedly less confident than he had an hour before. “Three o’clock?”

      Cole nodded.

      “You haven’t even discussed the flight home?” Cassie’s voice was several octaves too high. “Here, let me introduce you. Cole, this is Olivia. Olivia, this is Cole. Seems you two are married now, so you might want to get to know each other a bit before his grandma tries to have you brought up on fraud.”

      “That’s not a possibility, is it?” Olivia asked Cole.

      “Of course not,” he replied.

      A fission of anxiety crept its way up her spine. “Are you sure?”

      Cole shot her a look. “Yes, Olivia, I’m sure. I have a team of lawyers on retainer. Do you really think I would have done this without their counsel?”

      She felt the tension ease from her frame. Of course, Cole would have done his due diligence, as he liked to say. But although Olivia felt relief, Conor was having far too much fun to let the subject go.

      “Tell me you’ve at least made arrangements for conjugal visits?” he asked, still laughing as he slugged back the unspilled remnants of his drink.

      “I’m not going to jail, asshole.”

      “It’ll be fine. Orange is the new black.” Conor nodded to Cole’s all black attire, then smirked. “And you already own a pair of handcuffs . . .”

      Handcuffs? Olivia swallowed hard. Before the night she’d spent with Cole, she had never experimented with any sort of kink. Not that she hadn’t been curious. Hell, half the world had bought a gray tie thanks to Jamie Dornan. But telling a partner that a little light bondage sounded fun wasn’t exactly the sort of thing you brought up over pizza and a movie. Yet somehow it had come up that night with Cole. A warmth spread through her as images of Cole, tying her hands with her panties, flashed before her eyes.

      He’d gazed down at her with hooded eyes as he bound her wrists with her lace panties, tugging the fabric until it was snug against her skin before pulling her hands above her head and securing them to the bed frame. When he was done, he lingered for a moment, his eyes drinking in every inch of her naked body, until she began to squirm under the weight of his stare.

      “What do you want, Olivia?” he’d asked.

      “Everything,” she whispered.

      “What are you talking about?” Cassie asked.

      Oh fuck. Olivia’s head snapped up at the realization that fantasy had just blended with reality. She certainly hadn’t meant to say that out loud. “Hmm?” she asked, trying to feign nonchalance.

      Cole stared at her for a beat before turning his attention to their well-meaning friends. “Will you two give us a minute?”

      “Only a minute? Dude, you really need to work on that stamina. Chicks dig a guy who can go all night.” He turned toward Cassie. “Am I right?”

      “You’re a lot less charming when I’m sober,” Cassie said.

      Conor laughed. “I’m an acquired taste.”

      Cassie ignored him, focusing instead on Olivia. “I’ll be right over there if you need me,” she said. Then she locked her gaze on Cole and added, “with both my eyes on you.”

      “Was Conor right?” Olivia asked the moment they were alone. “Will your grandmother come after us?”

      Cole shook his head. “There’s nothing she can do. The marriage is legal, which is all that matters. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to take a few precautions.”

      “What kind of precautions?”

      “I don’t think we need to make any drastic changes, but we should at least have our backstory straight.”

      “Our backstory?”

      He let out an exasperated sigh. “How we met, dates we went on, how you knew I was the perfect man for you.”

      “Come again?”

      “I believe you did.” He smirked. “Many times, in fact.”

      “I mean what the hell are you talking about? We don’t need some sort of fabricated history.”

      Cole snorted. “You’re not suggesting we tell the truth?”

      “A foreign concept to you I’m sure, but yes. ‘No legacy is so rich as honesty.’ Surely you’ve heard that one before?”

      “I’m familiar with Shakespeare, Olivia. But telling people we got married to satisfy the terms of my parents’ will isn’t going to exactly boost my public profile. Or the quarterly numbers for that matter.”

      “Not the part about why we married, the backstory. When people ask, we can explain how you’re a self-righteous megalomaniac with an utter disregard for the environment and how I’ve spent the last three months trying to show you the error of your ways. Of course, the last thing either of us expected was to fall in love and get hitched but then again, I am quite hard to resist.”

      “More like hard to avoid.”

      Olivia shrugged. “Semantics. Bottom line is opposites attract, politics makes for strange bedfellows, yada yada yada. Plus, it will make more sense when you announce your decision to establish the Northern Long Eared Bat Preservation Fund.” She flashed him a saccharin smile. “You know, as a wedding present to your new bride.”

      “Fine. We can go over the details on the flight tomorrow.”

      “In case you’ve forgotten, my seat is in steerage. And I’m not exactly welcome to pop in first class for a chat.”

      “I’ll upgrade you,” he said matter-of-factly. As if dropping a few grand on a plane ticket was as simple as buying her a latte.

      “Not a chance.” Tempting ice cream aside, there was no way Olivia was sitting in front of that polyester curtain. She had made a point and there was no turning back now, no matter how many toppings were on that sundae bar.

      Cole let out an exasperated breath. “Fine. I’ll switch seats with your friend. But only until we have the details ironed out.”

      “Whatever.” Olivia made a mental note to drag the conversation out until the meal service was over. If she had to stomach both airline food and a conversation with Coleman Grant, at least she could take satisfaction in the fact that he was having to choke down the same dehydrated ravioli she was. And the thought of him with his long legs tucked up under the tray table was almost enough to have her looking forward to the three-hour flight. Almost.

      They stood there staring at each other for several moments before Cole finally broke the awkward silence with a simple good-bye. “I’ll see you at the airport on Sunday then.” He nodded to a man who was waving to him from a table near the bar. “Enjoy your night,” he said before heading off to speak with his friend.

      Enjoy her night.

      The words rolled around in her head until a strange realization hit her.

      Her night.

      Her wedding night.

      That she would be spending alone.
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      Cole never broke stride as he made his way through the doors of Chicago’s Union League Club. Normally he’d stop to shake a few hands, but today he was in a hurry. It wasn’t every day a person could say they got the best of Meredith Vanderholden Grant. But on that day, his thirtieth birthday, Coleman Grant III had done just that. And truth be told, he couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when he delivered the news.

      He did, however, pause for a moment in front of the painting that hung at the top of the grand staircase. The club had over eight hundred pieces in their collection, prompting the Chicago Tribune to once call it “The Other Art Institute of Chicago,” but Claude Monet’s Apple Trees in Blossom was Cole’s absolute favorite. He often admired the work of art, but not merely because he was a fan of French Impressionism. On the contrary, what he loved most about the piece was the story of its acquisition. According to legend, when the club purchased the artwork in 1895, the then-president asked in total dismay why anyone would pay five hundred dollars for a “blob of paint.” The story resonated with Cole on many levels, not the least of which was the parallels he drew from his own struggle to take his family’s company out of the dark ages and into the new millennium as an industry leader. If his grandmother had had her way, they would have stayed the course his father had maintained for two decades. That’s not to say Cole didn’t respect the work his father had done during his tenure as CEO. But times changed, especially in technology, and never more rapidly than in the years following his parents’ death. And if there was one thing his grandmother resisted, it was change.

      Which was why they were once again meeting for lunch at the private club she preferred above any other the city had to offer. She belonged to five altogether, but the Union League Club was her favorite. Situated in the heart of the city’s financial district, the club’s membership included decades’ worth of former presidents and Supreme Court Justices, with their current roster being a virtual Who’s Who of Chicago. The dark paneled walls reeked of old money, and the bar served only the finest scotch. It was the perfect location for an afternoon power play. Only this time, it would be Cole who would walk away the victor.

      When he reached the dining room, Cole paused to take a deep breath. This is it, he thought as he straightened his tie and tugged on his cuffs. Time to end this battle once and for all.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Grant,” the maître d’ greeted him by name. “May I show you to your table?”

      “No, that won’t be necessary.” Cole knew he’d find his grandmother at her usual spot, a linen covered table for four in front of the oversized center window. She’d have her back to the glass of course, far more interested in the players in the room than the hustle and bustle on the street.

      “Cole, darling, how lovely to see you,” she said, greeting him with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She tilted her head in invitation and Cole obliged, pressing his cheek to hers in a half-assed attempt at appearing civil.

      “Grandmother.” He pulled out the leather wingback chair across from hers and took a seat.

      “You know, in some cultures it’s considered disrespectful to keep the head of the family waiting.”.

      “I’m five minutes late.”

      “I’m a busy woman. And as of today, my responsibilities have expanded greatly.”

      Cole had to fight the grin that tugged at his lips. This was proving to be more fun than he’d even hoped. He’d planned to drop the bomb and be on his way, but maybe he’d stay for lunch after all. Nothing wrong with letting the cat play with his mouse a bit.

      “Oh really?” he asked. “Did you finally purchase that new foal you’ve had your eye on?” He placed his napkin in his lap. “They’re saying with the right jockey he might have a chance at the Triple Crown.”

      Meredith lifted a perfectly arched brow. “Don’t play coy with me, Coleman. You’re well aware of the codicil in your father’s will.” Her gaze shifted as a new group of members entered the dining room. Cole watched as her shrewd stare evaluated their status. Satisfied that none of them warranted acknowledgment, she turned her attention back to Cole. “And we have the legal fees to prove that.”

      A frown creased his brow. “I will never understand his reasoning.”

      “Shall we begin with your teenage years or cut right to the college fiascos?”

      Buzzkill. But fuck if he was going to let her drag him down that Memory Lane. “I’m not here to prove myself to you, grandmother. I believe the quarterly reports speak for themselves.”

      “Family was important to your father. God rest his soul.”

      Yeah, Cole thought, so important that he’d never even acknowledged his own daughter.

      “The Grant Trust is well diversified. We’ve weathered worse than you,” she said with a smirk before growing more somber. “But the bottom line wasn’t his main concern. He only wanted what was best for you.”

      “And he thought threatening to cut me off was the best way to accomplish that?”

      “He merely provided an incentive.”

      Cole gave a harsh laugh. “Oh, is that what we’re calling it now?”

      “Your father gave you plenty of time to turn your life around.”

      “Worked out well for you that I’m such a fuck-up then, eh?”

      “Coleman,” she hissed. “I will not have you speaking to me in that manner.” His grandmother took a sip of water then dabbed the corner of her mouth with the linen napkin. When she spoke again, her voice was level and controlled. “And I won’t have you disrespecting your father either. All he ever wanted was for you to settle down and one day carry on the family name. Seeing as how he had no other children—”

      Fuck that shit. Cole bit down on his molars to keep from shouting. “He has a daughter,” he managed through gritted teeth.

      Meredith’s nostrils flared as she drew a deep breath through her nose. “I will not waste my time discussing that matter yet again.”

      Cole clenched his fist under the table in an effort to rein in his temper. Arguing with his grandmother was pointless anyway. She was never going to acknowledge Rebecca, and if Cole was honest, his sister was all the better for it. He would be forever grateful for having her in his life, and be forever trying to convince her to take the money that was her birthright, but dealing with Meredith Grant was a nightmare he wouldn’t wish on his worst enemy. But enough was enough. Playtime was over.

      “I guess I should be grateful then that you could spare a few moments to have a meal with your grandson on his birthday,” he said as he prepared to lower the boom. “I’m also happy to inform you that your schedule just opened up a bit.”

      She gave a small, delicate laugh. Some besotted fool had once told her it sounded like silverware clinking gently against a glass, but to Cole it was more like fingernails on a chalkboard. “Is that so?” she asked.

      “Mmm-Hmm.” Cole reached for his water glass with his left hand, watching with satisfaction as his grandmother’s steely gaze zeroed in on his platinum wedding band. “In fact, a toast is in order.” He glanced over his shoulder and gave the waiter a nod. “But with something more than water, don’t you think?”

      The waiter appeared at Cole’s side. “Yes, sir?”

      “A bottle of Cristal,” he ordered, never taking his eyes off his grandmother’s. “We have a great deal to celebrate.”

      Her gaze narrowed ever so slightly. “What have you done?”

      “Why, exactly what my parents wanted.”

      The waiter returned with two crystal flutes and a bottle of their finest champagne. He opened it with an understated flourish then filled the two glasses.

      “Thank you,” Cole said. “That will be all for now.” He waited until the gentleman had backed away from the table, and when they were alone again he lifted his glass in a toast. “To fulfilled destinies.”

      Meredith lifted her glass. Her smile never faltered, but a muscle in her neck twitched.

      “Care to be more specific?”

      “Forgive me, must be all the excitement.” Cole smirked over the rim of his glass as he took a sip of bubbly. Having the upper hand was something he’d grown accustomed to in business, but when it came to family, it was a whole new experience. No need to rush it. So instead he took his time, savoring the moment along with the vintage wine.

      When he was satisfied that enough time had passed, he slowly and methodically set the flute back on the table. “I’ve taken a bride, grandmother.”

      Her eyes widened infinitesimally but other than that she was completely still. A heavy silence hung in the air between them for what felt like an eternity, but when she finally spoke, her voice dripped with enough sugar to send half the dining room into a diabetic shock.

      “That’s wonderful, Cole. I’m so happy for you.” She smoothed an imaginary wrinkle out of her Chanel suit. “And I can’t wait to meet her.”

      “Meet her?” Cole nearly choked on his champagne. Meeting his grandmother was not something to be taken lightly. Even under the best circumstances, it was far from enjoyable, but with an agenda and an ax to grind, an evening with Meredith Vanderholden Grant could prove almost hazardous to one’s health. While his new bride was hardly his favorite person, even she didn’t deserve that fate.

      “Yes, at the gala Saturday. What a perfect opportunity for her to meet her new social circle.”

      Olivia at the Grant Foundation Gala? The thought alone nearly had him laughing out loud. Hell, her corporate hit list probably included half the guest list. He could just picture it, her stomping around in her combat boots waving pictures of persecuted animals under everyone’s noses as they munched on caviar and canapés.

      “You know someone more cynical might think you married this girl simply to retain control of Grant Industries.”

      Cole put his hand against his chest in an attempt to feign offense at such a notion. “Would I do that?”

      “Manipulate a girl to your advantage?” Her condescending smile revealed a row of perfectly capped teeth. “Absolutely.” She reached for her glass but instead of lifting it to her lips, she merely toyed with it, twirling the stem between her fingertips. “But still, I’m sure the marriage is genuine. I don’t think even you would risk jail time.”

      Cole chuckled. “She might be the old ball and chain, but it’s not like I’m serving a sentence.”

      “No, but that’s exactly where you might end up.”

      “How do you figure?”

      Meredith leveled her icy stare at him. “The courts don’t appreciate being deceived, Cole. I know Jeffrey would hate to have his proceedings turned into a mockery,” she said, casually referring to Judge Peterson by his first name. “Might even go so far as to consider it contempt of court.”

      “I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about.”

      “No need to play coy, Coleman. We’re family,” she said, as if that made some difference to her. Blood might have been thicker than water, but when it came to her family, preserving its legacy was far more important to Meredith Grant than any single member. That combined with her all-consuming greed, not just for money but for power, made his grandmother a formidable foe. “I’m thrilled you’ve found someone to share your life with. But if it’s proven that you’ve done this in bad faith and are actively deceiving the courts—”

      “Let me assure you, that’s not the case here,” he said, cutting off what he knew was just the beginning of his grandmother’s attempts to intimidate him. “But even if it were—hypothetically speaking, of course—”

      “Of course.”

      Cole ignored her sarcastic agreement. “Even if it were, do you really think I would enter into a relationship without thoroughly investigating any potential exposure or loss?” He lowered his voice. “I’m not one of your lackeys, grandmother. You’d do well to remember that.”

      “And you’d do well to remember that the court of public opinion can cause far more harm than our judicial system.”

      Cole smirked. “Honesty, grandmother, I would have expected more of an effort. That threat wasn’t even thinly veiled.” He placed his napkin on the table and stood. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, as much fun as this has been, I have a company to run.” He buttoned his suit jacket. “And a new bride who would like me home for dinner.”

      His phone was in his hand before he’d reached the staircase and he had it pressed to his ear the moment he was through the revolving door.

      She answered on the third ring.

      “Olivia Ramsey.”

      Cole’s steps slowed. Ramsey? Fucking hell. Sham of a marriage or not, no wife of his was keeping her maiden name. A strange sensation flooded his gut, but he shook it off as nothing more than indigestion. A meal with his grandmother, even a liquid one, was known to have that effect.

      “They were right,” Cole said, forgoing any pleasantries. He tucked the phone between his ear and shoulder and reached into his suit pocket for a roll of antacids.

      “Hello to you too,” Olivia replied. “And who was right?”

      “Cassie and Conor.” A horn blared as Cole crossed the street against the light. Like he gave a flying fuck. “I just met with my grandmother. She played the fraud card.”

      “That didn’t take long.”

      “The old bat was practically foaming at the mouth.”

      “Did you shut her down?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” he said. “I pointed out that she has no legal leg to stand on, but she made it clear she’s not giving up that easily.” Cole could have kicked himself for letting his guard down with her for even a minute. He should have anticipated any and all responses and taken the necessary precautions. But instead he allowed himself the luxury of enjoying his victory. Rookie mistake. He knew better.

      “She’s threatening to go public with her suspicions.”

      “Let her. It’s not like your love life is front page news.”

      “No, but it would make the gossip rags.” Cole ran a hand through his hair “Olivia, companies live and die by stock holder confidence. If my grandmother starts spreading the word that my father had added a failsafe to his will that I not only didn’t live up to, but had to essentially bribe a woman to circumvent . . .” He drew a steadying breath. “I could stand to lose everything.

      “Fuck.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Fuck,” she repeated. There was a long, heavy pause before she spoke again. “So, what do we do now?”

      “The only thing we can do. Move in together.”

      Olivia snorted. His wife, ladies and gentleman, class personified.

      “Yeah, right,” she said with a laugh.

      “I’m serious, Olivia.”

      “This was not part of the deal.”

      “Consider it a renegotiation. Meet me at my penthouse in an hour.”

      “Cole, I can’t just drop everything and come running when you call.”

      “You can, and you will.”

      “Or what, you’ll drag me off by the hair and tie me to your bed again?”

      If he didn’t know better, Cole would have sworn that sounded more like a request than a question. Either way, thoughts of Olivia’s naked body stretched across his bed filled Cole’s mind, just as they had countless times over the past four days. And just like every other time, it left him wanting more. He’d tried to take matters into his own hands, so to speak. But no matter how many times he jerked off, the desire to have her never seemed to go away. In fact, if anything, it just grew stronger. Because now he knew exactly what he was missing. He’d been confident that sleeping with her once would do the trick. It would be disappointing, and the bizarre fixation would end. But instead of ending his fantasies, being with her had exceeded them. There was no denying the fact that the sex that night had been hard and raw and oh so good. And according to his cock, he was ready to go again.

      His muscles tightened, and his cock pulsed. Cole inhaled through his nose, trying to block all thoughts of naked Olivia from his mind by running through baseball statistics. It took half the Cubs starting lineup to get his dick under control.

      She laughed. “You’re thinking about that, aren’t you?”

      “There are plenty of other bedrooms,” he said, when he could trust that his voice would be level. “You won’t need to share mine.”

      “Of course not. But if you think I’m sleeping in the servants’ quarters, you’re sadly mistaken. And who says we have to live at your place anyway? There’s nothing wrong with my apartment.”

      Cole wasn’t even going to dignify that nonsense with a response. Instead, he pulled the phone away from his ear and texted her his address. When he returned to the call, she was still talking.

      “I might only be your wife on paper but—”

      “I just sent you the necessary information,” Cole said, ending her diatribe. “Meet me there after work.” With that he hung up the phone. Like hell if he was moving into some shitty apartment in the south Loop. Not when he had a spacious Gold Coast penthouse. As for the sleeping arrangements, they’d figure out details like that later. Right now, he had a far more pressing issue. His wife was about to meet his grandmother. This was war, and Olivia had to be dressed for battle.
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      Olivia fired up her laptop. If Cole was going to keep her waiting, at least she could get a bit of work done. She leaned back in her chair while she waited for the screen to boot up and took a closer look at the penthouse he called home. It was more like an art gallery than a place where someone actually lived. Soaring white walls were dotted with brightly colored abstract art and even the furniture looked like it was meant to be merely admired, not actually sat on.

      Her gaze dropped to the table she was using as a makeshift desk. It was nothing more than an enormous slab of glass mounted atop a jagged boulder. Not exactly the type of dining room where you would serve Thanksgiving dinner. Then again, the only family Cole had left was his grandmother, and from the sound of things they weren’t exactly celebrating holidays together.

      With the computer ready to roll, Olivia clicked on the file where she kept her list of potential projects. If Cole was right about the Grant name opening doors, then she intended to make good use of it. And there was no time to waste because she didn’t plan on being Mrs. Grant a second longer than she had to. Mrs. Grant. The name sounded so foreign, like it belonged to Cole’s mother, not to her.

      Cole’s mother.

      The previous research she’d done had all centered around Cole’s business endeavors. She’d never taken the time to delve into his family tree. Curious, Olivia opened the search engine and typed the words “Grant Family Chicago.” All at once, hundreds of images filled the screen. Most were of Cole at various high-profile events, a different woman on his arm at each one. But there were also a few of his grandmother. Olivia scrolled through several shots of Meredith Grant. She looked harmless enough. In fact, she seemed like any other grandmother. Except for the diamonds. And the designer clothes. And the Botox. In nearly every shot, Meredith had the same tight smile plastered across her face, and yet above the eyes there wasn’t a wrinkle to be found. Okay, so maybe she wasn’t the average granny. But still, she couldn’t really be as horrible as Cole described, could she?

      As she was about to close the tab, a picture of Cole taken on the red carpet at the Oscars caught Olivia’s eye. He was standing in front of a grandstand of screaming fans with a stunning and somewhat familiar looking brunette at his side. Perhaps she was a nominee? It would certainly explain how he managed to snag a seat at such a prestigious event. A ticket to the Oscars was hard to come by, even for a billionaire mogul. Her interest piqued, Olivia followed the link. She scanned the short article but found only the original photo with a small caption underneath. There was no mention of his date or why he was there in the first place. She tucked that little tidbit into the back of her mind for further investigation and refreshed the browser.

      A photo she hadn’t noticed before appeared at the top of the image search. It had been taken in front of a construction site. Cole couldn’t have been more than three or four years old. He was standing on a platform between his parents, wearing short pants and knee socks and holding a small plastic shovel. In spite of the anger and frustration she felt for the man, she couldn’t help but smile at the little boy with the impish grin and mop of unruly curls. But that amusement quickly turned to sadness. From what she had learned so far, they hadn’t been a very happy family. At least not for long.

      Olivia studied the photo. Cole’s father looked to be about the age Cole was now. He had the same dark hair as his son, and the scowl on his face was certainly familiar as well. His mother on the other hand was smiling. She was beautiful, there was no doubt about that, but what really stood out in the photo was the loving way she gazed down at her son.

      Another click of the cursor took her to the Tribune archives. Olivia chewed the nail of her index finger as she read about the events that had left Cole an orphan. A car accident on a hairpin turn on Lake Shore Drive had killed his parents during his first year at Princeton. The article focused mainly on the Grant family’s contributions to the city versus the details of the actual crash, but the photo of a flipped car surrounded by rescue vehicles spoke volumes.

      A lump formed in Olivia’s throat. Cole might have been overbearing, self-centered, and unreasonable, but not even he deserved to endure a tragedy like that.

      The phone rang on the table next to her and she jumped. With any luck, maybe it was her husband calling to tell her it was a false alarm and that she could leave his museum of a home and head back to her apartment. But when she looked at the screen, the caller ID showed Cassie’s name.

      “Hello,” Olivia said. Her voice sounded hoarse.

      Cassie didn’t bother with hello. Instead she launched right into questions, firing one after another in rapid succession. “What’s wrong? Were you crying? Is everything all right? What did he do?”

      “Slow down. Nothing’s wrong, well, aside from the obvious. No, I wasn’t crying. Yes, everything is all right. As for what did he do,” she said with a small laugh. “How much time do you have?”

      “I’m being serious. You sound horrible.”

      “My throat was just dry. I need a drink of water, that’s all.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. Although come to think of it, I do have some bad news.”

      “What?”

      “Looks like I’m going to have to move into Cole’s penthouse.”

      Cassie laughed. “And you call that bad news?”

      “Before you break into a rendition of The Jefferson’s theme song, I want you to consider the fact that “moving on up” means moving in with Dr. Douchebag.”

      “You mean the man you vehemently denied being attracted to, then screwed like a bunny rabbit?”

      “I was drunk.” When all else fails, blame the tequila.

      “Tell yourself whatever you want, but you’re not fooling me. You were hot for him. And my money says you still are.”

      Olivia snorted. “Yeah, right.”

      “You’re not even the teensiest bit interested in consummating the marriage?” The way Cassie’s voice went up at the end of the question betrayed her hope that the answer would be “yes.”

      “Nope, not at all.” Liar, liar pants on fire. “The only thing I’m thinking about is how to lay eyes on Cole as little as possible over the next three months.” That last part was true. The man was annoying—not to mention annoyingly sexy—and avoiding him as much as possible was the best way to deal with both.

      “He can’t be that bad, and besides, I’m sure his place is enormous. You take one wing, he can take the other.”

      Olivia considered her friend’s suggestion. “That actually doesn’t sound like a bad idea.” She leaned back in the chair and crossed her bare feet on the glass table. “So, what’s new with you?”

      “Same old, same old. Looking for a job, not having any money . . . oh, but I managed to keep my soufflé from falling.”

      Olivia laughed “If that’s some sort of sexual reference, I don’t think I want to know.”

      “Gross.” Even without being able to see her, Olivia knew Cassie was rolling her eyes. “Enough about my boring life, tell me about this place you’re living in. What’s it like?”

      “Very . . . modern. And cold. At least what I’ve seen so far, which is pretty much only the front door and the living room.”

      “No way, really? I’d have thought you would have gone all Nancy Drew on the place.”

      “Some big dude, who I’m fairly sure is packing a gun, let me in. Didn’t want to wander too far and end up getting myself shot.”

      “Doubt that.”

      “Hey, guns in homes are twenty-two times more likely to be involved in accidental shootings.”

      “Have you been watching Jim Jefferies again?”

      Olivia smiled. “No, but that sounds like an excellent idea.” Although irreverent and crass, Jefferies’ stand-up never failed to make her laugh. And since there was little doubt his humor would drive Cole absolutely batshit, firing up his latest Netflix special on the flat screen would be a win-win for the night. Olivia glanced around the room for a television before deciding it probably lowered from the ceiling like something out of the Starship Enterprise.

      “Promise me you’ll at least go check out the kitchen.” Olivia could hear the envy in Cassie’s voice. Neither one of them cared too much about money, but for Cassie cash meant cooking. It had taken her nearly a year to save up for the stand mixer she’d had her eye on, and Olivia knew for a fact she bought the occasional lottery ticket in the hopes of designing her dream kitchen.

      “I will,” Olivia said. “And who knows, maybe I’ll find a giant stash of that Le Creuset stuff you like so much and stick one in my purse.”

      Cassie laughed. “No cookware larceny on my account, please. But say the word and I’ll be glad to come over and bake up a big mess.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Olivia hung up the phone and headed off to find a glass of water and to follow through on her promise to fully investigate the culinary situation. After several wrong turns—how big was this place anyway?—she finally found the hallway that lead to the kitchen.

      When she walked through the doorway, she came to an abrupt stop. Thanks to Cassie, she’d seen more than her fair share of cooking shows, but Cole’s kitchen put them all to shame. Modern cabinets with black lacquered doors spanned the length of two walls, while an island with a marble slab top sat in the middle beneath brightly colored blown glass lights. The whole place looked like it had been plucked straight out of a luxury home magazine, but what really left her awestruck was the array of professional-grade appliances. Cole’s kitchen could have easily run any number of Rush Street eateries.

      Olivia whistled through her teeth. Cassie was going to lose her freaking mind. There was a twelve-burner cooktop—the kind with the bright red knobs—a convection oven, an indoor grill, an espresso maker to rival the one at Cole’s beloved Starbucks, and two dishwashers. And as if the double door, stainless steel Subzero the size of a small car wasn’t enough, there was also a full-height, glass door beverage fridge with enough bottled water to stock a 7-11. Evian, Fiji, Voss, VEEN . . . the list went on and on. And that was just the still water. From the looks of it, Cole could have eased the California drought from his kitchen alone. And she didn’t even want to think about where all that plastic would end up. She’d once read a study that estimated U.S. landfills to be overflowing with two million tons of discarded water bottles, a statistic made all the more believable by the outlandish display in front of her.

      In protest, Olivia grabbed a glass from one of the cabinets and filled it from the tap before making her way back to the main room. Cole was standing in the entryway flipping through a stack of mail someone had left on a table by the door. Olivia took advantage of the unguarded moment, watching him with a curious eye. His light blue tie had been tugged loose and his hair was in a total disarray. Maybe it was the unruly mane, but something about him reminded her of the small child from the photos, and for a fleeting moment she wanted nothing more than to wrap her arms around him.

      But then he looked up and the facade of an innocent boy fell away, leaving nothing but the scowl of a hardened man.

      “By all means, make yourself at home,” he said as he sauntered into the room. The snide tone of his voice instantly negated any compassion she’d been feeling for the man. He might have been a cute kid, but that wasn’t the person standing in front of her.
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        * * *

      

      The sight of his new roommate had Cole fighting the urge to roll his eyes. He wasn’t accustomed to sharing his home with anyone, much less someone wearing a SpongeBob T-shirt.

      “Your butler let me in.” She set her glass of water on the table next to her laptop. “Who has a butler anyways? What are you, Bruce Wayne or something?”

      “Jonathan is not my butler.”

      “Either way, you’re late.”

      “Nagging wife? Guess I should have expected that given our courtship.”

      “Funny.” She smirked. “But if you’re going to summon someone to your house, you could at least have the decency to be there when they arrive.”

      “Disappointed I didn’t carry you across the threshold?”

      “Hardly. Although common courtesy would be nice.” Her gaze dropped to the garment bags draped over his arm. “But I guess you had a Macy’s coupon burning a hole in your pocket.”

      “First of all, I’ve never used a coupon in my life. Second, I’ve never been to Macy’s.” He paused as a long-forgotten memory surfaced at the corner of his mind, then corrected himself. “Once, but it was Marshall Field’s then.”

      “Let me guess, stepped in to get out of the rain?”

      Cole frowned. “If you must know, my mother took me to see Santa Claus and eat chicken pot pies under the giant tree in the Walnut Room.”

      Olivia’s expression turned from smug to contrite. He should have been used to it by now, the woman had an uncanny knack for opening her mouth and inserting both feet, which for the first time he realized were bare. What was it about women and shoes? They couldn’t buy enough of them, yet never seemed to have them on.

      “Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” she said in what was clearly an attempt to change the subject. “What’s with the shop-a-thon?”

      “They’re for you.”

      She stilled. “You went shopping for me?”

      “No. My assistant went shopping. And believe me, this is as much for me as it is for you.”

      “I swear, Cole, if you sent your assistant out to buy some kinky fetish costume—”

      “If you will shut up for two minutes, I can explain.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and pressed her lips together.

      “Hmm, progress,” he murmured. His gaze dropped to her chest where her new pose had pushed her tits together in what his cock saw as a goddamn invitation. Down boy, he thought, not worth the aggravation.

      After a quick adjustment, Cole strolled over to the dining room table and laid the garment bags across the top. Olivia waited impatiently, tapping her foot while he slowly and methodically took his dark suit coat off and draped it over the back of one of the chairs. When he finally spoke, his tone was grave. “My grandmother wants to meet you.”

      She exhaled a sigh of relief. “Jesus, is that all? From the look on your face I was expecting something really bad.”

      Cole knew from experience that Olivia could go toe to toe with an asshole like him. But in this case, she had no idea what she was up against. “It would be a serious mistake to underestimate my grandmother. That’s when she’s at her most lethal.”

      “Look, I know Granny Dearest just put you through one hell of a legal battle and that had to have taken its toll on your relationship, but how bad could it be to break bread with a little old lady?”

      “For starters, don’t ever refer to her as old.” He raised a brow. “Then again, the ensuing stroke would solve all our problems.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine. We can have tea or something. That’s the sort of thing you rich folks do, right? Tea with little sandwiches that have the crusts cut off?”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Sure it is. I’ll be on my best behavior. I’ll sit there quietly and sip tea. I’ll keep my elbows off the table and stick my pinky out. And if you say please, I’ll even manage to smile.”

      Cole laughed out loud. “It would almost be worth setting up a second meeting just to witness that because for the life of me I can’t picture you quietly doing anything.” He gazed down at her, and his voice lowered intimately. “Unless of course you were gagged.” The image of Olivia’s smart mouth quieted by a bright red ball gag was making his efforts to keep his dick under control damn near impossible. Time to redirect. “Assuming of course you’re not banned from the Drake for staging some sort of protest. Are you on any lists I should know about?”

      “You know what, forget it. Tell your grandmother thanks but no thanks. One Grant in my life is one too many. I don’t need another.” She turned to leave the room, but Cole was tight on her heels.

      “No isn’t an option, Olivia.”

      She looked down to where his hand held her arm just above the elbow and arched her brow. He released his hold on her, but the intensity of his gaze never faltered.

      “Meredith isn’t your typical grandmother. The only maternal instinct the woman ever had was towards money.”

      “I’m familiar with the greedy corporate types,” she said, fixing him with a pointed stare.

      “This isn’t some battle over endangered wetlands. This is personal. She’s spent her entire life manipulating people to get what she wants. Threats, bribes, intimidation. Whatever it takes. Nothing is off limits.”

      “Sounds like she’s a real bitch.”

      A hint of a smile tugged at the corner of Cole’s lips. “Indeed.” He grew somber once more. “Her back is against the wall now, which is when she’s her most dangerous. I know how she operates. She finds the weak spot and then she attacks like a viper in pearls.”

      “Nice image.”

      “There won’t be anything nice about it. Make no mistake, you are the weak spot, Olivia. This marriage of ours is the only thing keeping my grandmother from getting what she wants. She’s going to try to take us down and she’s going to use every available resource to do it.”

      “You really think she’d try to disgrace her own grandson just to have more money? At a certain point aren’t there enough millions to go around?”

      “Billions,” he corrected matter-of-factly.

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “Right, I keep forgetting you’re not the average rich guy. But that goes even more to my point.”

      “It’s not about the money, although make no mistake, that’s a close second. It’s the power it brings. The control. And it’s the family name on top of the building. The Grant legacy means more to her than any one of its members. Collateral damage.”

      “Fine.” Olivia shoulders sagged. “What do I need to do?”

      “As I already said, my grandmother wants to meet you.”

      “What, to like size me up, see if I’m worthy?”

      “She already knows you’re not worthy.”

      Her mouth popped open.

      “But I wouldn’t take it too personally,” Cole quickly added. He needed Olivia’s head in the game, not out for revenge. “In her opinion, no one would be. And as for sizing you up, I’m sure she’s already had a file put together that tells her everything from what pre-school you attended to what you had for breakfast yesterday.”

      “What does my oatmeal and granola have to do with anything?”

      “Nothing. That’s just due diligence.”

      “You people really like your business references.”

      “She wants to watch how we interact,” he said, ignoring her comment. “And she wants to do it in a very public arena.”

      “To see if we can pull it off?”

      “Exactly.”

      “When?”

      “Saturday.”

      Olivia’s eyes grew wide. “That’s in four days.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Just tell her we’re busy.”

      “Impossible. Saturday is the annual gala hosted by the Grant Foundation. Proceeds from the event fund the many charities we oversee. Everyone who is anyone in the city will be there, as will most of the press.”

      “And skipping it this year isn’t an option?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve never missed one. Doing so now would be a major red flag.”

      “Okay, so we get dressed up, drink free booze, and pretend to like each other.” She flashed him an overly sweet smile. “Two out of three won’t be so bad.”

      “It’s black tie optional,” Cole said, choosing to ignore her dig. “But most will be in formal attire.” He turned back to the glass table and unzipped one of the bags. “Which is why I asked my assistant to pick these up.”

      “I do own nice clothes, you know.”

      “Lack of evidence to that notwithstanding, the gala has a theme. This year it’s ‘A Night in Casablanca.’ So while I’m sure you could scrounge up something nicer than what you wore say, to our wedding, I doubt you have anything appropriate for the 1940’s.”

      “How did you even know what size to get?”

      His lips curved into a lascivious grin. “I did a bit of hands-on research while we were in Vegas. Size six if I’m not mistaken. And,” he narrowed his eyes on her breasts. “34B.”

      Olivia straightened. “C, thank you very much.”

      He chuckled. “If you say so.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “Maybe. But I’m an asshole bearing gifts. My assistant has impeccable taste. I’m sure one of these will be to your liking.” His gaze shifted from the stack of garment bags to the laptop that sat open beside them.

      Olivia quickly moved to close the screen.

      He raised a suspicious brow. “Worried I’ll discover all your corporate secrets?”

      “We’re not exactly on the same team, Cole.”

      “Well, for now at least we’ve called a truce. I might be a bastard, but my word is my bond. I meant what I said in Vegas, Olivia. I’ll take the necessary steps to protect those little snot-nose rats.”

      “Bats” she corrected.

      “Rats with wings,” he countered.

      “I know you think the world revolves around Coleman Grant, so it might surprise you to know you are not the only corporation I lobby. How do I know you won’t tip off your rich buddies at the next meeting of Moguls Against Humanity?”

      A deep laugh vibrated in the back of his throat. “Is that what you think the one percent does, get together to play squash and swap plans for . . . what did you call it? Ah yes, global destruction.”

      She glared at him. “Screw you and your self-righteous attitude. I’m right, and I have the facts to back it up.”

      Judging by the look on her face, Cole was about to hear each and every one. Great.

      “The use and damage of the environment has reached an unprecedented level in terms of pollution and the rapid loss of freshwater, fish, and fertile soil. And it’s people like you who have gotten us in this crisis. According to a recent United Nations study, the world’s biggest companies would lose more than one-third of their profits if they were held financially accountable for the pollution and damage to the natural environment they’ve directly caused.”

      “As fascinating as that Wikipedia monologue was, let’s take a step back, shall we? How many other CEOs have you been stalking? And do you always sleep with them if things aren’t going your way?”

      Her cheeks flamed. “Did you really just imply I’d trade in sexual favors? Unless . . .” Her expression shifted from indignation to arrogance. “You’re jealous!”

      Cole snorted. “Hardly.”

      “Must drive you crazy thinking you’re not so special.”

      “On the contrary. Just wondering if I should see about some penicillin.”

      “Oh, you’re one to talk. Googling your name brings up the goddamn Victoria’s Secret catalog.”

      His brows shot up. “So you’ve googled me?”

      “Due diligence.” She smirked at him, then pressed on. “Tell me, exactly how many supermodels have been up here?” Her gaze shifted to the entryway. “Gotta admit, I’m kind of surprised you don’t have a revolving door. Then again, it was an express elevator.”

      He shook his head. “You’re just pissed that I have more sex than you do.”

      “Had,” she corrected.

      “Come again?”

      “Not anytime soon.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What the fuck are you talking about?

      “Fidelity. I’m sure it’s a foreign concept to you, but it was one of your terms, remember? I believe you referred to it as ‘taking myself off the market.’”

      Cole’s entire body stiffened. “That was meant for you, not me.”

      “Fake marriage or not, same rules apply.” She leveled her stare. “To both of us.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      Her chin tilted up. “Does it look like I’m joking?”

      He moved a step closer. “You’re deluded.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “You’re a bitch.”

      They were only inches apart. Close enough for him to hear her breath coming quick and shallow and to see the fire flash through her eyes. But it was more than rage he saw burning in her hazel eyes; it was hunger.

      “You’re a—”

      He was on her before she could hurl the next insult. In a flash of movement, he caught her around the waist, hauling her against him. Her mouth fell open on a gasp, and he took full advantage, his lips finding hers and his tongue filling her with a deep, searing stroke.

      “You drive me fucking crazy,” he growled before once again claiming her mouth in an unforgiving kiss.

      A battle he was destined to lose waged inside him. He’d sworn to himself that what happened in Vegas was nothing more than a drunken lapse in judgment. A one-time event never to be repeated. But even though a part of him already knew he’d regret it later, all he could think about was how much he wanted her.

      “Really?” she rasped. “’Cause I don’t give you a second thought.”

      Her breath left her in a rush as he pushed her hard against the nearest wall. His erection prodded her sensitive flesh, and the last ounce of her resistance dissolved. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her hands finding their way into his hair as he cupped her breast, and her back arching in a silent request for more.

      He paused to brush his thumb across the nipple straining the fabric of her shirt before smoothing his palm over the contours of her waist and hip. Then he shifted, and his questing fingers slid beneath the waistband of her yoga pants.

      “So wet,” he groaned. The pad of his thumb circled the top of her sex as his middle finger eased inside. “Been thinking about this all night, have you?”

      “Fuck you.” Her words lacked conviction though he knew a part of her wanted to shove him away or hell, even kick him in the balls, before telling him to fuck the hell off. But her body remembered this—instinctively reacting to his lips, his tongue, his touch.

      He tore his mouth from hers, dragging his lips down her throat. “Only if you say please,” he said, sinking his teeth into the curve of her neck.

      Olivia’s head fell back on a gasp. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      He smiled against her skin. “Not as much as you’d like feeling me inside you.” His teeth grazed her jaw as a second finger joined the first. Olivia clutched his hair as her hips circled and rocked against his hand. Almost, he thought. He kept up, torturing her in a steady rhythm until her legs began to tremble. “Say it,” he whispered. “Tell me what my filthy girl wants.”

      “Fuck me.” She was practically panting with need. “Please.”

      Cole staggered back, then in a surge of power lifted Olivia into his arms. She clung to him, holding tight as he carried her down the hallway to his bedroom. With a sharp kick, the door swung open, and a moment later she was on her back, his weight pressing her into the mattress. Her greedy hands gathered fistfuls of his shirt and began yanking it out of his pants. “Too many clothes,” she managed between desperate kisses.

      “Impatient are we?” Cole rose up onto his knees, his hard-on straining the front of his pants as he yanked his tie off and tossed it aside.

      “This means nothing,” she said, pulling her T-shirt over her head.

      He began to unbutton his shirt, but his fingers stilled as she unhooked her white lace bra. “Not at all.”

      “I don’t even like you.”

      Cole reached for the waist band of her yoga pants and in a smooth motion swept them down her legs along with her thong. He paused, his hungry gaze drinking in the sight of her naked body stretched across his bed. “Right back at you,” he murmured. Without taking his eyes off her, he made quick work of his shirt, then undid his buckle and yanked open his fly. In one fell swoop he dropped his pants and boxer briefs. The erection that sprang free had her biting her lip in anticipation.

      She watched as he retrieved a condom from the bedside table and rolled it down his length. When he finished, he climbed over her and dipped his head, flicking his tongue across her nipples before tugging one sharply between his teeth. A soft gasp escaped her lips as he sucked the taut peak into his mouth. Sweet hell, he’d missed this.

      Her hands raked over his back, clawing and scratching. Their little contraception intermission had done nothing to lessen her need. If anything, watching him had only seemed to make her more desperate. “Now, Cole.”

      For once he didn’t argue with her. Gripping the back of Olivia’s thigh, Cole surged forward, his breath hissing between his teeth as he entered her on a solid stroke. “Fuck.” She felt so good, too good. The sensation alone was nearly enough to make him lose it, and when he started to move there was little doubt this was going to be hard and fast.

      “So good,” she moaned. Her body bowed as he fucked her in slick, relentless drives that had her fingers clutching the white linen sheet. He leaned closer, sucking and nipping her skin with each possessive thrust.

      “Come for me.”

      Her grip on the bed sheets tightened as he felt her climbing higher and higher. Cole quickened his pace, maintaining the unforgiving rhythm until an explosive orgasm racked her frame.

      “That’s it,” he growled, but he didn’t let up. His movements grew wilder and more intense as he pushed her to the edge once more. “Again,” he grunted. As if triggered by his command, she splintered apart a second time. Cole was right there with her. He groaned then his hips jerked and his head dropped as he rode out his own release.

      Once the tremors subsided, he collapsed on top of her, his head resting against her chest. They lay like that for long, silent moments until their collective breathing slowed.
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        * * *

      

      “Happy birthday,” Olivia said when she’d regained the ability to speak.

      Cole chuckled as he rolled back onto the mattress. “My birthday, but I believe you are the one who got the present.”

      Olivia shook her head. “Do you have to ruin every moment?”

      “Unless I’m mistaken, you did get to blow out the candles twice.”

      She laughed out loud.

      “Fine,” he conceded. “We can call it a mutually beneficial celebration.”

      “Hmmm.” Olivia’s eyes darted around the room and for the first time she took in the sight of Cole’s bedroom.

      He shot her a curious look.

      “Can tell a lot about a man by his bedroom,” she explained.

      “Such as?”

      “Such as you clearly have issues with color.” With the exception of the dark wood furniture, everything in Cole’s room was white. The pillows, the duvet, even the couch that sat facing the fireplace on the far side of the room.

      “A designer picked all this, Olivia. I’m afraid the head you’re shrinking is hers.”

      “Or perhaps all this is merely the reflection of how she saw you.”

      He lifted a brow. “Bland and cold?”

      “Your words, not mine,” she teased.

      Cole smiled, and this time it actually reached his eyes. “Let me take care of this,” he said, nodding to the used condom. “Then I can give you a tour, and you can analyze what the rest of the house says about me.” He rolled out of bed and headed into the bathroom. When the door closed, Olivia reached for one of the many down pillows, placed it over her face, and let out a muffled scream. What the hell was she doing? She despised this man. His entire life went against the grain of everything she stood for. And yet the passion that exploded between them whenever they were in the same room was undeniable. But while there was a fine line between anger and lust—one the two of them seemed to hopscotch across depending upon which way the wind blew—what surprised her more was the tone of that pillow talk. Not only was their conversation non-confrontational, it was light and jovial and holy hell, did they just exchange genuine smiles?

      She lifted the pillow from her face and gazed at the closed bathroom door. Cole was just on the other side. And while Olivia knew she was in serious danger of blurring the lines into a streaky mess, at the moment what she wanted more than anything was to join him in the bathroom for a steamy shower. Ooooh, or maybe a leisurely soak in the tub. No doubt Cole had a bathtub that, like his bed, was obscenely large. The thought of their wet, soapy bodies sliding over each other in an oversized Jacuzzi tub sounded like the perfect way to end the day. She flung the covers back, intending to suggest just that when Cole’s phone started to ring.

      Once, twice, three times. A moment later a voicemail alert sounded followed by a text alert. Wow, someone was really anxious to get in touch with him.

      Olivia knew she should ignore it. Cole’s messages were none of her business. Then again, she was his wife. She chewed her bottom lip while she considered her next move. Fuck it, she thought, one peek won’t hurt. She scooted closer to his side of the bed and leaned over to fish his phone out of the pocket of his pants. No big deal, she told herself. It wasn’t like she planned to hack his emails. All she wanted was just a quick glance at the lock screen.

      “Missed Call and Voicemail: Rebecca,” it read. Below that there was a text message from her as well.

      Thanks for the flowers. See you tomorrow. xx

      Olivia’s throat tightened, and her hands trembled with a combination of anger and embarrassment. Her husband was sending flowers to another woman. And there she was, in his bed. Naked. Like some kind of fool. Well, not for long. Olivia wrapped the sheet around her body and scrambled to gather her clothes.

      The door behind her opened and Cole emerged from the bathroom, his body wet and glistening. From the looks of it he’d had a similar idea about that steamy shower, only his version hadn’t included her. He had one towel slung low around his hips and another in his hand, scrubbing the water from his hair. “I’m starving. Do you want to order some take out?” He pulled the towel away from his face and froze. “Where are you going?

      Summoning as much dignity as she could muster, Olivia straightened. “To find a room,” she said, looking him square in the eyes.

      For a moment, Cole seemed confused, and if she hadn’t known better, maybe even a little hurt. But then his face hardened, and he shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      Olivia started for the door then turned back. Cole had dropped the towel and was pulling on a pair of jeans. Everything about him was so fucking perfect, from the hard planes of his chest to the rippling muscles of his abs, to the firm curves of his very fine ass. Too bad that was just the packaging. What lay beneath wasn’t nearly so perfect. Which was why, despite her body begging her to drop the sheet and drag Cole back to bed, Olivia listened to her brain. “Look,” she said, “this doesn’t change anything. I had an itch and you scratched it.” She’d made the declaration in an attempt to set the record straight. Problem was, she wasn’t entirely sure which one of them needed the reminder.

      Cole was working the buttons on a white linen shirt. He didn’t even bother to look up. “Good night, Olivia.”

      “Good night.” With that she turned and made her way back down the hall in search of one of the guest rooms. It was a shorter walk of shame compared to the one she’d done in Vegas, but a walk of shame no less. What was the matter with her? She was better than this. At least she usually was. But when she was with Cole it seemed like all logic, not to mention self-control, went out the window. He was a jerk. An overbearing, egotistical, womanizing jerk. So what was it about this man that made her panties damp and her brain numb? It had to stop, and it would. With each step, her resolve grew stronger. Married or not, she was taking a vow of celibacy. It didn’t matter how many times he could make her come, or how unbelievably hot he looked wearing nothing but a stupid towel, Olivia was never, ever, ever having sex with Coleman Grant again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia had never seen dresses with such outrageous price tags. Not that she wore dresses that often, but if her life depended on it, she wouldn’t have worn one that cost $2,500. And yet there she was debating between four gowns that each cost twice her monthly rent. In the end, she settled on a black gown with a diamond cut neckline. The ruched fabric hugged her curves through the bodice and hip before flaring in soft folds that touched the floor. It might have represented a bygone era, but either way, it was the most beautiful dress she’d ever seen.

      Cole’s assistant had sent over a pair of shoes and a matching clutch earlier that morning as well as several pairs of earrings nestled in a red leather box. Olivia knew from her walks down Michigan Avenue that the red boxes meant Cartier, and to her that meant only one thing: ridiculously expensive. Which is why she left them untouched and opted instead for the pearl earrings her parents had given her when she graduated from college. She kept her makeup light and natural and pulled one side of her hair back in a mother-of-pearl clip, letting the rest fall around her shoulders in soft waves.

      When she was done, Olivia stepped in front of the full-length mirror. She expected to see some twisted version of Cinderella staring back at her, but instead she found something altogether different and not entirely unpleasing. And as much as it pained her to admit it, she did feel somewhat like a princess. Too bad her Prince Charming was actually a toad.

      Grabbing her purse off the bed, Olivia started the long walk from her bedroom. She’d chosen the one the farthest distance from Cole’s, which had gone a long way in helping her avoid him over the last three days, but it also meant she was the farthest distance from the rest of the penthouse. It had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now that she was tottering on skyscraper heels, she wasn’t so sure.

      When she made it to the living room, Olivia paused. Cole stood with his back to her, gazing out across the Chicago skyline. His handsome face was reflected in the dark glass, and even through that lens, the site of him was enough to make her mouth go dry. But despite his breathtaking features, Olivia couldn’t help but notice the tension that simmered below the beautiful surface. His clenched jaw, grim frown, and furrowed brow were all indicative of his mood. He was a troubled sovereign surveying his kingdom, not a man at ease in his home.

      Olivia cleared her throat. “Ready to roll?”

      Cole turned, then stilled. If she’d thought the view from the rear was impressive, it was nothing compared to the impact of Coleman Grant head on. Olivia was accustomed to the CEO version, the one who dashed in and out of coffee shops in dark suits and designer sunglasses. And on one crazy night, she’d seen a more relaxed version. Granted, he’d still worn the same designer shades, but his demeanor and mood that night in Vegas had been completely different from the up-tight control freak with the stick permanently wedged up his ass. But the man who stood before her now was an altogether new experience. In his black tuxedo, he looked every bit the billionaire playboy, casually confident and stunningly handsome. The type of man who could walk into a swanky event and have his pick of any girl in the room.

      Olivia broke their stare, opening her clutch in search of nothing in particular.

      “The gown you chose is very becoming on you,” he said.

      She looked up at him and laughed. “Becoming? You just have to dress like you’re from the nineteen forties, Cole, not speak that way.”

      He frowned. “Always busting my balls, aren’t you? Even when I’m merely attempting to pay you a compliment.”

      “Sorry,” she said, trying her best to act contrite. “Start over.”

      Cole rolled his eyes but then straightened his spine and cleared his throat. “The dress you chose looks very nice on you.”

      Olivia cocked her hip to one side in a stance reflective of both her irritation and boredom. “Seriously, that’s the best you can do?”

      “What?” he asked, taken aback. “I said the dress looks nice.”

      “And that usually works for you?”

      He stared back at her nonplussed. “Quite well. Why?”

      Olivia shook her head. Coleman Grant III was too pretty and too rich for his own good. Clearly, he’d never had to work a day in his life, not for cash and not for women either. Not if they fell into his bed with nothing more than a half-ass compliment like that one. “Because you still made it about the dress and not about the woman wearing it.” She struck her best version of a runway pose. “Try again.”

      Fiery blue eyes raked over her from head to toe. “You look beautiful tonight, Olivia, a perfect blend of sexy and sophisticated.” He sauntered toward her, closing the distance between them until his face was mere inches from hers. She could feel the heat radiating off his skin, smell the fresh scent of his cologne and the mint of his toothpaste. But more than that she could see the dark appreciation in his gaze. “And the dress you chose makes you look like a siren to rival any on the silver screen.” A hint of a smirk played across his lips. “Not wearing those combat boots underneath, are you?”

      Always the smart ass. And he’d been off to such a good start too. But then his true personality had come through and ruined everything. Well, two could play at his little game.

      Olivia dropped her chin and gazed up at him from beneath her lashes. “I’m not wearing anything underneath,” she said. The breathy tone of her voice surprised even her and, worse than that, sounded like it was straight out of a romance novel. But despite the cheesiness of the line, it was true. Not because she’d planned on seducing or even tormenting Cole, but because unlike jeans, silk gowns were unforgiving when it came to hiding panty lines. Even a thong left a bitch of a line at her hip. So in a last minute decision, she’d opted to go commando. It had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now that she was standing in front of Cole, shifting her legs to keep the cool air from teasing her heated flesh, Olivia wondered if she’d made the right call. But more than that, what she really wanted to know was if her wardrobe choice was having the same effect on Cole that it was currently having on her.

      His throat worked a hard swallow. Oh yeah, she thought, he was affected all right. Now time to leave him hanging.

      “We better get going,” she said. “I haven’t met your grandmother, but if she’s anything like you, she doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      Cole gave a tight nod. “One more thing.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small velvet box. With a flick of his thumb he opened it to reveal a stunning square-cut diamond ring.

      “What the hell is that for?”

      “Consider it a prop.” He gave a dismissive shrug. “You can’t very well attend the Grant Industries gala without a proper engagement ring. Believe me, it will be the first thing on my grandmother’s list.”

      She leaned in for a closer look. Not that she needed to. The sparkles reflecting off the facets could have probably been seen from outer space. “Is it real?”

      He looked at her as though she’d lost her mind. “Of course it’s real.”

      Olivia reared back as though the diamond might bite her. “What the fuck, Cole? I can’t wear that.”

      “You can, and you will.” Cole took the ring out of its box. “Although you’ll have to forgive me for not dropping to one knee,” he added with the smirk.

      “No. No way. That has to be what, five or six carats?”

      “Eight, but who’s counting?”

      How he actually managed to say that with a straight face, Olivia would never know. As it was, it took a conscious effort for her to close her gaping mouth. “I would never accept a ring that was so ostentatious.”

      “Technically you’re not.” He reached for her hand and, without asking permission, began to slide the rock on her finger. The weight of it felt like an anchor around her neck. “This is only a loan. In fact, when we return, it’s going back in the vault.”

      “You have a vault?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s absurd. I mean, who the hell has a vault in their home? A small safe hidden behind an oil painting of some stodgy-looking family member? Maybe. But an actual vault?”

      “Focus, Olivia. My grandmother is going to have her sights set on us tonight. Believe me, one misstep and she’ll pounce. Several prospective investors will be attending this event. The last thing I want is for anyone to sense instability within the company.”

      Olivia looked down at her left hand. Aside from the size, it really was a gorgeous ring. Still, it looked like she was wearing a platinum-set flashlight. “Couldn’t have gone with something a little bit smaller?”

      Cole shook his head. “No. It has to be this ring. She’ll be expecting it.”

      “I get that your family has a filthy rich rep to protect, but—”

      “It was my mother’s.”

      Match, set, point. There was no way she could argue with that. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      “I believe I just did. Now, can we please go?”

      Olivia picked her clutch up off the table and followed Cole out of the room. “Anything else I should know about?”

      He gave a throaty laugh. “Not enough time in the world.”

      “Well, that’s encouraging.”

      He jabbed the button to call the elevator. “Just keep your mouth shut and smile and whenever possible give people a good look at that ring.” The doors opened with a quiet swoosh and they stepped inside. Cole moved to the opposite corner and dug his smartphone out of his pocket. For twenty-nine floors, he stared intently at the screen. Whatever he was reading must have been quite fascinating because he was still glued to his phone when they stepped out onto the sidewalk.

      The limo was waiting at the curb. Jonathan was standing beside the rear door, which he opened as they approached. “Evening, ma’am, sir.”

      “Good evening, Jonathan,” Olivia said before ducking into the car. He and Cole exchanged a few brief words before Cole rounded the rear of the SUV to join her on the opposite side. He’d barely settled into the leather seats before he was back on his phone. Great. Was the whole night going to be that way?

      Olivia fiddled with the latch on her beaded clutch as she glanced around at the vehicle’s interior. If she thought it resembled a spaceship from a distance, that was nothing compared to how it looked up close. In front of her, three muted television screens broadcasted various news channels while beside her an iPad sat waiting for a finger swipe. But it was the control panel above her head that she found most intriguing. Row after row of tiny buttons that looked more appropriate for entering a sequence of launch commands than conducting business on the streets of Chicago.

      One with a computer icon caught Olivia’s attention. She reached up and pushed it and a second later a keyboard extended from behind a panel beneath one of the monitors.

      Cole exhaled a heavy sigh. “Can you please stop touching everything?”

      Olivia fixed him with a hard stare. She hadn’t touched everything, just one button. Certainly not worth getting his boxers in a bunch. But still, she knew he needed his wits about him for what he was about to face. So even though he was being a rude asshole, she decided to let it go. Once. “Fine.”

      She folded her hands in her lap and looked out the window. The traffic moved at a crawl down Michigan Avenue, but the wait at each red light gave her a chance to watch the people milling up and down the stretch of road known as the Magnificent Mile. Olivia used to wonder who could possibly afford to shop at stores with such high-end merchandise, and now technically she was one of them. Not that she would ever spend any of Cole’s money. She’d have his balls on one of his stupid silver platters if he tried to go back on his wedding day promise, but other than that Olivia had no interest in the Grant family fortune.

      “So,” she said, trying to break the awkward silence. “Where is this shindig anyways?”

      “Navy Pier,” he said, still not looking up from his phone.

      “Really? I would have pegged you as more of a Peninsula kind of guy.” She shrugged. “Seems like your type of place.”

      “For a smaller event, perhaps.”

      Still no eye contact. Olivia was tempted to see if one of the little buttons above his head said “ejection,” but instead of sending him hurtling out of the car, she pressed on.

      “How many people will be at this one?”

      “I don’t have the final head count, but around a thousand, I believe.”

      Olivia’s mouth gaped open. “You’re shitting me?”

      Cole finally looked up. “No, Olivia, I can assure you I am not ‘shitting you.’” He frowned. “And I suggest you try to curtail the use of that sort of language tonight. My grandmother would not be amused.”

      She was about to tell him where he could shove her ticket to the gala when the limo rolled to a stop.

      “Press line?” Jonathan asked from the front seat.

      Cole paused, taking a moment to consider his reply. “Yes, but photos only. Tell them I won’t be answering questions.”

      Jonathan gave a quick nod before jumping out of the car to open Olivia’s door. She drew a deep breath. She could do this. All she had to do was put one foot in front of the other and smile for a few photos. How hard could that be? But the flash of cameras blinded her the moment she stepped out of the car.

      Cole was at her side. “Just picture them all in their underwear,” he said as he buttoned his tuxedo jacket.

      Was he crazy? Like that lame trick could possibly distract her from the constant whirling and clicking of cameras.

      He dipped his head so his lips brushed her ear. “It will be fine.”

      Easy for him to say. This was his world not hers. It was what he encountered on a regular basis.

      “Ready?”

      Not really, she thought. But this was what she’d signed on for and like it or not, for the time being at least, she was Mrs. Coleman Grant III. So despite how she was feeling inside, Olivia met his question with a forced smile and a small nod.

      Cole’s hand came to rest on the small of her back as he guided her to the lane of red carpet just inside the velvet ropes. Jonathan might have told the event organizers that Cole wouldn’t be taking any questions but that didn’t stop the photographers from shouting to him as they clamored for the perfect shot. Most merely yelled his name or a simple request to “look this way,” but a few were more creative.

      “Who’s the lucky girl?”

      “Hot date tonight?”

      “Flash us some leg, sexy lady.”

      Of course, once one of them noticed the two rings on her left hand, complete chaos erupted.

      “Show us the rock.”

      “Was there a prenup?”

      Or her favorite, “When’s the baby due?”

      It wasn’t easy, but despite the shameless attempts at getting a reaction out of her, Olivia held her head high. If it was difficult for Cole, he didn’t show it. In fact, the expression “never let ’em see you sweat” came to mind. He didn’t even bat an eye when one moron asked where he’d found such a “hot piece of ass.” Like all the other inane questions, he simply ignored it with the calm demeanor of a seasoned professional. She might have been out of her element, but for Cole it was just another Saturday night.

      When they reached the end of the red carpet, Cole paused to press a kiss to Olivia’s temple. “Smile,” he whispered. “This is the money shot.” The cameras flashed like a fireworks display on the Fourth of July, exploding in rapid succession until one blurred into another to form a blinding wall of light.

      “Let’s go,” he said once he’d decided they’d seen enough. He kept his arm banded around her, holding her tight against him as they moved toward the entrance of the Grand Ballroom. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad, she thought. With Cole at her side, she’d managed to survive the red carpet and the farther they got from that mayhem, the more the tension in her shoulders eased. Perhaps the worst was over.

      With each step her confidence built. But as they made their way through an elaborate entrance designed to look like a Moroccan street fair, she wasn’t so sure. Because while she’d tried to mentally prepare herself for a ballroom filled with over a thousand party-goers, nothing she had imagined compared to what lay before her in full Technicolor splendor.

      Part of Navy Pier’s original construction, the historic Grand Ballroom was the embodiment of a bygone era, making it the perfect location for a party set in one. With a soaring eighty-foot domed ceiling and panoramic views of both Lake Michigan and the Chicago skyline, the venue was the epitome of timeless elegance. On one side of the room a raised platform held an orchestra to make any Big Band leader proud, while on the other side, colorful swathes of fabric draped plush seating areas flanked by palm trees bathed in ambient lighting. But while there was no doubt the decor was breathtaking, the fact remained that out of the thousand guests in the room, Olivia knew exactly one. And despite being married to him, even on a good day they barely tolerated each other.

      A waiter dressed in a white tuxedo jacket and a bright red fez approached with a tray of champagne. Cole reached for two of the saucer style glasses, then handed one to Olivia.

      “Thank you.” She took a sip. The bubbles tickled her nose and all at once she wished she was back at her apartment sharing a bottle of cheap Prosecco with Cassie, laughing and eating Chinese food out of the carton while watching bad reality TV. Normally she would be one to balk at a Saturday night spent on the sofa, but at the moment that sounded absolutely perfect compared to a night spent rubbing elbows with heavy hitters dressed like Humphrey Bogart.

      Olivia narrowed her gaze on the patio that wrapped around the ballroom. Unless her eyes deceived her, there was even a cigar lounge just outside the doors. Old rich dudes with stogies. Could it get any more cliché?

      She felt her stomach rumble. Managing a full meal in that dress was going to be tricky-hell. She was barely managing to breathe but a few hors d’oeuvres would go a long way to quell the hunger pangs not to mention the butterflies. She was scanning the room for a tray-toting waiter when a cluster of felt covered tables caught her eye.

      “They have gambling?”

      “For charity.”

      A crease formed between Olivia’s brows.

      “Meaning you buy the chips, but win or lose, it all goes to the house.”

      “What fun is that?”

      An amused smile spread across his lips. “Don’t tell me that my wife, the great humanitarian, would rather keep the winnings for herself?”

      “Of course not. All I’m saying is it takes a bit of the fun out knowing there’s nothing on the line, doesn’t it?”

      “Hmm.” He bent low until his mouth was just a breath away from hers. “Perhaps it’s the thrill of the chase.”

      Olivia had the distinct impression they were no longer talking about blackjack and poker.

      Her tongue darted out to wet her lips. “Perhaps.”

      A hand clapped down on Cole’s shoulder, sending champagne sloshing out of his glass. “’Bout time you fuckers got here.”

      “Conor,” Cole gritted out between his teeth. He dabbed the front of his jacket with a cocktail napkin. “I’m sending you the bill for this.”

      Conor laughed. “Yeah, I’ll be sure to get right on that, dude.” He turned his attention to Olivia and whistled through his teeth. “Smoking hot, Mrs. Grant.”

      She couldn’t stifle the giggle that escaped her lips. “Thanks, Conor. Having fun?”

      “I would be if I actually got to keep these.” He pulled a handful of five hundred-dollar chips from the pocket of his tuxedo jacket.

      “Whoa,” Olivia said.

      “No shit,” Conor agreed. “And I started with a twenty. Apparently, I’m sort of a gambling savant when it’s not my money on the line.”

      “Idiot savant maybe,” Cole added.

      “Either way, these chips are burning a hole in my pocket.” Conor slung an arm across each of their shoulders. “And the tables beckon.”

      “I don’t really gamble,” Olivia said. She’d considered it a win that she’d managed an entire weekend in Vegas without so much as a single wager. Of course, she’d also somehow managed to end up married, so maybe it was more of a loss.

      “Well, that’s about to change.” Conor lead them to a long table under a neon sign that read “Rick’s Cafe Americain.” It was an exact replica of the one in Casablanca. “When’s your birthday?”

      “April eighth.” Olivia frowned. “Why?”

      “Because this is how you play roulette.” Conor took a stack of chips and placed them on a black square with the number eight printed on it. “Here goes nothing.” He chuckled. “Literally.”

      The dealer spun the wheel and with a flick of her wrist sent a silver ball careening around a small track. When the ball began to slow, the dealer waved her hand across the table. “No more bets,” she said.

      The three of them watched as the ball began to bounce in and out of various slots before finally coming to rest on the number eight.

      Olivia’s eyes grew wide, and, despite the four-inch heels pinching her feet, she did a little hop. “You won!”

      “I told you.” Conor grinned. “I’m unstoppable.”

      “It was her pick, dipshit,” Cole deadpanned.

      “Good point.” Conor wrapped an arm around Olivia’s waist and pulled her closer. “You’re my new lucky charm, darlin’. What’s next?”

      “Um . . .” Olivia chewed her bottom lip. “Eighteen?”

      “Eighteen it is.” Conor set a pile of orange chips on the corresponding square.

      Another spin of the wheel yielded another win. “Holy shit,” Olivia said a little too loudly.

      Cole glanced up at her but instead of frowning he merely chuckled and shook his head.

      “Sorry,” she said, smiling as she clasped her hand over her mouth. She hadn’t intended to swear, but Cole was right about one thing at least. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t taking the proceeds home, the thrill of victory was nearly as sweet.

      “You, my dear, are Lady Luck,” Conor said.

      “Let her use it for her own benefit,” Cole said. He pulled a wad of bills out of his pocket and placed several hundreds on the table. With a nod, the dealer quickly swapped the cash for a stack of blue chips. “I have to make the rounds.” Cole slid the stack in front of Olivia. “Try to stay out of trouble.”

      And then he was gone. No good-bye, no tips on who to avoid or who to schmooze, not even a plan to meet up later. So much for appearances. Olivia watched as he cut a path through the crowded ballroom. Heads turned and conversations halted as people jockeyed to get closer. She had meant to look away, to show nothing but a casual indifference to his departure, and yet she stood there in her designer shoes, utterly transfixed. Even in the throes of a battle for his relevance, if not his very existence, Cole still commanded the room. He offered his hand to some, a curt nod to others. His demeanor was no doubt meant to convey casual confidence, but the underlying message was clear: No matter what they might have heard to the contrary, Coleman Grant III was in charge.

      “Ready, darlin’?” Conor asked.

      It wasn’t like she had much else to do. She certainly didn’t know anyone and since her dear husband had walked away without so much as a single glance back in her direction . . .

      “What the hell,” she said, picking up a handful of chips and placing them on various numbers. “Let’s do this.”
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        * * *

      

      Cole was on autopilot. To say he was in his element would be a gross misinterpretation, but black-tie fundraisers were a necessary evil in his world, and he’d learned early on how best to navigate them. Truth was he hated events like these, designed to shake both hands and wallets. As if tuxedos and beaded gowns made the solicitation more civilized. Speaking of gowns . . .

      He looked over his shoulder to steal one more glance at his new bride. She was busy placing chips on the roulette table, affording him a moment of covert admiration. Despite the contentious banter they’d had over how to properly give a compliment, she did look stunning. The dress she’d chosen was perfect, timeless and elegant while accenting each and every curve. And fuck him, was she really bare underneath all that silk? What he wouldn’t give to drag her back to the limo and find out. The memories of their night in Vegas were sketchy to say the least, but the image of his head between her thighs was one he could never forget. She’d tasted so sweet, like honey melting on his tongue, and when she’d clutched his hair between her fingers and came hard against his mouth, he thought he’d died and gone to heaven. It was like that every time. Until the haze of lust wore off and she opened her mouth. Then it was like a one-way ticket straight to hell. If only they could just fuck without ever having to speak.

      He needed a drink. And not that sparkling crap they were passing around on trays. Cole scanned the room for the nearest bar. When he finally found it, he groaned. The organizers of the event had really outdone themselves with the Casablanca theme. He had to hand it to them, the casino tables were a huge hit and more than offering guests a good time, established a sense of “play money” that would hopefully carry over to both the live and silent auctions. But a bar serving drinks from the side of a propeller plane? That seemed a bit over the top, even by his grandmother’s standards.

      “Blue label,” he told the bartender. “Make it a double.”

      “Mr. Grant.”

      Hearing his name, Cole turned to find a young woman beating a path in his direction. She held a digital recorder in one hand, which could only mean one thing: press. Great, just what he needed. But as he began to plot his escape, Cole remembered that making nice with the press was part of the reason they were there. At least this one was young. With any luck he could charm her into only asking the questions he wanted to answer.

      “Bethany Brown,” she said holding out her hand. Judging from the look on her face, she was gearing up for a request. “Features editor, Michigan Avenue magazine.”

      Christ. He was hoping for Crain’s or even Chicago, certainly not fashion and fluff.

      “What can I do for you, Ms. Brown?”

      “I was wondering if I might ask you a few questions?”

      “Only if you promise to be gentle,” Cole said, flashing her his most effective smile.

      Like clockwork, the young woman blushed. “I’ll try my best.”

      “Then fire away.” Cole straightened his tie as he prepared for the usual barrage. Interviews like this were always the same. What type of cologne do you wear, Mr. Grant? Can you describe your perfect first date? And his all-time favorite, boxers or briefs? Honestly, where was the originality?

      She cleared her throat and slid a button on the mini recorder. “What made you decide to elope when your wedding would have no doubt been the event of the decade?”

      Not the most original, but extra points for being up to date. The news of his marriage had broken less than thirty minutes ago.

      He took a sip of his scotch, letting the warm amber liquid coat his throat as he contemplated how best to phrase his answer. “I’m a man of action, Ms. Brown.” He noticed that her eyes widened ever so slightly. “When I see what I want, I go after it.”

      A beat of silence passed between them, affording Cole an opportunity to take another sip of his scotch, not to mention hide his smirk behind the glass. This might actually be fun, he thought. But then the music stopped, and the band leader asked for everyone’s attention.

      Forget fun. Something told him all hell was about to break loose.
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      After a few spins of the wheel, Olivia began to relax, and before she knew it, she was actually having fun. Until the music stopped and the bandleader asked for everyone’s attention.

      Conor leaned closer and began to hum Darth Vader’s “Imperial Death March” in Olivia’s ear. She was about to ask him what that was all about but then a petite woman in a navy-blue gown made her way onto the dais. Her platinum blond hair was swept up in a flawless French twist, and even from the rear of the ballroom Olivia could see that her neck, wrist, and ears glittered with diamonds. From the angle, it was difficult to see the woman’s face, but still, there was no doubt in Olivia’s mind. The woman reaching for the microphone was none other than Meredith Vanderholden Grant.

      “Good evening everyone,” she said. “I’d like to thank you so much for coming tonight. As many of you know, the Grant Family Foundation was started many years ago by my late son and his wife, Evaline. Through your generous support, the Foundation will not only be able to continue funding the nine charities already bearing the Grant name, but I am pleased to announce the addition of the Meredith Vanderholden Grant Pediatric Cancer Institute, which will break ground this Spring.”

      The news was met with an enthusiastic round of applause.

      “Gotta hand it to her,” Conor said. “Kids and cancer. The woman knows how to play to the crowd.” He slugged back the last of his gin and tonic. “And so humble to name it after herself.”

      Olivia scanned the room for Cole. He was on the far side of the ballroom beside a bar that was serving drinks out of the cargo door of an old propeller plane. Judging by the look on his face, at least part of what he’d just heard was unwelcome news.

      “Now, before I leave you to eat, drink, and gamble the night away,” Meredith continued, “I would be remiss if I didn’t offer a few heartfelt words to my grandson and his new bride.”

      Oh shit. Olivia froze. This was not happening. She blinked her eyes—once, twice, three times—but no matter how many times she tried to refocus, the scene in front of her remained the same. Her new grandmother-in-law, the ruthless and conniving Meredith Grant, was about to say a few words on her behalf. In front of a thousand strangers, not to mention the bulk of Chicago’s press.

      The cocktail waitress handed Conor a fresh drink, but he held it out for Olivia instead. “Here,” he said, chuckling quietly. “I think you need this more than I do.”

      Olivia shook her head. As much as she wanted to toss back a half dozen of those, she needed her wits about her if she had any hope of surviving the rest of the night unscathed. The crowd had erupted into an uproarious round of applause when Meredith broke the news of her grandson’s marriage. All heads had turned as one in search of the happy couple. But seeing as how none of them knew the name of Cole’s new bride, much less what she looked like, all eyes, as well as the ballroom’s spotlight, were trained on the groom, leaving Olivia blissfully in the shadows. At least for a few more minutes.

      She watched as Cole stood with his drink in his hand, feigning happiness while shooting daggers at his grandmother. Oblivious to any tension, a few well-wishers approached to shake his hand. A couple of women had reactions of their own as well. As much as it pained her to admit it, seeing a supermodel green with envy gave Olivia a strange sense of satisfaction. It was shallow and petty and while she knew she should have been ashamed of herself, given the shit storm looming on the horizon, she let herself enjoy the feeling.

      When the crowd finally settled down, Meredith continued. “Yes, that’s right, ladies and gentlemen, you heard me correctly, Chicago’s most eligible bachelor is officially off the market.” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I must admit, I never thought I’d see the day.” Quiet laughter rolled through the ballroom. “But it seems my dear Cole has met his perfect match.” She shot a tight smile in his direction. When she saw him standing alone at the bar, her smile grew wider. “Oh dear, have you lost her already?” There was more laughter along with a few teasing shouts from the crowd. Olivia had never been the wallflower type but for now she was relishing the role.

      It didn’t last long.

      “Olivia sweetheart, where are you?” The spotlight shifted off Cole, searching the room for his new bride.

      “Fuck,” she whispered under her breath.

      “Pretend you’re Princess Kate,” Conor said. “Just smile and give a little wave.”

      Tentatively, Olivia raised her hand and did as Conor had suggested. Within a few seconds the spotlight found her.

      Meredith squinted into the crowed. “There you are,” she said. “Hope there’s not trouble in paradise already?”

      She laughed along with everyone else, but Olivia knew damn well the scene playing out was no joking matter.

      A man wearing a headset and holding a clipboard stepped out of the wings with a glass of champagne. He handed it to Meredith. “All kidding aside,” she said, “I couldn’t be happier for my grandson. Family values are the core of Grant Industries, and I know that what his parents wanted more than anything was for him to fully embrace that aspect of their legacy.” She lifted her glass in the air. “Please join me as I toast Cole and Olivia. May the true value of their marriage shine bright for all to see.”

      “Wow, I think I’ve got a case of the warm and fuzzies,” Conor said.

      Meredith took a sip of champagne, but her little show was far from over. She had one more card to play. “Since these two crazy kids decided to elope, there wasn’t a chance to give them a proper reception. So let’s make some room on the floor and see if we can’t get them to share a first dance with us.”

      Holy mother of God. Olivia had to hand it to her, she was a crafty old bitch.

      The crowd fanned out, leaving a wide circle in the middle of the dance floor.

      Cole cut a direct path across the room. A smile was plastered across his face, but Olivia knew it was for the benefit of the crowd. As he drew closer, the tick in his tightened jaw confirmed her suspicions. He was just as angry as she was.

      “I guess we need to dance,” he said as he approached.

      Olivia nodded. Thanks to his grandmother’s little stunt, she really had no choice. Meredith was no doubt watching them—the whole room probably was—and if seeing her dance with Cole would help authenticate their marriage then so be. That was, after all, why she was there.

      Cole offered his arm, and Olivia wrapped her hand around his bicep. Even through his suit coat, she could feel the tension in his muscles. When they reached the center of the cleared floor, he pulled her into his arms. Olivia wanted to keep a respectable distance between them, but seeing as how they were supposed to be happy newlyweds, she forced herself to step closer as the orchestra began to play.

      After a few awkward moments, other couples joined them on the dance floor, and the low hum of conversation once again filled the room.

      “Have you been enjoying your evening?” Cole asked.

      “I have,” Olivia said. “Despite first impressions to the contrary, Conor is actually quite a gentleman.” After a beat, she added, “Unlike some people.”

      Cole reared back to look at her. “What have I done to offend you this time?”

      “Nothing. That’s the problem, you’ve done absolutely nothing.” Didn’t show her around, didn’t get her another drink. Hell, he didn’t even speak to her. Just threw some cash on the table and was on his merry way.

      “For your information, I was attempting to spare you by leaving you behind. Believe me, I would’ve much rather gambled the night away with Conor than spent one more minute talking to anyone in this room. Besides, the less interaction you have with people in my grandmother’s world the better. Less margin for error.”

      “You mean less chance for me to fuck up?”

      “Semantics,” he said with a smirk, echoing a smart-ass answer she’d once given him.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “You do look lovely tonight,” Cole said in an unexpected change of direction. For a moment, Olivia wondered what his game was, but then he leaned in closer, his breath hot in her ear. “If I didn’t hate you, I might actually want to fuck you.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes, knowing full well he couldn’t see her face. “Might? Seems you have. More than once.”

      “Memorable for you, were they?”

      “Only in so far as both came with massive regret. Some people would start taking that personally.”

      Cole pulled back to meet her gaze again, but this time when he spoke his voice was low and rough. “And how about your many orgasms, should I take those personally as well?”

      Smug bastard. Olivia broke their eye contact, looking over his shoulder instead. She watched the other couples sway and spin as they moved across the dance floor. Then a gap formed and in the distance she spotted Meredith Grant standing beneath a palm tree, sipping a glass of champagne. A gray-haired gentleman approached, but she waved him off. Seemed she had no time for pleasant distractions, not when there was a hostile takeover to attend to.

      “Your grandmother’s watching us.”

      “Hmm, then we better give her a good show.” All at once Cole grabbed her around the waist, pulling her body flush against his. The air rushed out of Olivia’s lungs, and she gripped his bicep to steady herself as he twirled them around the dance floor. Her head was still spinning when they came to a stop, but there was no time to recover. Cole bent her back over his arm, and to the delight of the watching crowd, dipped her low. She expected a simple, controlled kiss, just enough to show his grandmother they were truly lovers. What she got instead was raw heat and an undeniable passion.

      Cole sealed his mouth over hers, claiming her in a possessive kiss. His fingers slid into her hair, holding her head in place as he thrust his tongue between her lips. And despite their games, she kissed him back, meeting each lush stroke with one of her own as she grew drunk on his intoxicating taste. The heat between them rose and her pulse raced until she could barely hear the cheers and cat calls over the sound of her own heartbeat pounding in her ears.

      She was breathless when he finally set her on her feet. More than that, all thoughts of evil grandmothers and prying eyes had left her.

      Cole stared at her intently. His blue eyes had grown dark. “You know,” he said, “just because we don’t like each other doesn’t mean we can’t be . . .”

      “Friends with benefits?”

      “So you’ve given this some thought?”

      “More like enemies with benefits,” she said, “But yeah, same idea.”

      “And?” Cole’s gaze dropped to her mouth and she felt his entire body stiffen.

      The atmosphere between them crackled with anticipation as his unanswered question hung in the air. Olivia’s tongue darted out to wet her lips. “It’s not without merit.”

      An approving growl vibrated deep within his chest. “I’ll tell Jonathan to bring the car around.”

      “But I haven’t met your grandmother yet. Won’t she be pissed if we leave without an introduction?”

      “Merely a formality at this point, and one that I can assure you isn’t high on her list. She was more interested in introducing you to the rest of the room.”

      “But—”

      His hand flexed against her back, pulling her body flush against his until she felt the prod of his erection.

      Oh.

      “At the moment, a chat with my grandmother is the last thing on my mind.” The details of the night they’d spent together in Las Vegas might have been a bit fuzzy, but the look on Cole’s face brought back a memory so clear it made her knees go weak. He wanted her, now just as he had then. It didn’t matter that they had little in common or that they spent more time sparring than talking, because in moments like these frustration and anger gave way to a different kind of passion, one guided by only instinct and desire.

      Cole reached between them and pulled his phone out of the breast pocket of his tuxedo. But before he could make the call, his driver appeared at his side.

      “Sir, we have a situation.”

      Cole turned away from Olivia as Jonathan whispered the information quickly and discreetly into his ear. Between the music and the hushed tone, it was impossible for Olivia to make out exactly what he was saying, but she very clearly heard the word “Rebecca.” Her heart sank into the pit of her stomach.

      Jonathan stepped back, and Cole gave him a tight nod before turning his attention back to Olivia. “I have to go.”

      How could she have been so stupid? It had barely been four days since her vow to never sleep with Cole again, and yet there she was ready to spread her legs. Hell, she would have probably let him fuck her in the limo. This was worse than she thought. She needed an intervention. Or maybe a chastity belt. Either way, she’d just dodged a bullet. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Olivia knew she should be grateful for Jonathan’s interruption, and come morning she probably would be. But at the moment, all she felt was anger. Not to mention a bruised ego.

      “Of course,” she said. “Wouldn’t want to get in the way of your booty call.”

      “My what?”

      “Rebecca. Her name pops up on the caller ID at the penthouse all the time. Lots of others too, but she must be a special one. That or you really do have a stalker.”

      His eyes flared with rage. “Why didn’t you tell me she called?”

      “I’m your fake wife, Cole, not your secretary. If you can’t keep track of your—”

      “Rebecca is my sister.”

      What? Since when did he have a sister? None of the articles she’d read ever mentioned siblings. “I thought you were an only child?”

      “I am.”

      “But how—”

      “We can discuss my twisted family tree later, Olivia.” The color had drained from Cole’s face. “But I’ve just been told my sister has collapsed, and right now the only thing I can think about is getting to her.”

      Collapsed? That sounded more like an illness than an accident but either way it sure as hell wasn’t good. “I’m coming with.”

      “No need,” he said. But the worry in his eyes betrayed the gravity of the situation.

      A dull ache squeezed Olivia’s chest, and instinctively she reached for his arm. “I’m sorry, Cole. I had no idea. Can I please come with you?”

      He hesitated for a second. “Fine, but keep up.”

      And then they were moving. Fast. Faster than any woman should try to move in skyscraper heels, but somehow she managed to keep up. The ride to his sister’s apartment had Olivia wondering if Jonathan’s resume included Formula One driver, because although the trip should have taken at least thirty minutes at that time of night, they arrived in just under ten. Cole was out of the car before it had even rolled to a complete stop. He took the stairs two at a time, then disappeared through the lobby doors.

      “Should I wait here?” Olivia asked his driver. She had no idea what condition Cole’s sister was in, and the last thing she wanted to do was intrude on a private family moment.

      Jonathan pressed his finger to his ear and for the first time Olivia realized he wore an earpiece not unlike those used by the secret service. “All clear.”

      “She’s okay?”

      Jonathan nodded then cracked a rare smile. “It’s Mr. Grant you should be worried about right now.”

      Olivia frowned. Why should she be worried about Cole? She followed Jonathan up the stairs, and when she reached the top, her question was answered by a raised female voice.

      “You have people watching me?” Rebecca practically shouted. She looked so tiny standing toe to toe with her brother, but the expression on her face left no room for doubt. Rebecca could totally hold her own with Cole, if not full on whoop his ass.

      Olivia took a step back so she was more in the hallway than the apartment. Not that it mattered. Cole and his sister were far too engrossed in their standoff to take much notice of her. Still, she couldn’t help but feel like she was intruding.

      “Not people,” Cole replied. “Members of my security team.” A deep crease formed between Cole’s brows. “Please calm down. You’re going to make yourself worse.”

      “Calm down? If you wanted me calm, then you shouldn’t have paid your men to spy on me. It’s bad enough you have Jonathan babysit me when you go out of town.”

      Jonathan had assumed his post just outside the door. His face was set in hard lines, but Olivia thought she detected a slight crack in the stoic facade at the mention of the word “babysit.”

      “I’ll make you a deal. You can bitch me out all day tomorrow, but right now let’s take you over to the hospital.”

      “No.” Rebecca crossed her arms over her chest in a defiant stance. She had the same dark wavy hair as her brother, and, while her blue eyes reflected a bone-deep fatigue, there was a fire in them that reminded Olivia of Cole as well.

      “Someone should check you out.”

      “I just let myself get a little dehydrated, Cole. I’m fine.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. And no hospital. I’ve spent enough time in that place. I just want to sleep in my own bed.” The tension in her small frame eased a bit, and a smile played on her lips. “But I’m still going to bitch you out all day.”

      He ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “Fine. If you agree to let me put you to bed and stay until you fall asleep?”

      Olivia didn’t hear Rebecca’s quiet reply, but she must have agreed because a moment later Cole scooped her into his arms and carried her down the short hallway that led to the rear of the apartment.

      “Might want to make yourself comfortable, Mrs. Grant,” Jonathan said. He waited for Olivia to step inside then closed the door behind her.

      Great, Olivia thought, what now? She was in a stranger’s apartment, except it wasn’t a stranger, it was her sister-in-law. That little tidbit probably wouldn’t fully sink in until morning. In the meantime, she decided she might as well do as the man said and make herself comfortable.

      Olivia put her hands on her hips and for the first time let herself take a good look at her surroundings. Unlike Cole’s penthouse, Rebecca’s apartment was homey and warm and full of personal touches. An enormous bay window served as the centerpiece of the living room. Dotted with pillows, it looked like an inviting place to read. Judging by the binders scattered across the cushion, Cole’s sister used it for just that. Dark woodwork and an overstuffed sofa gave the room a decidedly cozy feel, but it was the wall of bookshelves that really caught her eye. More specifically, the framed photos adorning the middle shelf.

      There were at least a dozen. Some were candid, and some were posed, but they were all of Cole and Rebecca. Laughing, smiling, enjoying life. It was an entirely different Cole than the one Olivia knew, and certainly nothing like the man she’d watched working the room at the gala that night.

      On the shelf below there was a small leather album. “Family” was embossed in gold on the spine. Olivia opened it to find more pictures like the ones in the frames. She brought the small album over to the couch where she curled up beneath a soft throw and began to leaf through the pages. The last thought to cross her mind before she drifted off to sleep was that despite all her research, there was still a lot she had to learn about the man who now called her his wife.
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      Olivia woke to the sound of a ringing cell phone. Her eyes flew open. Shit. The last thing she wanted to do was disturb Cole’s sister. She rolled off the couch in search of the beaded clutch she’d used the night before, her gown tangling around her legs as she scrambled across the rug. But by the time she finally reached it, the phone had gone silent. She’d no sooner read the words, “Missed call: Mom” when it began to ring in her hand. Back to back calls before seven on a Sunday? A tightness gripped Olivia’s chest. Something must have been horribly wrong.

      “Hello,” she whispered.

      “You got married?” her mother screeched.

      Oh fuck. How did she—

      “Married!” her mother repeated without skipping a beat. “And I have to read about it on the internet!” She hadn’t given Olivia time to answer the first question, much less explain. Not that it mattered much, she wasn’t really in a place where she could discuss it.

      “Mom, now’s not a really good time.”

      “Well, you better make time, Missy.” It was never a good sign when her mother called her “Missy.” No doubt she was pacing laps around the kitchen table with the family dog trying desperately to keep up. “Do you know how long your father has been saving money for his only daughter’s wedding?” She didn’t bother to wait for a reply. “Since the day you were born. He went right over to the Savings & Loan and opened up an account just so he’d be ready when the day came to walk his little girl down the aisle.”

      Olivia’s heart sank into the pit of her stomach. “Does he know?”

      “Not yet. But I have to tell him, Olivia. You know we don’t keep secrets. Plus, better he hears it from me than some busybody in town. If I saw this, then you just know Alice Jackson did too, and once that dried-up old prune knows, so will Mrs. Taggerty, and then it won’t take two seconds for her to call—”

      “Okay, okay, I get it.” She dropped her forehead to the floor. “Look, I know you probably have a ton of questions, but I can’t really talk right now. What if I come down for dinner this weekend?”

      Her mother let out a heavy sigh. “Better plan on staying the night. This is going to take a lot more than a drive-by.”

      “I’ll come down on Friday and stay the weekend.” With her mother temporarily appeased, Olivia hung up the phone and rolled over onto her back. She lay there for a few minutes, staring at the ceiling and thinking about the colossal clusterfuck that was her life. But the bright light and a serious need for caffeine were making it hard to think clearly about much of anything.

      Olivia pressed her palms to her eyes. She needed normal clothes and a gallon of coffee. A shower wouldn’t be too shabby either. But what she really needed was to go home. Only she couldn’t, because at the moment her home was a ridiculous museum of a penthouse that she shared with a man who not only irritated the fuck out of her but who hadn’t even bothered to give her a key.

      With a silent groan, Olivia pushed to her feet. She started down the hallway in search of a bathroom, pausing as she passed Rebecca’s room. The door stood open, and from her vantage point Olivia could see Cole’s sister was sleeping peacefully. She should have kept moving, but the sight of Cole, draped awkwardly across a small upholstered chair, had her lingering at the threshold.

      His shirt was wrinkled, and his hair was a disheveled mess, but Olivia didn’t think she’d ever seen him look better. Sound asleep, the deep furrow no longer creased his brows and the muscles in his jaw didn’t tick, but it was the sight of Cole’s outstretched hand protectively placed on top of his younger sister’s that had her seeing him in a different light.

      Maybe there was hope for him yet.

      She pulled the door closed and set off for the bathroom, but when she returned the door stood open again. Cole was in the kitchen, his back to her as he stared out the small window over the sink.

      Olivia quietly cleared her throat. “Good morning.”

      Cole turned to face her. His features were drawn, and his gaze was weary. “Morning.” He did his best to muster an apologetic smile. “Sorry to have left you stuck here all night. I should have asked Jonathan to drive you home.”

      “How is she?”

      He shoved both hands into the pockets of his tuxedo pants and let out a heavy sigh. “It was a rough night, but she’s resting now.”

      “Still won’t go to the hospital?”

      He shook his head. “But I have a nurse coming in about an hour. She’ll put her on IV fluids.” Cole sat down at the kitchen table. “That poison they put in her veins makes her so sick.” He ran a hand back through his hair. “She doesn’t ask for help and then she gets run down and . . .” He turned his head, staring off in the direction of her room.

      Olivia started to reach for him, then pulled back. She wanted to comfort him, to offer words that might ease the tension that racked his large frame. But despite being his wife, she was practically a stranger. In the end, she offered all she could. “You’re a good brother,” she said. It wasn’t much, but in her heart, she knew it was true.

      Cole stared at her, his expression bleak. He was silent for several beats, and when he finally spoke his voice was thick with emotion. “My father never even met her.”

      Olivia couldn’t imagine what would drive a man to reject his own flesh and blood. There were so many questions she wanted to ask, questions she wasn’t quite sure she even had the right to ask. Either way, this wasn’t the time or place.

      Cole looked away again, and this time Olivia did reach for him. But when she placed her hand over his, he startled, breaking their brief connection. His gaze fell to her hand and the rock that glimmered on her finger.

      “Oh, here, let me give this back to you.” She began to tug at the band, but Cole stopped her.

      “Keep it for now,” he said. “Taking it off might raise suspicions.”

      While he had a point, Olivia couldn’t help but wonder how she was supposed to go about her day with the Hope diamond blinding her at every turn. And it’s not like it would exactly blend in with her wardrobe. But Cole was in motion before she could object.

      He stood and grabbed the tea kettle off the stove. “Who was on the phone?” he asked, changing the subject as he filled the red kettle with water.

      “What?”

      “I thought I heard a phone ringing. Sort of early for a Sunday morning.”

      Olivia blinked the remaining sleep from her eyes. “Umm, yeah, it was my mom. Sorry if it woke you.”

      “I was just dozing. Everything okay back home?”

      She bit her bottom lip. Her mother’s meltdown was hardly on the same level as what was going on with his sister. Or his grandmother, for that matter.

      He fixed her with a hard stare. “You’re biting your lip, Olivia, something I’ve only seen you do when you’re not sure what to say. Just spill it.”

      “There are pictures of us on the internet.”

      Cole’s gaze remained impassive.

      “From last night,” she clarified. “As a couple.”

      “Yes.”

      “My mom saw them.” She waited for the light bulb to turn on.

      “And she didn’t know you’d gotten married?”

      There it was.

      His eyebrows shot up. “Did you really think that was the sort of news you could keep from her?”

      “To be honest I hoped the whole thing would be over before it ever came up.”

      He pressed his lips into a thin line. “I see.” The kettle began to whistle, breaking their awkward silence. Cole turned his back to her as he busied himself with the tea bags. “And I suppose she’s disappointed with your decision?”

      “She’s upset.” Olivia paused before delving into the deep end. “And she’s worried about how my dad’s gonna take the news.”

      “You don’t have to sugar coat it, Olivia. Fathers are notorious for disliking their daughters’ boyfriends.”

      “You’re not my boyfriend, Cole. And you’re not some pimple-faced kid who brought me home late from the prom. You’re the man who eloped with their only daughter.” Olivia circled the small table as she spoke. “I mean, they’ve never even heard me mention you, let alone brought you home to meet them, and then my mom sees a picture of Mr. and Mrs. Coleman Grant III at a five thousand dollar a plate dinner and . . .” A thought occurred to her. “And why the hell did the press call me Olivia Grant?”

      “Because I told them that was your name.”

      “You what?”

      “Stick to the issues at hand, Olivia.” He pulled out a chair. “And for God’s sake, sit down. You’re making me dizzy.”

      He waited until she was seated then set a mug of tea on the table in front of her. “I take it you didn’t explain the terms of our union.”

      Jesus, he made it sound like a corporate merger. Then again, that’s exactly what she was to him, his latest acquisition. The two nights they’d spent together had been nothing more than lust driven be either alcohol or anger. It wasn’t love, and it certainly had nothing to do with being married. Not that there was anything wrong with a purely sexual relationship. She’d had a few of those. But the problem was, with Cole, Olivia didn’t know if she could trust herself to keep it just about the physical. The man had an infuriating way of getting under her skin until she couldn’t even think straight. That lack of clarity had spilled over into every other aspect of her life, making her feel like a hormonal teen, which probably explained why she still hadn’t been able to make up her mind when it came to breaking the news to her parents.

      “I haven’t decided if I’m going to share that detail with them or not.” Was it better to tell her parents the truth, that she’d used herself as a bargaining tool for what she believed was a greater good? Or was it better for them to think she’d done something impulsive and romantic that ultimately just didn’t work out? “Either way I didn’t think it was the sort of news I should break over the phone.” She grasped the mug between her hands and lifted it to her lips, pausing to blow on the steaming liquid. “Does your sister know?” she asked in a hushed voice.

      “Yes.”

      Olivia cringed. “The whole story?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “And if you think she was pissed last night you should have heard her then.” Cole chuckled. “Nearly came home wearing my birthday cake.”

      Olivia cracked a small grin over the rim of her mug. But the pleasure she derived from the thought of Cole taking a cake to the face was short lived. There was no way around it, her parents were going to be pissed. More than that, they’d be hurt, which in many ways was so much worse. “I told my mom I would come down for a visit this weekend. I’ll explain it to them then.”

      “You should go with her, Cole,” Rebecca said from the doorway.

      The very thought of Coleman Grant III spending a weekend on her family farm had Olivia choking on her tea. “That won’t be necessary,” she said once she managed to speak. She reached for a napkin and tried to wipe the tea from her chin as discreetly as possible.

      “What are you doing out of bed?” Cole asked.

      Rebecca shot him a look as she tightened the sash on her terry cloth robe. It was light blue with yellow and white daisies and totally reminded her of something Cassie might wear. “Don’t change the subject. You dragged this poor girl into the lion’s den last night. The least you can do is go with her when she faces the music.”

      “Olivia is a big girl, and I’m sure the last thing she wants is to have me tagging along.”

      “And last night really wasn’t so bad,” Olivia added. “Blistered feet aside.” Honestly, whoever designed those red-soled shoes must be one hell of a sadist. They were more torture device than footwear.

      “Look,” Rebecca said. “From what you’ve told me, the two of you need to sell this. What self-respecting man wouldn’t go home with his new bride to meet the in-laws?”

      “She has a point,” Olivia said. As much as she hated to admit it, taking Cole home with her was exactly what she needed to do.

      “Hmm.” Cole leaned against the counter and crossed his ankles. “She has an annoying habit of being right.”

      His sister grinned. “Since my brother has zero manners.” She held out her hand. “I’m Rebecca. Sorry I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself last night.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Olivia said, shaking her hand. “Are you feeling any better?”

      “Tons. But I’m starving.”

      Cole pushed to his feet, alarmed. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      Rebecca laughed. “I just did.” She pulled out the chair next to Olivia’s and took a seat. “Now, make yourself useful and whip me up some scrambled eggs while I get to know your new wife.”
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      Cole’s muscles burned as his feet pounded the treadmill. He’d been at it for nearly forty minutes, and yet he was still aggravated and tense. And what was worse? He still couldn’t get Olivia out of his mind. Ignoring her wasn’t working. He’d tried that the night of the gala, focusing on his phone or other guests, anything and everything but how fan-fucking-tastic she looked in that dress. But that tactic hadn’t gone so well. In fact, considering he’d ended up propositioning her on the dance floor, some might have called it a complete failure. It had been a week since their “enemies with benefits” conversation had been interrupted, leaving him with a case of blue balls along with a stiff back from a night spent dozing in a chair. After that neither of them had mentioned it again.

      It was just as well. Sleeping with Olivia would have been a colossal mistake. Because as history told him, one night would have turned into the next morning, which would have turned into a second night, and so on, and so on, and then before he knew it, he would have been knee deep into some complicated shit. His goal had been clear at the start: a marriage of convenience to satisfy a ridiculous ruling. That’s what he needed to focus on now. He had to play this smart. More brain, less dick.

      Sexual frustration aside, the week hadn’t been too bad. In fact, it had gone much better than Cole had expected. For the most part, the two of them had kept to their respective wings of the penthouse. They’d settled into a routine of sorts—him working out in the gym before she was even awake, her eating dinner after he’d retired to his home office for the evening. Between their differing schedules and the sheer size of his home, they’d somehow managed to co-exist. Olivia was nothing more than a roommate who left her dirty dishes on the counter and her shoes strewn across the living room floor. So why the hell did he still feel like a horny teenager jonesing for his first lay? Because she was a roommate with the sexiest ass he’d ever seen and a rack that he knew firsthand looked amazing squeezed around his cock.

      Cole groaned. The way he was acting, you’d think he hadn’t had sex in months. In reality, it had only been a little over a week. Nine days and eighteen hours to be exact, but who was counting?

      He was so fucked.

      And the situation was about to get much worse. Accompanying Olivia had seemed like a good idea when Rebecca suggested it. But now, nearly a week later, Cole wondered if they’d made the right call, and the closer they got to their departure, the more he questioned that decision. Navigating life in Chicago was one thing; going away together for the weekend was another. Which was why despite having already worked out at home that morning, he was at it again in his office gym.

      He cranked up the incline and increased the speed. His chest heaved from the exertion, but he didn’t let up. He’d wear the damn machine out if he had to—or maybe his legs; it was a tossup which would fail first, but one way or another he had to get over wanting to fuck his wife into the middle of next week.

      There was a tap on the door. Cole slowed his pace. “Come in.”

      Jonathan poked his head around the frame. “I have the file you requested, Mr. Grant.”

      “Excellent.” He punched a few buttons to lower the ramp. “And?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      Cole stepped off the treadmill and grabbed the bottle of chilled Vasa he’d left on the weight bench. “Give it to me from the top.” He cracked the lid off with a twist of his wrist and took a long drink of water as he waited for the run down to begin.

      Jonathan flipped open a manila folder. He knew the drill. They’d been down this road numerous times. Cole never went into a meeting without all the facts. Hell if he was going to meet his in-laws without gathering as much intel as possible. Jonathan had done a quick background check on Olivia in the hours leading up to their wedding, but this time Cole had asked him to dig a little deeper.

      “Olivia Grace Ramsey is the only child of Susan and Brian Ramsey. Although from the looks of it, her mother goes by Ramsey in town but never legally changed her last name.”

      Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, Cole thought.

      “Her parents still live downstate in the small town where she grew up,” Jonathan continued. “Mostly a farming community.”

      “So they’re farmers?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “They have a decent size parcel of land and a few animals, but it’s not a working farm. Mom has a small store in town that sells beads and candles. Dad’s a veterinarian.”

      Great, a tree hugger and an animal lover. There was no way around it; Cole was in for a long, painful weekend. But hopefully that was the worst of it. “Any skeletons rattling around that I should be aware of?”

      “Not really. Mom had a few arrests back in her early twenties, all for peaceful protests at some nuclear reactor out west.”

      Activist too? That apple just kept rolling closer.

      “Other than that, it’s all pretty mundane.”

      “Thank you, Jonathan.”

      “Do you need anything else, sir?”

      “No, that will be all.” From what he knew of Olivia, and now her parents, showing up with Jonathan in tow would go over like a lead balloon. Besides, he liked the comfort of knowing his right-hand man was keeping an eye on his sister. “Keep a close watch on Rebecca while I’m gone and alert me immediately of any developments.”

      “Of course,” Jonathan assured him.

      He hadn’t been alone for two minutes when his phone dinged with an incoming text. It was from Conor.

      Think her dad has a shotgun?

      Cole rolled his eyes. Fuck you.

      Only if you’ll marry me in Vegas too. Little bubbles popped up to indicate Conor was typing what was no doubt another gem of a reply, but at the moment Cole didn’t have time for trading jabs. He had a road trip to get to. Speaking of . . .

      Cole glanced at the TAG Heuer strapped to his wrist and frowned. He’d messaged Olivia hours ago asking what time they needed to leave, and he still hadn’t heard back. Hell if he was going to double-text her. Fuck, now he sounded like a teenage girl.

      He was ready to hop back on the treadmill for another five-mile sprint when his phone dinged again. This time it was Olivia.

      Meet you in front of the castle at 5, she’d typed, making use of the nickname she’d given his penthouse. It was like the woman went out of her way to find new means with which to annoy him. God only knew what she had in store for him over the next two days.

      Cole groaned. Two solid days. There were a million and one things he should have been doing that weekend and visiting Olivia’s family was not one of them. Still, his sister was right, it would raise suspicions-not to mention make him look like a total douche-if he didn’t tag along to meet the new in-laws.

      He yanked his T-shirt off and wiped the sweat from his brow as he made his way to the shower. The icy cold water did nothing to erase the images that had been haunting him day and night. And now he was about to spend two hours trapped in a car with the woman who simultaneously made his head ache and his cock hard. With any luck, she’d be wearing a burlap sack for the trip downstate. Or a trench coat. Or even those ridiculous drawstring pants with the emojis all over them. Anything but the faded jeans with the Bonnaroo patch. Those fucking jeans would be the death of him. She had to know her ass looked freaking amazing in them. In Cole’s experience, no woman walked out of the house without at least a half dozen looks in the mirror and most of them were of the rear view. Which meant she was doing it to him on purpose. Fucking tease.

      But an hour later, as he pushed through the doors of his building, Cole realized Olivia’s wardrobe was the least of his problems. Because while she was indeed wearing the devil jeans paired with a pale green sweater that made her eyes look amazing and her tits even better, at the moment the more pressing issue was her car.

      “What the hell is that?” Cole asked as Olivia climbed out of a light blue Plymouth Duster. He’d expected her to drive up in some sort of electric hybrid, or maybe something she’d rigged to run on vegetable oil. But this looked like it had been driven straight out of a 1970’s junkyard. It was totally unacceptable.

      “Not what, who.” Olivia grinned. “This is Bertha,” she said as if she was introducing him to one of her best friends. “I’ve had her since high school, and she was my mom’s before that. Never go home without her.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding?”

      Olivia met him with a glare that made it clear she was most certainly not. Fuck that.

      “I’m driving,” he said. It wasn’t a request. “The Bugatti or the Range Rover, you can pick.”

      “No way.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Listen Mr. Hot Shit, I went to your fancy-pants party, rode in that gas guzzler of a spaceship, and even wore a dress that severely restricted my ability to breathe. But this is my turf. We ride in my car, and we wear normal clothes.” She eyed his outfit. He was wearing khaki pants, a blue button-down shirt, and a sport coat, but from the look on her face you’d have thought he came down the stairs dressed in a wifebeater tank and cut-off jeans.

      “These are my normal clothes,” he said.

      “Jeans would be more appropriate.” Olivia glanced down at his nubuck oxfords. “And a pair of boots.” She smirked. “I’m sure you have some Ralph Lauren version of all that, don’t you?”

      Cole pressed his lips together in a hard line. Who the hell did she think she was, demanding they take that piece of crap and telling him how to dress? Then again, the whole goal of the weekend was to smooth things over with her parents. Keeping a low profile would go a long way to that end.

      “Fine. Your car and your wardrobe. But I’m driving.” He stalked off toward the lobby of his building and when he returned fifteen minutes later, had changed into a pair of jeans and a pullover sweater. He’d even ditched the suede shoes in favor of a pair of hiking boots. They were still a designer brand though; he had to draw the line somewhere.

      “Better?” he asked.

      She eyed him from head to toe. “You’ll do.”

      “Then let’s go.” He snatched the keys out of Olivia’s hand and headed toward the car.

      “When was the last time you even drove?” she asked, tight on his heels.

      He chuckled. “I drive all the time.” But when he reached the car door his smile faded. “Although usually cars from this century.” He fumbled with the lock. Whoever invented automatic key fobs should be given a fucking medal.

      “Bertha might be a senior citizen, but she’s still got a lot of good miles in her.”

      Cole tossed his bag in the back alongside Olivia’s and slid behind the wheel. He put the key in the ignition and turned it, but instead of roaring to life, the engine merely sputtered. “Well, it was fun while it lasted,” he said dryly. “Looks like we’ll be taking my car after all.”

      “Not so fast. There’s nothing wrong with Bertha that a little TLC won’t fix.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “She just needs a little love. Pump the gas lightly three times . . .”

      Begrudgingly, Cole began tapping his foot on the accelerator.

      “. . . and then say ‘c’mon baby.’”

      He cut his eyes at her. “You’re insane.”

      “You’re the one who insisted on driving.”

      He ignored her and tried the ignition again, but nothing happened other than a few sad coughs and chokes. Jesus, was it possible she owned a car that was as temperamental as she was?

      Olivia sat facing him in the seat, her back against the passenger door and her arms crossed over her chest. “Whenever you’re ready, Hot Shot.”

      Cole cursed under his breath before grinding out a demanding ‘c’mon, baby’ from between clenched teeth.

      “Do you know any woman who would respond to that tone?”

      He turned to look at her. “If I recall correctly, you did. Quite well in fact.”

      A flush crept over her cheeks. “Well, Bertha is different.” She nodded to the steering wheel. “Do it again and give her a little rub this time.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. Cole let out a long-suffering sigh and against his better judgment gave it one last try. Much to his surprise, Bertha purred to life. “Don’t even say it,” he said.

      Olivia buckled her seatbelt and settled back against the vinyl seat. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” she said, fighting the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth.

      Yeah right, like she’d pass up an opportunity to bust his balls.

      But much to his surprise, she remained quiet, not saying a word about the car, his driving, or anything else for that matter. They drove in silence as Cole maneuvered the car through the city. Traffic was heavier than normal thanks to a music festival clogging up the entire lakefront, but once they merged onto the highway, they really started to move.

      Olivia stared out the window as the scenery blurred by. When she finally spoke, her tone was light and somewhat nostalgic. “God, I’ve missed this.”

      “Riding in a car?”

      She nodded. “I’d be happier behind the wheel, but this is a close second. There’s just something about the open road.”

      “Why do you even have a car in the city?” Traffic in Chicago was a bitch, and parking was even worse. Most people used public transportation and when that wasn’t an option, an Uber or a taxi.

      Olivia shrugged. “I like the independence it gives me. Sometimes I just need to get out of the city, breathe some air that hasn’t been polluted by gas-guzzling SUVs and the assholes that drive them.” She smirked. “No offense.”

      “None taken. But technically—”

      “If you’re about to point out that you don’t actually drive that monstrosity of a car, don’t bother. Those emissions are still on you, buddy.”

      Cole laughed. “And you think this hunk of junk is better for the environment?”

      Olivia rubbed the dashboard. “Don’t listen to him, baby.”

      He watched her with a raised brow. “Does she ever talk back?” Maybe his new bride was one cuckoo short of a full nest.

      “No,” Olivia said with a roll of her eyes. “But she’s a wicked DJ.”

      “As intrigued as I am to hear what Bertha would play . . .” Cole leaned back to pull his iPhone out of the front pocket of his jeans. “Here,” he said, unlocking the screen with his thumb. “I have several playlists. Just plug it in.”

      She shot him an amused look. “Where exactly?”

      His gaze shifted to the console and an archaic looking sound system. “Dear God, is that an 8-track system?”

      “Nope. She only came with an AM radio, but my grandfather installed this for my mom in the 80s.” Olivia opened the glove box and pulled out a cassette.

      “You made me a mix tape? How romantic.” The sarcasm in his voice was impossible to miss.

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” She held the tape up for him to see. “I never go anywhere without this.”

      He squinted at the label. “The Best of Bertha-1980s” was written across it in black Sharpie. Cole cringed. “Oh, this ought to be good.”

      “Just to warn you, sometimes it plays a bit faster when you accelerate.”

      Perfect. Not only was he about to be subjected to something excruciating, but if he punched the gas it would sound like Alvin and the Chipmunks. Then again, maybe if he drove fast enough the tape would just snap.

      Olivia popped the cassette into the slot. There were a few clicking and squeaking sounds that for a moment had Cole hoping his ears might actually be spared. But instead of a stream of unwound tape spewing out of the console, music blasted from the speakers.

      “New rule,” he said as her head bobbed along to New Order’s ‘Bizarre Love Triangle.’ “None of this crap gets played in the penthouse.”

      “New rule,” Olivia countered. “You don’t get to make any more rules. You had your chance in Vegas. The window for negotiating has closed.” She kicked off her shoes, reclined her seat a few inches, and put her bare feet on the dashboard.

      Normally Cole would have objected—and he certainly would have if they’d been in his car. But while her smart mouth was as annoying as ever, for some reason Olivia’s actions didn’t bother him as much as he thought they would. In fact, the farther they got from the city limits, the less her playlist bothered him as well.

      Cole stared through the windshield at the open road. As much as it pained him to admit it, Olivia was right. There was something liberating about a road that stretched as far as the eye could see. It had been a long time since he’d left the world of concrete and glass. He’d forgotten how soothing miles and miles of absolutely nothing could be. Maybe a little time away from the grind was exactly what he needed.

      Then again, he was on his way to meet his new in-laws. Fake marriage or not, the idea made him uncomfortable. Cole wasn’t the relationship type which meant he also wasn’t the “take home to meet the family” type. And in this case, there was the added stress of pretending to be happily married.

      Olivia still hadn’t decided if she was going to tell her parents the full story. If she didn’t, then he also faced the complication of pretending to be blissfully happy. Hell, if he could pull that off maybe he’d be back at the Oscars, this time as a nominee. Musical differences aside, they barely got along. Even on a good day, they could hardly manage a two-minute conversation without it dissolving into a match of wits and insults. Of course, twice it also led to fucking, but as far as he could tell that wasn’t happening again. Still, the question remained: Could they really pull off playing a happy couple? Even if they could, there was still the matter of how her family was going to react, not only to the news but to him. Olivia’s mother knew of their wedding, and she’d no doubt told her father. But still, coming to terms with the idea that Olivia had eloped was one thing. The realization that her new husband was a billionaire was another. And while in theory most people thought that much money would be a blessing, in many ways it could be also be a curse.

      “How do you think this will go down?” he asked. They hadn’t really talked about what would happen when they arrived, and with the mile markers getting lower by the minute, there was no time like the present.

      “It’ll be seven by the time we get there, so my dad will be home from work, unless of course there’s been an emergency. My mom will have been cooking since dawn, so I hope you’re hungry. But other than stuffing our faces with the two of them, it should be pretty low key.”

      “No other family members I need to know about?” Of course, he already knew the answer to that, but tipping Olivia off as to the existence his little manila folder would’ve started a fight the remaining mileage wouldn’t have allowed them to finish.

      “Nope just me. Oh, and Bucky.”

      “Bucky?” There hadn’t been a Bucky mentioned anywhere in Jonathan’s research.

      “My dog.”

      “Ah, I see.” The name made sense since according to Jonathan’s report, her father went to Ohio State.

      “Make no mistake, Bucky is absolutely part of the family. I’ve had him as long as I’ve had Bertha. And believe me, if he doesn’t like you, you’re screwed with the rest of my family.”

      Great, now in addition to charming her mother and father, he also had to win over her dog.

      “And what kind of canine is dear Bucky?”

      “Golden lab.” Olivia pointed to an exit sign. “That’s us.”

      A sense of dread and unease rushed through Cole’s veins. He’d met with heads of state, collaborated with Nobel Prize winning scientists, and visited nearly every nation in the world. And yet for some reason his palms were damp at the idea of sitting down to a simple dinner with Olivia’s parents. On nearly every level, he knew it was crazy, but his autonomic nervous system was overriding logic, and at the moment all he could think about was if it was too late to turn back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Cole veered of the highway, and after a few more instructions from Olivia, came upon a blue mailbox with the name “Ramsey” stamped in gold foil letters.

      “Turn here,” she said.

      He’d no sooner started down the lane when a yellow farmhouse with a wide front porch came into view. Even from that distance he could see Bucky, sitting at attention on the top step. Baskets filled with ferns hung from the ceiling and there was even a pair of wooden rocking chairs. The whole scene looked like something out of a movie. And even though he hadn’t stepped inside yet, Cole knew without a doubt that this wasn’t just a house, it was a home.

      He parked the car in front of the steps and cut the engine. “Ready?” He wasn’t sure which one of them he was asking.

      Olivia nodded. “Let’s do this.” She reached for the door handle, but Cole stopped her.

      “Wait,” he said. “Let me get it.”

      She shot him a look he was beginning to know quite well. It was the one that said, “Don’t be an idiot.” Only question was, what had he done to earn it this time.

      “I can get my own door.”

      “I was raised with proper manners, Olivia.”

      “That may very well be, but I have never been the type to sit like a delicate flower waiting for a man to open my car door. And my parents know darn well I wouldn’t marry a man who expected me to.”

      Jesus, how the hell were they going to navigate an entire weekend if it took them this long just to get out of the car?

      Their debate was cut short when the screen door swung open. Olivia’s mom stepped onto the porch. She was barefoot and wearing a pair of faded jeans and an embroidered peasant top. She looked more like she could be Olivia’s older sister than her mother, and with her wavy blond hair and big blue eyes, was a dead ringer for Goldie Hawn.

      “Well, don’t just sit there,” she said. Her smile was wide and warm. “I want to meet my new son.”

      Cole got out of the car and extended his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Ramsey.”

      She shot him a look not unlike the one he’d just received from her daughter. “Handshakes are for strangers. We’re family.” She threw her arms around Cole and pulled him in for a tight hug. “And please, call me Susan.”

      When she was done squeezing the life out of him, she moved on to Olivia. “How was your drive?” she asked them. “Have much traffic?”

      Before he could even answer, she was on to the next topic.

      “Are you hungry? You must be starving. Dinner’s about ready but I can fix you a snack if you’d like?”

      “Mom, take a breath.”

      At least six beaded bracelets slid down her arm as she dismissed her daughter with a wave of her hand. “I’ve made all of Livvy’s favorites, but I figured you for a meat eater, so I’ve got a pot roast too.”

      “You didn’t need to go to all that trouble on my account.”

      “Believe me, Brian is thrilled to have a fellow carnivore in the house.” Susan started up the stairs. “Grab your bags and meet me in the kitchen.” She stopped to pat the head of the patient Labrador. “And be sure to introduce Cole to Bucky. He can’t get down the stairs anymore, but he’s been sitting here waiting for you all day.”

      The porch door swung shut, and Cole turned to his bride. “Livvy?” he asked. He didn’t even bother trying to hide his amusement.

      Olivia wrinkled her nose. “Childhood nickname. But don’t even think about using it. And while you’re at it, wipe that stupid grin off your face as well.”

      “I didn’t say a word.” Yet. Cole chuckled as he reached for their luggage. “Christ, it’s a lot warmer here.”

      “Indian Summer,” Olivia said, referring to the stint of unseasonably warm weather that often occurred in the early fall. “Always hits harder below the I-88 corridor.” She pulled her sweater over her head and tied it around her waist. A warm breeze blew across the fields, and her nipples pebbled against the thin fabric of the tank she wore beneath.

      Sweet Jesus, this was going to be a long two days.

      “Ready” she asked. The smile on her face made it look as though she was actually looking forward to this.

      “Lead the way.” Cole followed Olivia up the front steps, stopping when she suddenly dropped to her knees in front of the dog.

      “There’s my sweet boy,” she said. Her smile grew wider as Bucky gave her a slobbering face bath. He might have had trouble getting around, but his tail wagged like a puppy’s. “Cole, this is Bucky.” She whispered in the dog’s ear. “Be gentle with him. He’s a city boy.”

      The dog lumbered over to Cole and immediately started sniffing his crotch. Fabulous.

      “Nothing much to see there,” she told Bucky, laughing as she guided his head back to her face for more kisses. When she was satisfied he hadn’t missed a spot, she gave him an affectionate pat on the head. “Come on, let’s go inside and get you a treat.”

      He was fairly sure she was talking to the dog, but he wouldn’t have said no to a beer. Or maybe a scotch.

      Straightening, Olivia reached for the handle on the screen door. She held it open for Cole as he and the dog made their way into the family home. Inside, the house was even more welcoming than it had seemed from the driveway. The front room held brightly colored, mismatched furniture that reminded him a bit of the apartment on Friends. It was far too cluttered for Cole’s taste, but it looked comfortable and from what he could tell of Olivia’s mother so far, perfectly reflected her personality. There was no television, but where one should have hung was a large piece of driftwood. It was painted a bright turquoise and read, “Life Is Too Short For Bad Vibes.” Her living room might have been decorated like Monica Geller’s apartment, but Susan Ramsey was decidedly more Phoebe Buffay.

      “Livvy,” Susan called out from the kitchen, “will you give me a hand mashing the sweet potatoes.” She appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on a dish towel, and her gaze fell to the duffle bags Cole held in each hand. “You can just go ahead and dump those up in Olivia’s room,” she told him. “Top of the stairs, second door on the left.”

      Fuck. With everything else on his mind, Cole hadn’t taken the time to consider the most obvious complication of all: They would be sharing a room. Forget getting through two long days; how the hell was he doing to survive two long nights?

      He climbed the stairs and with each creaking step thought of topics he could use to distract himself when the time came for bed. Baseball lineups weren’t really cutting it anymore. He’d spent so many nights trying to get his dick under control by reciting the statistics of the Cubs lineup, he could practically take a job with the team. Besides, keeping his mind off the fact that Olivia was sleeping within arm’s reach was going to take a lot more than batting averages and RBIs.

      For a moment, he indulged the dark side and let himself wonder what she wore to bed. The night they’d spent together in Vegas, Olivia had slept naked. Not that she’d had much choice in the matter. It wasn’t exactly like she’d had a chance to pack a bag. But what if that was her go- to choice? Cole groaned. He wasn’t so sure he had the willpower to resist all that naked perfection only a few inches away.

      He’d fantasized about her more times than he could count, let alone would be willing to admit. Sometimes she was wearing lingerie, the sexy, slutty kind they kept in the back of La Perla. Sometimes she was in nothing but a black lace bra, thigh-high stockings and stilettos. Other times she was in white lace, innocent and wide eyed as she looked up at him with his cock between her lips. No matter the version, they all ended the same way: with her beautiful body fully exposed and his for the taking. The visual had his dick pulsing against the fly of his jeans.

      But when he opened the door to Olivia’s room, all thoughts of her naked body left him. “You’ve got to be kidding me?” he mumbled under his breath. “The Jonas Brothers?”

      Pictures of the trio covered one wall while Justin Timberlake was plastered all over another. It was as if he’d stepped into a millennial time warp. The room wasn’t overly feminine—he wouldn’t have expected that from Olivia—but the posters were a dead giveaway that this had once been the sanctuary of a teenage girl. And while thankfully there was no ruffled pink comforter, there were enough stuffed animals on the bed to stock FAO Schwartz. It was like she had her very own version of Noah’s ark.

      Cole dropped the bags on the floor and moved closer to the bookshelf. The entire hardback collection of Harry Potter filled the shelf in front of him. Her love of the boy wizard wasn’t entirely surprising, but the well-read paperbacks from The Twilight Saga were a bit of a twist. He made a mental note to give her shit about that later and moved on to the marked-up poster taped to the wall above her desk. It was map of the world with the words “Global Issues” written across the top. Various regions had been circled in red marker, labeled and dated. She’d documented everything from oil spills, to mining incidents, to ice sheet weakening. Some went as far back as the mid-nineties. She might have been a colossal pain in his ass, but Cole couldn’t help but smile as he pictured six-year-old Olivia standing on a chair to document the latest environmental crisis.

      “Dinner’s ready,” Susan called from the foot of the stairs.

      Cole made his way down and as he neared the kitchen, heard the distinct baritone of a male voice. Here goes nothing, he thought.

      “Dr. Ramsey,” he said, extending his hand as he entered the room. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Olivia’s father stiffened but offered his hand in return. “Same. Although I gotta be honest Cole, Susan and I would have appreciated the courtesy of an introduction before you two exchanged vows.”

      Okay then, guess we’ll dive right in. It wasn’t a bad idea really. After all, there was no sense ignoring the elephant in the room. And while it meant having his feet held to the fire from the get go, Cole respected his father-in-law’s no bullshit approach. “I understand, sir. You have every right to be disappointed, but please don’t be angry with Olivia. It was my fault.” He moved closer to his bride and placed his arm around her shoulder. “I got caught up in the moment and suggested we get married in Vegas.”

      “Carpe diem,” Susan said to no one in particular.

      “Exactly,” Olivia added. She was gazing up at Cole with a look of appreciation laced with a touch of confusion. Was she really surprised he’d fallen on his sword? As Rebecca had so eloquently pointed out, Olivia had gone into the lion’s den for him, and there was no telling what little surprises his grandmother had in store for them next. Least he could do was take the bullet with her parents.

      Her father stood with his hands on his hips, scrutinizing the two newlyweds. His lips were pressed into a thin line, but judging by the look on his face, Cole suspected he had a lot more he wanted to say on the subject. A phone rang in the distance before he had the chance.

      “I better get that,” he said, moving toward the back of the house at a fast clip.

      “That’s his office line,” Susan said. “No telling how long he’ll be.” She motioned to their chairs. “Please, dig in while it’s hot.”

      Cole didn’t feel right about sitting down to dinner without Dr. Ramsey, but Olivia seemed unfazed, giving Cole the impression that life with a doctor—whether it be one for humans or animals—meant interrupted meals.

      Mrs. Ramsey passed Cole the platter of beef then handed her daughter the bowl of sweet potatoes. The diamond on Olivia’s hand caught the light, and although Susan didn’t comment, her eyes grew wide.

      “How have things been at the shop?” Olivia asked her. The speed with which she spoke was no doubt tied to her desire to avoid a discussion of not only the ring but more than likely the entire subject.

      “Same old, same old. Not much money in the incense gig,” Susan said with a laugh. She placed what appeared to be a slice of tofu onto her plate causing Cole to send up a silent prayer of thanks that his new mother-in-law merely objected to eating meat, not serving it. “But the new beeswax candles have been a hit.”

      Olivia turned to Cole. “My mom has a store in town, Baubles and Beads.”

      Cole nodded as if this was new information.

      “Your dad thinks I should hire someone to help out while I’m out of town, but I think people can survive a few days without candles.”

      “Where are you headed?” Cole asked. He lifted the gravy boat and poured a hefty serving onto his meat and potatoes.

      “Not far. Just up to Oglesby.”

      “Starved Rock?” Olivia asked. She forked a slice of the mystery loaf onto her plate and Cole wondered if his food looked as disgusting to them as theirs did to him.

      “Mmm-Hmm, meeting with the Sierra Club.”

      “Are you a climber, Mrs. Ramsey?” Cole asked.

      “Not so much anymore.” She began to pass Cole a basket of biscuits, then pulled it back. “No more food for you if I hear that Mrs. Ramsey stuff again, are we clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She gave a throaty laugh. “Ma’am isn’t much better,” she said as she handed him the basket.

      “My mom’s not going up to Starved Rock for leisure, Cole. She’s been spearheading the campaign to stop the travesty that’s ruining it.”

      Cole shot her a confused look that was met with an exasperated sigh.

      “Open pit sand mines ring any bells?” Olivia asked.

      He paused with a forkful of pot roast in midair. His gaze shifted from Olivia to her mother. “You’re going up against frackers?”

      Susan nodded.

      His eyes grew wide. “No offense to your efforts, Mrs. Ram—, I mean Susan.” She smiled as he corrected himself. “But those mining companies have deep pockets. You’ll never get them to abandon that mine.” The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on Cole. No doubt someone had cautioned Olivia with the same warning when she’d decided to take on Grant Industries.

      “Maybe not, but someone needs to draw attention to what’s going on up there.”

      The phrase “like mother, like daughter” didn’t even begin to cover it when it came to Olivia and her mom. The similarities between the two women extended far beyond their looks. Whether a case of nature or nurture, Olivia had obviously taken after her mother when it came to fighting for causes she believed in. And whether Cole agreed with their positions or not, it was clear their zeal was genuine.

      Brian came back into the room. Careful not to interrupt his wife, he took a seat and tucked his napkin into his shirt. Once he was settled, Susan began passing him bowls of vegetables all the while continuing to extol the motivation behind her efforts.

      “Not only is fracking threatening one of our most beautiful state parks, but the particles they are sending into the air are impacting communities all along the banks of the Illinois River.”

      Cole shifted his focus back to his new father-in-law. On first impression, Dr. Ramsey seemed like a man who was set in his traditional ways. Yet his wife was anything but traditional, and there was no denying the affection and pride that filled his eyes as he listened to her speak of the cause so close to her heart.

      “How about you, Olivia,” her mother asked. “Making any progress with the long-eared bats?”

      Olivia glanced at Cole then back to her plate, focusing on piling as many peas as possible onto the tines of her fork. “Um, yes, actually.”

      Olivia’s father stilled. It was only for a moment, but the reaction didn’t go unnoticed by Cole. Brian reached for his glass of ice tea and took a long sip. When he was finished, he wiped his face with his napkin and placed it on the table next to his plate. “Tell me, Cole, what do you think of Olivia’s work?”

      The clinking of silverware stopped as his words hung in the air.

      Cole kept his expression neutral, not that it mattered much. Brian Ramsey had his laser focus trained on his daughter. It made sense really. He didn’t know Cole, his mannerisms, or his poker face. His daughter, on the other hand, was a different story. There was little doubt he knew all of her tells, and at the moment he was using his paternal instincts to find a crack in their barely strung together facade.

      “I admire the passion she has for the causes she champions. Working for non-profits requires a dedication not seen in most other fields.”

      Her father shifted his gaze to Cole. “You mean because it doesn’t pay well?”

      “Practically speaking, yes. But also, because it often means going against the grain, so to speak.”

      “Do you think that will be a problem for the two of you?” Susan asked. Her words were to the point, but her voice was full of genuine concern.”

      “Olivia and I don’t always agree, but we respect each other’s opinions and try our best to see the issue from that vantage point.” He reached across the table for her hand and clasped it in his. “Opposites attract and where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

      For fuck’s sake, could he have fit any more clichés into that sentence?

      “That’s a very enlightened approach, Cole,” Susan said. “And we’re living proof that it can work.” She looked at her husband and smiled. “I know Brian hasn’t always agreed with some of my efforts, especially when we were first married.” She gave a small laugh. “Remember that one night in Arizona?”

      Brian scowled. “Show me the man who’d want his pregnant wife arrested.”

      Susan stood and wrapped her arms around her husband from behind. “My point is, we accept those we love and embrace them for who they are.” Cole half expected her to break out into a round of “Kumbaya,” but instead she simply planted a kiss on Brian’s cheek before grabbing the extra tray of biscuits out of the oven.

      “Saw Mrs. Hunt the other day,” Dr. Ramsey said with his eyes once again trained on his daughter.

      A loud clatter came from the direction of the stove. One of the biscuits fell to the ground and rolled across the wood floor. “Catch that for me, Brian?”

      But instead of reaching for the errant baked good, he pushed on with his agenda. “She said Derek is doing some really great work, even has plans to expand his research.” His gaze never once wavered from Olivia. “Heard anything from him lately?”

      Now it was Cole’s turn to asses Olivia’s reaction. Her face flushed ever so slightly but she answered without missing a beat. “Not since he left for Africa.”

      “Well, I’m sure he’s been busy.” Brian leaned back in his chair. Clearly, he was in no hurry to end the conversation. “Doctors Without Borders is a damn fine program, wouldn’t you agree, Cole?

      “Anyone for some hot bread?” Susan asked, the high-pitched chirp of her voice revealing her unease. She set the basket on the table with a thud and fixed her husband with a hard stare.

      Cole tried his best to remain impassive, answering their questions one at a time. “I’d love one, thank you. And yes, it’s an admirable organization, one the Grant Foundation has supported for quite some time.” Healthcare for children was something Cole’s mother had made a priority from the moment he was born. From the memos she’d written during the early days of the Foundation, Evaline Grant was well aware of how fortunate she was to be able to provide her child with top-rated medical care and she was equally aware of the plight of those who couldn’t. Whether in the U.S. or abroad, she was committed to the efforts to rectify that disparity.

      “Writing a check is one thing,” Brian said. “Rolling up your sleeves and getting your hands dirty is another.”

      Cole’s phone rang, cutting through the tension filled room. It was the first call he’d had all night. That in itself would have been strange enough, but as he thought about it Cole realized he hadn’t had so much as a single text or email come through for hours. When he glanced at the screen, he saw his lawyer’s name, and at least fourteen missed calls and voicemails. The chiming and dinging was almost nonstop.

      “What the . . .”

      “We have terrible reception out here,” Susan offered. “You must have just picked up a signal.”

      “Excuse me,” Cole said, standing and moving toward the back door. “I need to take this.”

      “Grant,” he said into the phone.

      “Finally.” Bill Barkley exhaled heavily into the phone. “Been trying to reach you all evening.” Regardless of circumstance, Cole would have considered an after-hours call from his lawyer to be a case of out of the frying pan, into the fire. But in this instance, he wasn’t so sure. Something told him there was a lot more to that conversation than the casual mention of a run-in with a neighbor and if the clawing in his gut was any indication, it wasn’t a story he wanted to hear.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. What the hell was wrong with him? He shouldn’t give a rat’s ass about Olivia’s past. It didn’t matter who Derek Do-Gooder was to her then or now. The only thing that mattered was that she was faithful to him during the term of their marriage, and even that was only for the sake of prying eyes.

      “Are you still there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “Thought I’d lost you. Where the hell are you anyway? Sounds like you’re in some Third World country.”

      Cole gazed out across miles and miles of open land. It was hardly a Third World country, but to him it was about as foreign. “I’m downstate for a few days. What’s up?”

      “Your grandmother filed a motion to compel this afternoon.”

      “For what?”

      “She wanted proof that you’re actually married,” Bill said. His fatigue was obvious even over the phone.

      “I hope you put her in her place.”

      “Absolutely. We presented a copy of your marriage license and Judge Peterson told her in no uncertain terms that the case was over as far as the courts were concerned.”

      “Good. So it’s settled.”

      “Legally yes, but—”

      “But what?” Cole asked, although he had a bad feeling he already knew the answer.

      “But your grandmother isn’t letting this go. She was asking me where you were this weekend. Apparently, she called your office to try to set up some sort of family dinner. My guess is she’s hoping to stir things up. If she can trip Olivia up somehow, get her to contradict something you’ve said or even break her down until she admits it was all a ruse . . .”

      “Then she would have quite a story to leak to the press.”

      “Not to mention the stockholders. The courts won’t see any misdoing, but investors might not feel the same.”

      “Fuck.” Cole peered through the window into the house. Olivia was clearing the plates off the table while in the distance her parents were huddled in the hallway in what looked to be a rather quiet yet animated conversation. “It’ll be fine,” he said.

      His gaze shifted to his wife, and every muscle in his body tightened. He knew the reaction well. It was an instinct to protect, although up until now, something he’d never felt for anyone but Rebecca. “Olivia can hold her own, and we’ll take the proper steps to ensure she’s ready for whatever my grandmother throws at her.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “Trust me, Bill. She’ll be ready.” The conviction in Cole’s voice left no room for doubt. If only he felt as confident about the situation at hand. He ended the conversation and took a deep breath. He needed to man the fuck up. Whatever waited for him inside couldn’t be worse than what awaited Olivia when they returned to Chicago. An awkward family dinner with her parents was nothing compared to the inquisition that awaited her with his grandmother.

      He fired off a quick text checking on Rebecca, and once he confirmed all was well with her, made his way back into the kitchen. To his surprise, the mood was decidedly lighter, leaving Cole to wonder exactly what Susan had whispered to Brian in that hallway. Whatever she’d said, it worked because the rest of the night passed without incident. In fact, Cole would have gone so far as to say it was enjoyable. Once they’d retired to the living room, everyone seemed to relax. The comfortable furniture didn’t hurt—neither did the jug of homemade wine Susan brought out to toast their union—but whatever the reason, the next few hours were filled with laughter and music and pleasant conversation. Everything was going much better than Cole could have ever expected . . . until the awkward moment when it was time for bed.

      “Try to sell it,” Olivia whispered when they reached the foot of the stairs.

      Cole wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her body flush against his. “Thank you so much,” he told her parents. “It really was a lovely evening.”

      “You’re more than welcome.” Susan fixed them both with a knowing smile. “Sleep well.”

      He placed his palm against the small of her back as he guided her up the stairs. Her shirt rode up ever so slightly and the brief contact with her bare skin had him stumbling on the top tread.

      “Careful,” she said, oblivious to the effect she’d had on him. “The stairs are a little warped.” They stood staring at each other for a few moments before Olivia nodded to a door in the distance. “Bathroom’s at the end of the hall. Go ahead. I’ll use the one in my parent’s room.”

      Cole grabbed his toiletries bag and headed off to the bathroom. When he was finished, he found Olivia in her room, already changed for bed. Her hair was pulled back in a sloppy ponytail and while she wasn’t naked, the pair of boy short panties and the faded Lumineers T-shirt she wore were even more of a turn-on, something Cole hadn’t thought possible. But as he drank in every detail, from the lace trim of her fluorescent green panties to the way her nipples strained against the cotton fabric of her well-worn tee, Cole was quite certain she’d never looked sexier.

      His mouth grew dry, and a fine sweat misted his body. This was going to be the longest fucking night. He cleared his throat. “Christ, it’s hot in here.” And not just figuratively. The upstairs of her parent’s house was downright sweltering.

      “Yeah, Indian Summer has steamed things up a bit. Takes a while for the upstairs to cool back down.”

      “Can you crank the AC?”

      “Sorry, don’t have air conditioning.”

      Cole frowned. “Let me guess, bad for the environment?”

      Olivia smiled as she moved nearly one hundred and one stuffed Dalmatians—not to mention just about every other animal imaginable—from the bed to the window seat. “You’re catching on.”

      “Well, not having one is bad for my sleep patterns.”

      Olivia laughed as she slid into bed. “Believe it or not, your sleeping comfort has little to no impact on global warming.”

      “What do you say we skip the whole Al Gore routine and just get some sleep?” Cole moved to the other side of the bed. The room, not to mention the bed, seemed to have grown smaller since he’d last seen it.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Olivia asked as he lifted the sheet.

      “Going to bed.”

      “Oh, no, no, no. You’re over there.” She nodded to where a pillow and a folded comforter had been placed on the floor.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me?”

      Olivia ignored his question. Instead she just settled back against the pile of pillows.

      A huff of air left Cole’s lungs. “Fine.” He unfolded the blanket and spread it out across the floor. At least there was wall-to-wall carpet, although he suspected he’d still need a solid week with his chiropractor to recover from this makeshift camp out. But the rising temperature and the prospect of a sore back aside, Cole realized that what he was really feeling at the moment was a stab of disappointment. What the hell? Had a part of him actually been looking forward to sharing a bed with her? The idea was so absurd he nearly laughed out loud. Cole went to great lengths to avoid spending the entire night with a woman, and that was when sex was involved. But to skip the orgasm and go straight to the pillow talk? No fucking way. Maybe all the fresh country air was starting to affect his brain.

      Once he was finally settled, Cole lay staring at the ceiling, focusing on the steady hum of the ceiling fan, the tiny crack that stretched across the plaster, or the blue and white striped valances that topped each of the windows. Anything but the sound of the soft breaths coming from the woman lying on the mattress above him. All at once, he imagined the gentle rise and fall of her breasts as she drew each breath, how her nipples would pebble if his fingertips brushed her sensitive skin, or how she would cry out in a silent gasp if he tugged the taut tip between his teeth.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Cole turned onto his side and the map caught his eye. States and capitals. That would keep him occupied. He started with the first one that came to mind but then Olivia shifted and let out a small sigh, which had him starting over, this time in alphabetical order.

      Alabama. Montgomery. Alaska. Juneau. Arizona. Phoenix. He kept going, reciting states and capitals in his head. Olivia was silent above him, and by the time he’d reached Wyoming, he assumed she’d drifted off to sleep. But then she surprised him, not only by speaking, but with what she asked.

      “You hate it here, don’t you?”

      Cole considered his answer for a moment before he spoke. “Actually, no, I don’t.” He’d expected to be miserable, but other than the brief kitchen table interrogation, Cole had actually enjoyed his evening. “I like your parents. Don’t get me wrong, your mother is as whacky as you are. But she means well. And your dad seems like a stand-up guy.” He chuckled to himself. “Although I don’t think he cares for me too much.”

      Usually Cole had no problem winning people over. Of course, he knew that was largely due to his family’s money and power. In a world where “you’re either with me or against me” most wisely chose to ally themselves with the Grant name. But Brian Ramsey was different. In his world, Cole’s money and influence were irrelevant. To him, he was nothing more than another city boy from the concrete jungle. They had little in common, yet he’d invited him into his home and, despite the nature of their introduction, had made him feel welcome.

      “Well, the whole running off with his daughter thing aside, I did see him smirk at your shoes.”

      “Imagine if I hadn’t changed clothes?”

      Olivia giggled. “The words ‘pansy ass’ come to mind.”

      “Nice.” He was smiling, although he knew she couldn’t see it.

      “His words, not mine.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ve thought it a time or two.”

      “Maybe.” She gave another small laugh but after a few minutes added, “He likes you. They both do.” Her voice was so quiet, Cole barely made out the words. A strange sensation formed in the pit of his gut just before it turned into a tight knot. Didn’t matter if Olivia’s family liked him or not, because whatever affection they might have for him would be short-lived. Either they’d learn the truth tomorrow, that the marriage was nothing more than a business transaction, or in three months’ time they’d think he was the cad who’d married their daughter only to break her heart. Despite the light the latter would eventually cast him in, it would mean postponing the inevitable and much to his surprise, Cole found himself wanting to buy that time.

      Before coming there, Cole had thought he’d be fine sitting across from her parents at the kitchen table, explaining how he’d negotiated a business deal to marry their only child. He’d had far more difficult conversations in the context of his corporate dealings. Hell, just last week he’d had to dismantle a company he’d acquired through what some might call a hostile takeover. But now that he’d met Brian and Susan, and experienced the affection they’d shown to a total stranger who was unexpectedly a member of their family, Cole wasn’t so sure it was a conversation he wanted to have.

      “Olivia?” he whispered.

      “Hmmm?” It sounded like she was half asleep.

      Cole swallowed hard. “How would you feel about going with option two?”

      The bed creaked above him as Olivia scooted to the edge of the mattress. She was wide awake as she leaned over the side. “You don’t want to tell them about our deal?”

      “No.”

      “You realize they are going to think you’re an even bigger jerk that way?”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said. But that day was three months away. He’d cross that bridge when he came to it. For now, at least, Olivia was his wife, and he was a member of her crazy little family. And fake marriage or not, a tiny part of him wanted to enjoy it.
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      Cole had never spent a night on a farm. And even though Olivia’s parents weren’t actually farmers, they did still own quite a menagerie of animals, one of which it turned out, was a rooster.

      So much for sleeping in.

      Olivia was already gone when he woke, her bed remade with all the toss pillows and stuffed animals back in place. Cole showered and dressed, then made his way down to the kitchen where he found his wife engrossed in a conversation with her mother. The two women stopped talking as soon as he walked into the room, and while he was used to that reaction in the boardroom, in this context it was rather unnerving. Because a part of him couldn’t help but wonder if they’d been discussing their latest plot to rid the world of pollution or if they’d merely been discussing how to rid Olivia of him.

      Get a grip, Grant. Maybe all the fresh air and “normalcy” was a bad idea after all. It seemed to be having a strange effect on him. How else could he explain the fact that he gave a flying fuck about anything but the bottom line?

      “Morning, Cole,” Susan said. Her smile was just as warm and genuine as the night before, leading him to believe they weren’t conspiring to vote him off the island, or in their case, the farm. “I made some muffins.” She pulled back a red and white checkered cloth that had been laying atop a giant heap of baked goods. “Carrot, blueberry, banana. Wasn’t sure which you’d like, so I made a few.”

      “She tends to go a bit overboard,” Olivia said matter-of-factly.

      “Thank you,” Cole said. “That was very kind of you.”

      “Coffee?” she asked, already getting up from the table to grab the pot. “Did you sleep okay?” She set a mug in front of him and began to fill it. “There’s sugar on the table, but should I leave room for cream?”

      Once again Cole noted his new mother-in-law’s propensity to ask questions in rapid suction without allowing time for any answers. “Black is great.” He lifted the cup to his lips. “And I slept fine, thanks.” Surprisingly, he had. Despite being on the floor.

      “That’s Livvy’s bed from high school. Hope it wasn’t too soft.”

      Cole’s gaze met Olivia’s over the rim of his coffee mug. He couldn’t say for sure, but he thought he detected a hint of a smile. “Hard as a rock,” he said. His description could have been referring to the floor or his cock, and judging by the look on Olivia’s face, the double entendre wasn’t lost on her.

      “I was going to make you a big country breakfast, but I wasn’t sure if you were a late riser.”

      Cole reached for one of the carrot muffins and began peeling back the paper wrapper. “Not with a feathered alarm clock,” he said with a small chuckle.

      Olivia laughed. “That would be Rex.”

      Cole paused with a chunk of muffin halfway to his mouth. “Rex the Rooster?”

      A childlike grin spread across Olivia’s face, and she nodded.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Susan said. “We found Rex a few years back on the side of the road and he’s been cock-a-doodle-doing ever since. Guess I’m so used to him, I forget that not everyone wants to wake at the crack of dawn.”

      “It’s not a problem. We’re only here for a few days, best not to waste them sleeping.”

      “Cole’s usually up early working out anyways,” Olivia said. So she had noticed his schedule, which meant the fact that they didn’t cross paths much at home was likely by design. Interesting.

      “We don’t have a gym or anything, but Brian has a mountain bike. You’re welcome to take it out. There are some nice trails down on the other side of the pond.”

      “That’s very kind. I might take you up on that tomorrow morning.”

      There was a knock on the back door that had their three heads turning as one.

      “Oh lord,” Susan said. “That didn’t take long at all.”

      Cole shot Olivia a questioning look as her mother made her way to the door. “Our neighbor, Mrs. Jackson,” she whispered. “Brace yourself.”

      “Good morning, Susan. I was just heading into town and thought I’d drop off some of this jam I made yesterday.” She produced a mason jar from her straw bag. “You know me, once I get to cooking—” Her gaze fell to the two of them sitting at the table and although her face registered no reaction at all, her words indicated she was surprised to find someone else in the room. “Oh, hello, Olivia, I didn’t know you were in town.”

      “Hi, Mrs. Jackson.”

      “And goodness, who’s this?”

      Cole stood and extended his hand. “I’m Coleman Grant,” he said. “Olivia’s husband.”

      “Congratulations,” she said, shaking his hand. “I’m Alice Jackson.” Once again, her expression indicated no semblance of surprise. Alice not only knew that Olivia was in town, he’d bet his next paycheck she also knew exactly who she’d married.

      “Wait,” she said. “Not the Coleman Grant of Grant Industries?”

      The woman was so predictable, he nearly yawned. He gave it five minutes before she asked for money.

      “The very same,” he said.

      “I was just reading about that fancy gala you had up in Chicago.” Alice pulled out a seat, making herself at home though no one had invited her to stay. “If you don’t mind me asking, would you ever consider supporting a smaller charity? Say, one downstate?”

      Two minutes. Alice might have set a new record. “Possibly,” Cole said. “Did you have a particular one in mind?”

      “Since you asked . . .” She leaned closer as if she had breaking news to share. “It just so happens that I’m chairing this year’s ‘Pink Power’ luncheon. We hold it every year to aid women in the area who are going through breast cancer treatment. Our fund covers things insurance won’t, like transportation to treatments.”

      “Alice,” Susan looked horrified by her neighbor’s bold request. “This is hardly the place to—”

      “It’s quite all right, Susan.” Cole was used to these types of solicitations, whether for jobs or donations, or his favorite, the new startup looking for an investor to help launch the next best-selling app. But as transparent as dear Alice was, her cause was worthy. “Sounds like a noble venture, Mrs. Jackson. And one I would be happy to support. Would a hundred thousand cover this year’s goal?”

      The poor woman nearly fell out of her chair. “Oh, my goodness, yes!”

      “Excellent. I’ll have my assistant send a check as soon as I’m back in the office on Monday.”

      “I just . . . I don’t . . . I mean . . .” Alice floundered to find the words to express herself. She placed her hand on her chest and took a calming breath. “I can’t thank you enough, Mr. Grant.”

      “You’re quite welcome.” Riding the high of impressing his new mother-in-law, not to mention his wide-eyed wife, Cole took the conversation one step too far. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

      A glimmer sparked in Alice’s eyes and all at once Cole knew he should have kept his mouth shut.

      “Well,” she said. “Now that you mention it—”

      “Alice, I’m sure the last thing Cole wants to do is talk business when he’s finally gotten away from the grind.” Susan tried her best to derail the speeding freight train, but Alice was not to be deterred.

      “I’m also the editor of our local paper,” she said. “We’d love to do a story on you and Olivia, big city meets small town type of thing. I just know our readers would be fascinated by the story of your courtship.”

      No way. While a profile on him and Olivia wasn’t a bad idea, it would be with a publication of Cole’s choosing; one with a high circulation where he could be guaranteed content control and final approval. Not a small-town paper with a loose cannon at the helm.

      Susan stood. “Don’t let us keep you, Alice. I’m sure you want to take that call in privacy.”

      The woman looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “Call? What call? My phone didn’t ring.”

      Susan lifted the receiver from its cradle on the wall and punched in a few numbers. Within seconds Alice’s cell phone began to ring.

      “What in the world?” She dug her flip phone out of her bag and silenced it. Cole was half tempted to ask how she managed to have such reliable coverage, but fearing she might also run a local wireless franchise, decided against it. The way things were going, he’d end up leaving there with a razor phone and a two-year service contract.

      “You’re not fooling me, Alice Jackson. If you read about the gala, then you knew darn well that Olivia and Cole had gotten married. Now, you’ve already hit my new son-in-law up for cash, which he very graciously agreed to donate. That was one thing, because like he said, it’s a worthy cause. But enough is enough. He’s here for a little R&R, not to do an interview for your gossip column.”

      Alice’s mouth popped open. She tried her best to appear both hurt and shocked, but Susan was having none of it.

      “Oh, don’t look at me like that.” She handed Alice a muffin from the basket on the center of the table. “Here, take this home to Paul.” Susan placed her hand on the woman’s shoulder as she herded her toward the door. “And let me know if you need any help on the food committee. I have a great new kale recipe I’m dying to try.”

      Alice’s expression changed to one of confusion. It was almost as if she wasn’t quite sure how she ended up in motion. “Um, okay.” She glanced over her shoulder at Cole. “Thank you again, Mr. Grant, and if you change your mind about that interview—”

      “Why don’t you two kids go see what Daddy’s up to. I thought I saw him packing up the truck.” Susan’s voice trailed off as she guided Alice to the porch and pulled the door shut behind them.
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      As Olivia drew closer to the battered red pick-up truck, she couldn’t help but think of the many times over the years her dad had taken her with him on house calls. Growing up, it had been the highlight of her week. No matter how busy he was, he always explained exactly what he was doing. Sometimes, he’d even let her help.

      “Where you headed?” she asked.

      Her father tossed one last bag into the bed of the truck. “Down to the Johnson place. Ms. Lulu has been making a nest.”

      “Oh, exciting! Mind if we tag along?”

      He closed the back end of the pickup and wiped the dust from his hands. “Suit yourself, but put a move on.”

      Olivia turned to Cole. “Ever been to a pig farrowing?”

      His eyes grew wide. “If by that do you mean have I ever witnessed a sow giving birth, no I can’t say that I have.”

      Olivia yanked open the passenger side door of the pickup truck. “Then you’re in for treat.” She hopped up into the cab and slid across the seat. “Well, come on, you heard the man, put a move on.”

      Cole climbed in beside her. “At the risk of sounding like a total city boy, did you say the pig was making a nest?”

      Her father nodded. “They start carrying straw around and pushing it into a spot that they like when they are getting ready to give birth.” He turned the key, and the engine roared to life. “From the sounds of it we don’t have long, so buckle up and hold on.”

      With that they sped off down the dirt lane to the neighboring farm. When they reached the back of the property, her dad made a bee-line for the barn, leaving Olivia and Cole doing their best to keep up. They found the sow lying in her pen in the middle of a very impressive circle of straw. Her breathing was labored and even to a novice like Olivia, it was obvious she was having contractions. Her father didn’t waste any time, not that there was any to spare. Within minutes of their arrival the first piglet popped out. Her dad placed the little guy next to his mother and Olivia watched in amazement as he instinctively latched onto her teat and began to suckle.

      The process repeated again and again until there were five little piglets nestled up next to the sow. It had been years since Olivia had seen newborn pigs. Two were spotted while the other three were a solid pink, and although all five were smaller then she remembered, one was especially so.

      “That one’s kind of on the small side, eh?”

      Her father nodded. “He’s the runt for sure.”

      They watched as the tiny piglet rooted around in the straw. After a few minutes passed her father turned to Cole. “Do me a favor and grab the heat lamp out of the back of my truck.”

      “Um, yeah, sure thing,” he said.

      Olivia knelt next to her father as he cared for the exhausted sow. She’d seen him tend to countless animals over the years, but his dedication and compassion never ceased to amaze her.

      “What if he can’t manage?”

      “That husband of yours wouldn’t last a day on a farm,” he said. “But I’m sure even he can manage to find a heat lamp in the back of a pickup truck.”

      Olivia laughed. “Not Cole, the runt. Can we bottle-feed him if he doesn’t figure this out?” They’d done that very thing a few years back, even going so far as to take the little piglet home when his mother rejected him. Judging by the look on his face, her father remembered that time with a little less nostalgia.

      “Don’t go getting any ideas. Your mother nearly killed me.” He looked at Olivia and winked. “And this time you won’t be there to protect me.”

      “But what if he keeps having trouble?” Perhaps she could bring him home with her. Surely the penthouse was big enough for two adults and one miniature swine. Then again, one of those adults was an uptight stick in the mud. For a moment, Olivia let herself imagine how that conversation would go down. The thought alone had her nearly laughing out loud.

      “If need be, we can hand-milk some of the colostrum,” her father said. “Just give him a few minutes.” He shifted the runt to another nipple. The tiny pig squeaked and squealed but after a few minutes he settled down and was able to latch on to his mother. “There you go.” Brian shuffled back so Olivia could get a bit closer. “Now, listen carefully to hear if he’s starting to drink.”

      Olivia leaned down but instead of hearing the content sounds of a suckling piglet, she heard a loud screech followed by a boom and a thudding splash.

      Her father’s head snapped up. “What the—”

      Olivia sprang to her feet. “Cole . . .” She charged through the barn doors and into the bright sunlight. The door to the outdoor pig pen was wide open. The boar was still inside, although clearly agitated. The truck was right where her dad had left it with the lamp still in the back. Where in the world was . . .

      Another splash and a cough pulled Olivia’s attention back to the pen. What she saw had her mouth opening on a silent gasp. Because in the distance, covered in mud and wiping slop from his face, was her city slicker husband attempting to climb out of the trough.

      “Oh, my God,” she mumbled while trying her best not to laugh. “Dad!” she called out to her father as she ran into the pen, closing the wooden gate behind her.

      “What happened?” she asked when she finally reached Cole.

      He looked up at her. Every inch of his body was slathered with a mixture of mud and slimy food. “The pen was open and that pig”—he pointed to the grunting boar—“was about to escape. I thought if I lured him back I could shut the gate.” He picked a slice of melon out of his hair and flung it to the ground. “Then he just charged at me like a goddamn bull.”

      Olivia’s father walked up beside them, wiping his hands on a towel. “That’s why we keep the boars penned separately,” he said. “When the sow is in labor, it can make them aggressive.”

      “So I noticed,” Cole said dryly.

      Olivia twisted her lips in an attempt to hide her smile.

      “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “Little bit.” She held out her hand. “Here, let me help you.”

      “Careful. I’m half tempted to pull you in,” Cole said.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      A glimmer lit Cole’s eyes as he took her hand.

      “Oh, I think he might.” Her father chuckled. “But then you’ll be walking home. Here,” he dug his keys out of the front pocket of his jeans and handed them to his daughter. “Drive Cole home and get him cleaned up. But son, you’re riding in the back. No way I want that mess in my truck.”

      Olivia drove as carefully as possible and for the most part was able to keep a straight face. Except for when she inadvertently hit a pothole. The thump and subsequent curse were just too much to resist.

      When they got home, Cole headed straight to the shower while Olivia stopped in the kitchen to check on her mom. The scent of her mother’s homemade marinara greeted her the moment she walked through the door. “Smells delicious,” she said. “Need any help?”

      “I’m almost done, but you can make the salad if you’d like?”

      “Sure.” Olivia dug the romaine out of the bottom of the refrigerator and started rinsing it in the sink.

      “Alice called while you were out.”

      “She did?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” Her mom lifted the lid off the pot and added the last of the diced tomatoes to the sauce. “Cole left a voicemail for her at the paper.”

      “When did he have time to—” The words weren’t even out of her mouth when the answer dawned on her. “Must have been right before he was chased by the boar.” The image made her smile, just as it had for the last half hour.

      “It’s not nice to laugh at someone else’s expense,” her mom said. She was right of course, but Olivia couldn’t help but notice the grin that tugged at her mother’s lips as well.

      “Did she say why he called?” It was a stupid question. Of course, Alice would have told her. In fact, she was probably half-way through the story before her mother had even had a chance to say hello.

      “Apparently, Cole would like his donation to remain anonymous.”

      For the life of her, Olivia couldn’t imagine the man she saw working the crowd a week ago at the Grant Family Foundation wanting to remain anonymous about anything, much less a charitable donation. She made a mental note to ask him about it if the opportunity presented itself, but by the time Cole made his way to the kitchen, her father was back and they were ready to sit down to eat.

      The conversation at dinner that night flowed more easily than it had the night before, with thankfully no discussions of exes or cross examinations of husbands. At one point, her father mentioned Alice Jackson, something to do with an item she wanted for the silent auction. Cole had shifted in his seat a bit at the mention of her name. Olivia suspected it had nothing to do with her shameless attempt to raise funds and everything to do with his desire to keep his generosity a secret.

      When they were finished eating, Olivia stood up and started to clear the plates. “I got this,” her mother said. “Why don’t you two go for a walk. It’s a lovely night.”

      Olivia hesitated. “I was going to take Bucky out for some fresh air. Want to come?”

      “I have a few emails I need to reply to. Mind if I set my laptop up in your room?”

      She shrugged. “Suit yourself,” she said, pushing through the screen door with Bucky following close behind.
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        * * *

      

      Cole had read the same email three times. But no matter how hard he tried to focus, he couldn’t seem to take his mind off the girl and her dog. He could see them through the window above Olivia’s desk. She was sitting on a wide bench-style swing. It was the kind people usually had on their front porch but this one hung from some sort of wooden structure that had been erected under a wide Weeping Willow. As he watched her, swinging her legs back and forth with Bucky snoozing at her side, he couldn’t help but think of the contrasts, not only in their current lives but in their upbringing.

      Growing up, Cole’s parents had barely spoken to each other, let alone to him. His mother had had her moments when he was younger, little glimpses of what he was missing the rest of his life. But for the most part, Cole had been raised by members of the staff, and once he’d hit his troubled teens, his mother all but washed her hands of him. The Ramseys were different. Their connections were genuine, and the love they felt for one another had a rippling effect. So much so that Cole had to make a conscious effort to remind himself that he wasn’t one of them. Not really. He couldn’t let himself get sucked into the ruse. This wasn’t his life, not by a long shot. In reality, his life was the polar opposite of Olivia’s, and so were their personalities. They had little to nothing in common and yet there was no denying that as he sat there watching his wife, just a girl with her dog, what he wanted more than anything was to join her on that swing.

      Fuck it.

      Cole shut down his laptop and made his way to the backyard. When Olivia saw him, she shifted over, making room on the swing. “Join us?”

      “Sure Bucky won’t mind sharing his spot?”

      “I think he can spare an inch or two.” She wrapped both arms under the dog and pulled him closer to her side of the swing. But as soon as Cole took a seat Bucky turned and put his head in his lap.

      “Oh, hello.” Cole patted the dog on the head with a stiff hand.

      Olivia laughed. “You’re acting like he’s a wild animal that might rear up and bite you, not a twelve-year-old lab just looking for a snuggle.”

      Cole looked up at the flower-filled vines that wrapped around the wooden frame of the swing, and his eyes narrowed. Initials had been carved into the wood. OR + DH. Olivia Ramsey and Derek Hunt? “Rather unique swing,” he said.

      “My dad made it out of my old jungle gym,” Olivia said, oblivious to his observations. “I pretty much lived in that thing when I was a kid.”

      Interesting, Cole thought. Doctor Do-Good must has been around since the early days. But before he could figure out a subtle way to find out more, Olivia surprised him with a compliment of all things.

      “I didn’t get a chance to say anything before, but that was very nice of you to donate to Mrs. Jackson’s charity.”

      Cole shrugged. “I’ve seen the havoc cancer treatment can wreak on someone’s life.”

      Olivia smiled. “Rebecca is lucky to have you.”

      “She might disagree with you on that sometimes.” He chuckled. “I do as much as she’ll let me, but there are plenty of people out there who don’t have overbearing brothers pushing their way into their lives.”

      “And you asked Alice to keep it quiet?”

      He frowned. “A concept she clearly has trouble understanding.”

      “She only told my mom. Probably figured it was all right since she already knew.”

      Cole gave a tight nod.

      “Don’t you want the publicity?”

      “I didn’t donate the money for public reaction. I did it because it’s a worthy cause.”

      “You really don’t you want any recognition at all?”

      “No,” he answered without hesitation. “I like your family, Olivia, and I appreciate how they’ve welcomed me into your home. I don’t want their lives turned into a circus and that’s exactly what will happen if the wrong people think they can profit from their association with the Grant name.”

      “You mean people like Alice Jackson?”

      “Alice is harmless. Believe me, there are a lot worse out there.” He tried to put it in terms that were easier for someone who hadn’t been born into that life to understand. “It’s sort of like finding out one of your neighbors won the lottery. The reaction isn’t always positive. Money can bring out the worst in people.”

      Bucky lifted his head and gave Cole’s hand a lick.

      Olivia’s eyes widened. “I think you just got the official Ramsey seal of approval.”

      “That or I missed a bit of pig slop.”

      They both laughed, causing Bucky to lift his head once more. This time he let out a small yelp.

      “I think we’re disturbing his evening nap,” Cole said.

      “Aww, are we bugging you, big guy?” Olivia stroked the dog’s fur as she hummed along to the music that wafted through the open kitchen widow.

      “They’ve done that as long as I can remember,” she said, nodding toward the house. Through the gingham curtains, Cole could she her parents dancing in front of the sink. “He helps her clean and they end up kitchen dancing.”

      “They really do love each other,” Cole said. It was more of a statement than a question.

      “Amazing, huh? Quite the contrast to their daughter and her sham of a marriage.” She cut her eyes at Cole. “No offense.”

      “None taken.” He gave a small laugh then grew more serious. “Is that how you pictured it being?”

      Olivia shrugged. “I never really thought too much about getting married. Not the way some girls do, dressing up their Barbies and marching them down an aisle they made out of toilet paper on their bedroom floor.”

      Cole raised a skeptical brow. “For someone who never gave it much thought, that’s an awfully specific doll reference.”

      “Oh no, that was all stolen from Cassie’s childhood.” Olivia laughed. “Trust me, I was not into playing the Mattel version of Bridezilla.”

      “Were your Barbies too busy staging sit-ins and peaceful protests?”

      She elbowed him in the ribs. “Funny.”

      “I didn’t know Rebecca when she was that age, but I’m sure she had playroom ceremonies as well.” He smirked. “Catered no doubt.”

      “We should introduce her to Cassie. She once admitted she even made tiny cakes when she played dress-up bride.”

      “So you never even thought about it?”

      “Getting married? Not really.”

      To Cole’s surprise, he realized what he really wanted to ask was if she ever thought of marrying Derek the Wonder Doc. But he let it go for fear he would sound like a crazy jealous husband which couldn’t have been further from the truth.

      “But I always thought if I ever did get married it would be for love, that I would have what they have . . .”

      “You will,” he said, “some day.” An image of Olivia living in a house like that one, surrounded by a menagerie of children and animals, flashed through Cole’s mind. The image itself wasn’t surprising, but the twinge he felt in his gut sure as hell was.
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      Olivia tried her best not to gawk. Cole had changed into his pajama bottoms but wore no shirt. And even though it made sense given the lack of air conditioning, the overall effect was wreaking havoc on her senses. From the ripple of his abs to the deep V of his hips to the trail of dark hair that lead to his . . .

      She turned, feigning interest in something on her desk—a note pad, a paperclip, a book—anything she could find to focus on besides the sex god behind her.

      “Excuse me,” he said, squeezing by her to where the comforter lay stretched out on the floor. As he passed, his bare chest brushed against her back, sending a rush of goose bumps across her skin.

      She waited until he was settled before scurrying to her bed. But as she lay on the soft mattress, nestled among plump pillows, it wasn’t sexual frustration or even fatigue that overwhelmed her. It was guilt. Cole had been a trooper all day. She’d seen another side of him, one she’d only glimpsed that night at his sister’s apartment. From the way he’d handled her pushy neighbor’s breakfast ambush, to the effort he’d made to win over her dad, to their conversation on the swing, all of it was far from the Coleman Grant she thought she knew. And when he fell into the trough . . .

      A smile curved her lips, just as it had every time she pictured him covered with mud and slop. The man who rode in the back of her father’s pick-up was nothing like the CEO she’d lobbied for months. And after a day like that, he certainly didn’t deserve to sleep on the floor.

      Olivia scooted across the mattress and leaned over the edge. “I guess it wouldn’t be a big deal if you slept on the bed. Just stay on your own side.”

      “Want me to put the pillow between us?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Cole chuckled. “Olivia, everything about this weekend has been ridiculous.” The mattress dipped as he climbed under the covers. Even from the other side of the bed Olivia could feel the heat radiating off his skin, and despite the temperature in her room, she had to fight the urge to curl against him.

      Could she really pull this off? Restless nights sleeping under the smoldering stares of Justin or the Jo-Bros was one thing, but a night spent in the same bed with a man who had pleasured her like no other was quite possibly more than she could bear.

      They’d only been settled for a few minutes when Cole let out an exasperated breath. “I’m roasting. Do you mind?” He nodded to his drawstring pants.

      “Um sure,” Olivia mumbled. But all she kept thinking was, “Please God, don’t let him be commando.” She should have turned away, or simply closed her eyes, but instead she lay on the pillow shamelessly ogling her husband as he took off his pajamas. To her relief, or maybe a tiny bit to her disappointment, he wasn’t naked underneath. Not that it helped much. Coleman Grant really was too handsome for his own good. And certainly too handsome to be lying next to her in a bed wearing nothing but a pair of boxer briefs.

      A long, anticipation-filled silence stretched between them before Cole finally broke the tension with a joke.

      He nodded his chin toward the map on the wall. “Did you lie here plotting how you were going to take down corporate America once you moved to the big city?”

      Olivia rolled her eyes but at the same time breathed a sigh of relief. This was much better. This was the Cole she was used to, the one she knew how to handle. “Believe it or not, I was just a normal kid, well except for the fact that I had about six different pets at any given time.”

      “All dogs?”

      “Hardly. We had Bucky of course, but also two cats, a parakeet, three guinea pigs, a lop-eared bunny, a spider monkey—but he was just here while my dad cared for him—oh, and Wilbur.”

      “Wilbur?”

      “The runt of a litter my dad helped deliver a few years back.” A thought occurred to her, and a giggle escaped her lips. “You’ve met him actually.”

      “I have?”

      She waited for the light bulb to turn on, and within a few seconds it did.

      Cole’s eyes grew wide. “The beast that attacked me? That was little Wilbur?”

      She nodded.

      “Jesus. Any other family pets I need to fear?”

      She narrowed her eyes as she ran through the list in her head. “Tommy the Turtle, but he stays down by the pond mostly.” She gave him a teasing smile. “And I’m fairly sure you could outrun him.”

      “You forgot Rex.”

      Olivia laughed. “Rex isn’t a pet. He’s more of a drill sergeant.” She rolled to her side. “How about you, did you have any pets?”

      “I had a fish once.”

      “Just one? I would have figured nothing less than a mini oceanarium for the Grant household.”

      Cole’s voice grew quieter. “It was just a goldfish, the kind they give away at carnivals in clear plastic bags. My mom brought him home for me one day. I think they gave him to her at some school visit she’d made on behalf of the foundation.”

      Once again Olivia noted the sad affection in Cole’s voice when he spoke of his mother. From the few memories he’d shared, and the photos she’d seen on the web, she could tell there’d been a time when they’d had a deep connection. She wondered what had happened to estrange them. Could it really just have been his wild ways or was there more to the story? Whatever it was, they obviously hadn’t resolved it before his parents died or Olivia wouldn’t have been lying in her childhood bed with an eight-carat diamond on her hand.

      She stole a peek at him. His eyes were closed, and a crease marred his brow. A dull ache pressed heavy on her chest. Not only did Cole carry the burden of his parent’s doubt, but the need to marry, and therefore her very existence in his life, served as a constant reminder of that fact.

      Still, it hadn’t always been that way. Maybe if he focused on the good times . . .

      “Sounds like the two of you were very close,” she said.

      Cole ran a hand back through his hair. “In the early years,” he said. “Although even then I spent as much time with Magda as I did with Evaline.”

      She assumed Magda was a nanny or maybe a housekeeper. The fact that Cole had spent a significant part of his childhood with a paid caregiver wasn’t a surprise. She’d assumed as much based on the photos she’d seen of his parents traveling the far corners of the word. But what really gave Olivia pause was the way he referred to his mother by her first name.

      He was quiet for several moments, causing her to think the conversation was over. But then he surprised her by saying more. “It wasn’t her fault really. I didn’t know it when I was younger, but she battled depression her entire life.” His body tensed. “And my Dad’s lifestyle didn’t help that much.”

      “He worked long hours, I take it?”

      Cole have a harsh laugh. “More that he worked them with a secretary or two in his lap.”

      Oh. Once again, a silence stretched between them. Olivia found herself wanting to ask questions, but at the same time, she couldn’t imagine how difficult this was for him. So instead she waited, letting Cole reveal what he wanted at his own pace.

      “Rebecca is the daughter of one of the women who used to work in the kitchen,” he said as if reading her mind. “She was fired long before she began to show, so I don’t think my mother even knew. But my father did.” Cole cleared his throat. “The bastard never even acknowledged her, let alone paid for a anything. His own flesh and blood.”

      He gave her a sideways glance. “You must think we’re quite the cliché, huh? The depressed socialite self-medicating with vodka while her husband screws half his office and most of the household staff. And let’s not forget their son the fuck up, shipped off to boarding school for wrapping his new car around a tree.”

      “Nobody’s family is perfect,” she offered.

      Cole turned to face her full on. “Yours seems pretty damn close, Olivia.”

      She took a deep breath and in a moment of impulsive clarity, decided to tell Cole something not even Cassie knew. “My mom went to rehab when I was in middle school. Twice.”

      The words were harder to say than she’d expected. And as much as she wanted to put them back in her mouth, she’d waded into the deep water; there was no choice now but to swim.

      “Kids that age can be cruel as it is, but when your mom is missing your basketball games because she relapsed . . .” A lump formed in Olivia’s throat. “It was a rough time.” She cleared her throat to find a more solid voice. “I certainly didn’t help matters, but that’s a story for another night.”

      Cole’s expression was one of surprise, but it was laced with compassion. “I had no idea,” he said, the tone of his voice making it seem like he somehow should have.

      “Not exactly something we talk about over dinner. At least not anymore.”

      “Wait, last night your mom—”

      “Served wine?

      He nodded.

      “Her glass had grape juice in it.”

      “But didn’t she make the wine?”

      “It was something she did with her father back in the day. I guess it’s her way of taking control. She can still make the wine but doesn’t feel the need to drink it.”

      “I see.” He stared at her for long moments, his gaze searching her face until she nearly squirmed beneath the intensity. “Thank you,” he finally said.

      “For what, telling you that you’re not the only one with skeletons tap dancing in the closet?”

      He chuckled. “Something like that.”

      “You’re welcome.” To her surprise, Olivia didn’t feel the shame she usually associated with that time in her life. Instead, what she felt was a strange sense of relief. Confiding in Cole had seemed like the right thing to do given the brutal honesty he’d shown in sharing his family’s dark past. She’d expected understanding, maybe a bit of shock although certainly no judgment, but what she hadn’t expected was her own cathartic release. The emotions were overwhelming, and for the first time in ages Olivia felt herself fighting back tears.

      Time to change the subject. Fast. “So, what was his name?”

      Utter confusion filled Cole’s face. “Whose name?”

      “Your fish.”

      Panic flashed across his eyes. “I don’t remember.”

      Judging by Cole’s reaction, this was going to be good. “Bullshit.” She smiled across the pillows. “What was his name?”

      Cole let out a resigned breath. “Mr. Peepers.”

      Olivia erupted into a fit of giggles that shook the whole bed.

      “He was so tiny, but he had these huge eyes and… oh, never mind.”

      The look of annoyance on Cole’s face only made the whole thing that much funnier.

      “Are you done?” he asked when she finally started to settle.

      “Just about.”

      “Let me know when you are so we can move on to the topic of Twilight.”

      Olivia stilled. “Hey, don’t be messing with my Edward.”

      “Why, will he sparkle me to death?” Cole chuckled, then narrowed his eyes. “There’s not an Edward Barbie doll under this bed is there? Cause if there is, I might need to move back to the floor.”

      She gave his shoulder a shove then rolled onto her back. “Shows what you know about girls. The Barbie era was long before the Twilight years.”

      A few minutes of silence passed before Olivia stole a peek at him. A slow, sexy grin played across his lips. “Do I even want to know what’s going on in that mind of yours?” she asked.

      “I was thinking about sixteen-year-old Olivia laying here late at night.” His eyes cut to the Justin Timberlake poster hanging above the bed. “With visions of JT dancing in her head.”

      Olivia felt a warm flush spread across her cheeks. The comment was no doubt meant as a lighthearted joke, but Cole had no idea how close to the truth he was.

      “I was kidding,” he said. “But I’m right, aren’t I?”

      “Something like that.”

      He propped his head on one elbow. “So you’d say good night to Bucky and Wilbur and all the other animals of the ark, climb the stairs and crawl into bed to—”

      “You forgot the stuffed animals.”

      Cole smiled. “My bad. So you’d say good night to Bucky and Wilbur and all the other animals of the ark, climb the stairs, move all the stuffed animals off your bed, then crawl under the covers to fantasize about a four-way with the Jonas Brothers?”

      She stuck her tongue out. “You’re a pig.”

      “No, but I was almost attacked by one. As it was, I ended up in his food.”

      Olivia crossed her arms over her chest. “I should have let him eat you.”

      “Aww, c’mon, I’m only teasing.” He reached for her. She expected him to pry her arms apart, but instead he slipped his hand under the edge of her T-shirt, sliding it slowly across her stomach. “Did you ever touch yourself while you thought about the boys on your wall?”

      Her breath caught at the seductive tone of his voice. “Maybe.”

      His fingers skimmed the sensitive spot just above the waist of her cotton sleep shorts and a shiver rushed across her skin. “Like this?” He held her gaze, silently assessing her reaction as his hand moved lower. A low, sexy sound vibrated through his chest when his questing fingers encountered her slick flesh.

      Her body jerked in response as he slid one finger inside her.

      “Is this how you’d touch yourself?” he asked again.

      “Slower,” she whispered.

      He eased his hand back, letting his fingers swirl around the top of her sex in a steady unhurried rhythm that kept her on the edge. It wasn’t until her hips began to lift in a silent plea for more that he finally gave her what she wanted. Her mouth opened on a silent gasp as he pushed back into her, this time with two fingers. The sensation brought her to the brink, and in no time her body was clenching with need. She was so close. All it would take was just a few more skillful strokes . . .

      But just as she was about to splinter apart, his movements slowed. “Such a greedy girl.”

      She nearly whimpered as his fingers skirted her quivering opening.

      His teeth grazed her jaw and then his lips were on her neck, sucking and nipping his way down her throat. “Did you ever sneak a boy up to your room?” he asked against her skin.

      “Never had the guts,” she said on a stuttering breath. And it was true. Olivia had been the quintessential good girl. She would have never brought a boy up to her bedroom, much less let him touch her the way Cole was now. But being with him brought out a side of Olivia she never knew existed. No one could elicit a reaction from her body the way he could. With him she felt wild and wanton. With him she was the type of girl who wanted to be fucked in her childhood bed.

      “So I’m the first.” He shifted closer, and she felt the prod of his erection against her hip. “I like that, Olivia. I like that a lot.” Once again, his fingers filled and stretched her. But this time he didn’t torment her; this time he gave her exactly what she needed. With expert skill, he pumped his fingers in and out until she not only didn’t care where they were, but who else was in the house.

      His lips brushed her ear. “I want to watch you come,” he breathed.

      “Yes,” she panted. Her voice sounded desperate and needy, but Olivia didn’t care. She was on fire and near mindless with need.

      His gaze never left hers as he quickened his pace. Her hips churned, shamelessly surrendering to the rhythm of his unrelenting fingers. Then his thumb began to move in tight circles, and the dual sensation was more than she could bear. His eyes flared as she fell into that sweet abyss, and when she opened her mouth he sealed his lips over hers, muffling the sounds of her orgasm with a lush kiss.

      He stayed with her, kissing her until the tremors subsided. When she finally stilled, he pulled back to look at her. Moonlight streamed in from the window casting his face in a silver glow. “I want to make love to you, Olivia.” His voice was tight with a barely leashed restraint. “I want to be inside you.”

      Her heart lurched, and she had to swallow to find her voice. “I want that too,” she whispered.

      Cole’s hands framed her face as his tongue slid over hers in deep, dragging sweeps. With a soft moan, she kissed him back, matching his lush strokes with her own—tasting, exploring, consuming. Their kiss went on and on until Olivia thought she might come again from the sheer pleasure of his mouth on hers.

      “I need to feel you,” he rasped against her lips. Gathering the cotton fabric in his hands, Cole pushed her T-shirt up and over her head before tossing it to the floor. Her shorts quickly followed, leaving her completely naked and his for the taking.

      Cole took his time, touching her with only his gaze for what felt like an eternity. When he finally reached for her, it was with only his fingertips. Her breath hitched as he traced the contours of her breasts. Lowering his head, he pressed his warm mouth to her shoulder before kissing his way across her collarbone. Anticipation coursed through Olivia’s veins as her back arched in offering. Thankfully he obliged, flicking his tongue across one nipple then the other. But unlike the last time they were together, he was in no hurry. Instead he laved her slowly, drawing lazy circles around the taut peek until a frustrated groan escaped her lips. Only then did he suck the tender tip into his mouth. Olivia’s hands found their way into his hair, her fingers clutching the dark waves as the sensation echoed through her core.

      Unable to go another minute without touching him, she slipped her fingers under the waistband of his boxer briefs, pushing the fabric lower until his erection sprang free, hard and glistening at the tip. Cole’s hips flexed as she caressed him, so firm and yet so velvety soft, and instinctively her grasp tightened. His eyes burned with desire as she squeezed and stroked his length, and all at once she felt an overwhelming need to not only touch him, but to taste him as well.

      A hiss escaped his lips as she bent to flick her tongue over his erection. He cradled her head, guiding her but letting her set the pace as she drew him into the warmth of her mouth.

      “Feels so good.”

      His harshly whispered words caused a warm ache to spread between her thighs, urging her to pull him deeper as she found a rhythm with her lips, fingers, and tongue. He inhaled a sharp breath as she pushed him to the back of her throat.

      “Fuck . . .”

      Olivia glanced up at him. His blue eyes were unfocused and clouded with lust as he watched her draw him in and out of her mouth. His fingers tangled in her hair, and his hips flexed on a groan that was a sound of sweet misery. Hmm, now who wanted more? Only too happy to oblige. Olivia tightened her lips, sucking hard as she drew him out, then swirled her tongue over the head of his cock before sliding him deep once again.

      “No more,” he managed. His voice was thick and hoarse. “I want to be inside you when I come.”

      “Do you have . . .”

      “In my bag,” he said, answering her unfinished question.

      “That confident, huh?” she teased as he slid out of the bed and grabbed a condom from his duffle bag.

      Cole shot her an amused grin. “Hopeful perhaps.” He climbed back onto the bed and tore the foil packet with his teeth. “I was going away for the weekend with a sexy woman.” He sheathed himself then met her hungry gaze with one of his own. In a swift move, he rolled Olivia onto her back, his body covering hers as he settled between her thighs. This time when his lips found hers there were no barriers, no carefully constructed walls. Just skin against skin. Heartbeat against heartbeat.

      Bearing his weight on his elbows, Cole threaded his fingers with hers, deepening their kiss as he brought their bodies together. Once buried inside her, he stilled, the silence of the room broken only by their heavy breaths and the steady hum of the fan. This was more than sex, it was a connection. Olivia felt it with every fiber of her being.

      Then Cole began to move, pulling back before flexing into her at an achingly slow pace. Olivia moaned. The feeling of him filling and stretching her was unlike any she’d known before. She wanted more, she wanted to be lost in each other, even if only for one night.

      She smoothed her hands over his broad shoulders and wrapped her legs around his waist, digging her heels into his ass in an effort to urge him on. But Cole was in no rush. He continued his leisurely torment with carefully timed thrusts that were like heaven and hell all rolled into one.

      He shifted his body, and she gasped as he slid deeper. “Please, Cole . . .”

      Gradually he increased his rhythm, taking her higher and higher until a blinding orgasm consumed her in a white-hot rush. And he didn’t let up, his perfectly measured thrusts suspending her in a trembling bliss. Then his fingers squeezed hers as he drove high and hard one last time, dropping his head on a groan as he followed her with his own release.

      “Fucking perfect,” he said, his breath harsh against her ear.

      And it really was. So much so that a tiny part of her wished it never had to end.
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      Olivia looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. Her hair was a mess, her lips were swollen, and her cheeks were flushed. There was no denying it, she had the look of a well-fucked woman. Only this time her orgasmic glow wasn’t dimmed by a colossal hangover or marred by a misinterpreted text. Nope, this time she was free to bask in the glow. Unless of course she stopped to consider the fact that she and her fake husband had spent the entire night making love in her childhood bed. Not fucking, not fighting, just soft touches and whispered words and . . .

      . . . what the hell had she been thinking?

      Maybe she was still asleep. She leaned forward and splashed cold water on her face, but when she straightened the reflection staring back at her was wet, but other than that, unchanged. She was still a twenty-eight-year-old woman in an arranged marriage that had some serious gray areas.

      Olivia patted her face with the towel. This was a problem. Enemies with benefits was one thing. If they’d fallen into a routine of fucking and fighting, she would have at least known where she stood. But this was shaky ground. Because what they’d shared in her bed last night wasn’t just sex. It was a strange combination of friendship and lust and caring and need and . . .

      . . . what the hell had she been thinking?

      Okay, she thought. Time to examine the facts. They wanted each other, there was no denying it, and considering how the first night in Vegas went down, neither of them should have found that fact surprising. But now it seemed as though they not only tolerated each other but were actually starting to like each other? That was the part that was most shocking, and it definitely threw a wrench in their original arrangement. Bottom line, they needed a new plan.

      She tried to focus, but her mind kept drifting to the delicious ache between her thighs. She could still smell Cole on her skin, still taste him on her lips, and when she closed her eyes, all she could picture was him looming above her, bathed in moonlight as he pressed gently inside.

      Olivia sighed. How could she possibly go back to casual indifference after a night like that? Friends with benefits was always a possibility. But could she trust herself to enjoy the perks of his body without becoming too attached to his soul? If she’d asked herself that question a few weeks ago, the answer would have been a resounding yes. Up until recently she wasn’t sure the man even had a soul. But the whole situation was far more complicated now, and no matter how much she tried to rely on logic, the fact remained that when it came to Coleman Grant, Olivia was playing with fire. She needed time to think things through before she got seriously burned, and for that she needed coffee. Maybe the whole pot.

      She pulled a brush through her tangled blond curls and gathered them up into a tight ponytail. The cold water had calmed the pink in her cheeks, but there wasn’t much she could do about her lips or . . . holy fuck was that a hickey on her neck? She leaned closer to the mirror, resting her hands on the pedestal sink. Yup, it was a hickey all right. Behind her ear and just below her hairline. They had joked about reenacting her teenage fantasies, but an honest to God hickey? Cole was going to get an earful when he woke. It wouldn’t solve the problem, but it sure would make her feel better. The realization made her smile. Maybe their contentious relationship could be saved after all. Not to the extent of the utter disdain they’d shared before, but enough to keep her heart at a safe distance.

      She decided to contemplate the concept of “frenemies with benefits” after she was properly caffeinated. Her more immediate concern was the red bruise on her neck that made her look like a horny teenager. Olivia groaned as she yanked her hair out of the ponytail and let it fall around her shoulders. Not the best solution, but at the moment it was the best she could do.

      She started down the hall, stopping at her open door. The bed was empty, and Cole was nowhere to be found. Her heart beat a bit faster until her gaze fell on his duffle bag, still on the bedroom floor. For the love of God, what the hell was wrong with her? Had she really thought he’d left? There was no doubt he was the type to make a hasty exit in the morning, if not the night before. But did she really think he would have hightailed it home, leaving her to explain the situation to her parents? And more than that, why the hell had the thought sent her into a momentary tailspin? She needed to get a grip. Fast.

      “Morning, sweetie,” her mother said when she came into the kitchen. “Can I fix you some breakfast?”

      “No thanks. Just coffee is fine.” Olivia reached for the extra tall mug on the top shelf. At the rate her brain was functioning, and IV would have been more appropriate, but a double size serving would have to do. “Where’s Daddy?”

      “Already up and gone.” Her mother waved a hand through the air. “Something about a new mare down at the Sinclair place.”

      “And Cole?” she asked, trying her best to sound nonchalant. She filled her mug to the rim and then joined her mother at the kitchen table.

      “He said he was going for a run. I told him he could take the mountain bike, but he said he likes to run, something about needing to pound the pavement.”

      Olivia knew from living with him over the past few weeks that Cole pounded the shit out of his treadmill. Especially when he worked out at night. She used to wonder if that was due in part to sexual frustration, which naturally had made the sound of every aggravated stride that much more satisfying. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. Sexual frustration certainly wouldn’t have been the case today. Unless of course he’d woken with morning wood. The very thought of Cole waking in her bed with a raging hard-on had Olivia pressing her thighs together in an attempt to quell her own need.

      She was so screwed.

      “He seems like a real nice boy. A bit spoiled, but I think there’s hope for him. We had a nice chat before he left.”

      “You did?”

      “Mmm-hmm. He showed me pictures of the two of you in Vegas.”

      Holy Crap. Olivia choked on her coffee, spilling the hot liquid down her chin and onto her T-shirt.

      Her mother laughed. “From your wedding,” she clarified. “Dear lord, from the way you reacted you’d have thought it was from the honeymoon. Guess it’s a good thing I didn’t swipe left.”

      “Listen to you, all techie.” Olivia wiped her mouth with the back other hand.

      “I have my moments. And so do you.” She stifled another laugh. “You made a lovely Bride of Frankenstein.”

      Olivia groaned. “That was not my doing.”

      Her mother passed her a napkin. “I figured as much. But look at it this way, you have some of the best wedding photos I’ve ever seen. I mean, anyone can stand on an altar or by the ocean, but how many folks can say they had Elvis Presley and Angus Young at their wedding?”

      The two women laughed until tears were leaking out of their eyes. When they finally quieted, Olivia grew serious. “I’m sorry we eloped,” she said. Her voice was small and filled with guilt. “I mean I know I wasn’t one of those little girls who marched around with a dish towel on her head humming ‘Here Comes the Bride,’ but when I did think about getting married I always pictured you and Daddy would be there.”

      Her mother reached over and gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Just make sure we’re there next time.”

      Olivia froze. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m assuming this marriage has a predetermined expiration date. I mean, isn’t that usually how these things work?”

      For a moment, she considered trying to spin whatever had tipped her mother off, but in the end, she decided against it. Olivia’s life was turning into nothing but a tangled web, and even though she knew her mother would be upset, telling her the truth felt like an enormous relief. “How did you know?” she whispered.

      Her mother’s gaze softened. “You’ve always been a horrible liar, Olivia. And besides, nobody knows you like I do, and the one thing I can say with all certainty is you would’ve never eloped in Vegas. Not with the love of your life and certainly not with a man who’s been nothing but a source of aggravation for you for the last three months. Plus, I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the long-eared bats are not only protected, but have a newly established preservation fund dedicated just to them.”

      “They do?” This was news to Olivia.

      “Don’t play dumb. I raised you better than that.” She had, which was why Olivia had come clean in the first place. But in this instance, she was genuinely in the dark.

      “I’m not. Cole told me he would find a new site for his project, but I honestly had no clue about the fund.” At one point, she had suggested he set up a fund to protect the animals he’d previously tried to displace, but she’d been half joking and had no idea he’d actually done it. Yet somehow her mother did. Olivia tilted her head to one side. “How did you find out about all this?”

      “I can find my way around the internet, Olivia. I’m not one of those mothers who just uses her laptop to lurk around on Facebook. I’ll have you know that the store has its own Instagram.”

      There was so much information to process, Olivia didn’t know quite where to begin. One thing was certain though. If her mom started sending Snapchat selfies, she was officially leaving social media.

      Her mother walked over to the coffee pot. “I was fairly sure this was all some sort of elaborate plan. The conservation fund just confirmed my suspicions.” She topped off Olivia’s mug. “What I can’t figure out is what’s in it for him. No offense baby girl, but the boy gets around.”

      Olivia made a mental note to disable her mom’s Google alerts.

      “Was he in some kind of trouble?”

      “In a way.” She took a deep breath and started from the top. “Cole’s parents died when he was in college and well, I guess you could say he was a bit of a hellion. They thought he had some growing up to do and figured it was in his best interest to provide a little monetary incentive.”

      Her mother’s eyes grew wide. “By forcing him to get married?”

      Olivia nodded.

      “What in the world were they thinking? A marriage is hard work, even when it’s for love. But to expect him to do it just for money?”

      “To be fair, it was a lot of money. If Cole wasn’t married by his thirtieth birthday, the entire estate would revert to his grandmother, and then to a charity after her death.”

      “And I take it that deadline was coming up?”

      “His birthday was last Tuesday.”

      “Wow, took it down to the wire, didn’t he?”

      “I think he was hoping his lawyers were going to be able to get him out of it. I was a bit of a last resort.”

      “Sounds to me like he traded one problem for another. You both did.”

      “It’s only temporary. After three months, we’ll get a quickie divorce and then we’ll never have to lay eyes on each other again.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      Olivia shrugged. “What’s there to feel? This marriage is in name only. It’s just a piece of paper.”

      “Is that so?” Her mother raised a knowing brow. “Care to explain the creaky bed springs then?”

      Olivia’s face flamed. “Mom!”

      “What? It’s an old house. Thin walls.”

      Olivia dropped her head in her hands. “You must be horribly disappointed in me.”

      Susan moved to the chair next to her daughter’s. “I’m not going to lie, baby girl, I was a bit disappointed when I first suspected this was all a ruse. But now that I’ve seen the two of you together, I’m just worried about you.”

      Olivia looked up to meet her mom’s concerned gaze. “Worried about me? Why?”

      Her mother brushed a lock of hair away from her eyes. “Because it’s obvious you’re falling for him.”

      Olivia’s mouth gaped open. “I most certainly am not.”

      “You can keep telling yourself that,” Susan said. “But I see the way you look at him when you think no one is watching.” The smile on her mother’s face told Olivia’s there was no sense in denying it. “And he’s just as smitten with you.”

      Now that one she could deny.

      “That’s annoyance you see. Believe me, Cole will be thrilled when this farce of a marriage ends.”

      “Did I hear my name?” Cole said from the doorway. His skin shone with a thin sheen of sweat, and his hair had the look of being freshly fucked. It was a style Cole sported most days, but on this one at least, the description had been well earned. And despite the conversation she’d just had where she’d tried to act indifferent, at the moment what Olivia wanted more than anything was to drag her husband up the stairs and climb him like a tree.

      “Olivia?” he asked. Shit. Had she said any of that out loud? She glanced at her mother who thankfully wasn’t wearing the shocked expression of a woman who’d just heard her daughter expressing her all-consuming lust.

      “Um, yeah, my mom was just telling me you’d gone for a run.”

      Her mother glanced back and forth between them. “I was asking Olivia if you two wanted to stay for lunch? I could whip up some tofu burritos.”

      “There are a few things at the office that need my attention before Monday morning.” The CEO was back. He was cold and distant and entirely unlike the man who had shared her bed. “I cut my run short intending to ask Olivia if she minded heading home this morning.”

      “Sure,” Olivia said. “I’ll grab a quick shower and pack up.” She kept her smile firmly in place but underneath that well-crafted exterior, Olivia’s heart sank. Their suspended reality was coming to an end even sooner than she had imagined and what was worse, Cole seemed anxious to cut it as short as possible. It was just as well. She must have been crazy to think last night had meant anything. Realizing it sooner rather than later was a blessing, not a curse. They needed to get back to the city where lines weren’t blurred, and roles were clearly defined. She was Olivia Ramsey, activist and staunch opponent of assholes like Coleman Grant III. She’d been a fool to forget that, even for one night.
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      Cole left the radio off so as not to wake Olivia. She’d passed out about ten minutes after they hit the open highway and had been sound asleep ever since. Normally he preferred listening to music as he drove. Not that Bertha’s “Best of the 80s” mix-tape necessarily qualified as music. But he needed time to think, and that was much easier to do with the object of his internal debate sleeping beside him as opposed to talking his ear off about whatever random thought happened to pass through her mind.

      Cole rubbed the back of his neck. He’d actually managed to relax during his time on the Ramsey farm, but the closer they got to Chicago, the more he felt himself tense. By the time the hazy outline of the city appeared on the horizon, he felt like there was a goddamn vice around his head.

      He needed to think the situation through rationally. That was how he approached his business dealings, and up until now at least, it was how he approached his personal dealings as well. Of course, all that logic had gone out the window last night. What the fuck had he been thinking? It was the question that had haunted him since he’d woken up that morning, and no matter how many miles he put on the road, whether running or driving, the answer remained the same: He hadn’t thought, he’d just felt. For the first time in his adult life Cole had dropped his guard down and let someone in. Now what the hell was he going to do about it?

      His original plan had been a marriage in name only, terms Olivia had wholeheartedly agreed to before storming out of his Vegas hotel suite. Just thinking about those original parameters had him nearly laughing out loud. Though their intentions may have been admirable—or maybe they were due to nothing more than pride—they were unrealistic. He and Olivia might not have had much in common, but their chemistry was off the charts. Suppressing it was a battle they were doomed to fail.

      Enter Plan B: Enemies with Benefits. At the time, it had seemed like a perfectly acceptable solution, one backed up by the mind-blowing sex they’d had the night she’d moved in. But everything had changed over the past two days. They’d gotten to know each other in a way he’d never expected. Olivia was no longer just the annoying yet unbelievably sexy woman who pestered him during his morning coffee run. Nor was she the woman he’d married yet went to great lengths to avoid. Somehow they’d forged a connection, not just physically, but emotionally.

      So now what?

      Their arrangement had taken a definite turn, but to where he wasn’t sure. Admittedly Cole wasn’t an expert when it came to relationships, but even he knew theirs was unconventional. Most couples didn’t start out married and then work backward from there.

      His fingers stroked the stubble on his jaw. Maybe that was the answer. Maybe they needed to start over from the beginning. He could ask Olivia out on a date. But fuck if he knew the protocol for dating a woman who was already his wife.

      His wife.

      The title still sounded so foreign. Especially when the woman in question was about as far from anything he’d ever envisioned. She was a slob, a vegetarian, and for fuck’s sake, a goddamn Democrat. She made him absolutely crazy with her whacko theories. And when she got on her soap box with one of those impassioned speeches of hers, he had to fight the urge to run screaming from the room. But she also made him laugh more than he had in years. And her passion for life was contagious. Through Olivia’s eyes the world seemed less cut throat and more compassionate. She made him want to be a better man. Hell, she made him want to get a dog.

      He glanced across the car to where Olivia was leaning against the passenger side window. Her face was barely visible, but even partly hidden behind a mane of blond curls, it was still the most beautiful face Cole had ever seen. They lived in the same house, but up until that weekend he’d never had the chance to really look at her, at least not the way a lover should. Until then he’d never taken the time to notice the gold specks in her hazel eyes, or the small freckle she had just below her left ear, or the way her nose crinkled when she found something hysterically funny. Over the past two days he’d cataloged every detail, and yet he still wanted more. Hell, he was half tempted to pull over just to watch her sleep. But knowing his luck, she’d wake up and he’d have looked more like a creeper than a man who was finally discovering what he’d been too stupid to notice before.

      The car slowed as they merged onto the exit ramp, and Olivia stirred. Her eyes fluttered open and when she saw Cole, she smiled as though there was no one in the world she would rather see. He knew she wasn’t completely awake, making the unguarded moment all the more meaningful.

      As she became more alert, her expression turned almost shy. Her hand went to her mouth, then to her hair. Cole wanted to tease her a bit—to tell her not to worry, she hadn’t drooled in her sleep, but that he couldn’t hear Bertha’s mix-tape over the sound of her snoring so he’d just turned it off. But for some reason, the instinct to argue and antagonize Olivia had been replaced with something else, something he was still trying to sort out in his head. Either way, he kept his mouth shut and his eyes on the road.

      “Have I been asleep long?” She stretched and looked out the window, realizing the answer to her question before Cole had time to reply. “Whoa, I guess so,” she said when she saw the skyline looming above them.

      “All that fresh air this weekend must have worn you out.” Cole smirked. Or maybe it was the fact that they’d hardly slept the night before.

      Olivia’s face flushed and all at once Cole knew she was thinking the same thing. “Must have.”

      They drove in silence for a few blocks while Cole debated the best way to ask his wife out on a date. Fucking hell, he wasn’t even this nervous in prep school. Maybe he could just casually mention ordering Chinese food later? After all, they did live in the same house. Would it be so strange to dine at the same table?

      He was about to suggest just that when Olivia spoke up. “Mind if we swing by my apartment so I can get a few more things?”

      “Sure.”

      Cole turned left at the next intersection and thanks to a few well-timed lights, was in front of Olivia’s South Loop apartment building in no time.

      She reached for the door handle but paused when she realized the car was still running. “Aren’t you coming?”

      “Sure, if you want me to. Or I could just stay here. Either way.” Jesus, maybe he really was back in prep school. No, scratch that, even fifteen-year-old Cole had better moves than these.

      Olivia smiled as she got out of the car. “C’mon, it will be good for you to see how the other half lives.” She waited for him on the sidewalk. Cole noted that there wasn’t a doorman or even a front desk clerk. Not the safest conditions for a single woman coming home late at night. He made a mental note to speak to her about an upgrade in accommodations when the time came for her to move out of the penthouse.

      His steps faltered as he came through the brass frame door.

      “You okay?” Olivia asked.

      “Um, yeah.” He glanced down at the worn rug as if something had tripped him, but in reality, it was his own thoughts that had caused him to stumble. Because while Cole might have been interested in pursuing more than a friendship with his wife, when the terms of their union expired he still had every intention of going through with the divorce. He just hadn’t taken the time to think about what that would mean in terms of their living arrangements.

      Cole leaned heavily against the side of the elevator. The rickety box creaked and shifted from his weight. This place was looking more and more like a train wreck all the time. And so was his situation. He ran through the highlight reel: marry Olivia, fuck her, fight with her, fuck her again—albeit slowly and all night—then date her, divorce her, move her out, and then maybe, if things were still going well after a couple months, ask her to move back in. Yup, that was totally normal.

      He was so fucked.

      “It’s this one,” Olivia said, stopping in front of a door painted to look like a gay pride flag. “Previous owner,” she said. “Pretty cool, huh?”

      “Groovy.”

      Olivia laughed as she turned the key in the lock. No second deadbolt? Cole made another mental note.

      “Make yourself at home,” she said. “This will only take a few minutes.” With that, she disappeared down the three-foot hallway and into what he presumed was her bedroom. Cole could only imagine how that room was decorated, because the living room looked like it had been furnished at a flea market. Not that Cole had ever been to such an unfortunate event, but he’d been forced to watch some bargain hunters show on a date once. The girl was at least blowing him at the time, so it wasn’t a complete loss.

      “There might be an Orchard Ale in the fridge,” Olivia called out. He heard her soft laugh. “I’m sure you won’t have any trouble finding the kitchen.”

      Not likely, he thought, since the kitchen and living room were essentially the same. A small laminated counter separated the two areas but other than that it was all one room.

      “Thanks. I’m fine.” Did he really strike her as the type of guy who would drink something called Orchard Ale? Then again, he had no idea what Olivia’s drink of choice was either aside from frozen piña coladas and tequila body shots. He added one more item to the mental list of things they still needed to learn about each other, as well as a reminder to pick up a bottle of tequila on the way home.

      One of the framed photos cluttering the bookshelf caught Cole’s eye, and he leaned in for a better look. It had been taken in college, at a fraternity party from the looks of it. Olivia’s hair was shorter, but her smile was the same. There were six other people in the picture, but Cole’s intent lie only with one: the sandy-haired pretty boy with his arms wrapped tightly around Olivia’s waist. Doctor Dipshit, no doubt.

      He straightened when he heard Olivia coming back into the room, feigning interest in a glass statue of a penguin. As she passed by, he noticed she’d changed into a pair of black yoga pants. Cole didn’t think anything could affect him more than those Bonnaroo jeans, but the sight of Olivia in form-hugging Spandex would have been enough to make a lesser man come in his pants. The off-the-shoulder T-shirt wasn’t helping matters either.

      “That’s Marvin.” She plopped a backpack on the kitchen counter. “My parents gave him to me when I was in college, after the summer I spent working on the Penguin Conservation Project.”

      Cole nodded and placed Marvin back on the shelf. His summers had been spent working on Wall Street with a few weekends of debauchery in the Hamptons. Not quite the same.

      “Is that all you’re taking?” he asked.

      Olivia shrugged. “I can come back after work tomorrow.”

      “I was thinking maybe you should pack a full-size suitcase. Or boxes even?”

      She frowned. “Why would I do that?”

      Jesus, for such an intelligent woman, there were times when Olivia could be annoyingly obtuse. “So you could bring more of your stuff over.”

      Olivia stared at him with a blank expression. Fuck. Either she was still half asleep, or she wasn’t at all interested. He needed to dial it back and see if she connected the dots.

      Cole shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans. “You know, for appearances. I’m not sure if my grandmother is having us watched but if she is, our living arrangements would look more legit if you weren’t running back and forth for fresh clothes every couple of days.”

      She nodded. “Right.”

      And he was right. Even if they were just roommates pretending to be lovers, it would make sense for her to bring more of her belongings over to his place. That wasn’t what this was about, but Olivia wasn’t putting two and two together. Not that he was making it easy with his vague references. Then again, maybe she knew exactly what he meant and was simply playing dumb to spare his feelings. Yeah, right, like she’d ever held back on a single thought or emotion in her entire life. Still, there was only one way to find out. He had to stop making it all about appearances.

      He took a deep breath and tried again. “And if the guest room is cramped there’s plenty of room in the master. I could clear out a few shelves in the closet, maybe empty a drawer.”

      Olivia’s hands stilled. “Are you asking me to move in with you?”

      Cole made an awkward sound that was half snort and half laugh. “You already live with me.”

      “You know what I mean.” Her gaze and her voice softened. It wasn’t much but it was the opening he’d been waiting for.

      Cole ran a hand back through his hair. Man the fuck up, Grant. Tell her that you want to give this a real shot.

      But before he had the chance, there was a knock at the door.

      “Are you expecting someone?” he asked.

      “No.” Olivia frowned. “Most of my friends know I’m not living here at the moment.” The expression on her face changed from one of confusion to clarity. “Must be the super,” she said. “He’s a sweet old guy, and he likes to check on people when he hasn’t seen them around much.”

      She swung the door open without bothering to look through the peephole and froze. Standing in the hallway was none other than Dr. Do-Good himself.

      Fuck me, Cole thought. As if his life wasn’t complicated enough.

      “Derek,” Olivia said. From the look on her face you’d have thought he’d returned from the dead, not whatever Third World country he’d graced with his mad skills.

      Wonder boy met her shocked expression with a sheepish smile. “Hey, Livvy.”

      Oh sure, he gets to call her Livvy. Cole took a moment to size up the competition. Derek was a bit shorter than him, with a slim build and light brown hair. His eyes were green and crinkled at the corners when he smiled, which right now was all the damn time. Jesus, did he have to look so freaking happy to see her? The urge to wipe the stupid grin off Derek’s face had Cole’s hands clenching at his sides.

      “When did you get back in town?” Olivia asked. To Cole’s immense satisfaction, the unexpected reunion didn’t seem to be having the same effect on her. Her expression wasn’t one Cole would necessarily describe as happy. In fact, if anything she looked a little annoyed.

      Derek readjusted the backpack that was hanging off one shoulder. “Flew in late last night,” he said.

      Didn’t waste any time, did he? Guess that would explain his unfortunate wardrobe. Derek was wearing cargo shorts, a pair of Converse, and a plaid shirt over the top of a faded green tee. The guy looked like an Urban Outfitters reject. A knot formed in the pit of Cole’s gut. Derek Hunt was a humanitarian hipster. In other words, Olivia’s perfect man.

      “How long will you be here?” she asked.

      Excellent question. With any luck the S.O.B was just on a stopover.

      “Indefinitely.”

      Not the answer Cole was hoping for.

      Olivia’s eyes grew wide. “You’re back to stay?”

      “My contract with Doctors Without Borders ended, and one of the hospitals here offered to fully fund my research, so . . .”

      “The cancer study?”

      Derek nodded. “All of it.”

      He had to be fucking kidding. Cole cleared his throat. “Wasn’t the Meredith Vanderholden Grant Pediatric Cancer Institute by any chance, was it?” Damn that was a mouthful.

      Derek’s eyebrows shot up. “Actually, it was.” He cocked his head to one side. “Are you familiar with the program?”

      A muscle in Cole’s jaw ticked. “You could say that.”

      “From what I hear their new facility is going to be state of the art. And Mrs. Grant has pretty much let me design my entire program and staffing. She’s quite a lady.”

      She was quite something, all right, but lady wasn’t the word that came to mind.

      “Meredith Grant is his grandmother,” Olivia mumbled. She looked positively numb.

      “Wow, small world.” Derek grinned like the fool that he was. Not that it was his fault really. Poor bastard was just riding the high of his new position, oblivious to the fact that he was merely a pawn in a very calculated game.

      He glanced back and forth between Olivia and Cole. “Sorry, we haven’t met. I’m Derek Hunt, an old friend of Olivia’s.”

      Cole gave him a tight nod. “Coleman Grant.” He forced a smile as he shook the doc’s extended hand. “Olivia’s husband.”

      Derek’s gaze shot to Olivia. “Your husband?” The good doctor looked as though he might need a doctor.

      “It’s a long story,” she said.

      And that was Cole’s cue to leave. While he was enjoying this little reunion about as much as a root canal, listening to Olivia explain how she’d only married him as part of a ridiculous deal hatched in a Vegas hotel room was actually more than Cole thought he could handle. At least not without a drink, and stomaching that conversation would take a hell of a lot more than a girly beer.

      “You two probably have a lot to catch up on.” He looked at Olivia. “Shall I just meet you back at the penthouse?”

      “Sure,” she agreed. “Oh wait, my car.”

      “I’ll put it in the garage and grab a taxi. Text Jonathan when you’re ready, and he’ll pick you up.”

      “Okay, thanks.” She held the door open as Derek and Cole traded places.

      “No problem,” Cole said. For a moment, he was tempted to plant a big old kiss right on his wife’s lips but in the end decided that might be taking things too far given the fact that at this point he couldn’t say with all certainty whether she would kiss him back or slap him across the face. So instead he simply winked at her as he pulled the door closed behind him. The last thing he saw was her mouth pop open in surprise. It wasn’t much, but he knew it at least gave her something to think about while she was knee deep in explanations.

      “I had no idea,” Derek said from behind the door. Cole heard him just as clearly as when he’d been in the room. The flimsy door that had initially been a cause for concern was now a godsend. Still, it was wrong to eavesdrop. He needed to keep walking. And he would have, if Derek hadn’t dropped the mother of all bombshells.

      “That’s quite a ring,” he said as Cole turned to leave. “Makes the one I gave you look pretty shabby, huh?”

      Hold the fucking phone. The ring he gave her? They’d been engaged? No way in hell Cole was leaving now. Not when there was game-changing information unfolding on the other side of the door. He settled against the wall, straining to hear Olivia’s softly spoken reply.

      “You know I don’t care about rings or bank accounts.”

      There was nothing but a long, uncomfortable silence. When Derek finally spoke, his voice was almost as quiet as Olivia’s had been. “I shouldn’t have left, Livvy.”

      “It’s been two years of nothing, Derek. No calls, no letters, not even a damn text message.”

      “I thought it would be easier to make a clean break.”

      Cole nodded to himself. Classic male response. One he knew from experience never worked. He leaned closer so as not to miss it when Olivia lowered the boom. But instead she asked if he wanted to go for a walk. What the actual fuck? Cole pushed away from the wall just as the doorknob clicked. Shit. He hauled ass to the elevator, ducking inside just before they stepped into the hall. Olivia was so busy locking the door, she didn’t notice Cole watching them as the elevator doors slid closed. It was only a glimpse, but it was enough for him to see the tears that filled Olivia’s eyes.
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      The waiter set two glasses of water on the table.

      “On second thought,” Olivia said just before he turned away, “could I have a glass of Merlot?” Originally, she’d decided against having wine with lunch, but recounting the details of the previous night was turning out to be more of a day-drinking event than she’d expected.

      “Of course,” the tuxedo clad waiter said. “Would you like to see the wine list.”

      Olivia shook her head. “You can pick.” The last thing she needed was to be faced with one more decision. As it was she’d opted for the tasting menu just not to have to decide which entrée to order.

      Cassie waited until they were alone before continuing with her barrage of questions. “So he just showed up?” It was the third time she’d asked that one. Seemed Olivia wasn’t the only one shocked by the recent turn of events.

      “Yep.”

      “Without so much as a phone call?”

      “Yep.”

      “After two solid years of nothing?”

      “Yep.”

      “Are you going to say anything other than ‘yep’?”

      Olivia sighed. “Sorry. I just can’t believe that after all this time he thought he could just waltz back into my life like nothing happened.”

      The waiter returned with her glass of wine and a plate of what looked to be a combination of artichokes, goat cheese, and tomatoes. Whatever it was smelled delicious, but at the moment Olivia didn’t have much of an appetite.

      “Aren’t you going to try any?” Cassie asked around a healthy bite. Judging by the little foodgasm she’d had over the first taste, the meal was already exceeding her expectations. Still, the way Olivia’s stomach had been twisting and turning, chowing down would be way too risky.

      “Not sure my stomach can handle it right now.” She reached for her glass of wine and sank back into buttery leather. The booths at Spiaggia were nicer than most furniture, at least any she’d ever owned. Maybe that was the answer to her problems. Maybe she should just camp out there for a few days. It wasn’t like there was much in her life she was anxious to get back to at the moment. Between the soothing ambience and what was apparently to-die-for food, the five-star restaurant would be the perfect place to lie low.

      “Well, you need something in there,” Cassie said. “Here.” She passed Olivia a silver bowl filled with warm bread. “Carb load. It always makes me feel better.”

      Olivia grabbed a hunk of a baguette and tore it apart with more force than was really necessary. How the hell had her life become such a clusterfuck? Coleman Grant, that’s how. Before he came into her life, everything was simple. But now everything was in a state of total confusion. She was in a marriage that while it started out as one thing, seemed to be almost morphing into another; she was living in a castle in the sky, albeit in one of her husband’s many guest rooms, although for a few minutes last night that seemed to be in question as well. And if that wasn’t enough turmoil, her ex-fiancé decided to surface.

      It had been nearly two years since she’d filed Derek away in the dark corners of her mind, burying the good memories along with the pain. But when she’d opened the door yesterday, all those emotions came flooding back in a giant tidal wave. And the timing couldn’t have been worse. She was married for God’s sake. Of course, according to their agreement, that should have been nothing more than a technicality, a piece of paper that only meant she was off the market for a few months. But from the way Cole was acting at her apartment—all nervous and fidgety as he offered her a dresser drawer—it seemed like maybe he wanted more. They didn’t get a chance to finish that conversation but if Olivia was honest with herself, she was just as interested to hear what Cole had to say about their living arrangements as she was Derek’s defense of his two-year absence.

      Cassie poured a bit of seasoned olive oil onto Olivia’s bread plate then added a heaping teaspoon of grated parmesan cheese. “Maybe try eating it instead of just ripping it apart?” Her words were laced with laughter, but there was genuine concern in Cassie’s eyes. She’d had a front row seat for the fall-out after Derek left town. He’d been a near constant in Olivia’s life for as long as she could remember. Even though he was two years older, they’d been thick as thieves growing up. In high school, they’d been the couple most likely to couple, and by the time she graduated from college they’d planned their future out right down to the white picket fence.

      But all that changed when Derek finished his residency and decided to work abroad instead of accepting the position he’d been offered at one of Chicago’s top hospitals. Olivia had been devastated and after countless nights spent crying on Cassie’s shoulder, vowed from that day forward to keep her options open and her commitments to a minimum. That plan had been going just fine until one too many tequilas in a Vegas nightclub.

      “You’re not wearing your engagement ring,” Cassie said. There was no way she’d only just now noticed. That rock was hard to miss.

      “Sort of strange to call it that, don’t you think? I mean, considering I wasn’t ever engaged?”

      “Well, you were, but only for a few hours.”

      “Still, it’s a prop, not a promise.” Cole hadn’t given her that ring as a sign of his commitment. He’d given it to her for appearances.

      Cassie took a sip of water, and Olivia could almost see the wheels turning. Now that the initial shock had worn off, she was actually starting to process everything she’d just been told. “Have you considered the fact that there might be a reason you didn’t wear it? You know, subconsciously?”

      Olivia frowned at her friend.

      “Don’t shoot the messenger. All I’m saying is it’s a conclusion some might reach.”

      Olivia drained the rest of her wine. “Well, after careful consideration, the only conclusion I’ve come to is that my life is a total mess.” She forced a smile as she set the empty glass on the linen covered table. “And with that decided, we should change topics before I ruin your appetite as well.”

      “I don’t think that would be possible here. Besides, you know I’m a stress eater.”

      As if on cue, the waiter served the main course, a platter laden with small portions of various pastas and seafood.

      “On the bright side,” Cassie said, helping herself to a scoop of campanelle, “Our lunch destinations have taken a definite turn for the better.” She popped a rogue pea into her mouth. “No offense to Portillo’s.”

      “Cole said I needed to start hanging out at places,” Olivia dropped her voice to mimic his “more befitting a Grant.” She rolled her eyes. “Guess he thinks it will look suspicious if I keep brown-bagging my lunch.”

      Cassie laughed. “Then lucky for me I’m your best friend. I’ve wanted to check this place out since the Obamas ate here but . . .” She glanced around to make sure no one was in earshot, then whispered, “Did you get a look at the prices?”

      “Crazy, right? But it was on the list his assistant emailed. None of the names meant anything to me. I’ll send it to you, and you can decide where we go next.”

      Cassie’s face lit up. She looked like a kid on Christmas morning, and if Olivia had to bet, her feet were dancing a little jig beneath the table. But the distraction was only temporary, and when she calmed down she went straight from one hot-button topic to another.

      “With all this stuff about Derek, we haven’t even had a chance to talk about your trip home,” Cassie said. “How did it go?”

      “Fine.” Olivia picked at a piece of arugula. “Bucky loved him, so he’s got the canine blessing.”

      “Whoa, really? How about your parents?”

      “My dad played it cool the first night, even brought up Derek, but he seemed to warm up to Cole the next day.” She smiled. “You should have seen his face when Cole fell in the pig trough.”

      Cassie paused with a ravioli perched at the end of her fork. “No way.”

      “Oh yes, full plunge.” She wrinkled her nose. “It was disgusting.”

      “How about your mom?”

      “She liked him well enough, went all out with the food and stuff. But she’s totally onto the arranged marriage thing.”

      “I’m not surprised. Not much gets past your mother, and if she wasn’t hearing the bed rocking in the honeymoon suite . . .” Cassie stopped talking about the same time Olivia felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “Holy crap, you slept with him again!”

      “A little louder, Cassie, I don’t think the maître d’ heard you.”

      Cassie leaned in and lowered her voice. “Are you two like an official couple now?”

      “Yes, he met me behind the bleachers and we went to second base.”

      Cassie rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Are you more than . . .” She paused as if searching for the right word.

      “Frenemies?” Olivia offered.

      “Well?”

      Olivia rubbed her temples. If things didn’t settle down soon, she was going to have to seriously consider acupuncture. “I don’t know,” she said. “But the number of times I’ve sworn off having sex with that man is getting ridiculous.”

      “So stop swearing and start fucking.”

      “Why Cassandra Miller, is that crude language I hear coming out of your mouth?”

      Cassie shrugged. “What’s wrong with taking advantage of what’s right under your roof. Literally. You’re both adults, you’re married, and if you don’t mind me saying, good lord that man of yours is hot. And I don’t mean ‘looks good in pictures’ hot. I mean ‘looks like he knows how to make you come all night’ hot.”

      “Cassie!”

      “Don’t act so shocked. And I know I’m right. Something’s kept you coming back for more.” She giggled. “No pun intended.” She forked a piece of salmon. “Plus, you look guilty as hell.”

      More like heaven. There was no denying Cole knew his way around a bedroom. But that wasn’t the basis of a relationship, let alone a marriage.

      The waiter approached with a tray filled with miniature versions of classic Italian desserts. Truth be told, the tiramisu was almost enough to coax Olivia’s appetite out of retirement, but Cassie had barely made a dent in the entrées. More than that, neither of them had ordered a third course. Olivia was about to tell him there must have been a mistake when he said the four words she least expected to hear.

      “Compliments of Mrs. Grant.” He nodded over his shoulder, and Olivia followed his gaze to the far side of the restaurant. There, in a circular booth overlooking the entire room, sat Meredith Vanderholden Grant. She had a china tea cup in her hand and a phony smile on her lips.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Olivia mumbled under her breath. Just when she thought her day couldn’t get any worse.

      Cassie’s head whipped around, causing her auburn curls to sway from side to side. “Where . . .” she began to ask. But then the shrew lifted her cup in a toast leaving Cassie to mouth a barely audible, “Oooooh.”

      “She would like you to join her for coffee after your meal.”

      “You can tell Mrs. Grant that I’m having lunch with a friend and—”

      Cassie kicked her under the table.

      “Tell Mrs. Grant that Olivia would be happy to join her.” The sweet smile on Cassie’s face was a direct contrast to the lump forming on Olivia’s shin.

      The waiter gave a tight nod before backing away from the table.

      “What was that for?” Olivia asked. She reached below the table to rub her leg.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to kick you so hard. But I had to stop you.”

      “From what, telling the old bat to shove her desserts where the sun don’t shine?”

      “The prevention of possible pastry abuse aside,” Cassie smiled. “Accepting that invitation is what any normal newlywed would do. Isn’t that exactly why Cole went home with you this weekend?” Cassie dipped a finger into the end of one of the cannoli. “And from what you’ve told me, you can’t afford to make an enemy of this woman.”

      As usual, Cassie was right. They needed Cole’s grandmother to believe their marriage was the real thing. If that meant sipping coffee with the devil, then so be it.

      “It’s annoying when you’re so calm and level headed.”

      “Part of my charm.” Cassie sat up straighter in her seat.

      “Now, go so I don’t have to share any of these.”

      Olivia slid out of the booth and made her way to Meredith’s table. While she knew a sit down with her new grandmother-in-law was inevitable, she certainly never imagined it would happen so soon. Or without warning. Or before they’d even met. As she grew closer, she found herself wishing they’d at least had the opportunity to be introduced at the charity gala. Not that it would have made this any less awkward, but at least they could have skipped the pleasantries.

      Meredith didn’t bother to get up. Instead she simply offered her hand. “Good afternoon, Olivia.” No “thank you for coming over” or “nice to meet you.” So much for pleasantries. Then again, from everything she knew of Meredith Grant, warm and fuzzy wasn’t in her repertoire.

      “Mrs. Grant,” Olivia replied with the same formality. She shook the woman’s hand. It was thin and frail looking, but her grip was like steel. Something told her that analogy would apply to the rest of Meredith as well.

      “Have a seat,” she said, nodding to the far side of the circular booth.

      Olivia sat, and a waiter immediately set a perfectly frothed cappuccino in front of her. The foam was swirled into an intricate leaf design, and judging by the delicious aroma, included a smattering of cinnamon. It was Olivia’s favorite post-meal indulgence, although not one she treated herself to often. For a moment, she wondered if that was merely a coincidence, but then she thought better of it. The woman had found her ex-fiancé and offered him a job. Uncovering Olivia’s favorite espresso drink was child’s play compared to that.

      “What can I do for you, Mrs. Grant?”

      “I thought we should get to know each other better.” Meredith lifted her tea to her lips and took a small sip. “I tried calling Coleman’s office to arrange dinner for the three of us, but it seems he was out of town for the weekend.”

      “He went home with me to meet my parents.” Judging by the total lack of reaction on Meredith’s part, this was not news to her.

      Her lips curved in a half-hearted smile. “I’m sure they were thrilled to see you’d married so well.”

      Olivia dug her nails into the palm of her hand. “We had a great time,” she said, shifting the focus in an attempt to take the high road. “Cole, especially.”

      Meredith studied her with a skeptical eye. “Is that so?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” Olivia took a sip of her cappuccino, using the time to collect her thoughts. She had to play it cool. They were newlyweds who’d gotten away for a little R&R, something she should be happy to share with his grandmother. “He works so hard all week,” she said. “I knew the fresh air and down time would do him a world of good, but I was surprised by how much he seemed to enjoy farm life. Even made friends with some of the livestock.”

      “Charming.” Meredith smirked. “It’s just as well, this weekend turned out to be much busier than I expected.” She took another sip of her tea. “You know, so many people assume that having a building dedicated in your name is nothing more than a glorified vanity plate. But when I make a donation to a charity, and ask others to do the same, I consider it my duty to see that the funds are put to good use.”

      “Of course.” Olivia’s pulse raced. She knew exactly where the conversation was headed, but there was nothing she could do to stop the speeding train. Interrupting her in any way would reveal Olivia’s discomfort, a weakness Meredith would no doubt exploit. She had no choice but to let her keep talking.

      “So you can imagine my relief when we were able to bring in a world-class doctor to head the Cancer Center’s new research department.” Meredith’s steady gaze never once left Olivia’s as she set her tea cup back on the china saucer. Slowly and methodically, she dabbed the corner of her mouth with the linen napkin before folding it neatly and smoothing it across the lap of her pale pink Chanel suit. “I think he’s a friend of yours actually. Doctor Derek Hunt?”

      Olivia did her best to remain impassive as Meredith studied her face for any hint of a reaction. There was no point in denying their connection. It was obviously the reason he’d been sought out in the first place. “We were classmates,” Olivia said. Much to her relief, her voice was level as she spoke. “He’s very dedicated to his work. The Center is lucky to have him.”

      “Perhaps a bit too dedicated some might say.” Meredith gave a dramatic sigh. “I see it all the time, men driven to pursue their career regardless of the collateral damage in their personal lives.”

      There was no way Olivia was going to take that bait. It was bad enough the she-devil was attempting to manipulate her life like a puppeteer, but she didn’t have to give her the added satisfaction of witnessing a reaction. “I’m sure he’ll do a wonderful job, but Dr. Hunt’s personal life is really none of my concern.”

      Olivia reached for her cappuccino. Meredith’s gaze shifted to Olivia’s left hand and her eyes narrowed. “I see you’re no longer wearing the diamond Cole gave you.” She lifted her chin, looking down her nose at Olivia with the judgmental air of a woman who considered herself above reproach. “Some might wonder if that has anything to do with the unexpected return of the good doctor.”

      Enough was enough. Olivia set her cup back down and met Meredith’s steely gaze with one of her own.

      “Some might wonder if people who spend that much time worrying about others are really just lonely and bitter and need to get a life of their own.” She smirked. “But I’m sure that wouldn’t apply to anyone we know, or at least anyone whose opinion matters to us, so either way it’s of little concern. That ring means the world to me because it belonged to Cole’s mother, but my line of work requires a hands-on approach and the last thing I would ever want to do is lose or damage a family heirloom. Plus, truth be told,” she lowered her voice, “it’s a bit ostentatious for daily wear, don’t you think?” Her gaze dropped to the large stones Meredith wore on each of her hands. “Oh, I guess not.”

      Meredith’s nostrils flared. “I’m sure I can think of a few tabloids that would find this all very fascinating.”

      Olivia placed her napkin on the table. “If you want to tell people that your new granddaughter-in-law doesn’t feel the need to flaunt your family money, then by all means, go right ahead.” She shrugged. “Seems to me that a wife who isn’t interested in Cole’s money or status would be a plus. Some might even call it romantic. But hey, what do I know?”

      As the words left her mouth, she became aware of just how true they were. Olivia didn’t give a damn about wearing diamonds or eating at fancy restaurants. That wasn’t who she was, and it was high time she stopped pretending otherwise. She could be Cole’s wife and still climb around job sites in her faded jeans and she could most certainly eat a salad she’d packed at home in a reusable container. She’d been so worried about playing a role, she’d lost sight of what really mattered. The realization brought her a sense of clarity she hadn’t felt in days.

      Olivia stood. “If reporters want to ask me about any of this, then they’re more than welcome to. I’ll tell them the same thing I’m telling you. I’m in love with your grandson, Mrs. Grant. I don’t need a ring to remind me of that.”

      She turned and saw Cassie waiting for her by the exit, a small shopping bag of their uneaten food in her hand. Running on nothing but caffeine and adrenaline, Olivia stalked out of the restaurant with her head held high. It wasn’t until she reached the elevator that the reality of what she’d blurted out hit her.

      I’m in love with your grandson.

      The words had come so easily. Was that because she was getting better at their ruse, or was it possible her feelings for Cole had changed? Olivia shook her head to clear it. It was just the stress and lack of food finally getting to her. It had to be. There was no way she was falling in love with Coleman Grant.
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      Cole paced the floor of his office. Seemed as though he’d been doing a lot of that in the short time he’d been married. At the rate things were going, he’d to have to replace the carpet before his one-month anniversary.

      It was an offhanded thought, but the implication brought him to an abrupt halt. When he’d proposed their venture, he envisioned counting down the days until he could file for a divorce. And now he was thinking about anniversaries? The universe had one fucking sense of humor, that was for sure. The whole situation was starting to feel like a repeated kick to the balls. Of course, the real question was which thought made Olivia happier, leaving or staying? Fuck if he had any clue.

      Cole moved closer to the floor-to-ceiling windows and shoved a frustrated hand through his hair. Below him the city of Chicago was literally his for the taking and yet his own wife remained an elusive enigma.

      His eyes narrowed on the river, twisting and turning through a maze of steel and glass buildings before flowing into Lake Michigan. A lone boat was making its way toward the open water, and Cole watched as the many drawbridges began to rise in a slow but synchronized effort. There was a beauty in the order of the process and watching the progression had always calmed and centered him. But not this time. Cole’s brain was running on far too many cylinders to be quieted by maritime maneuvers. He needed something to focus on that would command his full attention.

      He dug his phone out of his pocket and placed a call to Rebecca in the hopes that she was free to grab a cup of coffee. But when it took her longer than usual to answer, his intent shifted from invitation to concern. “Is everything all right?” he asked, foregoing any greeting.

      “Well, hello to you too,” she said with a laugh.

      “I’m serious, Bec. It took you a while to answer. Are you okay?”

      “I was just elbow deep in flower arrangements, and my phone was in my bag.” She sighed. “Honestly Cole, you’ve got to stop assuming the worst all the time.”

      The tension in his shoulders eased. “So everything is okay?”

      “Yes, just as it was the last three times you called. I love you, big brother, but you’re going to give one of us a stroke.” Her tone turned playful. “Besides, don’t you think dude in a suit would have called you if something was wrong?”

      Shit.

      “Yeah, I know he’s still lurking.”

      Cole braced himself for her reaction. “Are you pissed?”

      “Nah, but I consider him to be more for your benefit than mine. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get back to work. Some of us have a major corporation to run.” He could hear the smile in her voice.

      “Coffee later?”

      She groaned. “I wish, but I have a four hundred seat wedding Saturday, a bride who has suddenly decided she needs everything gluten free, a vendor who can’t find a missing bridesmaid’s dress, and a shipment of tulips that have apparently disappeared into the Bermuda Triangle.”

      Christ, and he thought hostile takeovers were rough. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      “Unfortunately. How about brunch on Sunday? Something tells me I will be in serious need of a mimosa by then.”

      “Deal, as long as you make mine a scotch.”

      “Deal, as long as you bring Olivia,” she said, hanging up the phone before Cole had a chance to reply.

      He’d no sooner locked his cell when the phone on his desk chimed. Normally the high-pitched sound represented an interruption but given the circumstances Cole found himself actually welcoming the intrusion. He hit the speaker button. “Yes.”

      “There’s a Miss Cassandra Miller here to see you,” his assistant Yvonne said through the speaker. “She said you would know what it’s regarding.”

      Cassandra Miller? Cole began running through a mental inventory of the women he’d done business with and when that didn’t yield any results he moved on to the women he’d slept with. Nope, there wasn’t a Cassandra Miller on either list.

      As if on cue a notification popped up on his desktop monitor. It was from Yvonne.

      “Cassandra (Cassie) Miller, recent culinary school graduate and best friend of Olivia Ramsey Grant,” it read. God bless Yvonne. The woman was not only the best damn executive assistant he’d ever come across, but there were times when he thought she was a human computer as well. Her ability to store, catalog, and retrieve even the most minute information on a moment’s notice was uncanny. As was her knack for saving his ass. Of course, he knew who Cassie was, but in his current state of mind he’d drawn a complete blank.

      He hit the button again. “Thank you, Yvonne. Send her in.”

      A moment later Cassie stepped through the door. She was wearing a blue and white polka-dot dress and holding a small black shopping bag in her hands. A look of unease crossed her face as she took in her surroundings. Cole’s office was decorated with the same austere elegance as his home. Everything—from his glass top desk, to the wall of LCD monitors, to the pair of sofas that faced each other on the far end of the room—was designed to send the message that he was a man of great means with little regard for sentiment. He found it an effective tool for intimidating the competition. Although in this case he suspected Cassie’s expression had nothing to do with her environment and everything to do with whatever had brought her to his office.

      “Sorry,” she said, still standing awkwardly at the threshold. “Hope I’m not interrupting.”

      “Not at all. Please, come in,” he said, gesturing to one of the two chairs in front of his desk. He took a seat in his white leather chair and watched as she took hers. The last time he’d seen Cassie had been in Las Vegas, the night of his wedding. She and Conor had taken it upon themselves to give the two of them a honeymoon lecture. If his instincts were right, and they usually were, he was about to get more of the same. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      “I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by.” Her gaze shifted to the windows behind him and her eyes grew wide. It was a reaction Cole had grown accustomed to. The Grant Industries headquarters boasted one of the city’s most sweeping views.

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. I had lunch with your wife at Spiaggia. On your tab.” She gave him a sheepish smile. “Thanks for that by the way.”

      He leaned back in his chair. “That would explain the bag.”

      Cassie glanced down at the paper bag in her hands as if she’d forgotten she was holding it. “Oh, umm, yeah, Olivia didn’t have much of an appetite.”

      Cole flinched at her words. Not much came between Olivia and her favorite foods and Cole had seen firsthand how much the woman loved pasta. If Olivia passed on Chef Tony’s cuisine, then she was even more upset than she’d let on. “She’s not eating?”

      “Not sleeping either from the looks of it.” Cassie scooted to the edge of her seat. “Okay, forget what I said about being in the neighborhood. I mean, I was, but that’s not why I came by,” she said, not stopping to take a breath. “I know Olivia will kill me when she finds out I talked to you, but I’m her best friend, and I’m really worried about her and well, sometimes best friends have to stick their nose in it if that’s what’s needed, even if it means—”

      “Relax, Ms. Miller.” If he hadn’t interrupted her, Cole feared she might pass out from lack of air. “We both want what’s best for Olivia,” he reassured her. “There’s no conspiracy here, but this can remain between us if you’d prefer.”

      She shook her head. “No. Livvy and I don’t have any secrets.”

      Christ, did everyone but him get to call her by that blasted nickname?

      Cassie took a deep breath, using the moment to compose herself. “Derek’s back.” She said it as though this was new information. Even before her “no secrets” disclaimer, there was little doubt she’d heard the story from start to finish, which meant she was well aware this wasn’t news to him. What was it about women that made them feel the need to lay groundwork for a conversation? Like most men, Cole preferred to get to the point. In, out, done. But this was Cassie’s meeting, and the discomfort she felt was so potent it was almost tangible. It couldn’t have been easy for her to come to his office. The least he could do was let her spit it out in her own time.

      Cole kept his gaze impassive. “Yes, I had the pleasure of meeting him last night.” He tried his best to keep the sarcasm out of his voice, but his opinion of his wife’s ex was difficult to hide.

      “Yeah, I feel the same way,” she said, perfectly reading his tone.

      “You knew them as a couple, am I right?” Tension coiled in Cole’s gut as the image from the framed photo he’d seen the night before flashed through his mind.

      “Not in the early years, like high school and stuff. But we all knew each other in college so I had a front-row seat for that.” She sighed. “And everything that happened after.”

      “The engagement.”

      Her head snapped up, and her gaze met his. “She told you about that?”

      “Not directly,” Cole admitted. “Then how—?”

      “I overheard Derek say something about the ring he gave her. Wasn’t hard to put together.”

      “They were both very young when they started dating. It’s all Olivia knew. So when Derek broke it off . . .” Cassie looked as though she might cry. “I know deep down he’s a good guy. What he’s done for all those sick kids in some really terrible conditions is truly amazing. But what he did to her . . .” She swiped her index finger under her eye to catch a stray tear, then sat up straighter in her chair. “Look, there’s no nice way to say this. He was a total dick to her.” There was a certainty to her voice that left little room for doubt. “He took off without even saying goodbye.” She rolled her eyes. “Wrote her a note saying it was easier that way.”

      “Sounds like the good doctor ducked out of an uncomfortable situation by citing ease.” Cole had never been bothered by his own similar behavior, but hearing tell of it from the other side brought an unwelcome pang of regret.

      “He’s lucky he was across the ocean or he would have been ducking away from my fist.”

      Cassie’s concern for her friend was undeniable, but the image of her taking a swing at Derek was too much, and despite his anger, Cole found himself having to struggle to keep a straight face. “I think that’s something I’d pay good money to see.”

      “At the rate things are going, it just might happen.”

      You’ll have to wait in line behind me, Cole thought. “After Derek left, Livvy pretty much shut down that part of her life. She started focusing on work and kept any guys who came along to like a two or three date max.”

      Cole sat up, resting his elbows on the desk and steepling his fingers in front of him as he processed this new information. There was so much he wanted to ask, so many details he needed to know. In many ways, his wife was still a puzzle to him. But he had to play it cool. He needed a few more pieces to fall into place before he tipped his hand.

      Before he had the chance to ask any follow ups, Cassie stood. “I guess I just wanted you to know the score.” A thought occurred to her, and her green eyes grew wide. “Oh, I almost forgot, your grandmother was at the restaurant today too.”

      A muscle in Cole’s jaw ticked. “What did she do?”

      “Aside from sending over a tray of desserts that will require at least two hours of hard gym time? Nothing. Olivia totally held her own, and from what I could see it was driving Granny Grant batshit crazy.”

      Hearing that shouldn’t have pleased him quite so much, but there was no denying the grin that tugged at the corner if his lips. “Thank you, Miss Miller. This has been very . . . enlightening.” Cole moved to stand, but Cassie held up her hand.

      “I can see myself out. I’ve taken up enough of your time.” She started to turn away, then stopped. “This is probably none of my business, but I’m in this deep, so what the hell. I don’t know exactly what’s going on between the two of you, and maybe you don’t either, but I think it might be worth exploring.”

      “That’s not entirely my call.”

      She glanced around his office then flashed him a knowing smile. “You’re obviously a man who doesn’t give up easily. And if you ask me, she’s worth the fight.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia stared at her laptop. The wrap-up call, or in this case Skype, was usually one of her favorite parts of a job. The moment she and the client got to bask in their success. Lord knows she didn’t do it for the money. Although despite the fact that she’d not only accomplished her objection, but exceed it, Olivia was having a hard time concentrating on the man on the screen in front of her. Ever since her sit down with Meredith Grant, there’d only been one man on her mind: her husband.

      I’m in love with your grandson.

      The words ricocheted around her head just as they had for the last few hours. She hadn’t meant to say them, they just sort of popped out. Did that mean something, or was it just the adrenaline from feeling backed into a corner by Granny Dearest? There was no denying the fact that the weekend had been a shift in their relationship. But was it love or just a heady combination of lust mixed with the emotions of going home?

      “We couldn’t be more pleased with the results,” the man on the screen said. “Not sure how you managed to get Grant to not only move the site, but to set up a conservation fund? Truly amazing work, Olivia.” He smiled, and his eyes crinkled around the edges. “You should be very proud of yourself.”

      Pride wasn’t the first word that came to mind. Despite having felt at peace with her decision as she walked down the aisle, over time, a part of her had started to wonder if she’d made the right call. She’d quieted that nagging little voice with assurances that it was all for a good cause. But while the bats might have come out of the situation unscathed, she was starting to feel like maybe her heart wouldn’t be so lucky. After all, even if she was falling for the man she married, she had no reason to believe he felt the same way about her.

      A notification from Derek slid across the top of the screen. “Pick you up at six?”

      He’d texted shortly after lunch asking if she wanted to grab a bite to eat and in her dazed and confused state, Olivia had agreed. But now she wasn’t so sure if she’d made the right call. Because even though Derek had referred to dinner as “two old friends catching up” the feeling in the pit of Olivia’s stomach was most definitely guilt. She tried her best to shake it off. It was just dinner, no biggie. Not to mention the fact that after two years, Olivia owed it to herself to finally have a bit of closure. So why did she feel like she was doing something wrong? It wasn’t like she and Cole were truly married. A piece of paper might have said they were man and wife, but he’d made it clear they were merely business partners. Then again, what if he did want more?

      “Any idea when you’ll make a decision?” her client asked.

      Olivia flinched. “What?”

      “About your next project,” the man said. “We have a few others we’d love to have you work on. If you could crack the heartless Coleman Grant, then the rest of these ought to be a piece of cake.”

      “I’m not sure yet, but I’ll certainly give it some thought.”

      She ended the session and leaned back in her chair. The heartless Coleman Grant. Her client’s words were a sobering reminder. Sex was one thing, didn’t matter if it was angry and fast or soft and slow, it still didn’t mean he wanted more than the original plan. And it’s not like he’d said anything to the contrary. If there was one thing she knew for certain about Coleman Grant it was that he spoke his mind, clear and to the point. If he’d wanted more than a ninety-day merger, he would have said so.

      Olivia stared out the windows of the penthouse. The sky was blue, but in the distance, she could see dark clouds making their way across the lake. Cole was a one-way ticket to a broken heart, something she’d already experienced with Derek. And while she had no desire to go down that road again, a part of her still wanted to hear what the man had to say.

      “Yeah, see you then,” she typed. With any luck she’d have answers to at least some of her questions before the night was through.
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        * * *

      

      Cole powered through the rest of the day, focusing on emails, and meeting agendas, and spreadsheets detailing sizable profits and minimal loss. But no matter what the workload, nothing could take this mind off Olivia for more than a few minutes. No wonder she’d felt confident she could weather a three-month arranged marriage void of any emotion. It was how she’d been living the last two years of her life. It was an approach Cole knew well, because in his own way he’d been doing the same thing. And although the source of his abandonment issues was different, the end result was the same: casual relationships without emotional connections. But that carefully constructed shield of hers had lowered a bit over the last weekend. Cole was sure of it. He’d felt it not only through the connection they’d shared in bed, but in other, more simpler ways as well. A touch, a glance, a smile. Even the way she’d laughed at him when he fell in that goddamn slop. Every moment had felt different from the ones that had come before. At least they had to him.

      He slumped back in his chair as his thoughts again shifted to his wife. Other than lunch with her best friend, he had no idea what Olivia’s plans had been for the day. Or the night either for that matter. But whatever was on her calendar would have to be canceled. They needed to talk.

      On the short ride home from the office, Cole debated where to even begin. Obviously, they needed to talk about Derek, the ex-fiancé Olivia had somehow failed to mention. He’d even gone so far as to ask her if she’d ever thought about getting married, and she’d downplayed the entire thing. Of course, after his conversation with Cassie, Cole had a pretty good idea as to why. Who in their right mind would want to revisit the story of how their heart was broken? But wasn’t that exactly the sort of thing couples shared? Cole was no expert, but even from his limited experience in short-term relationships, he knew that these were the topics most couples covered as they got to know each other. Then again, he and Olivia weren’t like most couples. Hell, he wasn’t even sure if they were a couple at all.

      Bottom line: He needed to know where they stood. Before their trip, things had been pretty black and white. Now, putting it bluntly, it was a goddamn mess. Sorting it out was going to take one hell of a conversation, and preferably one without interruptions from jet-lagged doctors or conniving grandmothers.

      By the time he reached the penthouse, Cole had come to the conclusion that what he and Olivia really needed was some time away. While it was true they’d only just returned from their weekend on the Ramsey farm, it was also true that being away had afforded them the first real opportunity they’d had to get to know each other. And fuck him, he wanted more.

      He slid the Bugatti into one of his reserved parking spaces then dug his smartphone out of his pocket and fired off a quick email to his assistant, asking her to clear the next three days. Cole could only imagine her reaction because if the next few days were anything like today had been, it was going to take a Herculean effort to rearrange his schedule. But if anyone could handle a last-minute wrench, it was Yvonne. Just one more reason why he paid her enough to make sure she was never tempted to leave him.

      With that taken care of, Cole hit the speed-dial number assigned to his pilot. He answered on the first ring.

      “Good evening, sir.”

      “Good evening, Patrick. I’m going to need the jet ready to go in an hour.”

      “Yes, sir. Where will we be headed?”

      Cole considered the many properties he owned. New York City was far too hectic for the type of getaway he had in mind, the Caribbean ran the risk of a hurricane this time of year, and Paris was a bit too far, not to mention a bit too cliché.

      “Vail,” he said after deciding that the secluded home he owned in the Rocky Mountains would be the perfect destination. The weather was obviously too warm for skiing, but Cole almost preferred being in Colorado during the off-season. “Mrs. Grant will be joining me.”

      A smile formed on Cole’s lips as he imagined her reaction. She’d no doubt balk at the size of his house and truth be told, the ten thousand square foot wood and glass structure looked more like a lodge than an individual home. But she would also love the rustic setting and the wildlife that not only traipsed through his property but were known to sometimes wander right up to the door.

      As anxious as he was to tell her of his plans, Cole decided to wait and share the idea in person. Assuming, of course that she was home from work. If not, he would call her and just pick her up on the way to the airport. Packing was inconsequential, she could buy whatever she needed once they were in Vail. The most important thing was that the two of them got the hell out of Chicago.

      Stepping into the elevator, Cole felt confident about his decisions. But twenty-nine floors later he was hit by the cold, hard truth that his relationship with his wife was more than likely over before it even really began. Because although Olivia was indeed home, she was not alone.

      Anger enveloped him in a dark haze, yet the sight playing out in front of him was in crystal clear focus. Dr. Derek Hunt had his arms around his wife. Cole’s jaw clenched. In his fucking penthouse. Screw that shit.

      The crack in his armor might have remained but the only emotions that penetrated it were rage and resentment. Cole dropped his briefcase on the console table with a little more force than necessary and made his way into the living room. Olivia startled at the sound, but when she turned to look at him her expression wasn’t one of shock or shame. Instead her tear streaked face reflected grief and a profound sadness that stopped Cole dead in his tracks.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “It’s Bucky.” She was barely able to choke out the words. “Just got the call a few minutes ago.”

      Fuck. “I’m sorry, Olivia.” The words sounded trite, but Cole truly meant them. Even though he’d only spent two days at the Ramsey farm, it was clear that the yellow lab was far more than a pet. Bucky was family.

      “He didn’t suffer. Mama said he just curled up on the porch and went to sleep. She thinks he was waiting for me to come home one last time.”

      Derek rubbed her shoulder. “He was a fighter that one.”

      Olivia bit back a strangled sob as she buried her head in her ex’s shoulder. Cole watched as Derek stroked her hair. “It’s okay, Livvy. Let it out.”

      Cole’s fingers flexed at his sides. At the moment, the urge to go to her was the only instinct stronger than his desire to punch the good doctor square in the face. She was his wife for fuck’s sake. He should be the one consoling her. His should be the arms wrapped around her, not the arms of a man who’d treated her so horribly two years ago.

      “Do you want to reschedule dinner?” Derek asked.

      Dinner? What the actual fuck? For the first time, Cole realized that Derek was dressed up, relatively speaking. He’d traded in his explorer ensemble for a pair of khaki pants, a blue sport coat, and one of those god-awful knit ties.

      “No, I’ll be fine.” Olivia pulled back and wiped her face. “The distraction will do me good, and it will be nice to be with someone who knew him.”

      “I was able to get a reservation at Raw.” Derek glanced at his watch. “If we hurry we can still make it.”

      Raw? Cole had never heard of the place, but he had no doubt it was some sort of vegan, gluten free, eat-nothing-with-a-face establishment.

      “Sounds great.” Olivia managed a half-hearted smile. “Just let me freshen up.” She disappeared down the hallway, leaving the two men in a tense standoff.

      Derek shoved his hands into the pockets of his jacket. At least he had the decency to look slightly ashamed of himself. “So, Livvy explained the situation.”

      “She did?” Good, now maybe someone could explain it to him.

      “Yeah, that this is all just a front for your inheritance or something?”

      “Or something.” Cole tugged at the tie around his neck, loosening the knot. At the moment, the damn thing felt more like a noose than a necktie.

      “Hopefully, it all works out.” Derek flashed an uncomfortable grin. “Not too much longer, eh?”

      Cole smirked at him but remained silent.

      “I realize she can’t start dating until you’ve officially split, you know, for appearances sake. But nothing wrong with life-long friends going out for a meal, am I right?”

      Was the prick actually looking for Cole’s blessing?

      Derek rocked back on his heels, glancing at the sofa, the view, the paintings—anything not to look Cole in the eye. “Nice place you got here.”

      He followed Derek’s gaze. It was like he was seeing his apartment for the first time, but through Olivia’s eyes. She’d been spot-on with her assessment. Cole’s home was a steel and glass castle in the sky, cold and entirely cut off from the rest of the world. But since Olivia had moved in, all that had changed, and for the first time in Cole’s life his house had felt like a home. Although from the way things were looking, that wasn’t going to last for very long.

      Cole turned, and his gaze fell to the bouquet of flowers on the glass dining table. Roses. How predictable.

      “Oh hey, would you mind putting those in some water after we leave?” Derek said. “Hate for them to wilt if we’re out too late.”

      He had to be kidding. And didn’t the dipshit know her favorite flower was lilies? Christ, even Cole knew that. She couldn’t pass the farmers market without picking up a bunch, and even if she didn’t buy them she always stopped to smell them. Cole would have thought Mr. “Life-Long Friends” would have known that.

      Olivia emerged from the rear of the penthouse. She’d changed into a skirt and a cardigan sweater. She looked like a fucking school teacher, not the free-spirited woman who roamed his house barefoot most nights. But it wasn’t her outfit that Cole found most upsetting. It was the fact that she wasn’t wearing her ring. Had she been wearing it when he came in? Cole tried to remember, but all he kept picturing was Derek’s hands all over her. She’d definitely been wearing it last night at her apartment, but for the life of him he couldn’t figure out when she’d taken it off. What he really wanted to know was if it was before the invitation to dinner or after?

      “I guess I’ll see you later?” Olivia said.

      “Yeah, maybe. Not sure what time I’ll be back.”

      She looked surprised. “You’re going out?”

      Of course, he wasn’t going out. He’d planned to be halfway to the airport by now, but he couldn’t exactly tell Olivia that. So instead he said nothing.

      “Well, have fun,” she said, reaching for her bag.

      Good-byes were said and doors were closed, leaving Cole alone in the cavernous room. He stood there for a few long, quiet moments, trying to figure out how the hell his night had gone so terribly wrong. One thing was certain: There was an ache in his chest unlike any he’d ever felt before. He needed a distraction of epic proportions. Historically, that meant a night with Brittany. Or Chelsea. Or even Amanda.

      Cole pulled out his smart phone and opened his contacts. His thumb hovered over the screen as he debated the best way to work off the stress from a night that had very clearly gone to shit. Once he’d made his choice, he placed the call.
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      Music pumped through the sound system of Cole’s home gym. It wasn’t the top-forty crap they played at those twenty-four hour a day neighborhood joints. No, when Cole needed to clear his mind his workout playlist was hard-core head banger.

      Conor dragged himself off the bench to give Cole a turn at shredding his pecs. “When you called, I thought the plan was to go out.” He pulled up the end of his T-shirt and wiped the sweat off his face.

      “I said I needed a workout.” Cole cut his eyes at his best friend. “And there are towels for that.”

      “Yeah, I know, but I thought we’d hit Equinox,” Conor said, ignoring the jab about his sweat-soaked shirt. “Or even better, East Bank.” His eyes lit up and Cole knew without a doubt his friend was imagining an evening at the country club style gym that stretched the length of a full city block. There was no denying the club’s state-of-the-art perfection. The place offered every type of class and equipment imaginable and with a salon, car wash, dry cleaner, and restaurant, you could easily spend the entire evening there without even breaking a sweat. But that wasn’t the type of evening Cole had in mind. If he had any hope of making it through the night, he needed to pump iron and pound the treadmill until exhaustion quieted his over-thinking brain.

      “Not that I object to using your fancy gym, but there’s no drinks at the bar after.” Conor caught his reflection in the mirror and broke into an air guitar rendition of the distorted riff screeching through the overhead speakers.

      Cole sat down on the bench. “There’s a full bar downstairs. Have whatever you want.”

      “Okay, let me rephrase, there’s no hot babes to hit on after. You might stock more beers than half the bars in Old Towne, but you are seriously lacking when it comes to twentysomethings in dresses that barely cover their—”

      “Yeah, I got it,” Cole interrupted. “I just wasn’t in the mood for that tonight.” Last thing he needed was a dose of the singles scene at East Bank’s rooftop. Besides, he couldn’t exactly tell Conor he was staying in so he could wait for Olivia to get home. Instinctively his eyes darted to the clock. Fucking hell, he was a grade-A pussy. At least he’d managed to keep himself from checking his phone for the hundredth time.

      “Oh right, keep forgetting you’re a married man.”

      A married man whose wife was out on a date. Cole tugged on the Velcro straps of the fingerless weight-lifting gloves he wore on his hands. “Make yourself useful and throw on another thirty.”

      Conor’s brows shot up. “Dude, you got two bucks on there already.”

      “Just do it,” Cole shot back. No way Dr. Do-Good could lift two hundred and thirty pounds.

      “All right, all right. Chill out.” Conor added the additional iron and tightened the clamps. “Good to go. Hit it.”

      Cole lay down on the padded bench. He lifted the bar off the rack, lowered it to rest on his chest, and after huffing out a couple deep breaths, heaved the barbell up and down until his arms were shaking.

      Conor watched as he pumped the heavy load. “That’s twelve,” he said, stepping in on the last rep to help settle the bar.

      Cole sat up and reached for a towel. Every muscle in his body felt like it was on fire thanks to the beating he was giving them. And for what? To take his mind off Olivia? To win some imaginary weightlifting competition with her ex? Or even worse, was he hoping she’d come home early and catch him mid work out? Cole buried his face in the towel. For fuck’s sake, he was acting like a lovesick teen, pumping iron to make his muscles look bigger to impress a girl.

      “What gives?” Conor asked. “I mean, I’m used to your sunny disposition.” He laughed as he stepped onto one of the treadmills. “But you’re even more pissy than usual.”

      Cole shook his arms loose before resting his elbows on his knees. “Olivia is out with her ex tonight,” he admitted on a heavy exhale.

      “And?”

      “And she’s not wearing her engagement ring. Found it on my desk after she left.”

      “She was probably afraid she’d cause a traffic jam with its blinding light.” Conor chuckled. “The beam on that thing could land a freaking plane.”

      He had a point. The diamond was obscenely large, and Olivia had made it clear from the get go that she wasn’t comfortable wearing it. But as much as Cole wanted to believe that was all there was to it, the annoying feeling in the pit of his gut told him otherwise.

      “Was she wearing the wedding band?”

      “Yeah.”

      Conor shrugged off his friend’s concern. “Then nothing to worry about, man.” He started punching buttons on the treadmill’s touchpad. “To anyone watching, she’s a married woman.”

      Cole hesitated before answering. Only for a moment, but that was all it took.

      “Unless . . .” Conor stopped what he was doing and studied him with a shrewd eye. His brows knit together, then relaxed as it all fell into place. “This isn’t about making sure it looks good on the outside. You’re falling for this girl.”

      “Don’t even start.”

      “Holy shit,” he crowed. “The mighty Coleman Grant is down for the count.”

      “I mean it, Conor. Shut the fuck up.”

      “Sorry.” Conor did his best to look contrite. “I was just shitting you, dude.” He grabbed two bottles of water and came to sit on the bench beside Cole. “I mean, I get it,” he said, offering him one. “She’s a cool chick, and easy on the eyes. Those tits alone would—”

      Cole silenced him with a hard glance.

      “Okay, okay, so the tits are off limits.” Conor opened his bottle and took a long drink. When he’d nearly drained it, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Have you told her how you feel?” he asked. His tone had grown uncharacteristically serious. It was unnerving.

      “I started to last night, but then her fucking ex knocked on the door.”

      “Dude has timing. I’ll give him that.”

      A heavy silence settled over them. Cole twisted the cap off his water bottle, but instead of taking a sip he just stared down into it. He was miserable. There weren’t enough bench presses in the world that could change that fact, and holding it inside was only making things worse. “I’m in love with her,” he finally said, not giving a fuck about the mountain of shit Conor would undoubtedly give him about all this later. For now, all Cole felt was relief.

      The look Conor gave him was half mocking and half pity. As though lovesick misery was a disease and he’d just found out his best friend was terminal. After several long beats, he stood and let out a weary sigh. “I just have one question for you.”

      Cole braced himself for the inevitable “Where are your balls?” jab.

      “What the hell are you doing here with me then?” Conor asked. He cracked an infectious grin. “Go get your girl.”

      Cole blinked up at him, surprised that someone so seemingly superficial could have such a knack for cutting through the crap when it mattered the most. Conor was right. Stomping around the gym like a disgruntled teenager wasn’t going to get him anywhere. If Cole wanted more with Olivia, then he needed to get off his ass and find out what was going on inside her head. Because as amazing as it was to finally admit it to himself—and to a certain extent, Conor—it all boiled down to a big pile of nothing if she didn’t feel the same way.

      He pushed to his feet. “Lock up when you leave.”

      “Dude, you trust me not to throw a rager?”

      Cole didn’t answer. In fact, he was halfway to the shower before his friend’s words even registered. Like he gave a flying fuck if Conor threw a party. The guy could reenact The Hangover parts I, II, and III in his penthouse for all he cared. There was only one person who mattered to him, and at the moment she was eating dinner with another man.

      He drew to a halt as he stepped into his bedroom. It had been almost two hours since they’d left the penthouse. Were they still at the restaurant? Had they gone for a nightcap? Fuck, had he invited her back to his place? A muscle in Cole’s jaw tightened at the thought of Olivia on Derek’s couch. Or worse, in his bed.

      The shower would have to wait. Sweaty or not, he needed to get to that restaurant.
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        * * *

      

      Raw.

      Cole stared out the window at the letters printed on the burgundy awning that spanned the width of the door. The place looked inviting enough, but with a name like that, Cole couldn’t help but wonder if they even bothered to cook the food or if they just had you graze in the garden.

      “Right here is fine,” he told Jonathan as they drew closer. There was no need to pull the SUV right up to the valet stand. A few yards away was close enough. Chasing his wife down while she was out to dinner with another man wasn’t exactly his finest moment, which is why Cole had debated driving himself. But Jonathan was a trusted employee. He’d seen everything: the good, the bad, and the ugly. The stakes might have been high for Cole, but in the big scheme of things, it was just another day on the job for Jonathan. And more than that, having someone else drive the car would afford him and Olivia time to talk without distraction. Assuming, of course, they got the chance.

      “Would you like me to get the door, sir?”

      No, Cole thought, what I’d like is for you to do a bit of re-con and tell me what the hell is going on in there. But instead of asking Jonathan for a covert op, Cole simply declined his offer. “I got this.”

      He waited for a moment with his fingers curled around the door handle. From this vantage point he had a better view of the establishment. To his surprise, there was no dim lighting, no candles, or cozy booths. Instead what he saw through the wide windows was bright lights and utilitarian chairs. Not quite the romantic setting Cole would have picked. Maybe this wasn’t a date after all. Maybe it really was one old friend taking another out to dinner.

      But just as he began to step out of the car, the door of Raw swung open. It was Derek and Olivia. She was laughing at something he’d said and from the look on his face, the sound couldn’t have pleased him more. Cole’s eyes narrowed as the fucker placed his hand on the small of her back, guiding her to the sidewalk where he asked the valet to hail them a taxi.

      Against his better judgment, he pulled the door closed and said, “Follow that cab.”

      Jonathan eased the SUV into traffic, trailing the cab at a safe enough distance so as not to attract attention. Clearly this wasn’t his first “tail.” Cole sank back into the soft leather seat. Fuck, he hated himself for doing this. But he had to know where he stood, once and for all.

      It only took a few blocks for him to realize they were headed back to Olivia’s apartment. Don’t panic, he thought. She might just need time on her own to think. Or maybe she’s grabbing a few things before heading back to the penthouse. Yeah, keep telling yourself that, Grant. Fucking pussy.

      Knowing the drill, Jonathan parked the SUV at the corner where the two men sat silently awaiting Cole’s verdict.

      A hard rain began to fall as the cab’s tail lights flashed red in front of Olivia’s building. Cole watched through the steady swoosh of the SUV’s wiper blades as the two of them dashed from the curb to the door. He leaned forward in his seat, waiting to see her offer an extended hand or maybe even a friendly hug. Don’t kiss him, he thought, and for fuck’s sake don’t invite him in. He’d no sooner had the thought when Derek pulled the door open, holding it for Olivia before following her inside.

      Fuck.

      One minute.

      Two.

      Three.

      After ten it became clear he wasn’t just seeing her to the door.

      Cole’s hands fisted. He wanted to punch the asshole in the face but seeing as how that wasn’t an option, he’d have to settle for pounding on the bag in his gym. “Back to the penthouse,” he told Jonathan.

      “Yes, sir.” His driver’s eyes met his in the rearview mirror and Cole looked away. He’d been a fool to think a corporate raider like himself could compete with a hipster humanitarian who wanted a second chance with the girl he left behind. And if that wasn’t bad enough, now he was the fool who’d followed her home so he could watch it all play out.

      Anger burned in Cole’s veins. He was furious with Derek for showing up when he did, but also for breaking Olivia’s heart two years ago. He was furious with Olivia as well, not just for taking her ex back to her apartment, but for sashaying her way into his life in the first place. With her stack of spreadsheets filled with mind-numbing data and photos of snotty-nosed bats, she’d pushed her way into his life one aggravating day at a time.

      But if Cole was really honest, he was most furious with himself. How the hell had he let himself get so caught up in this? He was acting like a lunatic, running out of the house in his sweat-soaked clothes so he could what, profess his undying love to a woman who was on a date with someone else? That was the type of shit that went down in the movies Rebecca dragged him to, not in real life. Maybe this was the universe’s way of giving him a head check. He didn’t want someone like Olivia. Not really. In fact, his life would be much easier without her. She was demanding and high maintenance and . . .

      . . . and . . .

      Cole let out a sigh as he slumped back against the seat.

      . . . and absolutely perfect.

      Fuck him, he didn’t want easy. He wanted Olivia. He wanted his wife.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose as he tried to collect his thoughts. What the hell did he know about relationships? His father had been a serial adulterer, and until now his own love life had been nothing more than casual encounters designed to avoid emotional attachment. But for the first time in his life, Cole wanted more. He wanted a future with Olivia. He wanted to come home to dinners where she prattled on about her latest left-wing research and nights where they talked across the pillow about anything and everything. Christ, he could even imagine having kids with her. And not the token boy and girl who couples in his tax bracket trotted out at events then shipped off to boarding school, but an actual family.

      Except at the moment that dream wasn’t anywhere close to becoming a reality. No doubt Cole was out of his depth when it came to matters of the heart, but even he knew they weren’t headed in the right direction. Instead of a fairy tale, their story read more like a tragedy. Boy meets girl. Girl drives him fucking nuts. Boy falls for girl. Girl breaks his heart.

      Realization shot down his spine, and Cole sat up in his seat. He wasn’t his father, but if he kept down this same path, he’d end up with a life that was just as empty. Keeping people at arm’s length might have been protecting him, but it sure as hell wasn’t making him happy. And in his rush to escape a situation that had the potential to end in heartbreak, he’d skipped one very important step: boy tells girl how he really feels.

      “Turn around,” he barked.

      “Sir?”

      What the hell had he been thinking? The phrase “cut and run” wasn’t even in his vocabulary. When it came to business, Coleman Grant III went after what he wanted. He didn’t stand on the sidelines, and he sure as hell didn’t walk away from a fight. And although the stakes were much higher here than at the office, and he was clearly in unchartered waters, there was no way he could sit by while the woman he loved went to bed with another man. He had to tell her how he felt. Then, if she still chose the other guy . . .

      He pushed the unwelcome thought from his mind. “Take me back to Olivia’s. Now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Cole steadied himself as Jonathan swung the car into a tight U-turn he was pretty sure left a hefty amount of rubber on the street. He ran a light that was more orange than yellow and in a matter of moments jerked the SUV to a stop in front of Olivia’s building.

      “Good luck,” Jonathan said as Cole shot out of the car.

      No doorman meant no obstacle, which meant seconds later Cole had the rainbow door in his sights.
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      Cole strode down the hall with a single-minded purpose. One way or another he was going to convince Olivia that what had started out as a sham had turned into something real, something worth fighting for, something they should let themselves explore.

      But as he lifted his hand to knock on the door, panic gripped Cole’s chest. Time stood still as his fist hovered in front of the painted wood. What if she didn’t feel the same way? It was possible she wanted things to stay exactly as they were, or worse, to go back to the way they’d been before the weekend. Or what if she did want Cole but wanted Derek even more? What if she answered the door half naked, then slammed it in his face? What if . . .

      What if the realization that he loved her had come too late?

      Questions buzzed in Cole’s brain until he had no choice but to silence them with a loud knock. To his relief, Olivia wasn’t half naked when she answered the door. In fact, she wasn’t naked at all. Although she wasn’t wearing the skirt and sweater she’d had on when she left the penthouse either. Instead, she’d changed into a ratty-ass T-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants with the University of Illinois printed in bright orange letters down one leg.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. Her eyes were wide but watery and Cole thought he detected a hint of redness. Fuck. She’d been crying. If that SOB had hurt her again, he was going to be gathering his teeth up off the carpet.

      Cole looked past her into the apartment. The entire place was dark except for one small lamp on the table next to the couch. “Where’s Derek?” He had no idea why he asked. It was obvious the guy wasn’t there, and aside from that, his whereabouts were really of no consequence.

      “I sent him home.”

      Cole frowned. “But you invited him up.”

      She cocked her head and hip to one side. “How do you know that?”

      Because I was watching you like some sort of creepy stalker was what he should have said. Instead all he said was, “I saw the two of you on the sidewalk when I pulled up.” Yeah, that didn’t sound much better.

      “I had a couple of his books,” she said. “He asked if we could swing by to get them.”

      Sounded like an excuse to come up if Cole had ever heard one. And one from college no less. The dude really needed to update his moves. Still, that didn’t explain why he wasn’t there now. “Guess he was anxious to get home and start reading them,” Cole said. It was a lame comment, but one he hoped would solicit the information he wanted.

      “I needed time to think, so I asked him to leave.”

      Thinking is good. Much better than what he’d feared he would find. But what if the thoughts all lead to a future with Dr. Dreamy? “Look,” he said, running a frustrated hand through his hair. “I know I can’t compete with the illustrious Dr. Derek Hunt—and what kind of a name is that anyways? Sounds like a character out of Grey’s Anatomy?”

      “You watch Grey’s Anatomy?” she asked, almost as surprised by that fact as she was with his arrival.

      “Rebecca likes it, and I’ve watched with her a few times.” He shook his head. “Stop changing the subject.”

      “You’re the one who spun off into some television show. And I’m not exactly sure what the subject is anyways, Cole. Or why you’re here for that matter.” She stepped back and swung the door open wider. “But come on in before you tell the entire building.”

      Fuck, he was so nervous his palms were actually starting to sweat. Cole had never backed down from a challenge in his life. Whether in school or in business, he stepped up and took control of any situation. But this wasn’t a classroom full of Harvard students, a board room of his most fierce competitors, or even a convention hall jam packed with shareholders. This was a dumpy little apartment near the L tracks, and his audience was one woman. One tiny woman who at the moment held his fate, not to mention his heart, in her hands.

      Cole took a deep breath, although it was anything but calming. Because when he began to speak, his words didn’t sound like the measured tones of an in-control CEO; they sounded like the ramblings of a crazy man.

      “I can’t do this anymore, Olivia. Running around pretending to be married but acting like roommates. Friends, enemies—what was that word you used, frenemies? I mean what kind of person uses words like that? Certainly not anyone I’ve ever met before. But that’s just it, you’re not like anyone I’ve ever met before, and you can call it whatever you want but this”—he motioned between the two of them—“is different now. Hell, everything’s different now. In Vegas, it was just business—”

      She raised a brow.

      “And fucking,” he added. “But we couldn’t stand each other. Then, I don’t know, something happened. I can’t even say for sure when it started, but everything has changed. At least for me. And you must feel the same way, even if you don’t realize it yet, otherwise why would Cassie have come to see me and—”

      Olivia gaped at him. “Cassie came to see you?”

      Guess they hadn’t had time for that full-disclosure girl talk yet. “Yes. She told me that you stood up to my grandmother—which would account for the fact that my phone isn’t full of her usual voicemail threats—and she told me about what happened with Derek. He was an asshole to treat you that way and a fucking idiot to let you go, but his loss is my gain and I’ll be damned if I’ll make the same mistakes he did.”

      Cole tried his best to get a bead on Olivia’s reaction, but her expression gave little away. Not that it mattered, he was in too deep to turn back now. Sink or swim, he had to tell her how he felt.

      “You’ve changed my life, Olivia. Granted, not all for the better. I could do without the crappy music, or the shoes you seem to just step out of as you walk through the house, or the soggy tea bags you leave on the counter. How one tiny woman can be such a tornado is beyond me but—”

      “But maybe you should get to the point,” she interrupted. “Before you get a kick in the balls.”

      There was the Olivia Ramsey Grant he knew and loved. In spite of her threat, and knowing damn well she’d follow through with it, Cole couldn’t help but smile. “My point is”—his gaze softened—“I wouldn’t change a thing.”

      “Nothing?” Her expressionless mask slipped a bit, and what Cole saw beneath was confusion, and if he wasn’t mistaken, hope.

      “Except for moving you into my bed,” he said. It was time to cut the bullshit and lay it all on the line. “I can’t very well have my wife sleeping down the hall.”

      A soft crease formed between her delicate brows. “That wasn’t a problem before.”

      Cole stepped closer, and his gaze dropped to Olivia’s lips. The urge to kiss her was so strong he had to concentrate on holding himself back. “I wasn’t in love with you before.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia blinked, partly to convince herself that what was happening was real and partly to hold back the tears that threatened to come streaming down her face.

      “I love you, Olivia,” Cole said, repeating the sentiment that still hadn’t quite penetrated her foggy mind. “I want you, not as some partner in a business arrangement but as my partner in life.”

      The walls she’d constructed around her heart began to crumble, and a single tear rolled down her cheek.

      “Yes, you annoy and aggravate me,” he said. “But you also challenge me and make me laugh and for the first time in what seems like forever, I’m actually happy.” He tucked a stray curl behind her ear and even that brief contact had her insides melting. “If you’ll let me, I’ll spend the rest of my life doing the same for you.”

      “The aggravation or the happiness?” she asked, smiling through the tears she could no longer fight.

      Cole chuckled. “I’d like to say the latter, but in reality, it will probably be both.”

      “You know, tonight was nearly perfect,” she said. “Derek took me to my favorite restaurant, the one we went to on our first date. He said all the right things, apologized, practically begged for another chance.”

      In front of her Cole visibly tensed, and his gaze fell to the floor between them. After a beat, he cleared his throat, but when he spoke his voice was still rough. “Sounds great.”

      “It was, except I didn’t want to be with Derek eating vegan food at Raw. I wanted to be sitting across from you at that ridiculous monstrosity you call a table telling you how the chicken you were eating had a family. And I didn’t want to be discussing my day with him. I wanted to be talking to you and watching you roll your eyes even though I knew deep down that I’d given you something to think about. And I didn’t want him to come back to my apartment for a book or a drink or anything else. I wanted to come home.” She paused to draw a steadying breath. “To you.”

      Cole’s head snapped up, and his eyes met hers.

      “I wasn’t completely honest before. I didn’t tell Derek to leave because I needed time to think. I told him to leave because I knew in my heart I was in love with someone else.”

      Olivia’s breath caught as he lunged forward, reaching her in a single stride. His fingers trembled as his hands framed her face, but his lips were strong and confident as he claimed her mouth in a kiss of undeniable possession.

      As if a sigh of relief, Olivia melted against the hard planes of his chest. Keeping her emotions in check had taken everything she had and admitting how she really felt left her feeling exhilarated and exhausted all at once. Her lips parted on a soft moan, and he deepened their kiss, his tongue sliding with hers in lush strokes. One hand clutched his bicep while the other fisted in his thick, unruly hair. She’d spent so much time trying to keep him at arm’s length, when deep down what she really wanted was to invite him in. Now that she’d finally let her guard down, she couldn’t get close enough. She needed to feel his skin touching hers, to be joined on the most primitive level. But physical expression had never been their problem, and although she wanted nothing more than to have him carry her to the bedroom and bury himself inside her, there were words she still needed to say.

      Reluctantly she broke their kiss. “I love you,” she whispered.

      Cole studied her face and when he replied it wasn’t some automated response. His words were genuine and heartfelt and affected her even more deeply than his kiss. “I love you too.”

      “So, what do we do now, start out married and work backwards from there?” she asked.

      His lips brushed across her cheek, kissing away her tears. “Not backward, forwards.”

      She gave a small laugh as his mouth found the sensitive spot below her ear. “Most couples don’t get married and then see how it goes.”

      He reared back and smiled. “Since when are we like most couples?”

      “True.”

      “I love you, Olivia. I don’t care how this started. All that matters is where we end up.”

      “What are you saying, we just agree to be married for real and move on from there?” Olivia took a step back and held out her hand. “Should we shake on it?”

      Cole took her extended hand and lifted it to his lips. He pressed a gentle kiss to her knuckles then with a sharp tug, yanked her flush against his body. The erection that prodded against her belly told him he was ready to consummate their deal with a lot more than a handshake.

      “We can get married again if you’d like,” he said, gazing down at her with dark, hungry eyes. “And this time we can do everything the right way. Your dad can give you away, and our friends can celebrate with us instead of Elvis and Tiny Angus.” He chuckled. “Actually, I think I’d like to invite Tiny Angus either way, but you can have real bridesmaids and a dress that doesn’t look like it came out of a horror movie. I’m sure Rebecca will want to help, but I’ll warn you now, she tends to go a bit overboard.”

      “None of that hoopla matters to me, Cole.” And it was true. Their love had nothing to do with pomp and circumstance. The extravagant ceremonies like the ones his sister planned for couples were beautiful, but Olivia didn’t need all that. She would have been happy exchanging vows in a corn field. “Actually,” she said as an idea popped into her mind. “Maybe we could renew our vows over the holidays. Say, at Thanksgiving, on my parent’s farm? Just you, me, my parents, and your sister. And we should probably invite Cassie and Conor too.”

      A warm smile lit Cole’s face. “I think that sounds perfect. And apt as well. As long as you’re sure?”

      “Positive.” Olivia bit her lower lip. “Although . . .”

      “What is it?”

      “I wouldn’t mind a honeymoon.”

      “Deal. In fact,” His eyes narrowed mischievously. “How would you feel about a quick getaway first, sort of a rehearsal?”

      “A rehearsal for the honeymoon?”

      Cole nodded. He looked like a kid who had just asked to open a present before Christmas.

      “When?”

      “Tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      “I was planning on taking you away this evening, so we could talk this through. The jet is on standby.”

      “You planned all that without even bothering to ask if I wanted to go?”

      He stared at her, nonplussed.

      “Cole, you make a romantic getaway sound like a kidnapping.”

      A wicked gleam lit his eyes. “I wasn’t planning to tie you up, but that can be arranged.”

      Olivia felt a warm blush spread across her cheeks.

      He chuckled. “I was teasing, but I’ll take that smile as a yes.”

      She rolled her eyes, but there was no denying the jolt of pleasure that shot straight to her core. “Where were you planning to take me?” she asked. Best to stay focused if they had any hope of actually making it to the plane.

      “Colorado. I own a home in Vail. Actually, we own a home in Vail.”

      “Hey,” she shot back. “Not everything has changed. What’s yours is yours, that stays the same.”

      “We can discuss it on the plane. And by discuss, I mean I will tear up the contract we signed in Vegas.” He held up a hand to silence her protest. “And then we will spend the rest of the three-hour flight consummating the fuck out of this marriage.”

      “I think we’ve done that a time or two already, but I’m game.” She reached up and ran her fingers through his hair. “Just one question.”

      “What’s that?”

      She giggled. “Will you be showering?” For the first time, Olivia realized that Cole wasn’t in his normal uniform of a suit and tie. Instead he was dressed like he’d walked right out of a gym, and not the fancy kind with a steam room and showers, either.

      A frown knit Cole’s brow.

      “Oh, come on, you know I’m only playing.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his neck, letting her tongue flutter across his salty skin. “I like it when you’re all sweaty.” Her voice dropped as her hands slipped beneath his T-shirt. “Of course, I like getting you sweaty even more.”

      “That’s not it.”

      “Then what’s wrong?” Olivia pulled back to look at him. If she hadn’t known better, she’d have said he almost seemed nervous.

      “There’s one thing I fucked up the first time and I’d like the chance to make it right.”

      “What’s that?”

      Cole stepped back and dropped to one knee. With a shy grin, he looked up at her from beneath dark lashes, his blue eyes bright with sincerity. “Olivia Ramsey, despite the odds, we found each other and God help me I don’t ever want to let you go.” He reached into the pocket of his track pants and pulled out a small red leather box. When he opened it, Olivia expected to see the ring he’d given her the night of the gala. But instead of an enormous diamond, a band with a simple jade stone sat nestled between two rows of satin. Olivia recognized it immediately. It was the ring her father had given her mother when they were just starting out.

      Her hand flew to her mouth. “Where did you get that?” she asked around the lump that had formed in her throat.

      His expression turned sheepish. “Your mother gave it to me just before we left. She said I’d know when the time was right to give it to you.”

      One more tear rolled down Olivia’s cheek.

      “I was thinking maybe when we got to Vail,” he said. “Something romantic with flowers and candles, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I want to make this official, Olivia. I want you to truly be my wife.” His eyes were lit with a mix of devotion and nervous anticipation. “That’s if you’ll have me?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      Cole waited a beat before cocking his head to one side in question. “That’s it? No negotiations, no terms you want to discuss?”

      Olivia shook her head. “Nope.” She pulled him to his feet and stepped into his open arms. “Of course, this doesn’t mean I will stop harassing you. I just won’t need to do it outside a coffee shop. But if there is a construction site you’re looking at down state that will adversely affect the migration patterns of—”

      Cole silenced her with a kiss and when he finally released her she swayed and wobbled on her feet.

      “That doesn’t change anything,” she said on a stuttering breath.

      “I know,” he replied.

      Olivia met his goofy grin with one of her own. “Good. Now do it again.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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        Chapter One

      

      

      

      “I’m going to die a virgin.”

      Olivia pulled a stool up to the stainless-steel workspace that filled the center of the small industrial kitchen. Without missing a beat, she dismissed her best friend’s prediction. “You can’t die a virgin. You’ve already had sex.”

      “Well, it’s been so long, I’m sure I’m re-virginized.”

      Olivia snorted. “That’s not a word. Or a condition.”

      “It should be. I can be the first documented case.”

      “Cassandra Miller, patient zero.” Olivia cocked her head to the side. “You need a man.”

      Cassie glanced up from the clipboard where she’d been ticking off the items in the afternoon delivery and blew a stray auburn curl out of her eyes. “No time.”

      “Call me crazy but I’m fairly sure your sex life won’t improve until you actually start spending a little more time around humans and less around convection ovens and stand mixers.” She picked up a dough prickler and spun the wheel. “Although this looks promising.”

      Cassie reached across the counter and snatched the gadget out of Olivia’s hands. “You know I’ve been pouring every spare minute into this bakery.” She tucked the small pastry wheel into the front pocket of a neon pink apron with SUGAR RUSH printed across the front. “The grand opening is less than two months away and there’s still so much to do.”

      “Your business partner must be a real slacker,” Olivia said with a laugh.

      “Yeah, total nightmare. Runs off and elopes with a gazillionaire, and next thing you know she decides that she needs to invest in a cupcake shop.”

      “You know, when I offered to be your silent partner, I didn’t envision you working eighteen-hour days.”

      “First, when have you been silent about anything? And second, you’ve made my dream come true, Livvy. I just want to do you proud. I wouldn’t even be taking this weekend off if it wasn’t my brother’s wedding.”

      “And even in Podunksville you’ll be spending more than half your time in an apron.”

      “The town is called Madison and it’s not podunk. It’s charming and quaint.”

      “Uh, hel-lo, farm girl here,” Olivia said, aiming her thumb at her chest. “I know podunk when I see it. But a weekend away is still a weekend away and while it might not be Vegas, I for one, plan to make the most of it.”

      Cassie lifted a brow. “Need I remind you that you got completely sloshed in Vegas and ended up sleeping with the enemy?”

      The smile that lit Olivia’s face was the perfect combination of sentiment and smut. Cassie would tease her best friend—covering her ears and shouting “TMI!” when Olivia would wax nostalgic about the wild night she’d spent with her now-husband, at least the parts she could remember—but the truth of the matter was, Cassie couldn’t have been happier for her. There’d been a time when Olivia had given up on romance. Seeing her so happy renewed Cassie’s hope that maybe someday she’d find a love like that as well. Of course, that day was a long way off. Right now, she had a shop to open. There were invoices to check and shelves to stock and vendors to meet with and ads to place. The list went on and on, which meant Cassie had absolutely no time whatsoever for men.

      “Letting my hair down in Vegas ended up being the best decision of my life.”

      “Don’t you mean letting your top down?” Cassie asked, referring to Olivia’s bold decision to go topless at the hotel’s adult-only pool.

      Olivia laughed. “Well, if I can untie my bikini top, least you can do is untie those apron strings.”

      She had a point, but it was moot. “I promised Matthew and Emily that I would make their wedding cake. It’s my gift to them.”

      “And that’s sweet and all but it’s not like Prince Charming is going to stroll into the bakery to sample your sweets and sweep you off your feet.”

      It had been so long since anyone had sampled Cassie’s sweets, as her friend so eloquently put it, there might as well have been a permanent CLOSED sign in the window. And with the way things were going, that was going to be the case for the foreseeable future. Not that she was complaining. Three years ago—when she’d quit her job as a CPA at one of Chicago’s top accounting firms to pursue her true passion—Cassie would have never envisioned opening a pastry shop anywhere, much less in the heart of Millennium Park. The entire venture was the opportunity of a lifetime, and she was darn sure going to make the most of it.

      “I don’t have time to be swept off my feet.” Cassie opened the recipe book that was sitting on the counter next to her and began flipping through the pages. “Maybe just pressed up against the fridge,” she added with a giggle.

      “Well, you won’t find a cure for re-virginization in one of those cookbooks,” Olivia said. “What you need is a little adventure. Put some spice in your life.”

      Cassie rolled her eyes. “So says the woman who spent last weekend crawling over rocks looking for snotty-nosed vermin.”

      “Hey, those little vermin brought Cole into my life.”

      Indeed, they had. Although there were times when Cassie still found their entire relationship hard to believe. For three months Olivia had made it her life’s work to lobby—or harass, depending on which one of them you asked—Cole into moving his latest venture to an area that wouldn’t threaten a long-eared bat that looked to have a serious sinus issue. Then a night in Vegas led to a marriage of convenience and the rest, as they say, was history.

      “We can’t all protest our way into the perfect marriage. Besides, I don’t have time for a love life.” She waved a hand at the boxes stacked in the corner. “I literally have piles of work to do.”

      “I’m not talking about having a relationship, just a little fling.” Olivia wiggled her eyebrows. “And this weekend is the perfect opportunity. Weddings are always a good place for a hook-up.”

      Cassie’s green eyes grew wide. “You want me to have a weekend fling at my brother’s wedding?”

      “Sure, why not? He and Emily will be the center of attention anyways. All you have to do is wear some hideous bridesmaid’s dress and smile.”

      “And decorate the wedding cake.”

      “You could do that in your sleep. There will be plenty of time to get busy with non-frosting-related ventures. Then again . . .” Olivia reached for a small test batch of frosting and dragged her finger through the fluffy cream. “I can think of a few places I might like to spread this on Cole.”

      Cassie snatched the bowl out of her hands. “TMI,” she said. Oversharing aside, Olivia did have a point. While Sugar Rush was definitely Cassie’s top priority, there wasn’t much she could do from Georgia. Maybe she should try to cut loose a bit this weekend? After all, once she was back in Chicago it was going to be crunch time. Cassie could easily see herself working eighteen-hour days indefinitely, something she was more than prepared to do. But that certainly wasn’t going to do much for her current dry spell. Hell, who was she kidding? It was an all-out drought.

      “Give it some thought,” Olivia said. “You, a hot groomsman, a secluded hayloft . . . his fingers winding through your windblown hair as you tug his bow tie free and rip open his shirt. His hard . . .”

      Cassie held up her hands. “Stop! I get the idea.” She laughed. “You know it’s times like these I suspect you have dozens of dog-eared romance novels hidden under your bed.”

      “I do not.” Olivia feigned shock but then added, “They’re all on my Kindle.” She smiled. “That way I can word search the smutty parts.”

      “Right now I don’t even have time to read about somebody else’s sex life, let alone have one of my own.”

      “Maybe not, but this weekend you will. For the next three days you don’t have to be Cassandra Miller, overstressed entrepreneur. You can be Cassie Miller, hot single girl without a care in the world.” Olivia shot her friend a knowing grin. “Just be sure Mr. Weekend Fling doesn’t nail you against the refrigerator too hard.” She winked. “You still need to walk down the aisle.”
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        * * *

      

      Henry ran the clippers over his chin until nothing remained but a fine stubble. His father was a fan of shaving foam and a straight razor, but after years of sporting a beard, he wasn’t about to go all in.

      His hair was next. Henry turned on the small faucet and scooped some of the water into his hands. Once he was satisfied he’d washed away most of the gel, he reached for a towel and rubbed his head into a perfectly disheveled mess. He studied himself in the mirror. Not too bad, if he did say so himself. All that was left was a wardrobe adjustment and he’d be ready to roll.

      He’d just finished with the last button on his shirt when a female voice called to him over the plane’s intercom.

      “Pardon me, sir, but the captain has informed me that we are preparing for our descent. If you would please return to your seat and fasten your seat belt.”

      He hit a small button on the wall. “Thank you, Natasha. Will you ask Clayton to join me in the main cabin?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Here goes nothing,” he mumbled to himself. After one last look in the mirror Henry returned to the leather captain’s chair he’d occupied for most of the transatlantic flight. As requested, the head of his security detail was now seated next to him. His eyes flared ever so slightly at the sight of Henry’s bathroom makeover, but he said nothing.

      Henry buckled his seat belt then reached for his cocktail, swirling the scotch that still filled his glass. The amber liquid was doing nothing to quell the sense of dread that had been building over the course of the flight. Then again, it would have helped if he’d actually drunk some of it. He’d poured himself three fingers’ worth, not from a fear of flying—he’d been doing that on the regular since birth—but from the unease that coiled in the pit of his gut. Fuck, he was acting like a teenager getting ready to ask his father for the keys to his new car, not a grown man with a direct order for his security team.

      Still, he knew his decision was going to go over like the proverbial lead balloon. Change of any kind was historically met with a litany of objections. A change of this magnitude might very well cause an international incident. Because what Henry was about to propose was not only unprecedented, it went against all acceptable procedure. Which was why he waited until the plane had safely landed before divulging his plan to the head of his detail. The last thing he wanted was to give the poor man a heart attack at thirty-five thousand feet.

      “I want you to call me Hank,” he said just after the wheels touched the ground.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      Henry had lost count of how many times he’d asked him to drop the “sir,” especially when they were alone. But Clayton Hill was old school. He’d been protecting members of the royal family since before Henry was born, and according to him there was an order to such matters that should never alter.

      All the more reason to fear the worst.

      “For the duration of this trip, I’d like you to call me Hank.” Henry watched for any sign of an impending medical emergency. So far so good.

      Clayton cleared his throat. “That’s hardly protocol, Your Highness.”

      “Your Highness” was even worse than “sir,” and definitely not the direction Henry was headed.

      “I understand. But this weekend I am not Prince Henry. I’m simply Hank . . .” He looked around for inspiration until his gaze fell on a toss pillow at the far end of the leather sofa that stretched along one side of the plane. “Hank Green.”

      “Sir, I could never—”

      Henry took a deep breath. No sense wading in slowly. The only way to do this was to jump right into the deep end. “And I think it best if the rest of the detail remains here in Atlanta.” Their flight plan had been based on the assumption that a private jet of that size would attract less attention at an international airport than at a smaller airstrip. The decision had meshed perfectly with Henry’s plan. “You and I can continue on to Madison alone.”

      “Still, I’d feel more comfortable if the advance team—”

      “You mean the team that was already here last month?”

      Clayton stiffened in his seat. “You know about that, sir?”

      Henry laughed. “All appearances to the contrary, there’s not much that gets past me.”

      Henry and his grandmother had gone round and round on the topic of his travel. Official visits were one thing. On those occasions the hype and subsequent coverage from the press was to be expected, but when Henry traveled on leisure, he tried to keep the details of his whereabouts on a strictly need-to-know basis. But his grandmother, while being Her Majesty Queen Eleanor, was, after all, still just a grandmother—and an overprotective one at that. In her opinion, there was no such thing as too much security, regardless of the cramp it put in Henry’s lifestyle.

      His father, Crown Prince Edgar, on the other hand, was a bit more understanding. When his grandmother was out of earshot, his father would wax nostalgic about his wilder days spent traveling with the Formal One team he’d sponsored in his younger years. Henry suspected his father would have become a driver if it hadn’t been for family obligations. But since racing around a track at over two hundred miles per hour was frowned upon when you were next in line for the throne, he’d had to settle for team ownership, although even that had to be relinquished as his royal duties increased. Now he indulged his love of motor sports by hosting one of Formula One’s most prestigious races. Winding through the city and along the waterfront, the track his father had helped design was considered one of the toughest on the circuit. Hosting the annual event was the highlight of Edgar’s year, although judging by the look in his eyes when he visited the pits, waving the green flag was a poor substitute for gripping the wheel.

      Bottom line, a royal bloodline came with many perks, but it also came with a price, one Henry would pay when the time came for him to take his place on the throne. Which frankly, was all the more reason to make the most of the time he had when his responsibilities were less. For the most part, his father backed him on that. Edgar understood the need to blow off steam while you could. So as long as Henry showed up when expected and played the part he was born to play, then his father was happy to run interference. But like any other man wanting to avoid the wrath of a worried woman, he tended to side with the queen when it came to matters of security, especially when traveling abroad. Problem was, not only was an advance team a dead giveaway, more often than not it only made things worse. And although he would never admit it to the queen, Clayton agreed with Henry on this one. Which was why he went to great lengths to conduct his recon under the radar, even going so far as to keep it from Henry if he thought it meant peace in the palace.

      “Advance reconnaissance is standard protocol when a member of the royal family is traveling abroad. But I can assure you, we managed to do so without alerting the press.”

      There was little doubt about that. Not only because Clayton was arguably one of the best in the world when it came to protection detail, but because Henry hadn’t seen a single mention of his trip to the United States in any of the rags that devoted half their pages to the minute details of his life.

      “Good,” he said. “Let’s keep it that way.” Leaning back in his seat, Henry crossed one leg over the other, ankle to knee. That wasn’t so bad, he thought. In fact, Clayton had actually taken the news much better than he’d expected.

      “Keeping your movements out of the press is always a priority, sir, as is maintaining a safe perimeter.” A muscle in Clayton’s jaw ticked, and all at once Henry knew the relief he’d felt was premature. “Both of which require the resources of my full team.”

      Henry stared out the window of the plane, watching the lush Georgia landscape pass by as they made their way to the private hangar. While it was true that other trips had resulted in run-ins with aggressive paparazzi or a few over-eager fans operating under the mistaken impression that they were contestants on some royal version of The Bachelor, that wouldn’t be the case this weekend. Not if they followed the plan he had in mind.

      “Clayton, one of my best mates from uni is getting married this weekend. I don’t want to draw attention away from the happy couple. As it is, I’m sure the bride’s family feels as though their lovely town is being invaded.”

      The plane rolled to a stop, and both men unbuckled their seat belts.

      “Thanks to your efforts the press is unaware of this trip,” Henry said as they stood. “And aside from the bride and groom, none of the other guests will even know who I am.”

      “You’re not exactly an unknown, sir. Your face is on the cover of half the magazines in Europe.”

      “Maybe so, but as Prince Henry. Dressed like this”—he glanced down at his faded jeans and button-down shirt—“I’m just your average Hank.” He cracked a lopsided grin as he pulled a rolled-up University of Georgia cap out of the back pocket of his jeans and tugged it low over his head.

      “What about Her Majesty?”

      And there it was, the fear that outweighed all the others. While to Henry his grandmother was the woman who kept a stash of butterscotch candies for him in her desk drawer—never mind that for several years now he’d have preferred the “scotch” of a different variety she kept in the cabinet behind her—to the rest of the world she was Queen Eleanor, the woman who had ruled their kingdom with a sharp eye and a tight grip for nearly fifty years. She was loved by her subjects, but those who sat across from her knew better than to be fooled by the sweet granny exterior. She could be hell on wheels when she wanted to, a fact Clayton knew all too well. But Henry had anticipated the inevitable and was ready with his reply.

      “What the queen doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Or any of us,” he added with a laugh. “I mean, there’s always the possibility of a beheading, but that would be extreme even for her.”

      The attempt at levity was lost on Clayton. “I could never lie to her Majesty,” he said with a straight face.

      Henry matched his serious tone. “Nor would I ask you to. But as long as everything goes smoothly, there’s no reason for my grandmother to be told that the trip was anything but typical.”

      “And if there are any glitches?”

      “Then I will take full responsibility.” Clayton might have been the queen’s favorite when it came to matters of security, but Henry was her favorite when it came to most everything else. As long as he didn’t create an incident worthy of being splashed across the tabloids, he’d eventually have Grandmum grinning in spite of herself. Of course she’d give it to him with both barrels first, then blame him for adding a few more gray hairs to her royal coif, but eventually she’d come around.

      Prince Edgar would be on his side as well. Over the years his father had done his best to let Henry have as many “normal” experiences as possible. He’d even gone so far as to convince the queen to break tradition by allowing Henry to attend a university outside of their borders. Instead he’d sent his son to England, a country where they were far too busy tracking the every move of their own royalty to pay him too much notice. The result was a university experience most like any other bloke as long as you didn’t count the undercover agents—but even they went to great lengths to go unnoticed. Surely a man who’d wanted his son to experience university without a cumbersome crown wouldn’t begrudge him a weekend without one as well?

      Clayton ran a quick hand over his gray crew cut. It was a gesture Henry had come to know well over the years, one that meant he was recalculating. Mission accomplished.

      “Don’t worry so much.” Henry clapped a hand on Clayton’s shoulder. “Everything will be fine. I just want a normal American experience, and to do that I need to keep as low a profile as possible.”

      The stairs of the plane unfolded to reveal a black stretch limo with tinted windows waiting alongside a caravan of black SUVs. “Fuck,” Henry mumbled. All that was missing was the royal crest and a few billowing flags.

      “My apologies, sir,” Clayton said dryly. “I wasn’t aware we were going for low profile this weekend.” He gave the cuffs of his shirt a sharp tug beneath the sleeves of his dark suit.

      Henry nodded. “No, my bad. I should have said something sooner.” He trotted down the stairs of the plane to greet the members of his detail. One by one he shook their hands with Clayton one step behind him the entire time.

      “I’ll wait for you in the car,” he told him once they’d reached the end of the line. With that, Henry made his way across the tarmac, bypassing the stretch limo and climbing into one of the SUVs instead. He watched as Clayton updated his team on the change of plans, noting the frown that knit his brow when he saw Henry waiting in the front seat.

      When the briefing was complete, Clayton joined him. He didn’t say a word about the seating arrangements as he climbed into the car and started the engine. In fact, he didn’t say a word about anything. Not that he usually had much to say when he was behind the wheel, or really ever for that matter. But for some reason the deafening quiet felt uncomfortable. Maybe it was being in the front seat, or maybe it was knowing that Clayton was grinding his molars as he drove. For whatever the reason, the silence that stretched out between them made the trip seem twice as long.

      Forty-five minutes later they reached the small town where Matthew Miller would be the next of Henry’s friends to take a bride. While in theory Henry was quite chuffed for him, their union was just one more reminder of the ticking clock. As the eventual heir to his country’s throne, marriage was a foregone conclusion. But despite the not-so-subtle reminders from his grandmother about wanting great-grandchildren before she was too old and senile to know who they were, a royal wedding was nowhere on the horizon. His father was young and in excellent health, which meant Henry had plenty of time to enjoy the spoils of youth before settling down under the weight of the crown. And while it was inevitable that day would eventually come, it was still a long way off and, for now at least, Henry had no desire to do anything but enjoy life.

      He waited until Clayton had turned onto the main street, then told him to stop the car.

      Clayton pulled over and put the SUV in park. “Is everything all right?” Concern was etched in the hard lines of his face. “Should I notify medical?” The small microphone he wore at his wrist was in front of his mouth before Henry even had a chance to reply.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Just thought you could drop me off here. That way I can do a bit of sightseeing while you trade this in for something a little . . . less.”

      “Sir, I—”

      Henry tilted his head to the side.

      “Hank.”

      Henry smiled, but the brief sense of triumph faded as Clayton continued.

      “I’m not comfortable with you wandering the streets without protection. Maybe if you’d allowed the entire team to accompany us, if I could have done a proper sweep of the area, set up a perimeter . . .”

      “Clayton, relax. We’re in the middle of nowhere in a town that according to the sign we just passed has a population of less than three thousand.” He looked out the window at the cobblestone street that led two blocks to the center of town. “I’ll just take a look around and meet you later.”

      “But sir.” Clayton paused at the sight of Henry’s raised brow. “I mean Hank, you don’t even know the location of the house I rented.”

      “That’s the other thing. I don’t want to be staying at some fortified mansion on the outskirts of town.”

      Clayton’s grip on the wheel tightened. “The location we secured was chosen for—”

      “For a prince,” Henry said, finishing his thought. “But I’m simply another member of the wedding party, remember? It’s bad enough I missed the bachelor party in Vegas, I’m not missing out on everything here as well. We’re staying at a local bed and breakfast.”

      The last line was said with resolute conviction, his tone making it clear that the discussion was over. Standard protocol was one thing, but Henry was still the prince after all, and in the end his commands were to be followed. It wasn’t a card he played often, but if push came to shove, he would.

      “A bed and breakfast, sir?” Clayton looked as though he’d swallowed something foul.

      “Quite a charming place from the looks of the web site.” Hank opened the door. “Both rooms are under your name.” He smirked. “Hope you don’t mind I used your credit card?”

      “Sir—”

      Hank flashed the grin he knew never failed to get him out of trouble. Or into panties, for that matter. “Meet you there in an hour.” He shut the door of the SUV, effectively ending the conversation, then turned to face the small town that would offer him anonymity for the next three days. With his hands on his hips, he drew a deep breath. For the next three days, he wouldn’t be His Royal Highness Prince Henry William Arthur George, third in line for the throne of a European nation best known as the playground of the rich and famous. He was simply Hank Green, just another wedding guest without a care in the world.
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      Brody Dixon woke to the sound of a ringing cell phone. Except it wasn’t the usual, factory-default ringtone, but some god-awful version of a 90s pop song. Britney Spears, if he wasn’t mistaken. He’d get Conor for that one. The guy was a damn fine wingman, but his sense of humor left a lot to be desired.

      Brody pulled a pillow over his head and waited for the call to roll into voice mail. At least he was alone. Thank God, he thought. Actually, thank the doorman. He’d only been staying on Chicago’s Gold Coast for a little over a week, but the swanky hotel’s late-night doorman was already proving to be a most valuable asset. Brody had learned early on in his football career that palming a few Benjamins to a building’s gatekeeper ensured him a good night’s sleep, solo, in his oversized bed. All it took was a few well-timed moves. A dance of sorts, really—a kiss on the cheek, an empty promise, an open car door—and before she even realized what was happening, the lady in question found herself back in the limo with a smile on her face.

      Last night had been no exception.

      Images from the previous night in the VIP room of an upscale club began to flicker through Brody’s mind. The entire place had pulsed with hypnotic energy as hundreds of bodies filled a dance floor that was really more of a pit in the center of the circular building. A DJ was perched on a platform, spinning tunes for sweaty clubgoers all writhing and grinding to the pounding bass, while above them, iron balconies spiraled three stories high. It was on one of those balconies, in one of the most exclusive velvet-draped rooms, that Brody Dixon had held court with a handful of friends around him and a well-endowed blonde in his lap. Or was it a redhead? Oh shit. He chuckled to himself as he realized he’d actually been with both.

      The phone rang again. Someone sure as hell had a bug up their ass. What could be so damn important at…

      He looked at the digital clock on the nightstand. Fucking hell, it wasn’t even seven yet. The ringing quieted, then without missing a beat, began again. On a groan, Brody reached for his phone, ready to rip whoever it was a new asshole. But when he glanced at the screen, he stilled. It was his agent. Before seven a.m.? This couldn’t be good.

      “Marty,” Brody said, scrubbing a hand down his face.

      “Have you seen TMZ?”

      Of course he hadn’t seen TMZ. He’d been sleeping. Something he still should have been doing. “Would be a bit difficult with my eyes closed,” Brody said in a less-than-subtle commentary on the ungodly hour. Anyone else would have gotten an earful of what-the-fuck, but Martin Gelman had been in the business long enough to earn the right to wake his A-list clients. Not to mention, he was the one responsible for negotiating Brody’s latest contract. What was a little lost shut-eye compared to a nine-figure deal?

      “Well, look at it,” Marty huffed. “Now.”

      “All right, all right.” He pulled the phone away from his ear and launched the browser. It didn’t take long to figure out what Marty was referring to. Brody’s name was plastered across the website’s main page.

      “Double the Pleasure for Bad Boy Dixon” was printed in bold font. Christ, he was never going to shake that, was he? A few nights of acting like any other red-blooded male with a couple mil to burn and the press decided he was the poster boy for bad behavior. While it might have been true, he still hated it. Made him sound like one of those boy band singers with the skinny jeans and lopsided hair.

      Below the headline was a photograph of Brody leaving the club the night before. He was flanked by the redhead and the blonde. Both women were dressed in short, sequined dresses, and both appeared to be quite pleased with themselves. He slid his fingers across the screen to zoom in on the image. Damn, they’d seemed a lot hotter with half a dozen tequila shots pumping through his veins.

      Marty’s voice crackled from the device despite the fact that Brody hadn’t hit the speaker button. “Tell me those aren’t professionals?”

      He put the phone back to his ear. “What?”

      “Hookers, Brody. Tell me TMZ isn’t running a picture of you with two hookers?”

      “Hell no!” He was Brody-fucking-Dixon. He’d never paid for sex in his life. He’d always attracted plenty of women. First as a high school All-American, then a Heisman Trophy winner, and then as a first-round pick in the NFL. And after he’d won his first Super Bowl ring? Forget paying for it. Getting laid was so easy, he didn’t even have to try.

      “They’re dancers.” At least, he was fairly sure that’s what they were. It seemed to ring a bell.

      “The exotic variety, I presume.” It was a statement more than a question.

      “Dunno.” Brody chuckled. “But I can assure you, they sure as hell weren’t expecting me to stick cash in their G-strings.”

      Marty made a noise that made him sound more like a swine than a suit. “Why would they, when the paparazzi pay so much better?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “For such a worldly guy, you really are quite naïve. You think those leeches with the cameras just happened to know exactly where you’d be and when? The girls tipped them off, Brody.”

      Fuck. Seemed he couldn’t blow off any steam at all anymore without it becoming a national headline.

      “I swear, sometimes it’s like you’re still that wide-eyed boy I sat across from at the kitchen table.”

      It had been seven years since Marty had shown up at Brody’s parents’ ranch in Oklahoma, offering his services in launching what he was sure would be a record-breaking career. He’d ended up with horse shit on his Italian loafers, but he’d also ended up winning over Brody and his parents. They’d been Team Dixon ever since.

      “I spoke to Marguerite,” Marty said. Four words that always meant Brody wasn’t going to like how the rest of the conversation went. To put it bluntly, Marguerite Gauthier was a thorn in his side. Scratch that, a thorn in his ass. But despite the fact that the woman seemed to draw breath for the sole reason of thinking up new ways to rain on his parade, she was also the best at her job. And as much as he hated to admit it, when it came to PR at least, she was usually right. Didn’t mean he had to like it.

      “What did the wet blanket have to say?”

      “She had an idea for rehabilitating your image.”

      “I wasn’t aware it needed resuscitation.”

      “According to Marguerite, vendor orders for your new jersey are half of what they were when you first came out of the draft. And even less if you compare the sales following the first Super Bowl win.”

      Brody squeezed his eyes shut. He didn’t need anyone reminding him of his steady decline. Sure, he was still rolling in the dough, but that didn’t change the fact that it had been nearly four years since his last Super Bowl win. He’d come out of the gate white-hot, taking his team to the play-offs in his rookie year, then leading them to back-to-back Super Bowl wins the next two seasons. But now his thirtieth birthday was looming, and those rings were starting to tarnish. Chicago was meant to be a fresh start, a chance to get his head and arm back in the game. It was exactly what he needed. Of course, the hundred-million-dollar contract didn’t hurt either.

      He braced himself. “What does she have in mind this time?” His publicist was always coming up with ideas on how to improve Brody’s image. Surprise drop-ins at local youth football camps, Make-A-Wish locker room visits, or even that one year she had him dressed as Santa Claus and handing out gifts at a local children’s hospital. To be honest, he actually enjoyed those types of events—itchy white beard and red fat suit aside. But he would have preferred to do them without a pack of photographers in tow. Spending time with his fans, particularly the young ones, was one of the highlights of his fame. That and the free stuff he scored. Seemed the more money he made, the more people wanted to give him things free of charge. Go figure. But taking the press with him to visit a kid who wouldn’t be going home for Christmas that year, or maybe ever again, seemed to cheapen the whole experience. Still, if it was what Team Dixon needed, then pass the bunny ears and he’d hop on by with a basket of chocolate eggs.

      “She’s booked you on some reality dating show.”

      Fuck. Him. “No. No way.”

      “It wasn’t a suggestion, Brody. It’s a done deal.”

      The hell with that. If there was a line that shouldn’t be crossed, it had just been drawn in the sand. Besides, he was the Dixon of Team Dixon. His vote outweighed the rest.

      “Chicago just signed you to a record-breaking contract. This is supposed to be a comeback year for both you and the team. The last thing they want is for their quarterback to be the epitome of bad behavior. And before you launch into the whole spiel about how dudes high-five you on the street, let me be clear. For the kind of money they’re paying you—and looking to recoup on merchandise—you don’t just need the men. You need the women too. We need to see girls wearing your jersey on game day as well. And you need the mothers to say yes when their kids ask them to spend a hundred bucks so they can wear number fourteen.”

      Brody stared at the ceiling through the frame of the hotel’s modern, brushed metal canopy bed. While Marty may have had a point, this wasn’t the solution. Not a viable one anyway.

      “Dating a reality television star didn’t work out so well for my predecessor,” Brody reminded him. And boy was that an understatement. A local website had even listed her as one of the top five reasons Chicagoans disliked their former QB.

      “The women on the show won’t be reality stars. They’re your average, run-of-the-mill Midwesterners. Wholesome values.”

      “So, I date a farm girl, and all my problems are solved?” Girls in Daisy Duke jean shorts began parading through Brody’s head, and he couldn’t help the smile that formed on his lips. Maybe this ridiculous idea wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      “Get your mind out of the gutter,” Marty said in yet another example of his uncanny knack for reading Brody’s thoughts. “All of this will be on camera.”

      “I don’t have time for this, Marty. Training camp is the end of July, and the first preseason game is a few weeks later. I don’t need any distractions.”

      “Your whole life is a distraction.”

      Brody opened his mouth to object when Marty added, “The show agreed to an adjusted schedule. Marguerite will explain it in detail, but from what I understand, they’re going to pre-shoot all the locations prior to training camp and then have live elimination shows air throughout the fall.”

      “During the season?” He had to be kidding.

      “Only on Monday. Right before Monday Night Football. Except on the West Coast. There it will air after.”

      Brody pinched the bridge of his nose as Marty continued his pitch.

      “It won’t be a big deal. Lots of players do radio shows and whatnot on Mondays. This is just a wider audience.”

      “What about when we play Monday night?”

      “Not sure. Might air Tuesday or take a bye week. I’m sure Marguerite has anticipated that.”

      Brody let out a heavy exhale.

      “It’s win-win,” Marty said. “For you, for the team. And the network loves the idea of attracting more female viewers.” There was a long pause during which Brody assumed Marty was taking a drink from his ever-present black coffee. “Look at it this way,” he said. “If your ratings and popularity are high enough, it will maintain your market value even if your first-year stats are low.”

      Time to shut that shit down. “Not going to happen.”

      “Of course not,” Marty said, quickly switching hats. Sometimes an agent was the guy to give you the good news. Sometimes the bad. But at other times, he was cheerleader, father figure and confidant all rolled into one. “You’re going to kill it this season. And when you do, the whole damn nation will be wearing number fourteen while they tune in every week for the latest episode of American Sweetheart.”

      Brody groaned.

      “Enjoy your Sunday. Marguerite will call you tomorrow with all the details.”

      Brody ended the call and tossed his phone onto the mattress. Enjoy his Sunday? He glanced at the clock. Seven fifteen. During the season, he’d already be on his way to the stadium by now. But during the off-season, Sundays were meant for sleeping late and lunch at some place that served an all-day breakfast. Then maybe a little PlayStation, followed by a movie and a few beers with the guys. Okay, maybe more than a few. But his home theatre was in a house that was currently for sale over a thousand miles away, and the guys were there too, although not for sale. Brody chuckled to himself. Well, some probably were. Wouldn’t take long for a couple of them to join the entourage of the next phenom. That was the problem with having an entourage; you never knew if any of them were really your friends. Normal people didn’t have to deal with that shit. Then again, normal people didn’t drive a Lamborghini.

      Normal people.

      What did a normal person do on a Sunday anyway?

      Brody sat up and squinted toward the window. His new city greeted him like an overly perky lover, the kind who woke up all bright and cheerful and ready to plan the day. Except at the moment, the only people he knew in Chicago were Coleman Grant and Conor Lynch. He hadn’t even seen Cole yet. Now that he was a happily married man, he was basically useless for a night out. He’d sent his friend Conor as some sort of proxy, and while they’d had a few laughs over the course of the week—and way too many tequilas—Brody’d bet good money Conor wasn’t the type to wake before noon.

      Brody stood and stretched, the muscles in his arms, abs, and back moving in a sequential rhythm. As he drew closer to the window, he could see a few bikers and joggers twenty-seven floors below, all making their way along the path that hugged the shore of Lake Michigan. Maybe that was what he needed to start his day, a punishing run to fire up the synapses and sweat out the lingering tequila. Who knew, with a little luck, maybe he’d find something, or someone, to make the afternoon more enjoyable than the morning.
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        * * *

      

      Rebecca Halstead kept her eyes focused on the statue of Abraham Lincoln that stood at the south end of Lincoln Park. When she’d started her morning routine only six weeks prior, the thought of being able to run all the way to the iconic landmark seemed like an unattainable goal. But she didn’t give up. Every day she ran just a little bit farther than the day before, until one day she realized she was nearly there. And her lungs weren’t on fire. And there weren’t shooting pains in her shins. And she wasn’t in danger of puking her granola bar all over some unsuspecting pigeons.

      But more than just increasing her stamina, she was starting to feel good. And not just good as in not sick anymore, but good as in great. As in powerful and ready to take on the world. The side effects she was seeing on her body weren’t too shabby either. Thanks to a lucky dip in her mom’s gene pool, Rebecca had always been thin. But thanks to the fact that she’d also inherited her mom’s height, or lack thereof, her tiny frame looked more like that of a preteen than a twenty-six-year-old woman. All that was changing now thanks to daily cardio and weights. Her calves and arms were starting to have definition, and for the first time, she had an ass. It would never rival those that crashed the internet, but thanks to about a bajillion squats, she had more junk than she’d ever had in her trunk.

      She’d just reached the steps of the memorial and was contemplating reenacting her own version of Balboa’s triumphant climb when her iPhone rang, interrupting Rocky’s theme just when it was time for her big moment.

      “Hello,” she panted into the headphones.

      “Oh good, you’re up,” Olivia said. “I was afraid I might wake you.”

      “Not only awake, but just finished a killer run.” Truth was she’d been up for nearly two hours. Nothing like a near-death experience to inspire someone to take advantage of every moment. Carpe diem didn’t mean sleeping her life away. She’d done enough resting when she was sick to last a few decades. Now it was time to live.

      “Well, don’t overdo it.”

      Seemed her new sister-in-law was in danger of becoming as overprotective as her brother. Throughout her illness, her brother had treated her like she was made of glass. It had driven her bananas even though it was partially true. But now that she had a clean bill of health, it was time to put an end to that mentality, not have it spread to Olivia as well. “I’m fine, Livvy. You’re the one I’m worried about. I think Cole is rubbing off on you.”

      “No, he’s not,” Olivia said, and for a second, Rebecca thought she’d let the double entendre slide. But then she added, “Not at the moment anyway.”

      “Gross.” Rebecca laughed.

      “Sorry.”

      She could hear the smile in Olivia’s voice. “No, you’re not,” Rebecca said, shaking her head as her mouth turned up in a grin. “But it’s cute in its own weird way. You’re like a couple of horny teenagers.” Not that Rebecca had firsthand knowledge of such behavior. Her teens had been spent in the library or working odd jobs to help out her mom. Neither of which had allowed for much age-appropriate misbehavior.

      “How was last night?”

      “Great.” Rebecca started walking toward the Chicago History Museum. It wouldn’t be open so early on a Sunday, but her legs needed a cooldown and she could still check out the advertisements for upcoming events. “The bride and groom are huge SNL fans, so we had the reception at Second City.” Rebecca had only been in the wedding planning business for four years, but she’d already established a name for herself when it came to organizing ceremonies that were unique to the bride and groom. Of course, the fact that her brother kept sending clients her way didn’t hurt either. Not that he would ever admit it, the sneaky bastard. She loved him dearly, but did he really think she didn’t realize half the calls she got were from couples who either attended the same prep school he had or belonged to the same country club? Still, she was grateful for the referrals, even if it was his way of circumventing her vow never to take a dime of his money.

      “Sounds really cool,” Olivia said.

      “It was no Elvis wedding chapel,” Rebecca teased.

      Olivia snorted. “Hey, how many brides can say they were married by the King of Rock and Roll?”

      “In Vegas? Probably quite a few.”

      “Yes, but how many can say they also had Angus Young as the best man?”

      She had her there. “Not many,” Rebecca agreed, wishing for about the hundredth time that she’d witnessed Cole and Olivia’s Vegas wedding. But that would have required them to tell her—or anyone else, for that matter—about their impulsive decision to marry, something no one could have predicted seeing as how they’d hated each other’s guts before, during, and after the wedding. At least that’s what they’d told themselves.

      For three months, Olivia had made it her life’s work to lobby—or harass, depending on which one of them you asked—Cole into moving his latest venture to a site that wouldn’t threaten an endangered bat. Then an alcohol-fueled night in Vegas led to a night of passion, which led to a hungover marriage of convenience, and the rest, as they say, was history. And while Rebecca would have given just about anything to see that sitcom of a ceremony, especially when she heard about the personal touch the King had put on their vows, she would be forever grateful that she was present when her half-brother and his bride renewed their vows on her family’s farm a few months later. No matter how many weddings she witnessed, a couple pledging their love was a sight that would never get old. Add to that the fact that the groom was the man who’d seen her through the worst two years of her life and forget it, she was a blubbering mess.

      “Is that Rebecca?” Cole’s deep voice echoed in the background of the call. A few more words were spoken that Rebecca couldn’t quite make out, but Olivia’s reply helped her fill in the blanks.

      “I do not hog your sister,” she said. The smile in her voice was hard to miss. “She just likes me more than you.”

      Cole’s muffled voice replied.

      “You’re a bossy bastard,” Olivia said with a laugh. “Do you know that?”

      Of course he knew that. And Olivia knew it too. And yet she loved him anyway. Simply put, Cole and his bride were proof positive that every pot had a lid.

      “Your brother would like you to meet him for lunch tomorrow.”

      She bit back a smile. “Tell my brother I will have to check my schedule.”

      “Don’t tease him. You know he doesn’t have a sense of humor.”

      “True.” Rebecca laughed. Although the irony wasn’t lost on her that this was coming from the woman who seemed to live to tease the man she loved. “Fine, tell him I’ll meet him for lunch, but not at one of those stuffy, wood-paneled clubs he likes.”

      Cole and Rebecca had been raised by different mothers, but more than that, in different worlds. Private clubs with steep membership dues and snooty clientele were about as appealing to her as an afternoon at the dentist. And she hated the dentist.

      “Tell him he can pick the time, but I’m picking the place.”

      “Oh no, you’re not putting me in the middle,” Olivia said. “I’m stepping out of this negotiation. Here, putting you on speaker.” A moment later, Cole’s voice came across the line, and this time, it was loud and clear.

      “I’m not eating in the park again. Nearly ruined my favorite Tom Ford last time.”

      “Fine, a place with tables. But no tablecloths.” That would rein him in a bit. The fact that Rebecca hadn’t been raised with the same silver spoon Cole had was something he seemed to be forever attempting to correct. But she was just fine with her life the way it was. And while it might have been nice if her late mother hadn’t had to worry about making rent, Rebecca’d had a far happier childhood than her half-brother had had growing up in a mansion full of servants.

      “My office. Noon. I’ll handle the rest.”

      “Your wife is right. You are a bossy bastard.” Although to be fair, no matter how Olivia described her husband, the word “bastard” always seemed to follow. Depending on the day, Cole was anything from a “gorgeous bastard” who could melt his wife with a smoldering glance, to a “depraved bastard” who would destroy the earth if it weren’t for her near-constant intervention.

      Cole chuckled. “Part of my charm.” With that, he was gone. Rebecca smiled and shook her head as she tucked her phone back into the pocket of her jacket. She was tugging the zipper closed as she rounded the corner of the monument and slammed right into a solid wall of human.

      The collision sent her stumbling backward with such force, she fell flat on her ass. Although not before flailing and flapping her arms in what must have looked like an attempt to fly away. If only she could have been so lucky. But no. Instead, she ended up sprawled across the concrete with her elbows scraped and her ego bruised. Of course, that was when she thought she’d run head on into a normal human. Once she had a chance to get a better look, she realized there was nothing normal about the man in front of her, which somehow made her state of disgrace all the more humiliating.

      Her eyes traveled up his body, from the sculpted calves and the thighs that appeared to be carved from stone, to the black running shorts that did little to hide a hard-to-miss eye-level bulge, to the planes of his broad chest, clearly defined beneath his damp T-shirt. And the arms? Holy cow, forget a gun show. His biceps were a full-on armory. But all of that paled in comparison to his face.

      With light brown hair, mischievous green eyes, and features that were almost too pretty to be real, the man in front of her easily could have been a movie star. Hell, maybe he was for all she knew.

      His lips moved, but she couldn’t hear a word he said. A moment later he bent down, his elbows resting on his solid thighs. And then he leaned forward, close enough for her to smell the clean scent of light sweat mixed with spicy soap. And then his gaze dropped to her mouth, and his eyes seemed to grow a darker shade of green. And then his hands reached up as though about to frame her face. And then…

      And then he plucked the earbuds from her ears.

      Well duh, what had she been expecting, a kiss? That sort of stuff only happened in books.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. This time she could hear him, but she still didn’t answer. She couldn’t. And it had nothing to do with her fall. It wasn’t her tumble that had taken her breath, not to mention her capacity for speech, away. It was him.

      “Miss?”

      “Huh?” Even to her own ears, she sounded dazed and confused. She shook her head to clear it.

      “You okay?” he repeated. His voice was deep and rough and had the slightest rasp of a Southern drawl. It made her think of honey and lounging in a field in the warm afternoon sun. On a blanket. Naked. With the honey.

      Whoa. Where did that come from?

      “Um, yeah… I’m fine.” Her words croaked from her suddenly dry throat. But then again, maybe she wasn’t fine. Maybe she’d hit her head when she fell. How else could she explain the outlandish thoughts of naked, honey-covered sunbathing that were currently flooding her brain? Rebecca reached up but felt no lump or blood in her short dark hair. So that’s how it was, eh? Losing her mind at twenty-six.

      “Let me help.” He held out his hand, and when she took it, Rebecca could have sworn a tingle passed between them to rival the one Bella felt with Edward. She narrowed her eyes to check for sparkling skin, then silently wondered if it was possible to have a head injury without actually hitting your head. Whiplash concussion, perhaps? Something, anything, to explain her current state.

      The wall of muscle hauled her to her feet. He was taller than she was—something that wasn’t too difficult given her size—but this guy was tall. Like six-foot-four kinda tall with a confidence that was hard to miss. Even in casual workout clothes, the man in front of her had a commanding presence. Clearly, he was used to being the center of attention, and if the smug grin that played on his lips was any indication, he enjoyed it.

      And there she was, sweaty and covered with sidewalk dirt and staring at him like she’d never seen such a handsome man before. At least not up close.

      “Sorry about that,” she said, hating how awkward she felt, especially in comparison to his self-possessed demeanor.

      “Don’t be.” His grin stretched into a full-blown smile, unleashing a dimple that made him look too adorable for words. “I rather enjoyed it.”

      She quirked one brow. He enjoyed seeing her fall on her ass?

      The thought had no sooner crossed her mind when it seemed to occur to him as well. “Um, I mean, bumping into you,” he said. “Not that you fell.” Uncertainty flashed across his face for the briefest of seconds before his composure returned.

      She tipped her chin up. “So, figuratively instead of literally?”

      He unleashed the dimple again, and her knees did a little wobble. Surely, it was from the adrenaline crash? While there was little doubt that dimple of his had the power to make grown women drop their panties, it was highly unlikely he was actually making her weak in the knees. That was just an expression, wasn’t it?

      “Both,” he said, looking quite pleased with himself. “I literally enjoyed bumping into your figure.”

      Good God almighty. He might have looked like a deity, but his lines were mere mortal. Maybe that was the curse of being so good-looking. He never had to try, so he didn’t know how? Either way, the moment was broken. That, or the blood was merely returning to her brain.

      “Well, I better get back to it,” she said, popping her earbuds in as she backed away. His face registered a hint of surprise, and then his lips moved with words she couldn’t make out over the blast of music that now filled her ears. It was just as well, she thought as she turned onto the path. The wall of muscle might have been dreamy, but he was also rather full of himself. The hot ones usually were. Still, it would have been fun while it lasted, and there was little doubt that Mr. Sexy-And-I-Know-It could have taught a girl like her more than a few new tricks. If only she could have him, no strings attached, for a night. Or two. The mere thought put a smile on her face that lasted far longer than the walk home.
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