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            Dedication

         
         
            To anyone who has ever felt like a black sheep—this one’s for you.
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            Chapter One

         
         A few stray petals fluttered to the floor as Madison van Dalen née James’s bouquet soared through the air. The confection
            of sherbet-colored orchids and draping Dutch roses tumbled flowers over stems, missing the grabbiest hands, hurtling instead
            toward the deserted end of the dance floor.
         

         
         Deserted, save for Tansy.

         
         The wainscoting bit into the small of her back as she hugged the wall, her accelerating pulse pounding out a rhythm of no, no, please no, not her as the bouquet’s distance dwindled, dwindled, disappeared. Tansy flinched, eyes shutting and arms rising reflexively, cushioning the flowers’ fall.
         

         
         Damn it.

         
         A gasp rose from the crowd. Heat crept up the front of Tansy’s throat, her underarms and the creases of her inner elbows damp
            with flop sweat. Everyone—all three hundred of Tucker and Madison’s closest friends and family—was going to be staring. Looking
            at her. What a nightmare.
         

         
         Tansy cringed and braced herself for the stares, the inevitable glares from those who thought catching a falling floral arrangement meant something. She cracked one eye open and—
         

         
         Okay, odd. No one was glancing in her direction, not even her stepmother, Katherine, the one responsible for dragging Tansy out onto the dance floor despite her many, many objections that she really, really didn’t see the point because what were the odds of her catching the bouquet, anyway?

         
         Famous last words.

         
         It was like Tansy didn’t exist, like she hadn’t had the misfortune of catching the bouquet, as if the toss had never happened.
            At least two dozen guests had gathered, gawking not at her—thank God—but instead at the center of the dance floor, where Ashleigh,
            Tansy’s stepsister, clutched her face, eyes brimming with tears. She looked pissed, jaw set, one hand fisted at her side as
            if poised to exact retribution from the bridesmaid beside her, who was sheepishly massaging her elbow.
         

         
         “Ashleigh.” Katherine scuttled across the room and grabbed her daughter’s face, tilting it toward the light with a grimace before whisking
            her off the dance floor. Katherine craned her head over her shoulder, frazzled eyes locking on Tansy. Her lips moved, mouthing
            what looked like the word ice followed by a please and then a hurry that jolted Tansy into action.
         

         
         In the time it took for her to wind her way through the maze of tables, dodging pint-sized ring bearers and drunk groomsmen,
            flag down a bartender, and retrace her steps all the way across the Grand Ballroom of the Seattle Yacht Club, a deep purple
            bruise had begun to bloom along the crest of Ashleigh’s cheek. Tansy winced and held out a linen napkin full of ice cubes
            embossed with Tucker and Madison’s initials. Fancy.
         

         
         Ashleigh snatched the cold compress, pressing it to the corner of her eye with a sharp hiss. Her one good eye narrowed, gaze
            dropping to the bouquet clasped lightly in Tansy’s left hand, flowers trailing the floor. Ashleigh’s lips thinned.
         

         
         Thanks for the ice, Tansy.

         
         Not a problem, Ash. Happy to help.

         
         Tansy sighed. In an alternate universe, maybe. In this one? She wouldn’t hold her breath.

         
         Across the table, Madison’s younger sister, Jackie, smiled sweetly and pointed at the flowers. “Look at that! Congrats, Tansy.”

         
         “It was nothing.” Tansy tucked the bouquet beneath her chair, out of sight, out of mind. “I didn’t even mean to catch it.”

         
         Jackie’s smile went sly. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll be next.”

         
         “To what?” Ashleigh asked, lowering the compress.

         
         Jackie nodded to the front of the room, where Tucker held up a butter knife, studying his reflection, and Madison sipped surreptitiously
            from a flask before tucking it back inside the bodice of her ball gown. Tansy dared anyone to find two people more perfect
            for each other. “Next to get married.”
         

         
         An awkward laugh, too loud and too high-pitched, burst from between Tansy’s lips. To be next would require her to be dating
            someone. “Let’s not get carried away.”
         

         
         “Speaking of”—Ashleigh cocked her head—“where is your girlfriend? I’m beginning to think she doesn’t exist.”
         

         
         Tansy swallowed a groan. Actually dating someone.
         

         
         “Don’t be silly. Of course she exists,” Jackie argued. “Tansy wouldn’t lie.”

         
         “Have you met her?” Ashleigh asked.

         
         Sweet, guileless Jackie looked offended on Tansy’s behalf. “Tansy’s not a liar.”

         
         Tansy averted her gaze, fidgeting with the stem of her champagne flute, trying not to squirm or cringe or do anything that
            remotely screamed guilty. This entire conversation was treading into dangerous territory she wanted desperately to avoid.
         

         
         “I meant the girlfriend.” Ashleigh rolled her eyes. “It’s been, what? Six months? And no one’s met her? Does she know you’re dating?”
         

         
         Katherine’s sigh was full of reprove. “Ashleigh, darling, be nice.”

         
         Ashleigh’s eyes made a slow, pointed sweep across the room, landing and lingering on Tucker. “All I’m saying is, it wouldn’t
            be the first time Tansy deluded herself.”
         

         
         Tansy’s back teeth clacked together, her face burning and blood simmering. As tempting as it was to tell Ashleigh exactly
            where she could shove her barbed comments that weren’t nearly as clever as she thought they were, all Tansy really wanted
            was to get through tonight unscathed, hopefully without drawing any more attention than she had already. Telling Ashleigh
            off would only achieve the opposite.
         

         
         “You want to dial it back, Ash?” Jackie frowned. “You’re being a real bitch tonight.”

         
         “Are you going to ask the earth to stop spinning next?” Tansy muttered under her breath. “You’d probably have better luck.”

         
         Ashleigh’s eyes flared minutely before narrowing. “What was that?”

         
         Whoops. So much for keeping her thoughts to herself. Tansy cringed. Maybe she was a little chagrined that Ashleigh had heard her,
            but she wasn’t sorry for what she’d said, and now that it was out there, she refused to take it back. “You can think whatever
            you want, but I’m not delusional.”
         

         
         Desperate, maybe, and she might be lying to everyone else, but these days, she was nothing if not brutally honest with herself.

         
         A storybook wedding? Someone to sweep her off her feet?

         
         Never going to happen. Tansy knew it; she’d accepted it; but that didn’t mean she relished everyone else knowing it.
         

         
         It had been bad enough when Tucker and Madison had started dating and he had begun attending most family gatherings. But after he’d proposed? The thought of attending a lifetime of family dinners and parties not unlike this one, trying in vain to ignore Tucker’s leering eyes and his smug little smirk, the smile that once made her stomach flutter and the reason why every butterfly now felt like a red flag was just—it was too much.
         

         
         Maybe it was latent self-preservation kicking in, too little, too late, but as soon as she’d learned that Tucker had proposed,
            every last atom in her body had recoiled at the thought of celebrating his and Madison’s engagement. She’d begged off with
            a bad case of the stomach flu, then skipped out on three consecutive dinners, claiming she was too tired, too busy with the
            bookstore’s virtual events and supply chain snafus. All tiny, harmless fibs. But then Katherine had called and told Tansy
            no more excuses—no more behaving like a recluse; if Tansy wanted to be a member of this family, she needed to act like it. It was Tucker’s birthday, the entire Van Dalen
            family would be there, and Katherine had it in her head that wealth rubbed off. Unless Tansy had a decent reason for missing
            the party, Katherine wanted her there. Tansy’s father would’ve wanted her there.
         

         
         Tansy had swallowed the retort that Katherine had no idea what Tansy’s father would’ve wanted for her. That knowing him for two years in no way trumped the fifteen Tansy had had with
            him. But that would’ve been unnecessarily harsh, and Tansy was a lot of things, but intentionally cruel wasn’t one of them.
         

         
         She’d racked her brain for any excuse that might’ve qualified as a decent reason in Katherine’s eyes, because Tansy would’ve
            rather spent an entire backbreaking evening single-handedly unpacking the store’s newest shipment of paperbacks—inevitable
            pesky paper cuts included—than celebrate the day Tucker van Dalen was born.
         

         
         I have a date, actually.

         
         She’d held her breath until, to her relief, Katherine had cooed. A date? You could’ve just said. Don’t be stingy with the details, Tansy. Tell me more.

         
         Tansy’s eyes had landed and lingered on an open box of romance novels waiting to be shelved, had taken one look at the cover
            within, and blurted—
         

         
         Gemma. Her name’s Gemma.

         
         No sooner had the name popped out of Tansy’s mouth than had she full-body cringed. She couldn’t have made something up on
            the fly, a passable blend of two objects in her bookstore’s back room, like . . . like April Calendar. Heck, the author’s name was right there, low-hanging fruit if there ever was some. But no. Leave it to Tansy to complicate something that should’ve been straightforward, blurting out the name of the stunning cover
            model whose Instagram she’d spent an embarrassing two hours scrolling the night before, all thanks to Under the Covers, an IGTV series wherein cover models took readers behind the scenes of romance cover shoots.
         

         
         Six months ago, a fake date had seemed like the Swiss Army knife of fibs. Only, one lie had led to another, and suddenly it
            wasn’t just a date; she and this Gemma were dating. Tansy knew none of it was real; she hadn’t fallen prey to some particularly pathetic parasocial relationship, the way some
            people believed they were kindred spirits or, heaven forbid, soulmates with some celebrity all because of a polite, impersonal interaction on a public forum that the star probably promptly forgot
            about.
         

         
         Tansy didn’t know the real Gemma West, and Gemma West sure as hell didn’t know of Tansy, let alone know-know her. She definitely wasn’t under the delusion that she and Gemma would ever meet, let alone date.
         

         
         No, the idea of actually dating Gemma West was painfully laughable. Not that she’d told anyone she was dating Gemma West,
            specifically, keeping the details of her lie scant to be safe. Not that anyone would have believed her if she had. Breathtaking didn’t begin to do Gemma West justice. With her striking green eyes, long blond hair, and sensual mouth, Gemma was the sort
            of pretty that if their paths were ever to cross—in some strange twist of fate—it would tie Tansy’s tongue.
         

         
         What was meant to be a short-term solution to an enduring problem had snowballed out of her control, taking on a life of its
            own. And it needed to stop. She needed to stop it. Not only was the guilt giving her a near-constant case of indigestion, but she was in over her head. By
            some stroke of luck, she had managed to fool everyone for six months, but secrets rarely stayed secret for long. It was a
            miracle she hadn’t yet slipped, only a matter of time before she put her foot in her mouth, before someone went digging. Truth will out, and all that came with the inevitable, humiliating fallout.
         

         
         After tonight, she was going to do the right thing and end this, once and for all. Fake a breakup before the whole thing blew
            up . . .  or she developed an ulcer.
         

         
         “Then where is she?” Ashleigh pressed.

         
         The double doors to the ballroom burst inward with a bang, saving Tansy from fumbling through another lie. The last note the
            harpist plucked reverberated discordantly as a hush fell over the room, all eyes turning to—
         

         
         Tansy choked, champagne dribbling down her chin.

         
         The woman standing confidently in the doorway, an impish smile flirting at the corners of her full lips and a wicked gleam
            in her green eyes, looked as if she’d stepped out of one of Tansy’s wildest daydreams. As if she’d stepped straight off the
            cover of one of Tansy’s favorite romance novels.
         

         
         Because she had.
         

         
         Gemma West swept inside the room as if she owned it, the black satin of her slip dress clinging to her curves, the side slit
            revealing miles of smooth-looking skin all the way to—Tansy gulped—the crease of her thigh. Without breaking stride, Gemma
            plucked a glass of champagne off a table as she passed, knocked it back, and, upon reaching the center of the room, greeted
            Madison and Tucker each with an air-kiss. Tucker looked as dumbstruck as Tansy felt.
         

         
         This was no daydream.

         
         This was a nightmare.

         
         Whispers traveled from the fringes of the room.

         
         Is that who I think it is?

         
         The prodigal daughter returns, someone sniffed.
         

         
         Gemma van Dalen? I thought she was still living in New York.

         
         I didn’t know she was going to be here.

         
         Look at Madison’s face. It doesn’t look like she knew, either.

         
         I heard Gemma was in town, but I figured it was for the funeral.

         
         No, she’s been back since March. My sister’s best friend’s cousin’s girlfriend saw her eating on the patio at Carmine’s.

         
         A real shame, someone said with a sigh. All that wasted potential. Poor Victor must be so disappointed.

         
         Van Dalen? Van Dalen? No, no. Tansy’s stomach sank like an anchor dropped off the side of one of the yachts tethered right outside in the harbor.
            She needed to sit down. It didn’t matter that she was already sitting down; she needed to do it again. Better yet, she needed to lie down. Under the table, maybe. Preferably somewhere
            far, far away, where she could pretend this wasn’t really happening.
         

         
         Maybe it wasn’t really happening. Maybe she’d heard incorrectly? Van Dalen could’ve been Van Something or Other. Or perhaps none of this was really happening. What if she hadn’t so much caught Madison’s bouquet as gotten knocked out by it and this was all some elaborate nightmare, her subconscious playing on her guilt at having lied about dating someone in the first place? 

         
         Gemma West couldn’t possibly be an alias of Gemma van Dalen, Tucker’s estranged cousin. The idea was preposterous.

         
         Tucker had mentioned his cousin in passing—never often, but enough for Tansy to have picked up the basics: that she was older
            by two years and had attended some boarding school on the East Coast, followed by a stint at Columbia, and that there was
            no love lost between the two of them. But she couldn’t—the woman standing in the ballroom . . . her name was Gemma West. She wasn’t—she couldn’t.
         

         
         Tansy sank down in her seat, the space under the table still calling her name. As long as no one else put two and two together,
            she—
         

         
         “Hey, Tansy.” Jackie nudged her with a knee. “Isn’t that your girlfriend?”

         
         Tansy smothered a whimper. Damn it, Jackie.

         
         “Tansy dating Tucker’s cousin?” Ashleigh slumped back in her chair with a snort. “You’re hilarious.”
         

         
         With her eyes, Tansy begged Jackie to drop it.

         
         Jackie blinked back at her and frowned. “I don’t . . . you showed me her picture.”

         
         No, she hadn’t. Jackie simply had no understanding of boundaries and believed it was perfectly acceptable to swipe to the next
            picture in someone’s gallery without permission. Tansy’s only mistake—fine, one of several—was being stupid enough to have
            saved a picture of Gemma West, er, van Dalen to her camera roll. Stupid enough to have said yes when Jackie had asked if it was a picture of her girlfriend.
         

         
         Katherine couldn’t have looked more delighted. “A Van Dalen?” She clasped her hands together below her chin. “Tansy, that’s wonderful.” 

         
         A sound that was half laugh, half sob, one hundred percent a cry for help slipped past Tansy’s lips. Wonderful, her ass.

         
         “Well, isn’t this perfect?” Ashleigh dropped her cold compress and stood, chair legs squealing against the ballroom’s two-tone
            herringbone wood floor. “I, for one, am dying for you to introduce us.”
         

         
         Dread darkened the edges of Tansy’s vision, her knees going weak when she tried to stand, her feet losing feeling. She fell
            back in her chair and tugged on the skirt of Ashleigh’s dress in a dire last-ditch effort. “Ash, don’t, come on—”
         

         
         “Gemma!”

         
         Tansy sank farther in her seat, praying for the floor to swallow her whole.

         
         Gemma’s head swiveled in their direction, a tiny furrow forming between her brows as she squinted curiously before setting
            off across the ballroom, Tucker and Madison hot on her heels. Tansy’s stomach wobbled like not-yet-set Jell-O.
         

         
         “How do you know my cousin?” Tucker demanded, barely reaching the table first, and only because he’d added a burst of speed
            there at the end.
         

         
         “I’m sure my reputation precedes me.” Gemma’s left cheek rose, the corner of her mouth with it, her lashes fluttering shut
            in an effortless, cheeky wink.
         

         
         Ashleigh blinked dumbly, red rising up her jaw. “I—I don’t.” She sniffed hard and lifted her chin. “But apparently Tansy does.”

         
         Gemma pivoted, body turning slightly. She blinked twice at Tansy, her head tilting to match the curious quirk of her lips. Her hair spilled over her left shoulder like champagne, and her eyes, even greener up close, dragged slowly down Tansy’s body in a leisurely appraisal, lingering in ways that left Tansy light-headed. 

         
         No one looked at Tansy like that, not with—with genuine appreciation. And why would they? She glanced down, following the path of
            Gemma’s gaze, trying to see what she saw, what could’ve inspired a look like that. Her dress was nothing special, a sleeveless
            A-line she’d had for years. If she were being generous, the soft shade of violet made the blue of her eyes a bit brighter
            than their everyday Seattle sky shade. Not that anyone could tell. Her gray cardigan covered her to the neck, because the
            yacht club ballroom was freezing.
         

         
         She wasn’t exactly a bombshell. At first glance, Tansy honestly probably came across as a little boring. And that was okay.
            Boring was fine. Boring was safe, because if no one noticed you, they couldn’t break your heart.
         

         
         Gemma’s perfect white teeth sank into the plush swell of her bottom lip, her eyes flitting upward, crinkling softly at the
            corners. “Well, hello.”
         

         
         Gemma was anything but boring. She was bold and brazen, the embodiment of everything Tansy wasn’t. There was no reason for Gemma to pay Tansy a passing glance, let alone look at her twice.
         

         
         Tansy fingered the topmost button of her cardigan and tried not to squirm under Gemma’s hot, heavy-lidded stare, confusion
            gnawing at her insides, panic ratcheting her pulse.
         

         
         “What?” Madison’s gaze volleyed between Tansy and Gemma. “How?”
         

         
         One of Gemma’s impeccably arched brows rose, the corner of her mouth rising, too, as if asking How, indeed?

         
         “Well,” Tansy started, not having a single clue what to say, knowing only that she needed to say something before someone else— 

         
         “She says you’re dating,” Ashleigh relayed with an inordinate amount of glee. “That you’ve been dating for the last six months.”

         
         —said something for her.

         
         Gemma’s other brow rose.

         
         Madison’s jaw dropped. “Dating?”
         

         
         Somehow Tansy’s stomach managed to sink farther, plummeting all the way to the sandy, seaweed-strewn bottom of the lake beneath
            the yacht club.
         

         
         This was bad, yes, but there was a chance it was about to get a whole lot worse. What if Gemma wasn’t even interested in women?
            Sure, her stare had seemed appreciative, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything.
         

         
         “You and Tansy?” Tucker smoothed one hand down the buttoned front of his black-on-black jacquard suit jacket and shook his head, snorting
            dismissively.
         

         
         Gemma’s eyes narrowed, gaze ping-ponging between Tansy and Tucker, her curious stare growing calculated.

         
         A hot rush of blood raced to fill Tansy’s face, leaving her dizzy. This was it. The moment she’d been dreading; six months
            of lies were about to come crashing down around her.
         

         
         “Six months, huh?” Gemma’s lips quirked. “I guess time really flies when you’re having fun.”

         
         Tansy’s jaw dropped, her thoughts screeching to a violent standstill. “Um.”

         
         Ashleigh’s smile wavered. “What the hell?”

         
         Far be it for her to agree with Ashleigh, but she’d taken the words right out of Tansy’s mouth.

         
         “Nice joke, Gemma.” Tucker’s eyes narrowed. “Real funny.”

         
         Only, Gemma wasn’t laughing.

         
         “No way,” Tucker muttered, suddenly looking a little less sure.

         
         “Way.” Clearly, Gemma was deriving perverse pleasure in Tucker’s growing discomfort, in getting under his skin, and that sort of
            button-pushing shouldn’t have done it for Tansy, but it did. It really did.
         

         
         The queasy unease roiling in her gut relented, replaced with a—a fluttering, the kind she hadn’t felt in years. Butterflies.

         
         Oh, no. No, no. This . . . this was bad.
         

         
         Gemma circled the table, hips swaying softly, satin skimming the skin of her thigh with each languid step in Tansy’s direction.
            Gemma stopped beside her, and the baby-fine hairs at the nape of Tansy’s neck stood on end. Her breath hitched when Gemma
            reached out and tucked an errant lock of hair behind Tansy’s ear. Gemma’s fingers lingered, her rings cool against Tansy’s
            overheated skin, her thumb sweeping maddeningly against the sensitive spot beneath Tansy’s jaw. A spot Tansy hadn’t known
            was sensitive until Gemma touched it. Touched her.
         

         
         “Tansy, sweetheart, do you want to tell them?”
         

         
         Goose bumps broke out along her skin. Tansy and sweetheart didn’t belong in the same sentence. Tansy was nobody’s sweetheart. Until five minutes ago, as far as Gemma van Dalen was
            concerned, Tansy was nobody.
         

         
         “Um.” She didn’t have a clue what was happening. She didn’t understand the question, let alone why Gemma was playing along
            with her lie, with her hair. Why she hadn’t taken one look at Tansy, wrinkled her nose, and told everyone the truth: that she didn’t know her.
         

         
         “On second thought, let me.” Gemma stole Tansy’s champagne and tipped it toward Tucker, smile broadening, as breathtaking
            as it was bewildering.
         

         
         Tansy held her breath, chest burning.

         
         “I can’t think of a more timely, auspicious moment to share our good news than your wedding, Tucker.”

         
         The color leached from Tucker’s face, his knuckles turning white as he gripped the back of the empty chair in front of him.
            Madison shot him a frantic look.
         

         
         “After six magical months together, I asked Tansy a very important question.” Gemma reached for Tansy’s hand. She turned it over and brushed a featherlight kiss against the fragile
            skin of Tansy’s wrist. “Tansy, here, has agreed to marry me.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Just like that, all hell broke loose.

         
         “Married?” Madison’s friend—the one sporting a god-awful shiner, whose name Gemma couldn’t remember, and didn’t care to—screeched.
         

         
         If the guests weren’t already staring, they certainly were now.

         
         “You’re fucking kidding me.” Tucker’s obnoxiously square jaw clenched. His eyes, the same flinty blue as his father’s, were
            already scanning the crowd, no doubt searching for daddy to come fix this, the way Sterling fixed everything for Tucker. Brat. “I don’t know what you think you’re playing at—”
         

         
         “Ow.” She lifted a hand to her chest, feigning injury. “That hurts, Tucker. I hoped you’d be happy for me.”

         
         Gemma smothered a laugh, barely able to keep her composure as the vein at Tucker’s temple pulsed, his face purpling. He was
            always so easily riled, always rising to the bait. Good to know that some things in this world never changed, that at least
            the ease with which she could provoke her cousin could be counted on, ever constant.
         

         
         Though, come to think of it, Tucker was looking exceedingly apoplectic. More furious than she’d anticipated at the news of her impending nuptials. Or maybe, given his initial reaction to learning she was supposedly embroiled in a six-month relationship, it was news of Gemma’s impending nuptials to Tansy. Interesting. Very interesting. Gemma would file that observation away for later.
         

         
         Save for fanning her face obnoxiously with both hands, Madison kept her cool surprisingly—ah, spoke too soon. Like something out of a poorly staged junior high play, Madison swooned, swaying and sagging as if her strings
            had been cut. Utterly self-absorbed, Tucker very nearly let his new bride hit the floor, catching her at the last second with
            a pained grunt and muttered swear.
         

         
         “Madison!” Whatsherface stood with a shout.

         
         “Oh dear.” Madison’s aunt fluttered about anxiously. “Someone do something.”
         

         
         Reaching across the table, Jackie grabbed a glass of champagne and threw it at Madison.

         
         “What the fuck, Jackie?” Madison shrieked, remarkably coherent for having just fainted.
         

         
         Voices rose, everyone speaking at once, no one bothering to listen, as the reception devolved into complete and total chaos.

         
         Amidst the pandemonium, forgotten in the center of it all, Tansy sat silently, pink lips parted, big blue eyes round and unblinking.
            Shell-shocked.
         

         
         Gemma tilted her head, stealing a second to study her brand-spankin’-new fiancée.

         
         The long, dark hair she’d swept up in a bun was coming undone, too thick even for the combination of claw-clip and bobby pins
            she’d used in an unsuccessful attempt to tame it into submission. Tendrils floated freely around her ears and the sides of
            her heart-shaped face, flirting idly with the edge of her jaw and the neckline of her truly odious cardigan.
         

         
         To be perfectly frank, Tansy wasn’t the sort of someone Gemma would’ve glanced at twice under any other circumstances. But these particular circumstances being what they were, unusual, Gemma was looking. Inspecting. Because she must. And, hmm. Well, well, well. Appreciating. Because she could. It was easy to see the harried updo and fugly cardigan for what they were—camouflage. As if Tansy wanted
            to disappear into mediocrity. As if she believed an old sweater could do the trick.
         

         
         Despite the grandma cardigan buttoned to practically her chin, it was plain to see Tansy was pretty. A touch timid, not exactly
            Gemma’s type, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Gemma’s type was there for a good time, not a long time. Just how Gemma
            preferred it.
         

         
         Until now.

         
         Now her proclivity for temporary was a problem. Now, preferences be damned, her only type needed to be marriageable. Moreover,
            be willing to marry her, willing to stay married to her for two years, capable of keeping a secret, and accepting that the only happily-ever-after Gemma was interested
            in entailed inheriting what was rightfully hers.
         

         
         With such simple requirements, Gemma had figured the list of candidates would be lengthy, her choice of spouse just that—a
            choice. And yet here she was, ring finger worrisomely bare, a deadline to wed breathing down her neck, pickings slim, prospects
            grim.
         

         
         Until now. Until Tansy.
         

         
         Fate was funny that way. There Gemma was, minding her own business, crashing Tucker’s wedding, her greatest aspiration for
            the evening to cause a little ruckus, and bam! Tansy had practically landed in her lap, a perfect solution to an utterly fucked up—not to mention antiquated—problem. Gemma
            might not have asked for any of this, but as far as spouses went, she supposed she could’ve done worse.
         

         
         Madison snatched a napkin from the table, cursing Jackie for her carelessness as she mopped Dom Pérignon from her décolletage.

         
         Much worse.
         

         
         Granted, there was the tiny detail of Tansy telling tall tales, but lucky for her, that wasn’t a deal breaker. If anything, a knack for subterfuge was
            a point in her favor. Given the circumstances.
         

         
         Most likely to distract from the scene unfolding, the DJ chose that moment to start up the music. Good timing.

         
         She ran her fingers down the back of Tansy’s arm to her wrist. “If you’ll excuse us, I’d love a dance with my fiancée.”

         
         Fiancée. That rolled off the tongue surprisingly well.
         

         
         Tuning out the clash of voices, Gemma wrapped her fingers around Tansy’s wrist and tugged her out onto the empty dance floor.
            She stopped dead center and turned, dragging Tansy closer, hands gripping her by the shapely hips hidden beneath the sack
            Tansy apparently considered a dress.
         

         
         Tansy’s hands hovered awkwardly in the air, uncertainty swimming in her eyes before she played along, resting her hands delicately
            on Gemma’s shoulders. Eye contact remained fleeting, Tansy’s gaze flitting between Gemma’s face and the space over her right
            shoulder. Skittish. Endearing as that was, if they were going to pull this off, they had a lot of ground to cover, and fast.
         

         
         “Six months, huh? Where was I?”

         
         Tansy blinked twice. “I—I’m sorry?”

         
         “Don’t be.” Gemma laughed at the flush creeping up Tansy’s throat. The girl was honest to god blushing. How fucking adorable.
            “I’m certainly not.”
         

         
         Sorry was the last thing Gemma was tonight.
         

         
         “What a nightmare,” Tansy muttered, blush deepening, inching its way up the sides of her face, the tips of her pert little
            ears turning fire-engine red.
         

         
         “A nightmare?” Gemma quirked a brow. She’d been called worse, and by her family, no less. “Some might take offense to that.”

         
         Lucky for Tansy, Gemma was practically impossible to offend.

         
         Tansy’s eyes widened, her fingers tensing on Gemma’s bare shoulders before relaxing. “No. Not you. I meant—”
         

         
         “I’m teasing you, Tansy. Now, enlighten me . . . how exactly did we meet?” She paused, frowning as a thought suddenly occurred
            to her. “We haven’t actually met, have we?”
         

         
         It was possible they had, that Gemma hadn’t paid attention. Because if she had, she’d have certainly remembered meeting Tansy.
            A face like hers wasn’t one Gemma was likely to forget. Striking brows, dark and thick, framed eyes the color of the sky right
            before a storm. Maybe the color of the sea, placid water belying hidden depths.
         

         
         Gemma snorted. She seriously needed to ease off the champagne if she was on the precipice of composing sonnets about a pretty
            stranger’s eyes. No amount of inebriation excused shitty clichés, even if she kept them to herself.
         

         
         Tansy’s feet faltered, her steps out of sync with the music. “We haven’t.”

         
         Just as Gemma had thought. “And yet Madison’s cousin believes we’re dating. Because that’s what you told her?”

         
         “I didn’t.” Tansy cringed. “I mean, it’s a little more complicated than that.”

         
         “Do you think you could uncomplicate it for me? In, say, I don’t know . . . the next six minutes?”
         

         
         A wrinkle that had no business being as charming as it was marred the bridge of Tansy’s nose. “That’s an oddly specific time
            frame.”
         

         
         Gemma laughed. “I figure we have this and, if we’re lucky, one more dance before someone attempts to drag us off the dance
            floor.”
         

         
         “Makes sense.” Tansy bobbed her head.

         
         Gemma arched a brow, waiting.

         
         Tansy jerked. “Right! I—I owe you an explanation. I do. It’s just—it’s a mess. And I never meant for any of this to happen,
            let alone to rope you in, but—God, I didn’t even know you existed. I mean, I knew you existed, obviously, but I never thought we’d—” Tansy cut herself off and took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s just rewind.”
         

         
         Gemma smothered a smile. Tansy’s babbling was delightful. “Let’s.”

         
         Tansy cleared her throat. “Six months ago, I told my stepmother I was seeing someone. It was supposed to be a stupid excuse
            to get out of family dinners for a while, but then she asked for details and I—I own a bookstore. Belltown Books.”
         

         
         Gemma failed to see how that was relevant, but good to know? “That’s nice.”

         
         “You’re Gemma West,” she blurted, blushing anew.

         
         Ah, her modeling. Slowly but surely the pieces were coming together.
         

         
         “Long story short, when my stepmother asked for details I blanked and I recognized you on a book cover and blurted out that
            I was seeing someone named Gemma and it all sort of snowballed from there and I should’ve stopped it, but it took on a life
            of its own and then Jackie stole my phone and saw this picture I have saved of you and just assumed, and I had no idea you
            were related to—”
         

         
         “Back up.” Gemma smirked. “You’ve got a picture of me saved on your phone?”

         
         Tansy’s eyes slammed shut. “Can we please pretend I didn’t say that?”

         
         Gemma tsked. “Where would be the fun in that?”

         
         Tansy groaned. “I’m mortified.”

         
         “Don’t be. I’m flattered.” And delighted. If not confused. She waited until Tansy opened her eyes to continue. “How exactly
            do you know my cousin?”
         

         
         Gemma studied Tansy closely. Her brow creased as she lowered her eyes. “I—I went to Montlake Prep. Madison’s my step-cousin.”

         
         Hmm. “My condolences.”

         
         The right corner of Tansy’s mouth rose. “For which—Montlake or Madison?”

         
         Cheeky. Gemma liked that. “From what I’ve gathered, both are terrors. Take your pick.”

         
         Gemma had hoped that would earn a laugh, or at the very least a smile. All Tansy did was stare morosely down at the scant
            amount of space between their bodies. “I’m sure you think I’m completely pathetic.” She laughed, raspy and broken, and the
            sound sent a pang of sympathy through Gemma. “Seeing as I fabricated an entire relationship so Ashleigh and Madison would
            stop making snide comments about my social ineptitude. Well . . . if the shoe fits.”
         

         
         “I don’t think you’re pathetic.” Or socially inept, for that matter. Shy, maybe, but that was a horse of a different color.
            “Find me someone who hasn’t lied to their family.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned. “I guess that was a lot less complicated to explain than I thought.”

         
         Less complicated if it were the whole story, sure. Which it wasn’t. Not by a long shot, Gemma would bet. But the rest could
            wait. She knew enough for now.
         

         
         Tansy cleared her throat, shoulders rolling back, spine straightening, steeling herself. “Look, I’m sure you’ll want to tell everyone the truth, but”—she winced—“I know I have no business asking you for anything, let alone a favor, but do you think you could maybe let me slip out first? Give me, I don’t know, a five-minute head start so I can get to work changing my name, fleeing the country, and assuming a totally different identity?” 

         
         Tansy was utterly delusional if she believed Gemma had any intention of letting her slip away. “Cancún’s nice this time of
            year.”
         

         
         Tansy gave a watery laugh. “Never been to Mexico.”

         
         “After we’re married, I’ll take you wherever you damn well please.” Gemma’s fingers curled into the fabric of Tansy’s dress
            as she stepped a little closer. “And as far as new names go, Van Dalen’s the obvious option.”
         

         
         Tansy scoffed out a laugh. “Funny.”

         
         She cocked a brow.

         
         “You’re—you’re kidding.” Tansy’s fingers twitched against the slope of Gemma’s shoulders.

         
         “A crying shame I didn’t pursue a career as a stand-up comedian.” Tansy frowned and Gemma sighed. “With everyone believing
            I’m joking all the time, I can’t help but feel as if I missed out on my calling in life.”
         

         
         “I—wait, that’s—what?” Tansy shook her head, more hair escaping the clip at her nape as she tripped over her words. “Earlier,
            you were—you were serious? No. You were messing with Tucker. You were provoking him. That’s why you told everyone that we’re
            engaged when we’re not.”
         

         
         Gemma hushed her. Not that anyone was near enough to hear, but discretion was the name of the game. “Provoking my cousin is
            a perk, but otherwise incidental. I don’t do anything because of Tucker.” Perish the thought.
         

         
         “But—but that makes no sense,” Tansy sputtered. “Then why lie?”

         
         “Who says I’m lying?”

         
         Tansy stared.

         
         Ugh. Fine. Her turn to explain, then. “I’m going to assume you’re aware of the Van Dalen family business?”
         

         
         With twenty-two daily newspapers and commuter tabloids in fifteen states, including the Seattle Tribune, Van Dalen Publishing was the nation’s third-largest newspaper publisher. Unless you were living under a rock, chances were
            you’d heard of the media giant. Tansy’s proximity to the family all but guaranteed it.
         

         
         Tansy nodded.

         
         “I’m not sure if you heard, but my grandfather passed away last month and, to everyone’s surprise”—and the indignation of
            most—“he named me heir of Van Dalen Publishing.”
         

         
         Surprise was an understatement. Her hopes of ever helming Van Dalen Publishing had withered a long time ago and were eradicated entirely
            after she told her father off for his ultimatums and general fuckery, to which he responded by cutting her off.
         

         
         She had figured she wasn’t even in the line of succession anymore; Hieronymus van Dalen’s decision to skip over his three
            sons and bequeath Gemma the majority shares in the company—a decision discovered only after his death, during the reading
            of his will—had sent everyone into a tailspin, none more so than Gemma.
         

         
         Tansy frowned. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

         
         Gemma had received more congratulations than condolences in the month since her grandfather had died, enough that a genuine
            extension of sympathy knocked her off-kilter. “I hardly knew the man, but thank you.” She coughed, clearing her throat, her
            head. “So, I’ve been named successor—hip hip hurrah—with one tiny stipulation. Per the conditions of my grandfather’s trust,
            in order to inherit, I’ve got to be married, otherwise the company goes to”—Gemma’s upper lip curled—“Tucker.”
         

         
         Tansy’s jaw dropped. “That’s—that’s—”

         
         “A crock of antiquated shit?” Gemma snorted. “I know, right?”

         
         Gemma didn’t need a spouse to run the company; she didn’t need a spouse, period. Gemma didn’t need anyone.
         

         
         Tansy frowned. “I was going to say that’s not very fair.”

         
         Fair? Oh, Jesus. If Tansy still believed the universe gave a single fuck about what was fair, she was in for a rude awakening.
         

         
         “I mean, is that even legal?” Tansy asked. “Forcing you to get married?”

         
         “Technically, no one’s forcing me to do anything. It’s considered a conditional gift. A reward for embracing the family values my grandfather
            held most dear.” Gemma rolled her eyes. “I don’t have to accept.”
         

         
         But she’d be damned if she didn’t seize this opportunity with both hands and hold on tight.

         
         “Why would he do something like that?”

         
         “Your guess is as good as mine.” Gemma pursed her lips. “My grandfather’s motivations, while a mystery, are neither here nor
            there. In order to inherit the majority shares and be named president, I have to be married by the annual general meeting
            on December twenty-second, otherwise Tucker gets handed the keys to the kingdom.” Which was un-fucking-acceptable. Tucker
            had no practical experience in journalism, and for God’s sake, he complained about his hands getting dirty from newspaper
            ink. Over her dead body would she let him ruin VDP’s legacy. “And before you ask, no, I can’t marry just anyone. It has to
            look legitimate. Believable. Like I’m marrying for love, not simply to inherit. The marriage can’t raise any red flags. It’s
            got to pass inspection.”
         

         
         And inspected it would be. Her grandfather had named his dear friend and the chairman of the board of directors of VDP the executor of his will, and therefore judge, jury, and executioner of Gemma’s fate. 

         
         Tansy’s mouth opened and shut. “You’re serious. And you want to—you want to marry me?” Her eyes went wide with disbelief. “You don’t even know me.”
         

         
         Just like Tansy didn’t know her. All the better that they didn’t know each other. How’d the saying go? Familiarity breeds contempt? Hell, that was probably the primary reason most of Gemma’s relationships, few and far between as they’d been, had gone belly-side-up,
            with people thinking they knew her only to realize they didn’t—and leaving once they did.
         

         
         Gemma shrugged a shoulder. “What’s there to know? You’re eligible, according to your little lie everyone now believes we’ve
            been dating for the last six months, and while it’s not a prerequisite, the fact that you’re easy on the eyes certainly doesn’t
            hurt.”
         

         
         Tansy’s blush returned with a vengeance, sweeping up the sides of her jaw before overtaking the lower half of her face. “Are
            you drunk?”
         

         
         Gemma laughed. “I just paid you a compliment and you ask me if I’m drunk? I think the words you’re looking for are Thank you, Gemma. I’d be delighted to marry you.”
         

         
         Tansy offered up a flat glare.

         
         “All right, fine, I might be a teensy bit tipsy,” Gemma conceded with a smile. “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do at weddings?
            Get a little drunk, have a little fun, bag yourself a bridesmaid?”
         

         
         Tansy scoffed. “Trust me, I’m no bridesmaid. Madison and Tucker would’ve rather eloped than have me in the wedding party.”

         
         Ah, but she’d said nothing about being bagged. Gemma grinned. “Only because you’re so pretty.” Gemma let her left hand drift, reaching out and toying with the topmost button of Tansy’s sweater, tempted to undo it and see what she was hiding under there. She refrained, exercising restraint. For now. “Even in that sweater, you’d overshadow her in all the pictures.” 

         
         Tansy frowned down at her sweater. “What’s wrong with my cardigan?”

         
         Gemma snorted.

         
         Tansy continued to glare.

         
         “Oh, you were serious? Aside from it being ugly as sin and belonging at the bottom of an incinerator?” Gemma shrugged. “Nothing,
            I suppose.”
         

         
         “I happen to like this sweater.” Tansy scowled. “It’s vintage and I got it for a steal. And I get cold, okay? Some of us aren’t
            currently operating with a blood alcohol level high enough to dilate all of our blood vessels and—and activate our thermoreceptors.”
         

         
         “Mmm, that’s nice. I like it when you talk nerdy. Is that something you do often?” Because Gemma could really get behind that.
            And on top of it. All over it. Unf.
         

         
         A rosy blush bloomed along the crests of Tansy’s cheeks. Damn, that blush was adorable. If Gemma didn’t know better, she might’ve called herself smitten. Good thing she did, in fact,
            know better. “I—I don’t know how to answer that.”
         

         
         “Sounds to me like you need someone to warm you up.” Gemma grinned. “I volunteer as tribute.”

         
         “Oh sweet Jesus,” Tansy murmured. “You’re completely plastered, aren’t you?”

         
         Gemma threw her head back and laughed. Not quite. “Look, in the morning I’ll be sober, and I can guarantee I’ll still want
            to marry you.”
         

         
         “Holy shit,” Tansy whispered. “You’re—you’re actually insane. You’re not just drunk, you’re certifiable.”

         
         Okay, fair. Who married a total stranger, proposing in the first five minutes after having been introduced, the circumstances behind said introduction less than forthright to begin with? Nobody, that’s who, but Gemma was nothing if not a trailblazer. A very, very desperate trailblazer. “That didn’t sound like a no.”
         

         
         Tansy balked. “I wasn’t aware I’d been asked a question.”

         
         Oh, the girl had some brass after all. Gemma grinned. “You want me to get down on one knee? Propose?” Gemma leaned close, lips
            brushing the shell of Tansy’s ear. “Say yes now, and later, I’ll spend as much time on my knees as you want.”
         

         
         Tansy’s breath stuttered, and Gemma smirked.

         
         “Marry me and no one has to know none of this was real. No one has to know about your lie.” Gemma leaned back, looking Tansy
            in the eye. “Marry me and I can promise pathetic will be the last thing anyone calls you.”
         

         
         Tansy’s eyes flitted over Gemma’s face, a tiny crease forming between her brows as she weighed Gemma’s words. Her vows. “This
            is crazy.”
         

         
         Crazy as this all certainly was, the alternative—Van Dalen Publishing falling into the hands of her cousin—was unconscionable.

         
         “I can’t—I can’t marry you. I don’t know you.”
         

         
         “You’ve got a picture of me saved on your phone. I’m sure you know enough.”

         
         Tansy’s face fell, but Gemma was distracted by the head of silver-streaked hair cutting through the crowd toward them. Aw,
            hell. Her father had radar, some fucked-up sixth sense, an ability to smell fear, and Gemma . . . Gemma probably reeked of eau de desperation. It hadn’t exactly been her brightest plan, claiming to be engaged to a stranger, putting all her eggs in one basket, betting
            on a girl she didn’t know, a gambit if there had ever been one, but Tansy—shit. Gemma didn’t even know her last name.
         

         
         It was—it would be fine. There’d be plenty of time for last names and getting to know yous later. Right now, Gemma needed to plead her case to the girl who’d fallen into her lap by some stroke of good luck, the
            universe’s way of telling Gemma there was hope for her yet. Her only objective now needed to be convincing Tansy that marrying
            her was a brilliant idea, not some fool’s errand. If they played their cards right, this could pan out in both their favors.
         

         
         She leaned a little closer, keeping her voice pitched low in case of eavesdroppers. “Don’t think of this as a marriage. Think
            of it as a—a business merger. A marriage of convenience.”
         

         
         They might be lying to everyone else, but at least thus far they’d been mostly honest with each other. It was a better foundation
            for marriage than most couples could say they had.
         

         
         Tansy frowned. “That sounds romantic.”

         
         Romance had nothing to do with it. “Look, I’m not promising you the greatest love story of all time here.” Against her better
            judgment, Gemma remained honest. She hadn’t lied to Tansy yet, and she didn’t want to start. “But it won’t be forever. Two
            years. What the hell else are you doing with your life?”
         

         
         Living some sort of lie, apparently. Gemma failed to see why Tansy couldn’t trade one for another, this one with all sorts
            of untold perks.
         

         
         Gemma’s father paused, steely eyes meeting hers across the dance floor.

         
         She’d expected her father would find her eventually. That he’d attempt to pull her from the room, maybe pile her into the
            back of a town car, sending her on her merry way.
         

         
         They had a routine. He’d ignore her existence for months on end—a whole year, if she was lucky—then she’d do something he considered scandalous, and Victor would come running to erase the evidence, ruing the day he’d knocked her mother up. It was sweet, really. How many girls could claim to have such a reliable father-daughter relationship? 

         
         One might even say Gemma had been looking forward to this moment. But that was before, when her only plan had been to cause
            a little harmless havoc, crashing Tucker’s wedding because he and Madison hadn’t managed to find room on a guest list of three
            hundred for her. Announcing that she was engaged hadn’t been part of her plan; that was a complete improvisation.
         

         
         News of her engagement had no doubt reached her father by now. Gemma wasn’t drunk, but no way was she sober enough to go toe-to-toe
            with Victor van Dalen.
         

         
         “Why don’t you give it some thought? Sleep on it, maybe.” Gemma stole a step back, inching toward the exit.

         
         “Where are you—you can’t leave.” Tansy’s eyes widened, the hair escaping her shoddy chignon adding to her frazzled air. “What am I supposed to tell everyone?”
         

         
         Maybe the fact that her father was watching her like a hawk wasn’t the worst thing in the world. If there was one thing Gemma
            excelled at, it was putting on a show.
         

         
         “You’re absolutely right.”

         
         Tansy blinked, taken aback. “I am? I mean, I am.”

         
         Gemma hummed and boldly stepped into Tansy’s space, delighting in the way Tansy’s eyes widened further, her breath catching.
            Gemma rested one hand on the curve of Tansy’s waist, cupping the side of her neck with the other. Everything about her was
            soft beneath Gemma’s hands. “It would be utterly remiss of me to leave without giving my fiancée a kiss goodbye.”
         

         
         Beneath Gemma’s fingers, Tansy’s pulse fluttered wildly. Her breath quickened, chest rising and falling; her curves were concealed, hidden beneath that god-awful cardigan. Notching her thumb in the soft space beside Tansy’s jaw, Gemma angled Tansy’s face upward and leaned in, Gemma’s Jimmy Choos exaggerating the difference in their height. 

         
         As their noses brushed, Tansy’s breath blew sweetly, gusting across Gemma’s mouth. She paused, her thumb stroking the curve
            of Tansy’s jaw, delighting in the anticipation of the drawn-out moment before their lips touched. Clinging to her hair, her
            skin, was the scent of clean linen and old books. Pausing to inhale the honey sweetness of Tansy’s beeswax lip balm, she granted
            Tansy an opportunity to back away, to rebuff her advances. When Tansy didn’t take it, Gemma erased that final bit of distance
            between them, brushing a kiss against Tansy’s mouth.
         

         
         Tansy’s mouth opened under Gemma’s and her hands clutched at Gemma’s shoulders, short nails biting into the bare skin of Gemma’s
            upper back. Before she knew what the hell she was doing, Gemma was bunching the fabric of Tansy’s cardigan in her fist, nipping
            at the swell of Tansy’s bottom lip, smiling like a damn fool when Tansy shivered in her arms.
         

         
         Heat simmered in Gemma’s veins, warmth settling in her stomach, a dizzying sort of desperation making her light-headed as
            she clutched Tansy close, swaying on her heels.
         

         
         She was a total fucking goner. Whatever magic Tansy was made of, Gemma wanted to drown in it, revel in the honeyed heat burning
            her up from the inside out. It was better than the finest bourbon she’d ever had the pleasure of sipping.
         

         
         Tansy pulled away with a gasp, chest heaving against Gemma’s, and, need for breath be damned, Gemma ached for her to come
            back.
         

         
         Fuck. All at once, reality rushed in, and with it, the realization that this girl just might be more than Gemma had bargained for.
         

         
         “Think about it,” she whispered, forcing her fingers to release their grip on Tansy’s sweater. She took a step back, the dregs of dizziness disappearing with distance. 

         
         Tansy’s face was flushed, her pink lips parted and kiss-swollen, her blue eyes dark beneath the amber light shining from the
            chandelier overhead. Gemma’s gut clenched, the urge to swoop in and press one final kiss to Tansy’s mouth almost impossible
            to ignore.
         

         
         Almost.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Think about it.

         
         Even hours later, the ghost of Gemma’s perfume lingered in Tansy’s nose, vetiver and warm vanilla. The phantom pillow-plush
            press of Gemma’s kiss still burned on her lips, the tender caress of Gemma’s fingers against her jaw was baked into her brain,
            and an echo of Gemma’s throaty laugh rang in her ears.
         

         
         As if Tansy could do anything but think about it.
         

         
         It was absurd, last night; entirely surreal. Quite frankly, Tansy wasn’t certain whether she had found herself at the center
            of an elaborate prank, some practical joke Gemma van Dalen was pulling on her family. Gate-crashing and button-pushing; sly
            smiles and doublespeak; Gemma’s last name—all of it set off warning bells inside Tansy’s head.
         

         
         Gorgeous newspaper heiresses moonlighting as romance cover models didn’t talk to Tansy. They sure as hell didn’t promise to get down on their knees for her, and never, ever did they kiss her breathless. They certainly didn’t propose marriage out of the blue. That sort of thing didn’t happen to
            Tansy. Not until last night.
         

         
         “Earth to Tansy.” Katherine waved her hand in front of Tansy’s face, snapping her back to her office. She’d met with her stepmother this morning to discuss the financials and operations of Belltown Books, same as they did the second Sunday of every month for the last six years. “Someone’s a million miles away this morning.” 

         
         Not a million. Five, give or take. She’d left her brain back in the ballroom of the Seattle Yacht Club.

         
         Tansy raised her mug in the air, the one featuring a cheery illustration of a bookshelf, with paperback spines color-coordinated
            on the ceramic.
         

         
         “Guess the caffeine hasn’t kicked in or something,” Tansy fibbed, wincing as she took a sip of her London Fog Tea Latte.

         
         She was doing a lot of that lately. Fibbing.

         
         “Or something.” Katherine removed her glasses, setting the stylish cat-eye frames atop a stack of invoice slips. “You know, I’m disappointed
            in you, Tansy.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned. She’d only spaced out for a second. Maybe the caffeine hadn’t kicked in. “I’m sorry? I didn’t—”
         

         
         “And so you should be. Sorry.” The intensity of Katherine’s glare twisted Tansy’s insides into a pretzel. “Keeping a secret like Gemma van Dalen from me.”
         

         
         “Oh.” A pit formed in her stomach, the squeeze of her insides going full-on boa constrictor. “That.”

         
         Of course Katherine wanted to know all about that. Honestly, Tansy was surprised Katherine hadn’t burst through the bookstore’s doors
            and demanded details before Tansy had even uttered hello.
         

         
         By this point, she’d been hoping Katherine wouldn’t ask at all. That maybe last night had been some fever dream, a delusion
            born from too much champagne and chocolate fondue.
         

         
         “Yes, that.” Katherine pouted. “Quite frankly, I’m hurt. No. I’m wounded.” Katherine sighed theatrically. “How could you keep a secret like that from me?”
         

         
         “Katherine, the truth is . . .”

         
         Until last night, Gemma van Dalen didn’t even know I exist.

         
         The truth was, despite whatever Ashleigh and Madison thought, Tansy could get a date; in fact, she’d gone on lots of dates. She’d put herself out there, not once, not twice, but plenty of times,
            and it never got easier. The fun people talked about having on first dates? She didn’t know what sort of dates those people
            were going on and with whom, but Tansy found the whole process . . . excruciating.
         

         
         First dates made her nervous. Not just a little jittery. Full-blown anxiety, complete with a racing heart and a sick-to-her-stomach
            feeling that made it impossible to keep down food for a full six hours before the date. Not only did the nerves make it so
            she couldn’t eat; they made her second-guess every little thing that came out of her mouth. The more nervous she got, the
            less she said. And the less she said, the more she worried, and of course, around that point, the tunnel vision would set
            in. Her mind would go blank, all the witty conversation starters she’d practiced in the mirror falling out of her head, and,
            as cause and effect would dictate, her desperation to say something, anything, would ratchet higher and higher, until her brain-to-mouth filter failed her and she’d begin to babble.
         

         
         It was a lot of stress and sweating—so much sweating. Tansy just didn’t see the point of dating. Not anymore. Not when her first dates seldom turned into second
            dates and when, on the rare occasions those first dates did turn into second dates, and even third dates, she had a tendency to call it quits. Something about going on more than three
            dates with the same person unlocked a treasure trove of fresh anxieties, most of them stemming from how she’d start imagining
            their fourth date, picturing what her life might look like with someone else in it, and then feel her hopes start to rise.
            The idea of falling in love, falling faster than the other person, if they even fell at all—
         

         
         No, thank you.

         
         She had her store and her books, and it was—enough. It was enough.

         
         Not that she could tell anyone that without confirming what she knew they already thought.

         
         As soon as news of the truth broke, Ashleigh and Madison would have a field day the likes of which they hadn’t had since—God, it would be like high school all over again. Worse, because this time Tansy wasn’t some naive little girl lying to herself;
            this time she was lying to everyone.
         

         
         “The engagement is recent,” she blurted. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Could she be more of a coward?

         
         “Recent,” Katherine echoed. Tansy couldn’t tell if she sounded dubious or baffled or just plain curious.

         
         Guilt gnawed at her, the pit in her stomach growing, and with it, her laundry list of lies.

         
         She offered a half-hearted shrug. “And I didn’t want to overshadow Tucker and Madison’s big day.”

         
         She held her breath, toes curling and uncurling inside her loafers, her only concession against the urge to fidget. Slowly,
            Katherine’s scowl softened into a smile, and Tansy breathed a sigh of relief.
         

         
         Short-lived relief. All she’d done was put off the inevitable. It wasn’t like she was actually going to marry Gemma van Dalen, a practical stranger. Every lie only dug the hole deeper, so deep she couldn’t fathom how she was supposed
            to eventually crawl her way out.
         

         
         “While I can’t say I loved being blindsided, that was rather thoughtful of you, Tansy. Always putting everyone else first. I believe that just might be your best trait.” Katherine reached out, patting Tansy on the back of the hand in a brief concession of affection. Her stepmom wasn’t a hugger. “Your father would be proud of the person you’ve become.” 

         
         Her tea latte curdled in her sinking stomach.

         
         “That’s—thank you, Katherine.” Damn it. Now was not the time to think about what her father would actually think of her if he knew the truth.
         

         
         Katherine reached inside her purse, pulling out her phone. “Do you have a date set?”

         
         “A date set for—oh, you mean the wedding?” Tansy scratched the side of her neck. “Uh, no, no date. With the engagement being so—so new, we haven’t exactly had time to make plans.”
         

         
         “You’d better get on the stick with hiring a wedding planner soon,” Katherine said. “The best venues are booking a year in
            advance, and the same goes for most vendors. The sooner you book someone, the longer they have to help you plan.”
         

         
         “Sure.” She pasted on a smile. “We’ll get right on that.”

         
         Tansy’s phone chimed, and Katherine smiled. “There. I just forwarded you the contact information for one of the premier event
            organizers in the city. She planned the wedding of that dating app mogul, Brandon something or other. I don’t remember his
            name, but his wedding was fabulous.”
         

         
         “That’s great, Katherine. I appreciate it. Truly. But enough about . . . all of that.” They were here to talk shop, not about
            her pseudo-engagement. Talking about the bookstore was far preferable, books being within her comfort zone. And Tansy liked her comfort zone. It was, well, comfortable. Why anyone would brave the alternative was beyond her. “I was hoping we could circle back to what I mentioned last month—hiring
            on another bookseller at least part-time, if not full.”
         

         
         Katherine plucked her glasses off the desk, sliding them up the bridge of her nose. “Do you really think now is the right time to be bringing someone on?”
         

         
         If not now, when? “I really do. It’s October, and if we hire someone now, we can get them settled before the holidays.” She
            laced her fingers together atop the desk and forced herself to meet Katherine’s eyes. “Katherine, we need help. I need help. It’s only Kat, Tahereh, Danny, and me. At the very least, we need a dedicated events director and another bookseller.”
         

         
         Because right now, Tansy was drowning. She was the office manager, dealing with inventory, online orders, B2B bulk orders,
            packing, labeling, and shipping. If that wasn’t enough, she was also the adult buyer and the adult book club coordinator.
            It was too much for two people to juggle, and Tansy was doing it all while also occasionally pitching in on the sales floor.
         

         
         And it wasn’t only Tansy who was exhausted. Kat, the floor manager, begged Tansy on a weekly basis for another set of hands,
            at least part-time. Tahereh, the children’s book buyer and young reader book club coordinator, had permanent bags beneath
            her eyes, and Danny, the marketing and communications manager, mainlined coffee like it was water.
         

         
         Everyone at Belltown Books was on the verge of burnout.
         

         
         “What about . . . what’s her name?” Katherine snapped her fingers. “Thandie! That’s it. What about her? She didn’t quit, did
            she?”
         

         
         “No, Thandie is on maternity leave.”

         
         “Still?” Katherine frowned. “Didn’t she have her baby weeks ago?”

         
         “Four weeks, yes. She’s on parental leave for twelve.”

         
          “Not paid, right?”

         
         Tansy stared at her, hoping she was kidding, knowing deep down inside she wasn’t. “Yes, paid. In fact, that’s something else I want to talk about. Did you know that parents are entitled to up to sixteen weeks of paid parental leave under European Union law?” 

         
         “We’re not part of the EU, Tansy, so I hardly see how that’s relevant,” Katherine said, brushing her off with a wave of her
            hand. “Fine, so Thandie is on maternity leave until the new year. Are you sure you can’t just hold the fort down until then?”
         

         
         “I guess—”

         
         “Great. I’m so glad we have that settled.”

         
         Nothing was settled. “I guess I can manage for a few weeks, but I hardly see why we can’t hire someone when business is booming.”
         

         
         Katherine frowned. “Booming is subjective. We might be doing well now, sure, but hiring someone is going to cut into our profits.”
         

         
         Tansy pressed her fingers into the space between her brows. She could feel the beginnings of a headache creeping up on her,
            a subtle yet incessant throb that likely had less to do with last night’s champagne and more to do with—well, she could take
            her pick, honestly. What in her life wasn’t headache-inducing?
         

         
         “We need to consider profitability versus sustainability, Katherine.” Not to mention employee retention. Who the hell wanted
            to work themselves to the bone with increased duties and stagnant pay? “So we cut into profits a little bit. We can afford
            to do that, especially if you consider how amazing our team is at what they do. We should be looking at them as an investment,
            nurturing those relationships and making sure they know they’re valued. Because this store can’t survive without them. It’s
            about the bigger picture, the future of Belltown Books.”
         

         
         “The future,” Katherine repeated, touching the chain hanging around her neck. “Hmm.”

         
         “There is always another option.” Tansy drummed the end of her pen against the desk. “If you’re opposed to cutting into profits, you
            could always put in a few hours.”
         

         
         Katherine’s hand fell to her lap. “A few hours doing what?”

         
         “You know . . . working here.”

         
         In the store she owned, the store she reaped the majority of the profits from, the store she seldom ever visited.

         
         Katherine laughed. “Oh, Tansy. For a second, I thought you were serious.”

         
         Tansy stared.

         
         Katherine’s laughter tapered off into a quiet scoff. “I’m too busy. And it’s of little consequence, given what I believe we
            need to discuss.” She rubbed the front of her throat. “Heavens, this is difficult for me to say. Probably just as difficult
            as it will be for you to hear.”
         

         
         A dozen worst-case scenarios flitted through Tansy’s head, each increasingly awful. “Is everything okay? You’re not sick,
            are you?”
         

         
         “Of course not. Don’t you think I would have led with that?” Katherine batted at the air. “No, I have been approached with
            an offer.”
         

         
         Tansy’s heart made a slow descent, sinking to her stomach. “An offer to what?”

         
         “Do I really have to spell it out?” Katherine groaned. “Selling, Tansy. A representative from Scylla Inc. reached out with a generous offer, and I am considering accepting.”
         

         
         Scylla, every indie bookstore’s worst nightmare. The multinational e-commerce juggernaut had a reputation for destroying small businesses, thriving on cheap labor, copycatting, and price-fixing, making it all but impossible for stores to keep their heads above water, let alone compete in an already crowded market. Now that Scylla had expanded into the brick-and-mortar space, they’d begun buying those struggling businesses up left and right, more than living up to their mythological namesake, the many-headed monster. 

         
         “No. Absolutely not.” Tansy’s chest tightened and she struggled to swallow. “You can’t.”

         
         “I know—”

         
         “You don’t know.” How could she when she stepped inside the store a grand total of twelve times a year? Tansy was the one
            who’d poured her blood, sweat, and tears, her heart into this store, into keeping it running, keeping it thriving, and modernizing it without abandoning its spirit. “This is
            my family’s store, Katherine. I grew up here. This is my home; this is my whole world.”
         

         
         Tansy dragged in another breath that barely reached her lungs, her chest gripped with panic at the thought of losing everything
            she knew and loved. Everything that was safe and good and hers.
         

         
         “I know that. I also know your father entrusted this store to me”—Katherine missed the way she flinched—“so that I could make
            the best decisions about its future. About our future.”
         

         
         Unlike the slow creep of cancer that had stolen Tansy’s mother years before, her father’s death had been sudden, the result
            of an aneurysm, a brain bleed no one could’ve seen coming. He’d left his new wife with a fifteen-year-old stepdaughter and
            a bookstore, neither of which she’d signed on for.
         

         
         Neither of which she’d wanted.

         
         “I know you have a sentimental attachment to this place.” Katherine frowned. “But it’s a business, and it would be unwise
            to let your personal feelings cloud your professional judgment.”
         

         
         A dry, rasping laugh escaped her, hovering heavy in the air. Katherine stiffened. She had some nerve, reducing Tansy’s feelings to mere sentimental attachment.
         

         
         Located in the heart of Belltown, just blocks from the Space Needle, Belltown Books had been in Tansy’s family since its inception
            in 1946, when her grandfather had purchased the building. Her grandfather had converted the space, once a silent-era film
            exchange, into a storefront, replacing the velvet-upholstered seats with bookshelves and turning the third-floor space that
            once housed a projection booth into a two-bedroom apartment. It was the place where he had raised his family, where Tansy’s
            father had gone on to raise her.
         

         
         She had taken her first steps in the general fiction aisle, broken her arm sliding down the banister from the second floor,
            and had her first kiss beside the test prep books, and the arched doorway to the children’s reading room was decorated with
            pencil lines tracking her every growth spurt.
         

         
         It wasn’t just a business. More than brick and mortar, Belltown Books was home.
         

         
         “Sell and do what exactly?” she demanded, her voice reedy.

         
         “Anything we want.” Katherine’s eyes swept the office, gaze landing and lingering on the photo of Tansy’s mother and father
            that she kept on her desk. Her expression softened. “I know your father loved this place. I know you love this place—”
         

         
         “I do love it,” Tansy insisted, leaning forward, eyes locked on Katherine, trying to impress upon her how serious she was.
            “I want to keep loving it.”
         

         
         And she wanted to be the one to run it. Not soulless Scylla, who’d probably come in and replace the tight-knit staff with self-checkout kiosks and computers. If they even kept it as a bookstore. Maybe they only wanted the building and were planning to convert the space into something else entirely. A high-tech emporium, a warehouse full of gadgets and gizmos, sterile and white, smelling of plastic instead of old books and paper and the coffee and buttery pastries from the café downstairs. It was prime real estate. A space this size was hard to come by in this part of the city; who knew what Scylla wanted to do with it? 

         
         “I can see that you’re upset—”

         
         “Upset is an understatement.” She was furious, and Katherine’s condescending tone was doing more harm than good.
         

         
         Katherine pinched her eyes shut. “Try to see things from my point of view. For me, Belltown Books has become an albatross.”
            She opened her eyes, frown lingering. “Aren’t you tired of being tied down? You’re so young. Don’t you want to travel? Get
            out there and see the world with your own two eyes instead of reading about it in some musty old book?”
         

         
         Her teeth clacked together, jaw clenching. Tansy loved her musty old books, thank you very much.
         

         
         “That’s your plan? Sell Belltown Books to the highest bidder and travel? What about everyone else?” The booksellers with families
            to support, rents to pay, kids to send to school? “What are they supposed to do?”
         

         
         “I’m sure everyone will be fine. Either Scylla will keep them on or they’ll find work somewhere else.”

         
         If only it were so simple. If only Tansy were so certain.

         
         “And me?” This was her job. She lived in the apartment upstairs. Belltown Books was her life. “What am I supposed to do? Where
            am I supposed to go?”
         

         
         She cringed at the way her voice cracked, at how desperate she sounded.

         
         “You’re such a worrier.” Katherine had the nerve to laugh. “You’ll be fine! My God, you’re marrying a Van Dalen.”

         
         Tansy’s eyes stung. She wasn’t. She really wasn’t.
         

         
         Unless . . .

         
         No. It was crazy. Utterly absurd.

         
         But . . .

         
         Crazy was better than destitute, with her family’s bookstore falling into the hands of a soulless retail giant.

         
         Marry me and I can promise pathetic will be the last thing anyone calls you.

         
         Tansy lifted a hand to her mouth, chewing on her already shredded thumbnail. She couldn’t believe she was sitting here contemplating
            this. Considering marrying a stranger. Marrying a Van Dalen.
         

         
         But the Van Dalens were old-money rich. So wealthy that, oh, say, buying a small bookstore would be a drop in the bucket for
            someone like Gemma van Dalen.
         

         
         It wouldn’t be the marriage she’d dreamed about as a little girl, but saving the store and securing her future sure beat some
            pipe dream of maybe one day falling in love. Tansy could give up two years in exchange for saving the store, owning it outright. Especially when
            Gemma had made a decent point—what else was Tansy doing with her life?
         

         
         “How soon is Scylla expecting an answer?”

         
         Katherine seesawed her head from side to side. “They didn’t give me a firm deadline, but they’d like an answer by the first
            of the year.”
         

         
         The first of the year. Almost three months away. Tansy could work with that.

         
         She lifted her mug, replacing the bitter taste in her mouth with the creamy sweetness of her latte. “What if you had another offer?” 

         
         “If it were competitive, sure,” Katherine said, breezy. “Not that it matters. I don’t have another offer.”
         

         
         Tansy teetered on the edge of committing to a life-altering decision.

         
         “Tansy?” Katherine prodded, frowning softly.

         
         Here went nothing. “What if I bought the store?” She held Katherine’s gaze across the desk, refusing to flinch even when Katherine’s
            eyes widened. “Gemma and I, I mean. Obviously.”
         

         
         As if she could afford it on her own.

         
         She held her breath, waiting as Katherine drummed her fingers against the edge of the desk, gray eyes narrowed, contemplating.

         
         “This is something you’ve discussed?”

         
         Seeing as Katherine had just sprung this on her, no. “Not exactly,” she couched. “But Gemma knows how much the store means
            to me.”
         

         
         Or she would once Tansy had pled her case. Money to buy the store in exchange for her hand in marriage.

         
         Katherine’s face softened. “It really means a lot to you, doesn’t it?”

         
         A lot didn’t do her feelings for the store justice, but she nodded anyway.
         

         
         “Well, far be it for me to stand in the way of your dreams.” Katherine slipped the handle of her handbag over her arm and
            stood. “Talk it over with your fiancée and let me know if and when you decide to make an offer. Preferably sooner than later.
            I can only keep Scylla on the hook for so long. And don’t forget to call that wedding planner.”
         

         
         Tansy reached for her phone, nodding absently as she entered her passcode, getting it wrong on the first try, her hands sweaty and her grip shaky. “Sure.” 

         
         Katherine paused in the doorway. “And do try to get outside today, Tansy. All this time spent buried under these books has
            you looking a little pale.”
         

         
         With that parting shot, Katherine breezed out of the office, shutting the door behind her.

         
         Tansy couldn’t muster up an ounce of indignation. She was too busy pulling up Gemma’s Instagram profile to give a damn about
            her complexion.
         

         
         Her fingers trembled as she typed a message, sending up a silent prayer after she pressed send that Gemma had push notifications turned on.
         

         
         
            Hi, this is Tansy. I thought about it. Can we talk?

         

         Five minutes later, her phone buzzed with an Instagram notification. Gemma had responded.

         
         Heart racing, Tansy opened the message.

         
         
            Just the fiancée I was hoping to hear from.

         

         Gemma wasn’t even in the room with her, and yet for some ungodly reason, her cheeks started to burn.

         
         
            Do you have multiple fiancées I should know about?

         

         She held her breath, watching those maddening dots dance across the screen as Gemma typed a response.

         
         
            Just you. I hope.

         

         Something about that I hope was oddly encouraging, maybe because it reminded her she wasn’t the only one whose future hinged on this ruse.
         

         
         
            Can we meet somewhere?

         

         Gemma’s response was nearly instantaneous.

         
         
            501 West Highland Drive Apartment 400. See you soon.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Tansy double-checked the address on her phone. 501 West Highland Drive. This was it.
         

         
         The four-story brick building was located in Upper Queen Anne, right across from Kerry Park, and what it lacked in height
            it more than made up for in its footprint, occupying an entire block on the north side of the street. A bronze plaque set
            into the red brick stated that the property, constructed in 1921, had been added to the National Register of Historic Places
            and met the criteria for the Seattle Landmarks Ordinance.
         

         
         Tansy wiped her palms against her thighs and stopped in front of one of the building’s arched entryways, frowning at the intercom
            beside the door. Gemma hadn’t mentioned an entry code, but in a building this obviously ritzy, it stood to reason the security
            would be top-notch. It was a wonder there wasn’t a doorman.
         

         
         Apartment 400 . . . there it was, the button for Gemma’s unit, located at the very top of the box. Tansy pressed it, wincing
            at the staticky screech the intercom emitted.
         

         
         “’lo? Who’s it?”

         
         Bizarre. That didn’t sound like Gemma. Not unless her voice had gotten significantly deeper and far more British overnight.

         
         “Um, hi. I’m not sure if I have the right apartment, but—”

         
         The intercom emitted another piercing shriek before a long, low buzz came from the door. Tansy tried the handle. Open. Minus the voice confusion, so far, so good. 

         
         One brief elevator ride later, Tansy stepped out onto the fourth floor, pausing for a moment to get her bearings. The unit
            numbers descended from left to right, 404, 402, and there, at the end of the hall, apartment 400.
         

         
         Before she could second-guess herself or chicken out, Tansy rapped her knuckles against the front door.

         
         A muffled curse came from inside the apartment, followed by a yelp, then the thump of approaching footsteps. The door was
            thrown open, revealing a bare, heavily tattooed, light brown chest that led down into dangerously low-rise jeans.
         

         
         “Pizza’s here, Gem!” the man who had answered the door shouted. He turned, looked Tansy up and down, and frowned. “Never mind,
            not pizza. Just some chick selling something. Proselytizing? I don’t know. Unless it’s sex, drugs, or alcohol, there’s no
            soliciting allowed in the building, love.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned. “They allow that here?”

         
         “Mm, doubtful. Anyway”—he began to shut the door—“have a nice day.”

         
         Tansy leaped forward, flattening her palm against the door. “Wait, no. I’m not selling—”

         
         “Look, I’m sure you’re a nice person, but I couldn’t care less for your religion.” He kept his grip on the doorknob, using
            his other hand to shoo her away. “Go away, now.”
         

         
         “I’m not here to convert you.”

         
         He ran his tongue over his teeth, considering her through narrowed eyes. “All right, you’ve piqued my curiosity. I’ll bite.
            Go on.” He beckoned with one hand. “Give me your spiel.”
         

         
         “My—my spiel?” Tansy didn’t have a spiel.

         
         “Yeah, you know—if I don’t subscribe to your religion and eschew my heretical, hedonistic, queer, and fabulous lifestyle posthaste, there’ll be nothing but hellfire and damnation in my future. All brimstone and eternal doom down under. That spiel.” 

         
         For the second time in twenty-four hours, Tansy was lost. “I don’t have a spiel. I—”

         
         “You don’t have a spiel?” The man tutted as if it were Tansy who was being ridiculous. “I can’t imagine how you plan to persuade
            me if you don’t have a spiel. Well, I suppose bribery is always an option, but you seem a”—he wiggled his fingers at her—“bit
            of a do-gooder for that sort of degeneracy.”
         

         
         Was that supposed to be a compliment? “Thank you? I—”

         
         “Do you at least have a copy of your religious text that I might be able to peruse at my leisure?”

         
         “No, I’m not—”

         
         “That’s disappointing. You’re rather bad at this.” He frowned, drumming his fingers against the door. His nails were painted
            black, the polish pristine, as if freshly painted. “Are you new? In training, perhaps? Would you like some feedback? Constructive,
            of course! I don’t want to, like, crush your spirits.”
         

         
         “That’s kind of you to offer, but I’m—”

         
         “Tansy? Hi.” Gemma stepped into view, shouldering her way into the doorway, a delicate wrinkle forming in the space above
            her nose. She shoved the sleeves of her oversized sweatshirt up her arms, and as she did, the hem rose an inch, revealing
            nothing but bare skin beneath. A shiver ripped its way up Tansy’s spine, and for a second she could’ve sworn her brain buffered,
            blanking out entirely. She snapped back at the sound of Gemma’s voice and tore her eyes from Gemma’s thighs before she could
            be caught staring. “—is Teddy, one of my roommates.”
         

         
         “Tansy! Tansy from last night?” He waited for Gemma’s nod. “Why didn’t you say? I’m delighted to make your acquaintance.” Teddy bent at the waist, bowing low, offering her a cheeky wink. “And for the record, I’m hardly just Gemma’s roommate. I’m also her closest confidant, emergency contact, voice of unreason, and the handsome devil on her shoulder.
            And on occasion, her one phone call and the purveyor of her bond.”
         

         
         “That was once, and it was a misunderstanding. They dropped the charges.”
         

         
         “You, my friend, are still banned from the Dunkin’ Donuts in the West Village. For life.”

         
         What exactly did one have to do to warrant a lifelong ban from a coffee shop? On second thought, maybe she didn’t want to
            know.
         

         
         Gemma rolled her eyes, smile fond. “I’d assure you Teddy isn’t usually like this, but that would be a lie. He’s worse.”

         
         He beamed. “You know what they say—one woman’s worse is another woman’s better.”
         

         
         Gemma arched a brow. “No one says that.”

         
         “They should start. Don’t you agree, Tansy?”

         
         “Um.” Tansy looked to Gemma for guidance, a clue, something. Gemma shrugged, oversized sweatshirt slipping off her shoulder. “I guess—”
         

         
         “See, Tansy agrees with me.” Teddy wrapped an arm around Tansy’s shoulders and steered her into the apartment

         
         Tansy wasn’t in Kansas anymore. She was pretty sure she was in Palm Springs—1960s Palm Springs, to be precise.

         
         The walls were painted bubblegum, and the one behind the pink velvet sofa was covered in a deep green palm print wallpaper. The furniture was all midcentury modern, with teakwood and curved lines, save for the giant inflatable swan pool float that was propped against the wall beside the framed television. Someone had been watching The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills.
         

         
         “Now, Tansy, I figure since you’re going to be marrying one of my best friends in this entire godforsaken world, you and I
            should get to know each other properly.”
         

         
         “I haven’t actually agreed to anything yet, but . . . okay?”

         
         “What do you do for fun? What do you like? Perhaps you have a dark, painful secret you’d like to share? Trauma, while terrible,
            is fantastic for bonding.”
         

         
         Her head spun. “Just dive right into the deep end, why don’t you?”

         
         It was starting to look like that pool float might come in handy, after all.

         
         Teddy stopped walking and frowned. “I’m sorry. Too much, too soon? Should I ask your favorite color first?”

         
         “It’s purple,” Gemma said.

         
         Tansy frowned. “How did you know that?”

         
         Gemma shrugged, eyeing up Tansy’s sweater. “You’ve worn the color twice in two days.”

         
         “So you just assumed it was my favorite as opposed to it being a coincidence that I chose to wear it?”

         
         “I don’t believe in coincidences.” A smile flirted at the corner of Gemma’s mouth. “Am I wrong?”

         
         “No,” she conceded, grudgingly. Purple was her favorite color. “Let me guess—your favorite color is pink?”
         

         
         Gemma laughed and plucked a spray bottle off the coffee table. “Nice guess, but no. The apartment belonged to my grandmother,
            Mara, whose tastes ran a little . . . eccentric. She left it to me, and I considered redecorating, but it’s got a certain . . .
            charm.” Gemma wandered over to a potted fern in the corner, spritzing the fronds. “The place grows on you, after a while.”
         

         
         “Literally.” Teddy flicked a dangling vine of devil’s ivy out of his face as he drew back the curtains in front of the window, revealing
            a balcony covered in plants.
         

         
         “Yvonne is our resident plant queer,” Gemma said, setting the spray bottle aside.

         
         “Yvonne?”

         
         “Another roommate,” Gemma said.

         
         Another, as opposed to other. “How many roommates do you have?”
         

         
         “Five.”

         
         Five? Gemma had as many roommates as Belltown Books had employees.
         

         
         Teddy let the curtain fall. “Occasionally more, if we catch a stray or two.”

         
         Gemma rolled her eyes. “He means if we have friends visit from out of town.”

         
         Tansy glanced around the apartment. “And these other roommates of yours? Are they home?”

         
         Gemma shook her head, and Tansy let out a sigh of relief. She was feeling a mite overwhelmed as it was.

         
         “Lucy’s on a business trip,” Gemma said. “The others—”

         
         “Are in Auburn,” Teddy said. “Concert.”

         
         A pop of magenta caught her eye from the other side of the room. She’d call it art, but the pushpins threw her off. “What’s
            that?”
         

         
         “I see you’ve spotted our Conquest Collage,” Teddy said.

         
         No fewer than two dozen photographs had been tacked to the wall, hot pink string strung between them in a dizzying web like
            some sort of suspect wall. One of those photos did look suspiciously like a mug shot . . . “Your what?”
         

         
         “It’s silly,” Gemma said, coming to stand beside her, close enough that their elbows bumped when Gemma crossed her arms.

         
         “Excuse you, but it was my idea and it was brilliant.” Teddy turned and addressed Tansy. “As you’re well aware, Gemma needs to get hitched posthaste. Prior to your fortuitous meeting last night, it made the most sense to tap into her pool of past pursuits, as opposed to exploring . . . novel avenues. Less legwork, less explaining all around. Hence, the Conquest Collage.” 

         
         Teddy’s words gave her pause. “Wait. Exactly how many people are in on this?”

         
         “My roommates,” Gemma said. “Just my roommates. All of whom I trust to keep a secret.”
         

         
         Tansy didn’t relish anyone knowing she’d lied, but it could be worse. It could always be worse.

         
         She turned back to the wall and studied the collage more closely. By no means was she a pop culture fiend, but she’d have
            to be living under a rock not to recognize at least a few faces. Models, mostly. All breathtaking. Tansy’s self-esteem wilted.
            “These are all people you’ve dated?”
         

         
         Gemma reached out, plucking at one of the taut pink strings. It vibrated quietly, the sound causing the hair on the nape of
            Tansy’s neck to stand on end. “Dated, slept with, was spotted out with in public. Time is of the essence. I can’t really afford
            to be picky.”
         

         
         Tansy tried not to let that sting and failed miserably. She knew what this was and what it wasn’t. In no way was she under
            the delusion that she was Gemma’s first choice. She was here, she fit the bill. What had Gemma called it? A business merger,
            a marriage of convenience.
         

         
         Every little girl’s dream.

         
         Her eyes drifted, landing on a snapshot of a man posing on a red carpet. “Is that—”

         
         “Taylor’s lucky all he kept was her scarf.” Gemma pursed her lips. “He made off with a pair of my La Perla panties.”

         
         Tansy stood there, staring at the wall, searching for something to say and coming up empty.

         
         Which wasn’t a problem, apparently, because Gemma grabbed her hand and tugged. “Teddy, I know you’re looking forward to getting
            to know Tansy, but we have business to attend to.”
         

         
         “Right.” No matter how hard Tansy tried, she couldn’t tear her eyes off that wall. “Business.”

         
         “That’s cool. We’ll just put a pin in it for now,” Teddy called out. “Give you some time to think about those deep, dark secrets!”

         
         Gemma led her down the hall and into the first room on the right.

         
         “My room,” she said.

         
         The walls were painted a soft shade of mint, the pillows, curtains, and rug bright pops of pink and turquoise. A half-empty
            bottle of Pedialyte and several cans of LaCroix sat on the nightstand nearest the window.
         

         
         Gemma turned, obstructing her view of the room as she stepped into Tansy’s space. She reached out, shutting the bedroom door
            with a quiet snick, but she kept her hand on the frame, boxing Tansy in between her body and the wall. “Hi.”
         

         
         “Hi.” The echoed greeting came out embarrassingly breathy. Gemma’s vanilla and vetiver perfume clung to her hair as it formed
            a curtain, brushing Tansy’s sleeve when Gemma leaned close. The sweet scent conjured the memory of last night’s dance, Gemma’s
            hands gripping Tansy’s hips, her teeth nipping at Tansy’s bottom lip. Tansy swallowed hard, verging on a gulp. The left corner
            of Gemma’s mouth kicked up in a grin. “Alone at last.”
         

         
         Tansy’s cheeks prickled and burned.

         
         “Just like I remembered,” Gemma breathed. With her right hand, she reached out, fingers tracing the spread of heat up Tansy’s jaw without actually touching skin. “That blush slays me.” 

         
         “Thank you? I think.”

         
         Gemma beamed. “I think you and I are going to have a lot of fun together, Tansy. But first.” Gemma dropped her hand and stepped
            back. “Down to brass tacks.”
         

         
         Tansy nodded, feeling steadier without the heat of Gemma’s body and the smell of her perfume suffusing her senses, distracting
            her from reason. “All right.”
         

         
         Gemma took a seat on the edge of the bed, leaning back on her palms. She hooked one bare foot over the other, crossing her
            legs at the ankles, the picture of ease save for the tightening at the corners of her eyes as she stared at Tansy. “Tell me,
            Tansy, what do you want from me?”
         

         
         Tansy shifted her weight from one foot to the other, unsure of whether she should have a seat and where. “Who says I want
            anything?”
         

         
         Gemma threw her head back and laughed, the sound rich and melodic, with a hint of smoke that sent another shiver racing up
            Tansy’s spine. “The day I meet someone who doesn’t want something from me is the day I’ll know hell froze over.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned. “That’s awfully cynical.”

         
         Gemma stared at her.

         
         She crossed her arms. “Well, it is.”

         
         “Forget my cynicism for a moment. You told me you thought about my offer. Between now and when I left the wedding, something must’ve changed your mind, because—correct me if I’m wrong—you seemed pretty adamantly against accepting last night. What
            was it you called my proposal?” Gemma’s lips quirked at the corners. “Crazy?”
         

         
         “It still is crazy,” Tansy muttered. “This is absolutely insane.”
         

         
         “And yet here you are.” Gemma nodded at where she stood. “No one forced you to come here. And you contacted me, no less. If I were you, I might refrain from playing fast and loose with the insults.” Gemma flashed a smile. “Glass houses
            and all.”
         

         
         Tansy’s cheeks burned.

         
         She’d come here to bargain—money for her hand in marriage, as old-fashioned as that sounded—not to have her nose rubbed in
            her desperation. Yes, she needed money, but at what cost? Getting tangled up with a Van Dalen? Another Van Dalen?
         

         
         Clearly she hadn’t been thinking straight.

         
         “I think coming here was a mistake. I think I should probably just go.”

         
         And get to work brainstorming some other solution to save Belltown Books, because she had less than three months to come up
            with an alternative. A six-million-dollar alternative.
         

         
         Damn it.

         
         Tansy’s fingers rested on the doorknob, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to open the door.

         
         Gemma’s eyes bounced pointedly between the doorknob and Tansy’s face, brows rising as if daring Tansy to walk out.

         
         Tansy had come this far . . . was she really about to let the scraps of her pride stand in the way of saving the store?

         
         She dropped her hand and sighed. “I stand by what I said. I’m not calling you crazy. But you have to admit that this? This
            is crazy.”
         

         
         Gemma’s lips drew to the side, her smile wry. “Tell me about it.”

         
         Tansy realized Gemma was being sarcastic, but she took a deep breath, preparing to launch into her explanation of what had
            driven her to take the plunge and reach out. Now was as good a time as any. “This morning, my stepmother, Katherine, told
            me she wants to sell Belltown Books.”
         

         
         “Belltown Books.” Gemma frowned. “She wants to sell your bookstore?”
         

         
         “It’s mine. I just don’t technically own it.” She winced. “When my father passed away, everything of his went to Katherine
            by default and now she wants to sell to Scylla and—I grew up in that store. My parents raised me in the apartment above it,
            the apartment I live in today. The store is my entire world. It’s my home. It’s who I am, and I don’t know what I’m going to do without it.” She wiped her clammy hands against her thighs. “I convinced
            Katherine to hold off on accepting Scylla’s offer because I’d like to buy the store from her myself.”
         

         
         Gemma nodded. “Sounds like a solid plan.”

         
         “It would be”—she cringed—“if I had enough money.”

         
         Gemma stood and crossed the room to her desk, chuckling under her breath. “Guess I don’t need to dust off my ice skates.”

         
         Tansy faltered. “What?”

         
         “Hell’s still toasty, is what I’m saying.” She opened a drawer and withdrew a checkbook and a pen, whose cap she proceeded
            to tug off with her teeth and spit across the room. “How much?”
         

         
         “How—how much?”

         
         Gemma nodded. “How much money would you like?”

         
         She said it as if the sky was the limit.

         
         Tansy’s mouth opened and shut. “You’re going to write me a check, just like that?”

         
         “I don’t see why not. You need money; I have money. I need a wife”—Gemma gestured to Tansy with a sweep of the hand holding
            the checkbook—“and there you are.”
         

         
         Right time, right place, apparently. “And you can’t afford to be picky.”

         
         But she could afford to bankroll the bookstore, and that’s all Tansy should care about. All Tansy did care about.
         

         
         Gemma’s frowned. “What’s with the long face?”

         
         Tansy quickly schooled her expression. “Hmm?”

         
         “You were frowning,” Gemma needled.

         
         “It’s nothing.”

         
         “It made you frown, so clearly it was something.”
         

         
         “It’s not—”

         
         “Tell me.” Gemma huffed. “Tell me so I won’t do it again.”

         
         Tansy couldn’t help but laugh. “Are you always this stubborn?”

         
         “Are you usually this evasive?” Gemma countered. “And for the record, yes. I am.”

         
         Tansy knew when she’d been bested. “I know I’m not exactly your type.”

         
         Gemma set her checkbook and pen down on her bedspread. “No, you aren’t.”

         
         Tansy hadn’t expected Gemma to lie, but she hadn’t anticipated her being quite so blunt about it, either. Tansy pasted on
            a smile she prayed didn’t wobble. “Right. But I guess beggars can’t be choosers.”
         

         
         Gemma went still. “I’ve never begged a day in my life, and I have no interest in starting now.” She crossed the room, stopping
            in front of Tansy, head and hips cocked as her gaze traveled from Tansy’s face down to her feet and back again. “And you aren’t my type, because up until one month ago, my type was ‘temporary.’” Gemma picked up her checkbook. “So, how much?”
         

         
         “What if it’s a lot?” She wrung her hands together. “Like a lot a lot.”
         

         
         Gemma sighed through her nose. “The idea of spending my family’s money on saving a small, independent bookstore from being cannibalized by a behemoth of a corporation warms the cockles of my heart. Whatever the sum, I can guarantee you it’s a small price to pay to make sure my cousin doesn’t run my family business into the ground. So are you going to tell me how much or should I just leave it blank?”
         

         
         Tansy broke out into a cold sweat at the mere idea of having that sort of carte blanche access to Van Dalen funds. She shook
            her head. “I need”—deep breath—“six.”
         

         
         Gemma stared. “Six what, Tansy? Hundred? Thousand?” Her lips twitched. “Sheep?”
         

         
         “Sheep?” Tansy balked. “What would I do with sheep?”

         
         Gemma laughed. “You tell me. This is basically my dowry we’re discussing.”
         

         
         She rubbed the front of her throat. “Six, um, million.”

         
         Gemma didn’t even bat an eye. “You got it.”

         
         And just like that she wrote out the check. “There.” She signed it with a flourish. “As you can see, I’m more than willing
            to put my money where my mouth is.” Gemma tore out the check and carried it back over to her desk, tucking it inside the top
            drawer. “I’ll give it to you once you’ve held up your end of our bargain.” She looked at Tansy over her shoulder and shrugged.
            “Because no offense, Tansy—I like you, I do, I just don’t know you well enough yet to trust you. And if I give this to you
            now, there’d be nothing stopping you from ghosting me, and I really can’t afford to have that happen.”
         

         
         That was fair. Except . . . “What’s stopping you from reneging once I marry you?”
         

         
         Once she married Gemma. Holy hell, this was happening.
         

         
         “Once you marry me, what’s mine is yours.”

         
         “What about a prenup?”

         
         “Unnecessary.” Gemma waved her off, taking a seat on the edge of her bed.

         
         “Unnecessary? Aren’t you worried I’ll—I’ll—”

         
         “Take half my money?” Gemma shrugged, completely blasé. “You’re welcome to it.”

         
         Tansy tamped down a spark of irritation, crossing her arms. “I don’t understand you.”

         
         This was a lot, okay? A lot to take in, a lot to wrap her head around. Factor in more figures on a check than she could dream of and Gemma’s
            indifference to it all, and Tansy felt anything but sure-footed.
         

         
         Gemma laughed breezily, falling back against her pillows. “Are you calling me an enigma?”

         
         Maybe she was. “I guess I’m just waiting for the catch.”

         
         Gemma held up her hands, palms facing out. “No catch.”

         
         That was all well and good . . . if she could take Gemma at her word. “No offense, but I don’t exactly trust you.”
         

         
         Gemma’s eyes narrowed a fraction of an inch as she studied Tansy, the silence in the room deafening. Tansy nibbled on the
            inside of her lip, her only concession against the overwhelming urge to fidget. It was either that or break eye contact, and
            she refused to do that.
         

         
         “Good,” Gemma said after a moment. “You shouldn’t.”

         
         Tansy frowned sharply.

         
         “Which isn’t to say you can’t trust me, only that trust is something you earn, and I haven’t earned yours yet,” Gemma added. “In fact, I’m glad you don’t
            trust me. It shows that you’re discerning, and I like that. But don’t worry. I’ll earn it.”
         

         
         Tansy crossed her arms. “You sound awfully confident.”

         
         Gemma smiled. “I am.”

         
         All at once the fight inside her that had reared its head when Gemma had pointed out that Tansy needed her as much as Gemma needed Tansy fled. Her shoulders slumped and her arms fell, dangling at her sides. “You’re really not going to make me beg for it or something?” 

         
         Gemma’s smile dropped. “Why would I do that?”

         
         Tansy shrugged. It’s what Tucker would’ve done. He’d have delighted in having something to lord over her. Something else to lord over her.
         

         
         Gemma’s nose wrinkled. “Do you want me to make you beg for it?”
         

         
         Absolutely not. Tansy shook her head.

         
         “Then no.” Gemma sank back into her pillows. “Begging’s only fun if everyone’s on board.”

         
         She couldn’t imagine ever being on board with begging of any—

         
         Oh.

         
         Tansy’s face flamed, and Gemma’s smile broadened.

         
         She cleared her throat, shoving down those thoughts. Thoughts that would get her nowhere. “We get married. Then what?”
         

         
         “Then I inherit the majority shares of VDP, assume the role of president, and try not to fuck the company up too badly. You’ll
            buy your bookstore. Bada bing, bada boom. We’re both happy.”
         

         
         “And after?”

         
         Gemma shrugged. “Then we stay married for two years, after which time we part amicably.”

         
         “And logistically? Are we supposed to live together?”

         
         “I suppose it would look strange if we didn’t,” Gemma mused.

         
         As if this entire charade didn’t already have strange written all over it.
         

         
         “My apartment is a two bedroom. And I don’t have any roommates.” Let alone five. Plus, Tansy couldn’t beat the convenience
            of living right above where she worked.
         

         
         “That’s a good point,” Gemma said. “Most newlyweds would probably want privacy.” Gemma nodded. “All right. I’ll start packing.”

         
         Tansy choked on her tongue. “Now?”
         

         
         Didn’t they have three months before they had to get married?

         
         “Not right this very second, no.” Gemma looked at her funny. “But soon. The last thing I want is to cut it close and have
            some sort of clerical error with a wedding license screw me over.”
         

         
         Wedding license. A reedy laugh slipped out before Tansy could clap a hand over her mouth.
         

         
         The corners of Gemma’s mouth tipped up in small smile. “What’s so funny?”

         
         “Nothing.” Tansy ducked her chin, hiding from Gemma’s scrutinizing stare. “It’s just . . . a wedding license, you know? It
            makes it all so . . . so real.”
         

         
         “I’d certainly hope so,” Gemma said. “Seeing as it needs to be real.”

         
         Well, duh. “I know that.” She shook her head, looking up at Gemma from beneath her lashes. “I just mean . . .” God, what did she mean? She couldn’t even put a name to what she was feeling—a nonsensical melee of . . . nonsense. “This is all just happening
            really fast.”
         

         
         “Too fast?”

         
         Unequivocally. Tansy swallowed down another frazzled laugh before it could burst free. “Should we discuss dates? Venues?”
            Whatever else people who weren’t in love and barely even knew each other talked about when planning a wedding.
         

         
         “Venues?” Gemma started to laugh, the kind that built on itself until she wiped away tears. “Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no. No
            venue. No ceremony. No reception. Definitely no shoving cake in each other’s faces. I figure, we wait a couple weeks for news of our engagement to simmer down and then we go to the courthouse—or Vegas, if you’re so inclined. Anyone asks for details, we tell them we had a small, intimate wedding with only our nearest and dearest. Does that work for you?” 

         
         Tansy hadn’t been under the delusion that she’d be getting her dream wedding out of this deal, but the idea of eloping to
            the courthouse left her disappointed in a way she had no business feeling. No business at all.
         

         
         But she had no reasonable reason to protest Gemma’s plan. “Works for me.” She racked her brain, trying to think of topics
            they still needed to cover, discussions they needed to have. “What should I tell people if they ask how we met?”
         

         
         “As long as it isn’t the truth, you can tell them anything.”

         
         Tansy laughed under her breath. “Helpful.”

         
         “Relax. If anyone asks, say that we met in your bookstore. I was browsing and you recognized me from the cover of a book and
            we bonded over a shared love of romance novels. That’s not even straying too far from the truth. See, piece of cake.”
         

         
         She wouldn’t go so far as to call it a piece of cake, but she could work with it. “That sounds . . . reasonable.”

         
         “Any other questions?”

         
         Only a million, but when put on the spot, her mind blanked. “Can I get your number? In case I think of something.”

         
         The left corner of Gemma’s mouth rose. “Already sent it to you. Send me yours.”

         
         Tansy fished her phone from her purse and opened Instagram. She clicked on Gemma’s direct message and copied the number to
            her contacts before drafting a new text with her name as the message. “Done.”
         

         
         Gemma smiled.

         
         Right, then. Tansy supposed that was all there was to it. “I guess if that’s it, I’ll be in touch.”

         
         “One last thing.”

         
         Gemma stretched across her bed and grabbed a robin’s-egg blue box off her nightstand. She tossed it at Tansy and beamed.

         
         “Can’t forget your ring.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         “I’m telling you, it’s going to be brilliant. I’m going to knock this”—Teddy tapped his croquet mallet against a wall that
            already had a hole in it thanks to said croquet mallet—“wall out, and that way we’ll be able to see from the kitchen into the den. Open concept, like. What
            do you think?”
         

         
         “What do I think?” Gemma rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. “I think you must be stoned out of your fucking gourd, Teddy.”

         
         He frowned. “So, sorry, just to be clear—you’re saying you don’t like it?”
         

         
         It was too early to be having this conversation. Any conversation. She tried to peer past Teddy into the kitchen to see if he’d at least thought to start a pot of coffee before
            putting holes in the wall. “Can’t this wait?”
         

         
         Teddy’s lower lip jutted out in a pout. “You gave me the go-ahead to redecorate how I saw fit. No takebacks. You’re not going
            to be living here much longer anyway.”
         

         
         Her eyes slipped shut as she counted backward from ten, trying to rein in her frustration. She loved her friends dearly—she’d
            be lost without them in her life—but good God, she was too old to have this many roommates. Too old and too sleep-deprived.
         

         
         “I meant, can’t this wait until I’ve had my coffee? But since we’re having this conversation now, yes, I did say that. Redecorate. Not renovate. Not rip out a wall. Besides”—she nodded at the wall—“I’m pretty sure that’s load-bearing.”
         

         
         Teddy stared back at her blankly.

         
         “It helps disperse the weight of the roof down to the foundation,” she explained. “If you tear it down, the ceiling might
            collapse.”
         

         
         “Sounds like a golden opportunity for a skylight.” Teddy beamed.

         
         “Give it up, dude.” Max snorted from the floor. A bowl of Froot Loops swimming in chocolate milk rested in front of him on
            the coffee table. “What did I tell you? You don’t have a clue what you’re doing.”
         

         
         Gemma stepped over Max’s legs, wrinkling her nose at how the flap of his boxers gaped precariously. She took a seat on the
            couch and poked the blanket-covered lump. “Who’s under there?”
         

         
         “Ugh.” The blanket lowered and Rochelle blinked her dark brown eyes blearily. Her hair, styled in long Senegalese twists, fell
            across her face. “Are they still at it?”
         

         
         “I’ll have you know, I have binged all seven seasons of Property Brothers. I am practically an expert.”
         

         
         Rochelle groaned and drew the blanket up to her chin. “That answers that.”

         
         Gemma frowned sympathetically. “Guessing they woke you, too?”

         
         Rochelle yawned. “Surprised you managed to sleep through as much of it as you did. They’ve been going ’round for at least
            the last hour.”
         

         
         “Which is why you’re using a croquet mallet,” Max said to Teddy, underscoring Rochelle’s point.

         
         “First and foremost, this?”—Teddy threw his mallet down on the floor—“is used for pall-mall, a predecessor to croquet, you Cronut. We have been through this, Maximillian. I had no sledgehammer. It’s called improvisation.”
         

         
         “It’s called hiring a professional, Theodore.”
         

         
         “A professional.” Teddy scoffed. “What’s so wrong with being an amateur, hmm? Hobbies are pure pursuits. I thumb my nose at
            your capitalistic attitude toward the commodification of crafts and recreation.”
         

         
         “You thumb your nose at my capitalistic attitude in a pair of jeans that cost you a thousand bucks?”

         
         Teddy growled. “That is entirely beside the point.”

         
         “The point is that you don’t know a lug nut from your left nut and therefore have no business wielding power tools, my friend.” His
            brows rose. “Or sports equipment.”
         

         
         Teddy’s scowl wavered at the edges, composure cracking. He snickered and stepped forward, slapping Max’s hand in a high five.
            “Fuck you, that was actually decent.”
         

         
         Max grinned. “Yeah, I’m pretty proud.”

         
         “So now we just have a great big hole in the wall?” Rochelle frowned. “That’s lovely.”

         
         “It adds a certain panache!” Teddy argued.

         
         “Panache, my ass.” Rochelle rolled her eyes.

         
         “We’ll just hang a picture over it.” Max shrugged. “Nobody’s gonna know.”

         
         Rochelle and Gemma exchanged a look. “They’re gonna know.”

         
         “How would they know?” Teddy frowned.

         
         Gemma refused to dignify that with a response. “Please tell me one of you dunderheads put on a pot of coffee.”
         

         
         “Beeped ten minutes ago.” Chocolate milk dribbled off Max’s chin and down his bare chest when he jerked his thumb over his
            shoulder in the direction of the kitchen.
         

         
         Yep. Way too old for this many roommates.
         

         
         Gemma patted Rochelle’s blanket-covered knee. “Coffee, hon?”

         
         “Please and thank you.” Rochelle disappeared back beneath the blanket.

         
         “Yvonne still sleeping?” Gemma asked Max, figuring he’d know the whereabouts of his girlfriend better than anyone else.

         
         Max wiped his chin. “Left her in bed reading Sunday Spotted.”

         
         She padded into the kitchen, the tile cool beneath her bare feet. “And Lucy?”

         
         “Haven’t seen her since last night,” Max mumbled around another mouthful of cereal.

         
         Lucy had arrived home late, returning from Dublin; her work as a consultant in cybersecurity took her around the world. The
            apartment was really more of a place to rest her head when she was in town than an actual place for her to call home, which—Gemma
            cringed, feeling guilty even thinking it—worked out better for everyone. Lucy hadn’t been in the door for two minutes before
            Max had blurted out news of her engagement. Tact was far from his strong suit.
         

         
         All things considered, Lucy had taken the news well, her only question being So, what’s her name? She’d nodded once and begged off to her room, claiming she was dead on her feet.
         

         
         Oddly anticlimactic, honestly.

         
         Down the hall, a door opened and shut, and the wooden floorboards squeaked. Gemma glanced over her shoulder, carafe poised
            above her mug, ready to pour. Lucy stood in the entrance of the kitchen, strawberry hair piled in a bun atop her head, rose-gold
            glasses slipping down the bridge of her nose, bags beneath her eyes.
         

         
         “Speak of the devil.” For all that her tone was light, teasing, Gemma had to dig deep to recall the easy-as-breathing manner in which she and Lucy used to banter, used to just be. Now she had to think about it, had to do the math. Pray what she said came out the way she intended it to, pray that Lucy
            didn’t read into it something she didn’t mean. “You look like you didn’t sleep a wink.”
         

         
         “Just what every girl wants to hear.” Lucy rolled her eyes, reaching around Gemma to get to the cabinet. “That they look like
            shit.”
         

         
         Gemma tensed, shoulders creeping higher. Case in fucking point. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

         
         Lucy sighed, eyes shutting. “Sorry. Ignore me.” She filled her cup and turned, cocking her hip and leaning against the counter.
            “You’re right. I didn’t get much sleep.”
         

         
         “Jet lag?” Gemma grabbed the creamer from the fridge and added a splash to her cup. “Or Teddy’s racket?”

         
         Lucy laughed. “Neither, actually. I was up late working on that.”

         
         She threw a manila folder onto the counter. Lucy wasn’t the only one who was exhausted; Gemma hadn’t even realized Lucy had
            been holding something.
         

         
         “Go on,” Lucy prodded. “I did it for you.”

         
         Gemma eyed the folder suspiciously. “Did what for me?”

         
         Lucy cradled her mug in both hands, staring at Gemma over the rim. “How much do you know about your fiancée?”

         
         This was about Tansy? Gemma rolled her eyes. Who was she kidding, of course this was about Tansy. She should’ve known that Lucy’s underwhelming reaction to the news of her engagement was too good to
            be true, a portent of a worse reaction to come. The calm before the storm.
         

         
         “Does anyone ever really know the person they’re marrying?” she mused.
         

         
         “Gemma!” Lucy looked appalled.

         
         “Calm down.” Excuse her for the attempt at existential sardonicism before she’d had her coffee. “Can you ever truly know someone?” Beyond the basics, beyond what even the most thorough background check could dredge up. What made a person tick, what they feared, what they were willing to risk to get what they wanted, who they were willing to risk. Maybe Teddy had the right idea after all, asking Tansy her deep, dark secrets point-blank. “That’s all I’m saying.”
         

         
         “You know me,” Lucy said, nostrils flaring delicately. “I know you.”

         
         Gemma tried not to cringe. Not this. Not again.

         
         “I do. You can deny it all you want, but I know you better than anyone.”
         

         
         “Luce—”

         
         “I’m serious.”

         
         That was the thing with Lucy—she was always serious. Even when Gemma didn’t want her to be. Especially when she didn’t want her to be.
         

         
         “Look, Tansy Adams wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

         
         Lucy’s lips thinned. “Just read the damn file.”

         
         She wasn’t in the mood to fight. It was too fucking early. She flipped open the folder and was greeted with a photo of Tansy.
            In it, she was younger, her hair a little shorter, her cheeks fuller, her blue eyes strangely haunted for someone so young.
            A yearbook photo, from the looks of it. Beneath it were her birth date, home address, phone number, credit score, and nonexistent
            criminal history. She’d never even gotten a speeding ticket. “Do I want to ask how you got this?”
         

         
         Lucy shrugged. “I don’t know. Do you?”

         
         Gemma sighed and shut the file. “I already know everything I need to about Tansy.”

         
         “You’ve known her . . . what? A week? Don’t you think it’s a little premature to say you know everything you need to about someone after seven days?” 

         
         It was too early for trick questions. “So I didn’t know her credit score, sue me.”

         
         She knew what counted—Tansy was willing and able to marry her. Moreover, Tansy was willing to marry her knowing Gemma wasn’t
            looking for love. Something Lucy had said she understood, but hadn’t. It had driven a wedge between them, creating a rift
            Gemma had made strides in bridging, strides that seemed to have been erased entirely when Gemma’s grandfather died and the
            conditions of her inheritance came to light.
         

         
         “You’re making a mistake,” Lucy said, flipping the folder open and thumbing through the file.

         
         Because she’s not you? Gemma almost asked, biting her tongue before she could do irreparable damage to their already precarious friendship. It was
            just . . . God, this entire conversation felt like déjà vu. They’d been through this before. Too many times to count.
         

         
         “It’s a business arrangement, Lucy,” she said instead. “Nothing more. Don’t read into it.”

         
         So she found Tansy intriguing. Big whoop. There was a difference between tempting and tempted. Gemma wasn’t looking for love, and Tansy Adams wasn’t about to—to sway Gemma’s resolve. No, she had her eye on the prize.
            If Lucy couldn’t see that it wasn’t about feelings, that it was about saving VDP, Gemma didn’t know what to tell her that she hadn’t already said.
         

         
         “Who says I’m reading into anything?” Lucy continued to flip through the file. “All I’m saying is that maybe you ought to
            know who you’re getting into bed with.”
         

         
         Gemma choked on her coffee. “I’m not getting into bed with—”

         
         “Jesus, Gemma.” Lucy rolled her eyes. “It’s a saying. Who you’re getting into business with. Is that better?”

         
         Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning, and it wasn’t Gemma.
         

         
         “I don’t know what her credit score’s supposed to tell me, but—”

         
         “I’m not talking about her credit score.”

         
         “No offense, but could you cut to the chase and tell me what you are talking about?”
         

         
         “I know people.”

         
         “Because that doesn’t sound shady as shit,” Gemma muttered.

         
         “You aren’t the only one who grew up here. I have friends who went to Montlake Prep. Friends who graduated with your fiancée.” Lucy’s lips curled distastefully around the word.
         

         
         “I just told you about my engagement last night.” Gemma stared at her. “How the hell did you manage to talk to one of these
            so-called friends of yours in twelve hours?”
         

         
         Most of those hours being the dead of night.

         
         “Fourteen hours,” Lucy retorted, crossing her arms. “Not all of us sleep until noon, Gem. If you want to run VDP, you’re going
            to have to start setting an alarm.”
         

         
         “Gee, any other words of wisdom you’d like to impart?” Gemma snapped, her tolerance for condescension about as great as her
            patience for ultimatums. Which was to say, nonexistent.
         

         
         Gemma had been up half the night, her usual insomnia keeping her awake. She’d tried everything—reading, listening to Sleep
            Stories on the Calm app, even counting goddamn sheep. Finally, finally she’d fallen asleep around four, only to wake up tangled in her sheets, sweating and panting and thinking about Tansy Fucking
            Adams.
         

         
         Her lips, her hair, that kiss. Her taste was branded into Gemma’s brain. She was A-okay during the day, but her dreams were a different story entirely. In her dreams, Tansy Adams plagued her. 

         
         A flicker of contrition crossed Lucy’s face. “I’ve barely slept, okay? I texted a friend last night and they called me this
            morning. I don’t like being the bearer of—”
         

         
         “Just spit it out.” Gemma scrubbed a hand over her face and sighed. “Please.”

         
         She didn’t need a drumroll; she just wanted the truth.

         
         “Tansy and Tucker were involved.”

         
         Bullshit. “Involved how?”
         

         
         Lucy dropped her eyes to the floor. “Tansy was crazy about him. Like, Tucker and Tansy Forever doodled in hearts along the margins of her notes, shrine to him in her locker, followed him around like a puppy dog crazy. He thought it was cute, thought she was sweet. Until she got a little too obsessed and he pumped the brakes. Apparently
            she couldn’t handle it and the school administration had to get involved.”
         

         
         “Tucker’s an asshole,” Gemma bit out, clinging to what she knew as truth in a sea of uncertainty.

         
         Lucy held up her hands. “No one’s saying he isn’t. Just that maybe your fiancée’s motives aren’t as pure as you think.”

         
         Gemma thought back to the night they’d met. As tipsy as she’d been, she still remembered Tucker’s disproportionate reaction
            to their engagement and the way Tansy had demurred when Gemma had asked how they knew each other.
         

         
         Was it possible Tansy had an ulterior motive? That perhaps she was trying to settle some old score with Tucker? With the Van
            Dalens, maybe? That she lumped Gemma in with them? The fingers of her left hand curled into a fist, nails biting into her
            palm. The idea of being played, of being nothing more than a pawn in someone’s game, made her want to hit something.
         

         
         And the idea of being grouped with the rest of the Van Dalens, of being reduced to her surname, made her want to scream.

         
         She settled for setting her coffee cup down with a little more gusto than strictly necessary. “I never claimed her motives
            were pure.”
         

         
         She brushed past Lucy, leaving her coffee on the counter.

         
         “Gemma.” Lucy’s fingers banded Gemma’s wrist like a shackle. “I’m only looking out for you. You know that, right? Everything
            I do, it’s . . . it’s for you, Gemma.”
         

         
         Gemma swallowed down the retort that she didn’t need anyone looking out for her. She hadn’t asked for it. She didn’t want
            it. She wasn’t as stupid as she looked. She could take care of herself, watch her own back. She had been taking care of herself
            for over half her life. She’d gotten damn good at it.
         

         
         But Lucy didn’t deserve her anger. Not now. Not for this. Gemma knew better than to shoot the messenger, especially when the
            messenger’s motives were pure.
         

         
         She looked over her shoulder, pasting on a smile. “Thanks, Luce. I appreciate it.”

         
         But Gemma could take it from here.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         “Tansy Elizabeth Adams!” Samina, Tansy’s best friend since childhood, shrieked through the phone. “When I asked you what you’ve been up to I was
            expecting you to tell me you took up crochet or—or found a new show to binge. Not that you were freaking engaged.”
         

         
         Tansy eyed the tangled skein of yarn on the floor, misappropriated by her thieving kitties. On the television, Miss Scarlet and the Duke was queued up, just waiting for her to hit play. In the last month, she’d already burned through all of Downton Abbey and Peaky Blinders, watching the most violent scenes through her fingers.
         

         
         She wrinkled her nose. Was she really that predictable?
         

         
         “I know you, Tansy,” Samina said. For a split second, Tansy second-guessed whether she’d spoken her worries out loud. “Which
            is why this is massively wigging me out.”
         

         
         “It’s really not that big of a deal,” she demurred. Deflected. Same difference.

         
         “Not a big deal? Hon, I didn’t even know you were seeing anyone, let alone that it was serious. Wedding-bells serious.” Samina
            paused. “To be honest, I’m feeling sort of hurt that I didn’t warrant a heads-up.”
         

         
         There was a sudden thickness in her throat that made it hard to swallow, let alone speak. Tansy scrubbed her fingers over her mouth and sighed. “It’s not like that, Sam. It’s—it’s complicated.” 

         
         “Complicated,” Samina repeated, voice flat. “Well, congrats. I guess I’ll be on the lookout for my wedding invite. Assuming
            I’m invited.”
         

         
         Tansy cringed. “Well—”

         
         “Jesus, Tans,” Samina whispered. “Did I do something to piss you off or—”

         
         “No.” Even though Samina couldn’t see her, Tansy shook her head, vehement. “It’s not you, it’s . . .” She trailed off, unsure
            of what to say that didn’t sound utterly trite. It’s not you, it’s me. Or It’s not you, it really is complicated. “We’re not making a big deal out of it. We’re just going to go to the courthouse or something.” She swallowed hard. “Elope,
            you know?”
         

         
         “Okay, now I know there’s something wrong,” Samina said. “You’re going to elope? You? Honey, that’s so not like you. You’ve been dreaming of your wedding day since . . . well, I don’t know when. At least as
            long as I’ve known you.”
         

         
         Which was to say, forever. Samina’s aunt and uncle owned the café on the lower level of the bookstore. The stacks were Samina
            and Tansy's first playground, they’d gone to elementary school together, told each other everything. Even when Samina had
            moved to California, her mother’s job uprooting them to San Francisco, they’d been diligent about staying in touch, first
            with email and phone calls, later with texts and Skype, before reuniting in college, then parting again when Samina got a
            job that took her to Arizona. Scottsdale was where she now resided with her husband, twin boys, and a dachshund named Maisie.
         

         
         “I mean it, Tansy. You had a Pinterest board for your wedding before Pinterest was even a thing.”

         
         Tansy smiled. “I think they call that a scrapbook.”

         
         “Smartass. You did. You had a scrapbook with pictures cut out from wedding magazines and we found that craft book that taught
            us how to make roses out of paper. We fashioned bouquets from the yellow pages, remember? And I was supposed to be your maid
            of honor. Like you were mine. We had a pact.”
         

         
         Her eyes prickled, and her throat ached something fierce when she tried to swallow. She pressed the heel of her hand into
            her breastbone and tried to massage away a decades-old ache. She forced a laugh, needing to change the subject. To stop thinking
            about all the things that could’ve—should’ve—been. “I was also supposed to marry your brother so that you and I could be sisters. We saw how that worked out.”
         

         
         “Amir’s still single, you know,” Samina teased. “I think you might be the one that got away.”

         
         “Oh God.” She palmed her face and groaned. “Don’t even joke, Sam.”

         
         Samina cackled loudly.

         
         She and Samina’s older brother had gone on a handful of dates shortly after she’d graduated from college. Sweet and guileless,
            with gorgeous brown eyes, a rumbling laugh, and gentle hands, Amir couldn’t have been more different from someone like Tucker.
            Because they had known each other for years, Tansy had experienced none of the debilitating nerves that usually plagued her
            before a date. Amir had been perfect.
         

         
         On paper.

         
         Maybe it was because they’d known each other forever, or maybe it was something else entirely, but kissing him had been . . . fine. Anything more had been awkward. As in, she’d barely been able to get aroused and he’d finished in four minutes and they hadn’t been able to look each other in the eye afterward. Needless to say, that had been their last date. And despite Samina being Amir’s brother, Tansy had told her about it, leaving out the goriest details that no sibling needed to know. Because that’s what best friends did. 

         
         Samina’s laughter tapered off with a sigh. “Talk to me. This isn’t you.”

         
         Maybe it wasn’t who she’d been then, but it was who she was now. Who she had to be.

         
         “It’s a long story.”

         
         “The boys are at a sleepover, Joseph’s on a camping trip with his brothers, and I just opened a bottle of Shiraz. Honey, I’ve
            got nothing but time.”
         

         
         Tansy lifted her thumb to her mouth and nibbled on the ragged edge of her nail, waffling. She’d promised not to tell anyone
            the truth, but this wasn’t just anyone—this was Samina. Her best friend, the girl who, once upon a time, Tansy had told everything
            to, no matter how awkward or embarrassing or painful.
         

         
         Five of Gemma’s friends knew the truth; would it really be so awful if Tansy confided in one person? The person she trusted
            more than anyone?
         

         
         “You can’t tell a soul what I’m about to tell you, okay?”

         
         “I’m offended that you feel the need to even give me that warning. But yes, cross my heart and hope to die.”

         
         Tansy quickly filled Samina in on everything, from the lie she’d told her family that had first gotten her into this mess
            to her fortuitous run-in with Gemma at Tucker’s wedding all the way to how Katherine wanted to sell the store. And then to
            how Tansy planned to save it.
         

         
         Samina was quiet when she finished, so quiet that Tansy checked her screen to make sure the line hadn’t gone dead.

         
         “Fuck,” Samina swore softly. “I don’t like this, Tansy. I don’t like this one bit.”

         
         Yeah, well, she didn’t exactly love it, either. But now that she was in this mess, she’d get herself out of it. Even if it took marrying a perfect stranger and compromising on all of those hopeless romantic dreams that had once filled her head—childish notions that had only ever gotten her a broken heart and a bad reputation. 

         
         Tansy picked at her cuticles. “I won’t lie and say it’s ideal, but—”

         
         “She’s Fucker’s cousin, Tans,” Samina bit out.

         
         It wasn’t funny, not really, but she smiled anyway. “I miss you.”

         
         And her crass sense of humor that was so unlike Tansy’s.

         
         “Of course you do. I’m very missable,” Samina said loftily. “But don’t change the subject. This girl’s a Van Dalen. A Van Dalen, Tansy. A freaking Van—”
         

         
         “I heard you the first time.”

         
         “Tans—”

         
         “Gemma’s . . .” She tugged at the roots of her hair, trying and failing to put her feelings into words. “I don’t know. She’s
            different. She doesn’t get along with the rest of her family.”
         

         
         “So what? The enemy of my enemy is my friend?” Samina asked, droll.

         
         “Something like that,” she agreed. Not that she’d thought of it in those exact terms, but sure.

         
         “You don’t trust her, do you?” Samina asked haltingly, caution tinged with curiosity.

         
         “No.” But a part of her, small and terribly naive, some leftover remnant from a time when she’d believed the best in people,
            wanted to. Which was enough to terrify her and should’ve been enough to send her running for the hills. And yet . . . here
            she was. Not running. “Of course not.”
         

         
         “Good,” Samina said. “Because you shouldn’t. The Van Dalens are—”

         
         “Bad news. I know better than most, remember?”

         
         “I still don’t like it. I understand why you’re doing it, but that doesn’t mean I like it.” Samina sighed. “You said you wanted to buy the store, right? That you need money? I could help. I could talk to Joseph and maybe we could loan you—” 

         
         “Six million dollars?”

         
         Samina made a strangled noise that under any other circumstance, for any other reason, would’ve made Tansy laugh. “Sorry,
            no. Never mind. That’s—shit, Tansy.”
         

         
         Shit was a little more . . . profane than Tansy would’ve preferred, but it summed up her circumstances nicely.
         

         
         “Please tell me you’ve at least got a backup plan,” Samina begged. “Something. Anything. I’d like to go to bed tonight knowing
            that—that selling yourself isn’t your only option.”
         

         
         Selling herself sounded sordid, but hey, if the shoe fit.
         

         
         Samina laughed, high-pitched and frazzled. “What am I saying? Of course this isn’t your only option. You can always come here.
            You know that, right? You might have to bunk with the boys, and Maisie’s farts are fucking lethal, but my home is your home,
            hon. Always and forever.”
         

         
         “Always and forever.” Tansy blinked away tears, the ache in her chest growing fiercer. “And yeah, of course I’ve got a backup
            plan.”
         

         
         She glanced over to where her notebook lay open atop the coffee table. With Miss Scarlet and the Duke playing in the background, she’d spent the better part of the evening brainstorming ways to increase the store’s quarterly profits on the off chance this plan fell through and she found herself in the position of needing to convince Katherine that keeping the store could be—in the long term—equally as profitable as selling to Scylla. Things like community outreach, book club expansion, and increased partnership with local authors for launches and signings. It was a long shot, hopeless, but she couldn’t not do everything in her power to save the store. If that meant planning for the worst-case scenario, so be it.
         

         
         “Good. That’s . . . that’s—hell.” Samina groaned. “You deserve so much better than this, you realize that, right?”
         

         
         It wasn’t about deserving; it was about playing the hand she’d been dealt to the best of her ability.

         
         “Thanks for saying so,” she said. Sam wouldn’t get it if she shared her actual thoughts on deserving. She’d think Tansy was denigrating herself or something, being a pessimist, when that wasn’t it at all. Tansy just knew how
            the world worked. If life were about deserving, guys like Tucker wouldn’t get away with what they did while girls like her . . . well, everything would be different.
         

         
         It couldn’t be about deserving. It just couldn’t.

         
         “I mean it, hon. Only the best, okay?”

         
         “Okay.” Tansy frowned when another call beeped in. She tugged the phone away from her ear and—her heart beat a little faster.
            Gemma was calling. “Hey, Sam? I hate to run, but Gemma’s calling. I should probably take it.”
         

         
         Dollars to doughnuts Gemma was calling to discuss something vital like asking when Tansy was free to take a trip down to the
            courthouse. The idea of her calling just because, to chat, was laughable.
         

         
         “Be safe. I love you,” Samina said. “And if anyone, and I mean anyone, treats you with less respect than you deserve, give ’em hell for me, all right?”
         

         
         “Will do.” She stood, frowning as a pistachio shell that had been trapped in the bodice of her nightgown hit the floor. Classy. “Talk soon?”
         

         
         “Soon,” Samina agreed. “Hug Am’mah Zahra for me, will you?”

         
         She ended the call with a promise to hug Samina’s aunt and swiped to answer Gemma’s call before voicemail picked it up.

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “You said you live above your bookstore. You weren’t lying about that, were you?”

         
         She frowned sharply. “Of course not. Why would I lie about a thing like that?”

         
         Gemma hummed. “I don’t know. I find myself questioning lots of things as of late.”

         
         That was disconcertingly cryptic. Worryingly cryptic. “To be honest, I don’t really know what to say to that.”
         

         
         Gemma laughed, humorless. “You and me both. Are you home?”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Good. Let me in. We need to talk.”

         
         “I don’t—”

         
         Gemma ended the call.

         
         Tansy glanced down and cringed. Her pale mint-green negligee was stunning . . . and sheer. Vintage clothing was her sole extravagance.
            Well, that and rare books, but those she could write off. Nighties from the 1940s, not so much.
         

         
         Point being, Tansy dressed for herself, not anyone else. She liked her high-collar cardigans just as much as she liked her
            gauzy nighties and lacy underthings, and it didn’t matter if anyone else saw them—they made her feel beautiful. Just like
            those high-necked, boring cardigans made her feel safe. Protected. Each had their purpose, their place.
         

         
         As pretty as her negligee was, it wasn’t the sort of thing she answered the door in, let alone entertained while wearing.
            Not that she had many visitors, and certainly not of the unexpected variety.
         

         
         But Gemma didn’t strike her as the patient type. She struck her as the opposite, really.

         
         Rather than change, Tansy tied the sash of her nightgown’s matching robe around her waist. With a quick downward glance to make sure it wasn’t too sheer, that none of her, um, bits were on display, Tansy made her way to the front door and down the stairwell to the lower level that split in two directions—to
            the right was the bookstore, closed for the night, and to the left was the service door that led out into the alley. She turned
            to the left, hoping Gemma wasn’t waiting by the front door.
         

         
         Her instinct was right. Standing just outside the service door, four whole feet from the overflowing dumpster, amber streetlight
            casting a golden glow against her champagne hair, was Gemma. An irate Gemma, if the way her foot was tapping against the cobblestone
            street was any indication.
         

         
         Goose bumps sprouted along Tansy’s skin, and she crossed her arms against the chill in the air. And the chill in Gemma’s eyes.
            “Do you want to come in?”
         

         
         Gemma gave a curt nod and followed Tansy inside. Neither spoke until they’d made it up the stairs and inside Tansy’s apartment,
            the door shut firmly behind them.
         

         
         “So,” Tansy started, dropping her arms to her sides only to cross them again quickly. Stupid nightgown, stupid robe. Neither
            had pockets for her to tuck her hands into. “What, um, brings you by?”
         

         
         Gemma’s eyes swept the room, taking in Tansy’s living space. “So. This is where Tansy Adams lives.”

         
         “It’s not much.” She nodded, sweeping her hand along the back of the couch, trying to inconspicuously rid it of dust and cat
            hair. “But it’s home.”
         

         
         With its original dark wood trim, hardwood floors, and art nouveau archways, this apartment was the only real home Tansy had
            ever known. It was small and cluttered with books and knickknacks, picture frames, and the sort of detritus one couldn’t help
            but accumulate in almost thirty years of living. It was home and it was hers. If Gemma found it lacking, well, tough.
         

         
         Gemma shucked off her trench and tossed it on the arm of the couch. Beneath, she wore a cobalt blue chenille cowl-neck sweater molded to her curves and skintight black jeans. A pair of black ankle boots gave her at least three extra inches. “It’s nice. It’s—” 

         
         “Quaint?” Tansy quipped.

         
         Both of Gemma’s brows rose. “I was going to say cozy. I like it.”

         
         Heat flooded Tansy’s cheeks, shame quelling the fire in her gut. Sorry was on the tip of her tongue, but if anyone should apologize for being presumptuous, it was Gemma for showing up at Tansy’s
            home out of the blue. “I just wasn’t expecting company.”
         

         
         Gemma turned her focus from Tansy’s overflowing built-in bookshelves to Tansy.

         
         “I can see that,” Gemma said, eyes tracing Tansy’s body in a heated perusal that left her light-headed. Dizzy. “Nice negligee.
            It’s pretty. Vintage?”
         

         
         Tansy nodded, tongue-tied, speechless. Damn it. This was her domain, her—her turf. If anyone should’ve been sure-footed, it was her. Instead, all she could think about was whether her nipples were visible
            through the sheer fabric of her negligee and robe. “Like I said, I wasn’t exactly expecting anyone.” She paused, manners kicking
            in. “Sorry. Can I get you something to drink?”
         

         
         Gemma took a seat on the couch. “Whiskey, if you have it. Irish.”

         
         Her footsteps faltered on the way to the kitchen. “I don’t.”

         
         “Scotch, then,” Gemma said.

         
         She didn’t have that, either. “How does water sound?”

         
         Gemma laughed, a throaty sound that made the hair on Tansy’s nape stand on end. “Sure. Water’s perfect.”

         
         She filled a glass and brought it out to the living room, setting it down in front of Gemma. “So. What brings you by?”

         
          “You aren’t happy to see me?”

         
         Butterflies flapped traitorously inside her gut. Her blood pumped a little faster, coursing through her veins. “I’m not not happy. I’m just confused. Curious, I guess.”
         

         
         Gemma laughed. “That makes two of us.”

         
         She frowned. “Two of us?”

         
         Gemma stared at her, green eyes narrowed shrewdly. “The night we met, I asked you how you knew my cousin. You told me you
            went to Montlake Prep. That Madison is your step-cousin.”
         

         
         She swallowed hard, not sure where Gemma was going with this but not liking it. She had a bad feeling, a sort of sixth sense
            ick, the kind that made her want to shove Gemma out the door and lock it, then hide beneath her covers and pretend the outside
            world didn’t exist. The way she had after the shit had hit the fan years ago. But burying her head in the sand hadn’t worked
            then and it wouldn’t work now.
         

         
         “I did go to Montlake Prep. Madison is my step-cousin.” Nothing she had told Gemma had been a lie.
         

         
         Gemma nodded slowly. Those full, ruby-red lips of hers pursed, her eyes narrowing farther, lashes lowering, sweeping against
            her cheek. “And? How else do you know my cousin?”
         

         
         Panic dug its claws in, words clogging in the back of her throat. “How else?”

         
         Her voice cracked and squeaked—mortifying.

         
         “How else.” Gemma nodded. “No holds barred, Tansy. I want the truth.”

         
         A wave of frustration rose up inside her. She’d never lied; she’d given Gemma the truth. She didn’t owe Gemma her past. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. But if they were doing this,
            really doing this, getting married, maybe she ought to tell Gemma the whole truth. She’d rather Gemma hear it from her than from
            someone else. Honestly, it was a miracle Gemma didn’t already know, what with being related to Tucker.
         

         
         Gemma reached down, picking up the skein of yarn off the floor. Mills darted out from beneath the coffee table and cried, mad at his toy being touched. “Holy shit.” She gasped. “You have a cat.” She looked at Tansy with huge eyes. “You didn’t tell me you had a cat.” 

         
         Tansy snickered. “I have two. They’re ragdoll kittens. I was fostering them for a friend, but I decided to keep them. That’s
            Mills. Boon is around here somewhere.”
         

         
         Probably wreaking havoc, considering he was the more chaotic of the twins.

         
         “Mills and Boon?” Gemma laughed, resting her hand against her heaving bosom. “Clever. I like it.”
         

         
         So did she. What better name for a pair of bookstore cats than Mills & Boon, an homage to one of the most illustrious romance
            imprints? “You can just leave the yarn on the floor. It’s theirs now.”
         

         
         Gemma dropped the skein. Mills swished his tail and disappeared beneath the coffee table, chattering quietly, appeased now
            that Gemma had her paws off his toy. “So—”
         

         
         “If you don’t believe me, why don’t you go ask Tucker?”
         

         
         If she happened to spit his name out with a little more vitriol than necessary, whatever. It was her house; she made the rules.

         
         “Tansy, fiancée o’ mine, did you miss the part where I said I want the truth? I don’t trust my cousin as far as I can throw him. Granted, the last
            time we were on my uncle’s yacht, I did try to throw him overboard. Unfortunately, he has a low center of gravity and is disappointingly steady on his feet.” Gemma
            wrinkled her nose. “Point is, I don’t trust him. Not a whit. But I have a friend I do trust who has a friend who went to Montlake Prep. According to them, you and Tucker were more than classmates.” She made
            a face, lips pursing. “A lot more.”
         

         
         A bevy of awful words pirouetted through Tansy’s mind, words she’d been called in whispers in hallways and boldly online. Whore. Slut. Desperate. Sleaze. Delusional. Tramp. Harlot or slattern, if someone had been prepping for the SATs.
         

         
         “Go on,” Tansy said, immune to the words by this point, the names. They bounced off her like—what was the saying? Rubber?
            “What did your friend’s friend have to say about me?”
         

         
         Something flickered in Gemma’s gaze. “I’d rather hear it from you. That’s why I’m here.”

         
         “You want to hear it from me?” Something ugly bubbled up inside her. “You want the whole truth?” She didn’t wait for Gemma
            to nod; the words just kept coming, like blood seeping from an open wound. “Let me guess, your friend—sorry, your friend’s friend said I was obsessed with Tucker. That I couldn’t take a hint.” An ugly laugh escaped her. “Or maybe I was easy? Was
            I asking for it?”
         

         
         Gemma frowned sharply. “I don’t—”

         
         “Tucker never could get his story straight.”

         
         But no matter how he told it, whether she pursued him or he pursued her, she was always the floozy who gave it up too easy.
            She was the one who parted her thighs for Tucker; no one ever asked what it took for him to give it up for her. He scored, she was scored, a prize that was worthless once won. A double standard. Disgusting.

         
         Gemma opened her mouth and closed it, blotches of red appearing on her cheeks, shamefaced. “I don’t—I didn’t come here because—I
            didn’t know that—if . . . I just wanted . . .”
         

         
         She could’ve let Gemma flounder. Except, no, she couldn’t. The anticipation, waiting for Gemma to play the guessing game, it hurt. Like salt in a wound, all achy and raw. She didn’t
            need to know that Gemma thought the worst of her. The specifics of it. Tansy could fill in the blanks.
         

         
         “You want the truth?” Tansy crossed her arms and leaned against the wall that divided the tiny yet sufficient kitchen from the living room. “I’ll tell you the truth. My mom died when I was twelve, and my dad remarried when I was fourteen. We moved out of the apartment, this apartment, and in with Katherine and Ashleigh in Montlake. It was a different school district, not that it mattered; Ashleigh
            was in private school, Montlake Prep, and Dad and Katherine mutually decided it would be better for me if I went to Montlake,
            too. That way, I’d know someone. That way, I’d have a friend.”
         

         
         Even though she and Ashleigh had initially butted heads, with Ashleigh refusing to accept a newcomer into her home, Dad and
            Katherine had remained optimistic. Ignorant.

         
         “My dad died a year later.” At which point she’d had no support structure. Not a reliable one, at least. Katherine had drowned
            her grief at losing yet another husband in bottle after bottle of wine, and Ashleigh had seen to it that Tansy remained an
            outcast at Montlake Prep. “I kept my head down. Focused on my grades, put in a few hours at the store every afternoon. It
            was easy to do since I didn’t have many friends. I was the new girl whose mom had died and father had remarried, and to make
            matters worse, because I was shy, people thought I was either stuck-up or stupid. Ashleigh didn’t like me, and Madison was
            indifferent.” She told the story, plain and perfunctory. Like it had happened to someone else, someone who wasn’t her. Because
            it wasn’t her. She wasn’t that girl anymore. “Tucker was a senior, and I had a crush on him.”
         

         
         Gemma wrinkled her nose.

         
         “I thought I was subtle. Just like I thought I was special when Tucker started paying attention to me. I was a sophomore; he was a senior. He asked me out, but told me we had to keep it a secret. His dad was tough on him, wanted him focused on his classes and getting into a good college.” What a crock. “I thought it was grand and romantic, dating Tucker van Dalen in secret. I was so stupid.” 

         
         “You were what? Fifteen? Sixteen? You’re supposed to be a little stupid at sixteen.” Gemma’s smile was small and fleeting,
            but it was there. It was real. Tansy saw it. “If not then, when?”
         

         
         She was pretty sure that was rhetorical.

         
         “He’d send a car to pick me up, since I was too young to drive. We’d go out. Sometimes. Dinner, drinks, parties, usually expensive
            places where no one ever carded us because they knew who he was, who his dad was. It all made me feel so . . . so mature.
            Like I was all grown up.”
         

         
         Whatever sadness she had left inside her, it wasn’t for Tucker. Wasn’t even really about Tucker or their relationship, if she could even call it that. Any residual sadness was for
            the girl she’d been, so full of hope, bursting with it. So trusting. A romantic through and through. That girl hadn’t just
            gotten her heart broken—people went through breakups and got their hearts broken every day; that was life—she’d had her trust
            annihilated, her name run through the mud, and her reputation destroyed.
         

         
         Tansy had been humiliated.

         
         She didn’t know where to look or what to do with her hands, so she got down on her knees and grabbed the loose tail of yarn
            from the tangled skein. She wiggled it in front of the table, smiling when Mills darted a paw out. “He told me he loved me.
            Before he slept with me. Obviously. And I fell for it. Hook, line, and sinker. I was stupid.”
         

         
         Gemma took a swig of her water and scowled, looking for all the world like she wished it were something stronger. “Like I
            said, you’re supposed to be a little stupid at—”
         

         
         “No.” Tansy gave a quick, curt shake of her head. “I mean, I was really stupid.” Heat crept up her jaw, her cheeks burning. “I—I let him take pictures of me.” 

         
         Gemma’s jaw dropped, lips parting in a silent oh.
         

         
         “Yeah. Oh.” A wry laugh slipped out of her mouth. “Dumb, right? It’s, like, the number one thing they warn girls not to do. I should’ve known better.” Not that her mistake, her misplaced trust excused what Tucker had done. Not that it was
            her fault. He’d been kind and doting and he’d led her to believe she was safe with him. Her only true mistake had been trusting
            him. “I went to school that Monday and everyone was staring, whispering, laughing. At me. Because Tucker had shared the pictures
            with his friends. They spread like wildfire. By the time the bell rang for homeroom, half the school had seen me naked.”
         

         
         Gemma looked furious, eyes flashing, jaw clenched. “That fucking piece of shit.”

         
         The anger was fresh for Gemma, but it was old news for Tansy. “I confronted Tucker. Demanded to know how he could do something
            like that to me.” She shrugged. “He laughed. Told me I had nice tits and should be happy that everyone was appreciating them.”
         

         
         A strangled sound escaped Gemma, but Tansy wasn’t looking at her. It was too hard, eye contact. Mills was gnawing on the yarn
            with his pointy little teeth, and she focused on that instead.
         

         
         “I kind of had a public meltdown in the hallway. I—I don’t know. It’s sort of a blur by this point. I remember Tucker laughing and telling me he couldn’t believe I fell for everything he said. That I was so easy. As if it were my fault for trusting him.” She cleared her throat. “Like I said, I don’t remember everything, but I guess I started screaming, because he called me crazy and . . . the next thing I remember was sitting in the front office getting lectured by the principal and guidance counselor for my poor judgment. The last thing the school wanted was a scandal. They made Tucker delete the photos from his phone, but otherwise, he barely
            got a slap on the wrist. The Van Dalens were the school’s biggest donors. Montlake Prep didn’t want to jeopardize their funding.”
         

         
         She bit the bullet and lifted her eyes, breath catching in the back of her throat at the completely shattered expression on
            Gemma’s face.
         

         
         “And your stepmother?” Gemma asked, voice crisp and cool, a sharp contrast to the glossy sheen of her eyes. “Why didn’t she
            step in? Stick up for you. Do something.”
         

         
         “I didn’t tell her. It was humiliating enough without Katherine knowing. And to be honest, I wasn’t confident that she wouldn’t
            blame me, too. That she wouldn’t, I don’t know, look at me differently.”
         

         
         In hindsight, it was ridiculous. She should’ve said something, but at sixteen, the idea of losing the only family she had
            left had been unconscionable.
         

         
         “Anyway, that’s how I know Tucker. I was branded a whole slew of awful things I’m sure you can guess and Tucker went back
            to pretending I didn’t exist. I basically became a pariah.” Her lips twisted in a rueful smile. “Oh, but I did get asked out plenty, seeing as all the guys at school thought I was easy. I didn’t go on many”—any—“dates until after graduation.”
         

         
         “Jesus,” Gemma muttered. “Tansy, that’s—that’s pathetic.”
         

         
         Tansy flinched.

         
         “No. God no.” Gemma’s fingers circled Tansy’s wrist, grip firm. Her eyes were a different story entirely, soft inside an otherwise hard face. Her jaw was clenched, her lips pressed into a thin, flat line. But her eyes . . . how something so soft could break Tansy was beyond her comprehension.
         

         
         “Not you. Tucker.” Gemma sneered. “I’m not surprised that he betrayed you, but I do still find it disgusting, the depths to which he’ll sink.”
         

         
         Tansy smiled tremulously. It was weirdly nice, having someone be indignant on her behalf. Not just someone—Gemma. “Yeah. He’s a real piece of work.”
         

         
         “Piece of work? Piece of shit.” Gemma’s thumb stroked the inside of her wrist, and—not that it wasn’t nice, but it was . . . strange. Here she was, kneeling
            on her living room floor in her nightgown, with Gemma van Dalen sitting on her couch holding her hand. Comforting her. She’d
            take things she never would have dreamed of happening for one thousand.
         

         
         “Seriously, Tansy, how can you even stand to be around him?”

         
         She blew out a noisy breath. Talk about a loaded question.

         
         “I don’t know, I just . . . do it?” She scoffed softly. “Who am I kidding; it’s hard. Being around Tucker brings back bad
            memories. I didn’t see much of him for years, and then he and Madison started dating and he started coming to family dinners
            and . . .” She rubbed her eyes. They were scratchy, tired. She was tired. “Katherine and I aren’t close, but she’s the only family I have.” Ashleigh, too, but Tansy had stopped holding
            her breath praying she’d come around. “And I wish we were closer. I know it’s probably hopeless at this point, but I can’t
            help but hope that if I keep trying, going to family dinners, maybe—”
         

         
         “Katherine will start treating you like a daughter. So you twist yourself up into a pretzel to make her happy.”

         
         Tansy frowned, not sure if that was meant to be a potshot or what. However she sliced it, Tansy had had therapists who hadn’t clued into her issues that quickly. “I mean, I wouldn’t put it like that, but yeah. I guess.” 

         
         “I didn’t mean it as an insult.” Gemma squeezed her wrist. “I get it. Probably more than anyone.”

         
         “Sounds like maybe you have experience with the same thing?”

         
         “You could say that.” Gemma dropped Tansy’s hand, and Tansy kind of missed the contact. The warmth of Gemma’s skin. “It’s
            not worth it. Trust me.”
         

         
         Trust me.

         
         She didn’t, not completely, not yet. But she really did want to. She could let herself trust Gemma.

         
         “Anyway, it’s not always easy. That’s kind of how I got myself—us—into this mess, remember? I lied about having a girlfriend because I wanted an excuse for ditching family dinners when I
            knew Tucker would be in attendance.”
         

         
         She should’ve just told Katherine the truth, that she couldn’t stand to be around Tucker, but that would’ve opened up a whole
            can of worms and would’ve forced her to tell Katherine about what happened years ago. And there was a part of her that was
            terrified Katherine would react badly. That she would choose Tucker and the social status she gained from being quasi-related
            to the Van Dalens over Tansy.
         

         
         Worrying about it was one thing. Actually facing it? Maybe it made her a coward, but she’d pass.

         
         “I don’t know.” Gemma smiled, voice lilting. “It’s not so bad, this mess of ours.”

         
         Ours. That was nice. Feeling like—knowing that she wasn’t in this alone.
         

         
         “Could be worse.” She offered Gemma a shy smile.

         
         “Ooh.” Gemma pressed a hand to her chest and grinned. “You do know the way to a girl’s heart.”

         
         Speaking of hearts, Tansy’s beat quicker the longer Gemma’s eyes lingered, that smile of hers going soft.

         
         Now that Gemma was here, maybe she’d like to stay awhile. Maybe they could talk. Get to know each other better. Sans trauma.
            “Gemma—”
         

         
         “I should probably get out of your hair,” Gemma said, standing. “Seeing as I did drop by unannounced. Sorry for that, by the
            way. Patience isn’t exactly my strong suit.”
         

         
         “No, really?” Tansy stood, one hand pushing off the coffee table. “Had me fooled.”

         
         “Shut up.” Gemma laughed and knocked Tansy’s shoulder with hers on their way to the front door. “Seriously. I am sorry for showing up out of the blue. It’s just that . . . I might not always be the most honest person”—Gemma tucked her
            hair behind her ears, eyes rolling—“but I don’t want us to lie to each other. I know this marriage isn’t conventional, but I’d like it if we could be partners.” Gemma reached out,
            pulling up the shoulder of Tansy’s robe, which had slipped without her realizing it. Gemma’s fingers lingered, smoothing the
            material so that it lay flat against Tansy’s shoulder. “I want us to be able to trust each other. I’d like it if we could
            be friends.”
         

         
         Her mouth was suddenly dry, and it took several swallows to get it to work. “Friends. I’d like that. And, for what it’s worth,
            I didn’t lie to you. I just don’t talk about what happened. Not with anyone.”
         

         
         “I get it. And no pressure, but you can talk to me. About it. If you want.” Gemma’s nose scrunched. “Or not want. I doubt you want to talk about it, but if you need to, I’m here.”
         

         
         “Thanks.” Warmth flooded her chest. “I really appreciate that.”

         
         “No big.” Gemma paused. “Can I ask you a question?”

         
         Tansy nodded.

         
         “Why did you lie?” Gemma asked. “To your family? Why did you fake a relationship?”

         
         She frowned. “I told you. I wanted a decent excuse to get out of family dinners.”

         
         “No.” Gemma shook her head. “I get that. I mean, you’re beautiful and have a great sense of humor and are moderately well-adjusted.”
            Her lips twitched. “Why not find someone—” She paused, head cocking, hair spilling over her shoulder. “A girl? Guy? I—sorry,
            I meant to ask.”
         

         
         She shrugged. Her brain was still stuck on Gemma calling her beautiful. “I’m bi.”

         
         Gemma nodded. “So why didn’t you find someone to date for real? Unless that’s not something you’re interested in?”

         
         “No, that’s not it.” Tansy let the satin sash of her chiffon robe slide between her fingers. “Dating gives me anxiety. Or
            I guess it makes the anxiety I already have worse. Or the anxiety I already have makes the dating worse? Point being, I know
            dating is, in theory, supposed to be fun. And it’s not. Add in the fact that I don’t trust very many people . . .”
         

         
         She trailed off, hoping Gemma could fill in the blanks.

         
         “So you’ve what? Just resigned yourself to a life spent alone?” Gemma held up her hands. “No indictment. I just want to understand.”

         
         She . . . she didn’t know.

         
         She didn’t want to be alone, not forever, but when it came to the specifics of how to rectify her desire to find someone with
            her fears, Tansy hadn’t thought that far in advance. “I’m sure I’ll put myself out there eventually.” She laughed. “I do sort
            of have bigger things to worry about right now.”
         

         
         “This is true. You aren’t exactly on the market now, are you?” The corners of Gemma’s mouth rose. “Speaking of, I was thinking—what’s your schedule look like this week?” 

         
         “My schedule? I work Monday through Saturday. Why?”

         
         “I was thinking we could make this thing official.” Gemma leaned against the doorframe. “How’s Thursday sound? You ready to
            get hitched?”
         

         
         Thursday. Gemma wanted to marry her on Thursday. This Thursday. “Okay. I mean, good. It sounds good. Fine.”
         

         
         The sooner she married Gemma, the sooner she would be in possession of the six million dollars she needed to buy the store
            from Katherine. The sooner she could stop spending what little free time she had making lists, backup plans. The sooner she
            could stop worrying about something terrible happening.
         

         
         “Good.” Gemma smiled, hand resting on the doorknob. “I’ll text you.”

         
         “I’ll be on the lookout for it.”

         
         Gemma took three steps out into the hall before she turned on her heel. “Hey, Tansy?”

         
         “Hmm?”

         
         “You have nice shoulders.” Gemma’s eyes danced over Tansy’s exposed collarbone, lingering on her décolletage. “You should
            show ’em off more often.”
         

         
         Tansy smothered a smile as she shut the door. Maybe she would.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         
            Gemma (2:19 p.m.): Is there a reason I just received an invitation to my own engagement party to be held at my family’s estate?
            

         

         Tansy read the text three times, not understanding what Gemma was talking about.

         
         
            Tansy (2:22 p.m.): An invitation from whom?
            

         

         A minute passed before her phone chirped with a notification. Gemma had sent her a photo of a cream-colored card stock invitation
            with scalloped edges, gilded lettering, and an over-the-top gold-leaf floral motif adorning the corners. Tansy cringed. This
            had Katherine written all over it.
         

         
         Please join us for an engagement celebration honoring the future Mrs. & Mrs. Van Dalen.

         
         Oh Jesus. This was definitely Katherine’s doing.
         

         
         A shadow fell across the counter beside the register. Calling Katherine would have to wait.

         
         “Hi. Did you find everything you were looking for to—” Tansy looked up, the words dying on her tongue.

         
         Speak of the devil. Katherine, not a customer, stood on the opposite side of the counter, sunglasses perched atop her freshly
            highlighted head. Two visits to the store in one week. That had to be a record. “Katherine, hi. Did you happen to mail—”
         

         
         “Oh my god.”

         
         Tansy froze. “What? What is it?”

         
         She half expected a spider to be crawling on her from the way Katherine had gasped.

         
         “That ring!” Katherine snatched Tansy’s hand and lifted it for closer inspection. “Tansy, it’s stunning!”

         
         Oh, right. That.

         
         “It’s something, isn’t it?” Tansy said, squirming slightly as Katherine held her hand up higher, staring at the pear-shaped
            diamond with a wide-eyed look of wonder.
         

         
         “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that Gemma van Dalen has good taste.” Katherine finished appraising the ring and let go
            of Tansy’s hand. “What is that, three carats? Four?”
         

         
         Tansy folded her right hand over her left, ready to move on from this discussion. The topic was making her itch. “Something
            like that.”
         

         
         She didn’t have a clue about carats or clarity or whatever other c-words counted when it came to diamonds. And she wasn’t
            about to ask, for fear that Gemma would tell her the price. Honestly, she’d rather not know if she was carting around the
            equivalent of a house’s down payment on her hand.
         

         
         “Well, it’s gorgeous, but I’m sure you already knew that.” Katherine suddenly frowned. “You weren’t wearing it the last time
            I saw you.”
         

         
         “Right.” Think, think. “Gemma was having it resized.”
         

         
         “A ring like that, you certainly don’t want sliding off your finger.” Katherine smiled. “Do you have a minute?”
         

         
         “I do, but I actually have a question for you first. Gemma just sent me a picture of an invitation to an engagement party.
            Our engagement party, apparently. You wouldn’t happen to be behind that, would you?”
         

         
         “Oh, good. She got it,” Katherine said. “I sent you one, too. Didn’t you get it?”

         
         “The mail hasn’t come yet today.” And that was beside the point. “Katherine, we never discussed any kind of engagement party.”

         
         Katherine waved her off. “Not to worry; Bitsie and I have it all in hand.”

         
         “Wait. Who?”
         

         
         She had to be hearing things.

         
         “Bitsie,” Katherine repeated. “You know, Tucker’s mother.”

         
         That’s what she was afraid Katherine had said. “Since when do you talk to Tucker’s mother?”

         
         “Since you’re marrying her niece. Well, before that, actually. She was at Madison’s bridal shower, remember?”

         
         Tansy rubbed the bridge of her nose, feeling the beginning throbs of a headache creeping up on her. “I wasn’t invited to Madison’s
            bridal shower. Remember?”
         

         
         “We grabbed lunch last week,” Katherine continued as if Tansy hadn’t spoken. “She’s a delight. She even hinted that there’s
            a possibility she can swing me an invitation to the Sunset Club.”
         

         
         She did her damnedest to rein in her frustration. “That’s nice.”

         
         Katherine scoffed. “Nice. Tansy, the Sunset Club is the most exclusive women’s social club in Seattle. Not only is membership granted by invitation
            only, it’s so private that members won’t even discuss it on the record.”
         

         
         Bully for Katherine. Tansy dug deep, mustering a shred of enthusiasm. “That’s great. But I don’t see what any of it has to do with this engagement party.” 

         
         “Well, I needed a guest list and Bitsie seemed like the best person to reach out to, given that we’re already connected via
            Madison. She told me how beautiful the Van Dalen estate is and how perfect it would be for the engagement party. She even
            offered to talk to Gemma’s father about hosting it there. Wasn’t that thoughtful of her?”
         

         
         Frustration bubbled up the back of her throat. Her hopes of Katherine being the stepmother Tansy wanted her to be, her hopes
            of Katherine caring about her the way Tansy wished she would, gave up the ghost. They were never going to have the relationship Tansy wanted.
         

         
         It was time for Tansy to stop getting her hopes up for anything more than what they had, right now, right here. But that didn’t
            mean she had to be okay with Katherine running roughshod over her. “Katherine, we never discussed an engagement party,” she
            said again.
         

         
         Katherine frowned, looking taken aback. “I wanted it to be a surprise. I thought you’d be elated.”

         
         “I just really wish you would’ve talked to me about it first.”

         
         “But then it wouldn’t be a surprise.” Katherine looked at her like she was stupid. “It’ll be perfect—you’ll see. Now, as for
            why I’m here. I wanted to let you know I took the liberty of reaching out to Olivia Grant on your behalf.”
         

         
         Katherine was taking liberties left and right. “Olivia who?”

         
         “Olivia Grant, the wedding planner who works for Emerald City Events?” Katherine rolled her eyes. “I gave you her contact info, but this all confirms that I made the right decision to call for you. ECE is booked solid, but when I mentioned the name of your intended, Olivia’s lovely receptionist managed to squeeze us in for a consultation ASAP.” 

         
         Tansy cringed. Call it wishful thinking, but she’d been hoping to skip this minefield of a conversation and jump straight
            to the announcement that she and Gemma had already gotten married. “Katherine, that was thoughtful of you. But unnecessary.”
         

         
         “Nonsense. It’s the least I could do.”

         
         “Gemma and I hardly need a wedding planner.”

         
         Katherine frowned. “Oh heavens, Tansy, please tell me you aren’t planning on”—she leaned in, dropping her voice to a whisper—“DIYing
            your wedding, are you?”
         

         
         “No, nothing like that, we just—”

         
         “Oh, thank God.” Katherine pressed her palm to her chest and laughed. “You had me worried for a second that there’d be Ball
            mason jars in my future and—and twine.”
         

         
         Katherine wrinkled her nose.

         
         “No mason jars. It’s just that neither of us are really interested in a big wedding.” Tansy stepped around the counter and
            headed toward the front table. “We’d prefer something small.”
         

         
         “Small?” Katherine’s heels clacked against the floor as she trailed Tansy. How she managed to put that much derision into
            one word was beyond Tansy. “How small?”
         

         
         Tansy tidied the as seen on TikTok display, glad that her back was to Katherine so she couldn’t see her wince. “You know . . . intimate.”
         

         
         “Intimate,” Katherine repeated, her voice clipped, full of suspicion. “Intimate as in, what? Fifty guests? One hundred?”

         
         Tansy choked. “Fifty?”

         
         In what universe did fifty guests count as small and intimate, let alone one hundred?
         

         
         “I assume by intimate you mean family and close friends.”
         

         
         Tansy wasn’t sure she even knew fifty people, much less fifty she’d want at her wedding. Not that there was going to be a wedding. Not in the traditional sense. “We were thinking more intimate.”
         

         
         “What’s more intimate than family and close friends?”

         
         Tansy cringed. “A courthouse wedding?”

         
         “A courthouse—Tansy.” A hand seized her by the arm, spinning her around. “You can’t be serious. What in God’s name would possess you to get married
            at a courthouse?”
         

         
         Katherine did nothing to conceal her look of horror at the prospect.

         
         “We really want a simple wedding without—”

         
         “Olivia can give you simple,” Katherine said, steamrolling right over her. “But you hardly have to go to a courthouse to have
            it.”
         

         
         “Sure, but planning a wedding sounds like such a headache. Gemma and I would much rather save ourselves the time and the trouble
            and just pop over to the courthouse and”—get it over with nearly popped out of her mouth—“skip to the part where we can enjoy being married.”
         

         
         Katherine balked. “You can’t honestly tell me that you want a courthouse wedding, can you?”
         

         
         It didn’t matter what she wanted. If it meant saving the bookstore and sparing herself the humiliation of anyone finding out
            she’d fabricated a relationship, the ends justified the means.
         

         
         Katherine took Tansy’s pause as an invitation to keep needling. “No little girl dreams of getting married at city hall.”

         
         No little girl dreams of a marriage of convenience to a practical stranger, either.

         
         She couldn’t tell Katherine the truth: that Gemma had less than three months to secure a spouse, otherwise she’d be effectively forfeiting her inheritance and handing over the family business to Tucker. Tansy wasn’t entirely sure how much she could get away with telling Katherine, or if it was smart to even mention the trust or if that would be a red flag that their motives for marrying were matter-of-fact. 

         
         But what legitimate—key word—reason could they have for wanting to speed things along and marry ASAP? If she couldn’t explain it to Katherine,
            how were she and Gemma supposed to explain it to anyone else? To the Van Dalens, who were just dying for a reason to call foul on Gemma’s inheritance? Would a courthouse wedding look suspicious to the executor of Hieronymus
            van Dalen’s trust?
         

         
         Based on Katherine’s reaction alone, she had a terrible feeling that it would.

         
         “I’m sure Olivia can help give you the intimate wedding of your dreams on a timetable that works for everyone.”

         
         Tansy gave an absent nod. “I’m sure you’re right.”

         
         “Of course I am.” Katherine beamed. “Now, as far as this engagement party is concerned, you don’t need to do a thing. All
            you have to do is show up and look pretty.”
         

         
         It took everything inside her, every ounce of self-restraint she possessed, to keep from rolling her eyes. “Sounds like a
            plan.”
         

         
         Speaking of, she needed to talk to Gemma.

         
         *  *  *

         Incoming call: Tansy Adams

         
         “Tansy, just the fiancée I was thinking about.”

         
         “You were thinking about me?” Tansy’s voice lilted, surprise carrying through the line. “I mean, hi.”

         
         Gemma fell back against her pillows with a smile. “Hi.”

         
         “So.” Tansy cleared her throat. “I spoke with Katherine, and it turns out she’s the one who sent out the invitations.”

         
         “Hmm. I see.” Gemma didn’t know Tansy’s stepmother, but given what Tansy had told her, the woman had done little to endear
            herself to Gemma.
         

         
         “She had a little help from your aunt, apparently.”

         
         Gemma sat up. “My what?”
         

         
         “Bitsie?”

         
         Ugh. Of course. This had the stench of Bitsie’s Chanel No. 5 all over it. “Did you tell Katherine we don’t want an engagement
            party?”
         

         
         “Well, I tried . . .”

         
         Her eyes slipped shut. “Tansy.”

         
         “I did! I tried, but Katherine’s already mailed the invitations.”

         
         Why did she have a feeling Tansy’s definition of try was much different than hers? “That’s Katherine’s problem, not ours. We just won’t go.”
         

         
         “To our own engagement party?” Tansy sounded scandalized, which made her laugh.

         
         “Tansy, sweetheart, we’re going to be married by then. An engagement party would be a bit belated, don’t you think?”

         
         “About that . . .”

         
         Her pulse lurched. “You’re not backing out, are you?”

         
         Not only would that be mortifying, her fiancée jilting her before they even made it to the altar, but there’d be no time to
            find a replacement before the general meeting. Not if she wanted the marriage to be believable.
         

         
         Plus, Gemma was beginning to find herself rather fond of the bride she did have—and her predilection for blushing.
         

         
         If Tansy backed out, Gemma would be devastated.

         
         “No! Nothing like that.”

         
         Gemma breathed a sigh of relief. Crisis averted.

         
         “I was thinking.”

         
         “Oh, the horror.”

         
         “Shut up.” Tansy laughed. “Be serious.”

         
         “Serious.” Gemma hmmed, grinning. “What is this word of which you speak?”
         

         
         “Has anyone ever told you you’re a little infuriating?” She still sounded amused.

         
         “I might’ve been called that a time or twelve,” she said, smiling up at her ceiling. “Putting up with my infuriating nature
            is the price you pay for pretending to date me.”
         

         
         Tansy laughed. “I guess I deserve that, huh?”

         
         Gemma tucked her feet beneath her rumpled covers. “Now that we’re agreed—I’m infuriating and we both know it—go on and tell
            me what you were thinking. I want to hear.”
         

         
         Silence stretched between them. If it hadn’t been for the soft sound of Tansy’s breathing, Gemma might’ve thought the line
            had gone dead, that maybe Tansy had hung up on her. When she finally spoke, her voice was soft and contemplative. “I could
            barely think of a reason to give Katherine for why we want a courthouse wedding. What are we supposed to tell everyone else?”
         

         
         Gemma frowned. “What do you mean? It’s no one’s business what we want.”

         
         “Really? It’s no one’s business?” Tansy sighed. “I’m pretty sure it is, Gemma. You’re the one who told me this marriage has to look legitimate.”
         

         
         “And it will. It does.” That was the whole reason why Tansy’s lie was so brilliant; she’d laid the foundation for a relationship, one that had
            apparently started before Gemma’s grandfather had died. No one could refute that they were the real deal.
         

         
         Well, they could. But it would be their word against Gemma’s.

         
         “But how is it going to look, a six-month relationship followed by a short engagement and a courthouse wedding?”

         
         “It’s not that short of an engagement,” she grumbled. “Celebrities do it all the time.” She might not be a celebrity per se, but she was
            celeb-adjacent at the very least. “People expect that sort of . . . impetuousness from me.”
         

         
         “Do they expect it from the soon-to-be president of Van Dalen Publishing?”

         
         Gemma’s jaw snapped shut. “Touché.”

         
         “I—I didn’t mean it—”

         
         “No, no. Don’t apologize. You’re right.” Gemma scrunched her eyes shut. She wanted to give this her all. Be the sort of leader
            VDP deserved. “I want you to be honest with me, remember?”
         

         
         “Yeah, well, I could’ve said it with more tact.”

         
         Gemma snorted. “Tansy, sweetheart, if you exhibited any more tact than you already do, you’d have it coming out your ass.”

         
         “Oh, geez.” Tansy laughed. “Do they sell something for that? Over-the-counter, preferably. My insurance has a heck of a co-pay.”

         
         “We’ll get you on my plan. I’ve got dental and vision.”
         

         
         Tansy whistled. “You know what? Maybe we should get courthouse married. Tomorrow. Are you free?”

         
         Gemma smiled. Tansy was funny. And not just funny—Gemma had fun talking to her. Tansy was quick, witty, and, for all that she could be serious, she didn’t
            take herself too seriously. All things Gemma liked about her.
         

         
         Tansy also had a good head on her shoulders. At least, it seemed like she did. She had persevered through a fuckton of adversity
            and could talk about her past without falling apart. Dare she say it, Gemma valued her opinion. “You think the engagement’s
            too short?”
         

         
         “Well, kind of, yeah. We announced it at the beginning of October. How’s it going to look if we’re married before the end of the month?” 

         
         “Like we’re extremely eager and just couldn’t wait to be married? Hey, there’s a thought. We were saving ourselves for marriage.
            It’s such an awkward proclamation that no one’ll ask questions.”
         

         
         Tansy snorted. “I hate to break it to you, but I don’t think anyone would believe that either of us was waiting for marriage.”

         
         “You’re saying that ship already left the harbor, hmm?”

         
         “And made a few transatlantic voyages, yeah.”

         
         Gemma laughed. “Fair.”

         
         “I just think a quickie marriage might raise more questions than we’d like.”

         
         Now that she paused to really think about it, the optics weren’t great, truth be told.

         
         “I guess I was so concerned with shoring this whole thing up, no muss, no fuss, that I didn’t stop to think about how our
            expediency might be perceived.”
         

         
         “I guess that whole patience not being your strong suit thing bit you in the butt, huh?” Tansy joked.
         

         
         “Unfortunately,” Gemma agreed. “That it did. So you want us to have a wedding wedding? With a cake and . . . I don’t know, cake?”
         

         
         Tansy laughed. “I like cake, yes. So much that I’d even be okay with having two.”

         
         “I’d be worried if you didn’t like cake.”

         
         “That a deal breaker for you?”

         
         “Not quite, but I’d be forced to question your taste. Which so far, save for that disaster with Tucker, has proven impeccable.”

         
         As soon as the words were out of her mouth she wished she could take them back. What was she thinking, being so flippant about something so awful? 

         
         “Impeccable, oh?” Tansy huffed softly, breath puffing sweetly through the line. “Someone thinks highly of themself.”

         
         Gemma cupped her hand over her mouth, muffling her quiet, near-giddy laugh. “Did you think I meant me? No, I was talking about
            that negligee you had on the other night. The bias cut was beautiful on you. Very . . . flattering. It was vintage, wasn’t it?” She traced her smile with her fingertips. “It is nice to hear that I’m your type.”
         

         
         “Shut up,” Tansy muttered, the words lacking heat. “What about my cardigan?”

         
         Gemma frowned. “What about it?”

         
         “You didn’t seem so fond of it at Tucker and Madison’s wedding, remember?”

         
         Oh, right. Thanks to the champagne she’d chugged like water, she had lost any semblance of a filter she possessed and had
            made her thoughts on Tansy’s outfit quite clear. “Only because it should be a crime covering yourself up like that.”
         

         
         “Is that a line?” Tansy asked, voice suspicious.

         
         Gemma huffed. “Fine, I think that cardigan was awful. But I also think it should be a crime covering yourself up like that.
            But whatever. If you like the damn thing, I suppose I can learn to live with it.”
         

         
         “I suppose you’re going to have to,” Tansy said, sounding amused.

         
         When it came to marriage, Gemma hadn’t exactly had the greatest role models. Her father had fucked over her mother with a team of bloodthirsty lawyers and a less-than-standard prenup that she’d signed under duress—young, pregnant, afraid, but so very hopeful. His second ex-wife had fared better, but not by much. And Uncle Sterling was anything but faithful to Bitsie. Gemma knew all the things that made a marriage fail, but not much about what made one last. 

         
         But the one thing she did know was that any relationship, even a marriage of convenience, was supposed to be about give and
            take.
         

         
         Gemma reached back to fluff her pillows. “Marriage is a compromise, is it not?”

         
         “It should be,” Tansy agreed. “So, we’re on the same page—we both think it would look better—more legitimate—if we had a real
            wedding?”
         

         
         Legitimacy was the ultimate point of all of this. “Same page.”

         
         Never in a million years had she thought she’d see the day she got married, let alone had a wedding. She’d pretty much sworn
            off the idea of getting hitched when she was . . . what? Thirteen? Looks like fate, the wily bastard, had other plans. “But
            just so we’re clear—no shoving cake in my face. It’s tacky.”
         

         
         And she’d read somewhere that it correlated with a higher divorce rate. Not that that mattered, but still. Anecdotal evidence
            was not to be ignored.
         

         
         “No cake smash,” Tansy agreed. “Got it.”

         
         “And I’m not wearing white. It washes me out.”

         
         “Fine with me.”

         
         “And I’m not forcing my friends into matching dresses, okay? And Teddy and Max will be up there with me.” She’d never hear
            the end of their bitching if she left them out of something, even something as asinine as a bridal party.
         

         
         “Sure, that’s—oh God. I’m going to have to tell Samina.”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         “My best friend. She lives in Arizona.”

         
         She wouldn’t mind meeting Tansy’s best friend. “Invite her.”

         
         “I will.”

         
         “Good.” She paused. She’d never put too much thought into her wedding, but now that she was, it turned out she had opinions.
            Plenty of them. “No bouquet tosses. I’m not going to have the DJ call out all the single women for shits and giggles so they
            can fight over a bunch of flowers, Hunger Games–style.”
         

         
         Tansy started to laugh.

         
         “What? Oh God, don’t tell me you actually like that tradition.”

         
         “No! It’s just . . . I caught the bouquet at Madison’s wedding.”

         
         Talk about timely.

         
         “It was an accident,” Tansy tacked on. “I was trying not to catch it, actually.”
         

         
         Gemma snorted. “I’m starting to think I need to wrap you up in bubble wrap before the big day, you disaster magnet.”

         
         “I’ve been called worse things,” Tansy joked. “In all seriousness, I’m not a fan of the bouquet toss, either.”

         
         “Good. We’re agreed.” Gemma racked her brain for other traditions that made her dry heave. “No choreographed dance routines.
            They give me secondhand embarrassment.”
         

         
         “Same.”

         
         She picked at a thread on her comforter. “And my father won’t be giving me away.”

         
         Gemma didn’t belong to anyone but herself. And even if she had wanted her father to walk her down the aisle, Victor would probably laugh his ass off if she asked.
         

         
         “Same.” Tansy laughed.

         
         Gemma cringed. Fuck. “Tansy—”

         
         “It was supposed to be a joke, but clearly it didn’t land.” Tansy’s laughter had an edge to it that left Gemma’s heart feeling like it was made of lead. “Anyway, um, if we’re getting all with the heavy, I might as well mention that I want to wear my mom’s wedding dress, okay?” 

         
         “Of course,” she murmured, heart aching. “I think that’s beautiful.”

         
         Tansy laughed. “They got married in the eighties. Adjust your expectations accordingly.”

         
         She was pretty sure Tansy would look beautiful wearing a trash bag, but she refrained from saying that. “Speaking of the eighties,
            want to have our first dance to ‘Another One Bites the Dust’?”
         

         
         Tansy snorted. “I don’t know. Wouldn’t ‘Never Gonna Give You Up’ be a bit more apt?”

         
         “Ooh.” Gemma grinned. “I do love a good Rickroll. Though that might be a little too on the nose.”

         
         “True.” Tansy laughed. “I think a lot of these are things we can discuss with the wedding planner. Speaking of which, Katherine
            already has us booked for a consultation. Is that okay?”
         

         
         “As long as this wedding planner of Katherine’s can get us hitched before the holidays, it’s fine.”

         
         “If she can’t, we can always go the courthouse route after all.”

         
         That they could.

         
         “You realize this means we’re going to have to put on a show, right? We’re going to have to act besotted, like we’ve been
            dating for the last six months.” Gemma smirked up at the ceiling. “We’ll have to kiss. Again.”
         

         
         Tansy’s breath hitched audibly, and Gemma couldn’t help but picture Tansy turning the prettiest shade of petal pink.

         
         “I don’t have a problem with that.”

         
         Gemma shut her eyes.

         
         God help her if she ever had the pleasure of tracing the southward spread of Tansy’s flush. If she ever got to put her mouth on parts of Tansy other than her lips. She just might lose her mind. 

         
         God help Tansy, too. Gemma would make damn sure she sounded a mite more enthusiastic than merely not having a problem with
            it.
         

         
         “I’m glad we have that sorted.”

         
         “I guess I’ll see you at our engagement party?”

         
         “Would you like a ride?”

         
         “Oh, yes. Please. That would be great. Thank you.”

         
         “No problem. I’ll text you.”

         
         “Sounds good. Sounds great, actually,” Tansy said. “I’m, uh, looking forward to it.”

         
         That made one of them.

         
         “Bye, Tansy.” Gemma ended the call.

         
         Tansy wasn’t wrong; a courthouse wedding had been poor planning on Gemma’s part, hasty. But Tansy also didn’t know Gemma’s
            family. She knew Tucker, knew what he was capable of, but Gemma’s father . . .
         

         
         He made Tucker’s worst look like child’s play.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         
         “Are you sure you’re okay?” Tansy frowned from the passenger seat.

         
         “I’m fine.” Gemma took the exit onto 84th Avenue NE. “Don’t I seem fine?”

         
         “You, um, hit ninety on the bridge back there.”

         
         Gemma eased off the accelerator and threw Tansy a grimace. “It’s too easy to get up to speed in this thing.”

         
         Aston Martins weren’t made for going sixty.

         
         “It’s fine. I was only asking because you seem a little . . . on edge.”

         
         That was one way of putting it.

         
         “My family isn’t like most families,” Gemma warned, telling Tansy what she already knew. Underscoring it in bold black ink
            couldn’t hurt. “They aren’t nice.”
         

         
         “Are most families nice?” Tansy asked, making Gemma laugh.
         

         
         “Touché. I’ll put it this way. My family makes the Carringtons look close-knit, the Bluths functional, the Drapers devoted,
            and the Bundys touchy-feely.”
         

         
         “The Bundys?” Tansy’s jaw went slack. “As in, Ted Bundy?”
         

         
         Gemma snickered. “No, Married . . . with Children Bundys. But hey, who am I to say what skeletons are lurking in the Van Dalen family closet?” 

         
         Tansy gulped.

         
         “I’m kidding.” Mostly. “They’re not affectionate people, and if they don’t like you—which they won’t—they won’t pretend otherwise.”

         
         Not unless they thought there was something in it for them, something to gain from putting on airs.

         
         “Okay.” Tansy nodded, taking a bracing breath. “Is there anything I should know before I walk into the lion’s den?”

         
         Lion’s den. Ha. More like a pit of vipers.
         

         
         Gemma took a right at the stoplight, officially entering Medina, home to some of Washington State’s wealthiest.

         
         “Watch your back,” she warned. “Thus far, you’ve proven yourself to be a relatively discerning person. I have faith in you
            to learn as you go.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” Tansy said drolly. “Appreciate it.”

         
         Gemma laughed, shoulders easing. “You’ll be fine. I won’t let anyone lay a finger on you. Figuratively or otherwise.”

         
         She turned onto Evergreen Point Road and then pulled up to the drive, pausing at the guard booth. The security guard was new.
            New to her, at least. She rolled down the window and smiled. “Hi”—she glanced at his name badge—“Mark. How are you this evening?”
         

         
         “ID and invitation, please.”

         
         “I’m Gemma. I’m one of the brides.”

         
         “ID and invitation, please,” he repeated.

         
         Yeesh. Victor had certainly cracked down on security. It had never been like this when her grandfather lived here. She’d always
            been waved through the gate, security recognizing her car. “Tansy, could you grab me the invitation from the glove box?”
         

         
         Gemma snagged her wallet, wiggling her license from the little plastic pouch and passing both her ID and her invite to the guard, who studied both, flashing a light against her license, checking for the holographic seal. He handed them back to her. “Your passenger’s, please.” 

         
         Tansy’s hands shook as she dug around inside her purse. “I’m getting shades of TSA.”

         
         Gemma snorted. “Careful,” she whispered, waggling her brows. “Mark here might decide to give you a pat down.”

         
         “I’m serious. This is all very by the book. It’s stressing me out.”

         
         “Breathe.” Gemma took Tansy’s ID and invite from the guard. “Thanks, Mark. Have a fantastic night.” She gave them back to
            Tansy with a smile. “The open bar awaits.”
         

         
         The big, black wrought iron gates opened, allowing Gemma through. She drove slowly up the winding drive, passing a van at
            the bend—catering, most likely.
         

         
         Tansy leaned forward, taking it all in. “You grew up here?”

         
         “No. I grew up in Laurelhurst. This house belonged to my grandfather.”

         
         Constructed in 1922 by Wilhelm van Dalen, her late great-grandfather, the Van Dalen family estate was one of the first homes
            built in Medina. Located on five acres of waterfront property, the estate had been home to three generations of Van Dalens.
            Four, now that her father had sold the house in Laurelhurst and moved back in with his two sons, Gemma’s ten-year-old half
            brothers, twins Ian and Isaac.
         

         
         “But don’t worry.” Gemma pulled into the U-shaped drive directly in front of the house, letting the engine idle. “I know my
            way around.”
         

         
         Gemma fished around in the back footwell for her Louboutins, slipping them on and stepping out of the car, careful not to close her dress in the door. She tossed her keys to the valet, who handed her a ticket before opening Tansy’s door. 

         
         Tansy stepped out, head swiveling left and right, taking in the sprawling, ivy-covered, three-story brick-front mansion with
            its three visible garages.
         

         
         Around the back, visible from the drive but just barely, was a stone walkway. To the left, it led to the stables; to the right,
            down to the Blue House, an aptly named guesthouse, each room of the interior painted a different shade of blue. If you followed
            the walk farther, you’d wind up at the infinity edge pool overlooking Lake Washington. Only a stone’s throw away was the pool
            house, a three-hundred-square-foot cottage, nautical in design. Eventually, the walkway led down to a private dock with a
            private beach and unfettered lake access.
         

         
         “This place is—”

         
         “Too big for twenty people, let alone the three who call it home? I know, right?” Gemma held out her hand for Tansy to take.
            “Come on. I’m freezing my tits off. Let’s get inside.”
         

         
         Tansy rested her fingers in the palm of Gemma’s hand. “Maybe you should’ve worn a jacket.”

         
         “With this dress?” She laughed. “As if.”

         
         The invitation had said black tie optional, so Gemma had chosen to wear one of her favorite dresses, a pink ombre organza and silk tulle gown that didn’t skimp on the
            drama.
         

         
         In the cherry-wood-paneled foyer, Tansy dropped Gemma’s hand so that she could unbutton her trench and hand it over to the
            butler waiting by the door.
         

         
         “A boatneck?” Gemma smirked. “Scandalous.”

         
         Tansy wore a soft pink 1950s swing skirt dress, a perfect color match to the palest shade at the top of Gemma’s dress. A happy
            accident.
         

         
         Tansy lifted a hand, fingers tracing her neckline self-consciously. “It’s not too much, is it?”

         
         “I like it,” Gemma clarified, eyes dancing over Tansy’s exposed shoulders, gaze caressing her delicate collarbone. She swallowed
            hard, her mouth suddenly bone-dry. “I told you that you have nice shoulders.”
         

         
         “Why do you think I wore this?” Tansy said, a smile flirting at the edges of her lips.

         
         Well, well, well. As if that wasn’t enough to take Gemma by surprise, as soon as Tansy’s coat was gone, she held out her hand
            for Gemma once more. Gemma laced their fingers together, her thumb stroking the back of Tansy’s hand. It was an unconscious
            gesture, something she didn’t realize she was doing until Tansy shivered and sidled a little closer. Whether it was meant
            to comfort Tansy or was meant more for self-soothing, Gemma couldn’t be sure.
         

         
         “Ready to meet my family?”

         
         Tansy’s smile went wry. “Hardly.”

         
         Gemma had asked for honesty.
         

         
         “Gemma!”

         
         She turned, catching an armful of black hair and purple sequins. “Oof.” She laughed. “What the hell are you doing here, Yvonne?”
         

         
         “Couldn’t leave you to the wolves, could we?” Teddy rubbed his knuckles against her head, fucking up her hair.

         
         “A noogie? What are you, twelve?” She swatted at him. “Fuck off. I’m serious. You told me you weren’t coming.”

         
         “We weren’t, but then we started talking and feeling guilty and we decided, fuck it. Why not get dolled up and wreak a little
            havoc on your behalf?” Teddy grinned. “Tansy, lovely to see you again.”
         

         
         She smiled. “Teddy. Nice tux.”

         
         He smoothed his hand down the front of his jacket, chest bare beneath. “Thank you. Beautiful dress. You’ve lovely shoulders.”

         
         She blushed sweetly. “Thank you.”

         
         “Is it just you two, or—” Gemma broke off as her other roommates came into view, Lucy trailing behind Max and Rochelle. “Ah,
            you brought the cavalry, I see.”
         

         
         Her chest warmed, knowing how much her friends loathed coming to stuffy parties like this, especially stuffy parties where her family would be in attendance. That they’d come meant the world to her.
         

         
         She turned to Tansy. “Tansy, you’ve already met Teddy, but these are the rest of the heathens I call roommates and friends.
            Yvonne, Max, Rochelle, and Lucy.”
         

         
         Gemma met Lucy’s eye and smiled, hoping the fact that she had shown up tonight was a sign Lucy was over their little tiff.
            Their conversations over the past few weeks had been polite, if distant, and Gemma was more than ready for their friendship
            to return to normal. When Lucy smiled softly back, Gemma breathed a sigh of relief.
         

         
         Yvonne grabbed Tansy by the shoulders and smacked a kiss against each of her cheeks. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

         
         Her Metropolitan French accent, usually soft and vague, was more pronounced, her e’s open and her i’s stretched, a sure sign she’d already hit the open bar.
         

         
         Tansy laughed, flustered. “You too.”

         
         Gemma brushed her fingers against the tulle of her skirt, palms slightly clammy. “You haven’t seen my father around here,
            have you?”
         

         
         “Gemma.”

         
         She cringed. Oh, she knew that bark. It was almost as bad as his bite. “Speak of the devil.”

         
         “You’re late” were the next words out of Victor’s mouth. Not nice to see you or congratulations, or even hello. Just immediate condemnation.
         

         
         If this was a sign of what was to come, Gemma was in for a treat of an evening.

         
         “Didn’t think I could be late to my own engagement party, Dad.” She scanned the room, looking for a drink. A glass of champagne
            would do in a pinch, but she’d kill for something stiff. Bourbon, preferably, but she wasn’t picky.
         

         
         “Victor, there you are. We were wondering where you’d wandered off to—oh.” Bitsie stopped dead in her tracks, cradling Prudence, her prize bichon frise, in her arms. Her lips thinned as she looked
            Gemma up and down. “Gemma. You’re here.”
         

         
         “Try to sound a little less enthused next time, Bitsie,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Heaven forbid you give off the wrong
            impression and someone thinks you actually like me.”
         

         
         Bitsie laughed, a high trill that set Gemma’s teeth on edge. Prudence yipped loudly. “Oh, Gemma. You haven’t changed a bit.”

         
         Uncle Sterling rounded the corner, Gemma’s waste-of-space cousin at his side. Madison had her arm looped around Tucker’s,
            an empty glass of champagne dangling from her fingers. That girl from the wedding—Tansy’s stepsister, whose name Gemma couldn’t
            remember for the life of her—clomped along behind Madison, clumsy in her heels, expression dour. Uncle Brooks sauntered slowly
            behind them all, hands in his pockets, greeting Gemma with a cheeky wink.
         

         
         “Wow, who died?”

         
         Bitsie choked on her champagne. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         Gemma nodded at their outfits, all black save for Brooks, who wore an emerald-green dinner jacket with what looked like diamond cuff links. “You’re all dressed in your funerary finest, so I figured someone must’ve kicked the bucket.” 

         
         Teddy coughed, a wasted effort to disguise his snort of laughter.

         
         Bitsie looked like she’d bitten into a bad clam. “I hardly find that joke appropriate, given your grandfather’s recent passing.
            Technically, we’re all still in our mourning period.”
         

         
         Mourning period? Gemma rolled her eyes. If this were the nineteenth century, maybe. “Tansy, this is my aunt Bitsie, my uncles Sterling and
            Brooks, and my father, Victor. Everyone, this is my fiancée, Tansy. And you’ve already met my friends.”
         

         
         “Gemma,” Victor said, voice full of censure, ignoring Tansy entirely. “You’ve forgotten your cousin.”

         
         Tucker leered. “Tansy’s already had the pleasure.”

         
         Except for the soft pink blush spreading across her face and the slight tremble in her hand as she tucked her hair behind
            her ear, Tansy didn’t react. Gemma only noticed because she was studying her so closely. Good for her, not giving Tucker the
            satisfaction of seeing her so much as flinch. Fucker.

         
         “Ow.” Tucker jerked, jumping slightly and shaking out one leg as he turned to glare at Madison. “What was that for?”

         
         “Sorry,” Madison said, not sounding sorry in the slightest. “I had a twitch.”

         
         “Ahem.” Bitsie looked between her dog and Gemma pointedly.
         

         
         “Oh. Right.” Gemma bit the side of her cheek to keep from laughing. “How could I have forgotten? The dog is Prudence.” She
            looked at Tansy, struggling to keep a straight face. “Bitsie breeds bichons frises.”
         

         
         “I see.” To her credit, Tansy appeared remarkably poised. A little stiff, her smile verging on rictus, but no shaking or signs that she was about to bolt from the room or upchuck all over the floor. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all.” 

         
         “Is it?” Victor asked.

         
         Tansy’s throat bobbed. “You tell me.”

         
         Victor actually laughed. “Gemma’s told us so little about you. Tell us about yourself, Pansy.”

         
         Pansy. Gemma rolled her eyes and opened her mouth—
         

         
         “It’s Tansy, actually,” Tansy corrected him softly, beating Gemma to the punch. Good for her.

         
         Victor frowned. “Excuse me?”

         
         “My name.” Tansy straightened, voice gaining strength. “It’s Tansy. Not Pansy.”

         
         “Tansy.” Victor tested her name out like it was foreign in his mouth. “What is that?”
         

         
         “It’s a weed.” Tansy’s stepsister snickered behind her glass. “You know those yellow plants that grow along the freeway? Those
            are tansies. And they’re toxic.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned, lashes beating against her cheek with every rapid blink. Tansy was sweet. Not for the first time, Gemma worried she was maybe a little too sweet. If given the opportunity, Gemma’s family—her father—would
            chew her up, spit her out, and leave nothing left.
         

         
         “Your parents named you after a weed?” Victor’s brows furrowed. “Curious.”

         
         How her father managed to make a single word sound so dismissive was an art form, truly. She’d have been impressed had her
            blood not been boiling.
         

         
         It was one thing for him to condescend to her; it was another thing entirely for him to condescend to her fiancée.
         

         
         “I believe Tansy’s stepsister is confusing tansies, or Tanacetum vulgare, with tansy ragwort, also known as Senecio jacobaea. Tansies have been used medicinally and in cooking for centuries,” Gemma said, recalling what she’d gleaned from a fall down a wiki–rabbit hole. “The name means immortality in Greek, and as a flower, they symbolize health and protection.” She turned, staring Victor dead in the eye. “Conversely,
            in some cultures, presenting someone with a tansy is an unofficial declaration of war.”
         

         
         A declaration, a threat, a warning. Victor could do with that fact whatever he wanted, interpret Gemma’s words however he
            saw most fit.
         

         
         His chin rose, the subtle flare of his nostrils belying his air of practiced indifference.

         
         Gemma smiled at him benignly. Fuck him and the horse he rode in on.

         
         “Hello, hello, hello again, everyone!” Tansy’s stepmother came scuttling over. “Tansy! I was beginning to worry you weren’t
            going to show.”
         

         
         Bitsie rolled her eyes.

         
         “Hi, Katherine.” Tansy smiled before turning back to Victor. “Anyhow Victor, I manage a bookstore. It’s—”

         
         “Belltown Books,” Katherine jumped in. “I’m the owner.”

         
         “Belltown Books? I know the place,” Brooks said. “Charming store.”

         
         “Thank you, I—”

         
         “Isn’t it a lovely place?” Katherine cut Tansy off for the second time.

         
         “Lovely, indeed,” Brooks agreed. “A wonderful place to lose an afternoon. A lot of history in that part of town.”

         
         “It used to be a silent-era film exchange before my grandfather converted it into a bookstore in the forties,” Tansy said.

         
         “Ingenious.” Brooks smiled. “So it’s been in your family quite some time.”

         
         “Yes. My father’s family.”

         
         “And where is your father this evening?” Victor asked.

         
         Tansy cleared her throat. “Lakeview Cemetery.”

         
         “Tansy,” Katherine snapped, eyes wide and lips twisted in a grim line.
         

         
         “What?” Tansy shrugged. “He asked.”

         
         “My condolences,” Victor offered stiffly. “Gemma, be a dear and join me in the parlor, would you?”

         
         She frowned. “Since when have I ever been a dear?”
         

         
         “Gemma.” He bared his teeth in a shitty approximation of a smile. “We have guests.”

         
         “Exactly,” she said. “And I just got here.”

         
         “It will only take a moment,” he said.

         
         She rolled her eyes, turning to Tansy. “Will you be okay?”

         
         “We’ll keep an eye on her,” Rochelle promised, wrapping her arm around Tansy’s shoulder. “Let’s grab a glass of champagne.
            It’s feeling a little”—she glanced at Gemma and then her father—“chilly in the foyer.”
         

         
         Tansy smiled. “Find me when you’re finished?”

         
         “Wait.” Gemma narrowed her eyes. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

         
         Tansy froze. “Am I?”

         
         Gemma stepped closer. “A kiss for the road, obviously.”

         
         “A kiss for the—oh.” Tansy laughed. “Right.”
         

         
         Gemma leaned in, brushing her lips against the corner of Tansy’s mouth, breathing in the scent of her shampoo, violets, and the subtle smell of old books and ink. She lingered, fingers curling around Tansy’s chin. She tilted her head gently, desperate for another taste, another hit, hooked on the flavor that was uniquely Tansy, beeswax and breath mints. Tansy followed Gemma’s lead, closing her eyes and letting Gemma kiss her, lips parting, chasing Gemma’s mouth when she pulled away at the distant-sounding, delicate clearing of a throat. 

         
         Gemma’s skin buzzed and her heart raced, pounding in her ears. Damn. Two for two. This was starting to feel like a pattern,
            the world falling away each time she and Tansy kissed.
         

         
         “That was hot,” Yvonne whispered.

         
         “Mm.” Teddy nodded. “Very.”

         
         “Okay, lovebirds.” Rochelle looped her arm through Tansy’s. “Say buh-bye.”

         
         “Buh-bye,” Tansy echoed, the flush of her cheeks matching the color of her dress, her blue eyes bright and glassy, looking
            the way Gemma felt.
         

         
         Dumbstruck.

         
         Rochelle disappeared around the corner with Tansy in tow, Max, Yvonne, and Lucy trailing after them.

         
         Victor set off without another word, expecting Gemma to follow. She rolled her eyes, more than slightly tempted to turn tail
            and haul ass in the opposite direction. But that would only be putting off the inevitable.
         

         
         Grudgingly, she followed him down the hall, the rest of her family already ahead of her—save for Brooks, who swept out his
            arm, gesturing for her to lead the way.
         

         
         She’d always liked Brooks the best out of everyone in this godforsaken family.

         
         “Scale of one to ten, how awful is this going to be?”

         
         “One to ten?” Brooks tapped his fingers against his chin. “Hmm, twelve?”

         
         “Only?” Gemma pouted. “A shame. I was hoping to set a new record.”

         
         Brooks laughed. “I missed you, niece. It’s nice having another black sheep around.”

         
         “Baa.” Gemma smiled, then winced, dragging her feet as the sound of raised voices drifted down the hall.
         

         
         “Thirteen, maybe.” Brooks cringed. “Seeing as Bitsie’s in fine form.”

         
         Delightful. Gemma took a deep breath, bracing herself. Time to face the music. She turned the corner into the parlor, stepping
            aside so Brooks could enter, too.
         

         
         In the center of the room, Bitsie, Sterling, and Victor were engaged in a shouting match, the gist of which Gemma struggled
            to catch, hearing words bandied about like disgrace and daughter and—oh, it was about her, how nice.
         

         
         “And what do you have to say for yourself?”

         
         A beat of silence followed. Everyone was staring at her, expectant.

         
         Gemma perched on the arm of the leather sofa nearest the door, crossing her legs at the ankles. Her slouch was all artifice,
            everything from her posture to the way she pursed her lips in apathetic impatience designed to make her appear at ease when
            she felt the opposite: on edge, her pulse a touch too rapid, her stomach churning viciously. “I’m going to assume I was summoned
            in here because you all want to privately congratulate me on my impending nuptials. I’m sure you’re all just beside yourselves
            with joy.”
         

         
         Beside themselves with something.

         
         “I congratulated you.” Brooks stood, meandering over to the bar cart in the corner of the room. “I even sent you a gift.”

         
         “You sent me a GIF.” Gemma laughed. “A GIF of a unicorn shitting a rainbow.”
         

         
         “Heavens,” Bitsie muttered, stroking Prudence’s fur.
         

         
         Brooks poured several fingers of bourbon from a decanter into a lowball. He repeated the pour, capped the bottle, and crossed the room, offering Gemma the second glass with a smirk. “It’s rude to look a gift horse in the mouth, niece.” 

         
         She accepted the drink with a grin, taking a healthy swallow of bourbon and letting it burn down the back of her throat.

         
         “I told you all this was ridiculous.” Leave it to Tucker to lose his temper first, hands fisted and spittle flying.

         
         “Tucker’s right. You honestly expect us to believe you’re engaged to a girl most of us have never met, that we’ve never even
            heard of until now?” Uncle Sterling laughed. “It’s preposterous.”
         

         
         “I honestly think it’s funny how who I’m seeing has never mattered to any of you before.” Gemma raised her chin, refusing to be cowed
            by their cross-examination. “What could be the reason for that? It wouldn’t, say, have something to do with my impending marriage
            satisfying the terms and conditions of Grandpa’s trust, would it?”
         

         
         “This is about the future of this family,” Victor said.

         
         “The future of this business, you mean.”

         
         Victor stared, saying nothing.

         
         Uncle Sterling cleared his throat, his stern expression smoothing into a smile that looked out of place on his face. Forced.
            “Gemma, running a company, any company, let alone one of this magnitude . . . it’s an undertaking. It’ll be like having the
            weight of the world on your shoulders.” He dipped his chin, staring down at her, voice dripping with condescension. “You don’t
            want that responsibility.”
         

         
         Gemma set her jaw. “I don’t, do I?”

         
         Sterling chuckled. “You can’t honestly tell me you do.”

         
         She crossed her arms. “And what if I do? What then?”

         
         “Why?” Tucker spit out.
         

         
         “I don’t know.” She crossed her arms and shrugged. “Sounds like fun to me.”

         
         She didn’t owe Tucker an explanation. She didn’t owe him anything.

         
         “Fun?” Tucker sneered.

         
         “Well, sure.” She smothered a smile at how easy it was to push his buttons. “Where else am I supposed to wear my fetching
            pantsuits and pencil skirts if not a boardroom?”
         

         
         “You’ve got to be kidding,” Tucker said, agitation growing. “You don’t even want it for the right reasons.”

         
         “The right reasons.” Gemma laughed. “What right reasons are there? Grandpa left the company to me. What other reason should I possibly need for wanting it other than that it’s mine?”
         

         
         “Are you all hearing this?” Tucker threw his hands up. “This is ridiculous. I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation.”

         
         “Stop the presses! Something we actually agree on,” she said.

         
         “Come on, Gemma, be realistic,” Sterling chided. “You can’t honestly believe that your . . . skill set qualifies you to run a company, can you?”
         

         
         “What skill set would that be?” she asked, temper rising, agitation making her foot jiggle.

         
         Everyone in this godforsaken family was always underestimating her; she’d prove them wrong. But God, wouldn’t it be nice to
            not have to? Why did Tucker always get a free pass? She had to work twice as hard as everyone else for half the fucking credit, and she was used to it,
            and far from surprised, but God, she was sick to death of it. Sick of it all.
         

         
         “Let’s see . . . drunk and disorderly conduct.” Sterling held out a hand, raising his thumb, ready to recount her shortcomings
            one by one. “Public indecency.”
         

         
         “Trust me.” Gemma tossed her hair over her shoulder. “There was nothing indecent about it.”
         

         
         “Lewd and lascivious behavior.” Bitsie sniffed.

         
         “Say you’re a bigot without saying your bigot,” Brooks said, draining his drink.

         
         Bitsie gasped. “How dare you?”

         
         “Come off it, Bitsie.” Brooks rolled his eyes. “Aren’t you exhausted of clutching your pearls and acting scandalized when
            Sterling’s out there sticking his dick in anyone who’ll stay still long enough for the Cialis to kick in?”
         

         
         Sterling sneered. “Screwed any supermodels lately, Brooks?”

         
         “Ooh, good burn, brother.”
         

         
         Sterling flipped Brooks off before turning back to Gemma. “You got kicked out of Andover.”

         
         “I wasn’t kicked out. I was strongly encouraged to transfer.”

         
         “Of course there’s also your illustrious career in porn.” Tucker tucked his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his
            heels.
         

         
         Porn? Oh please.
         

         
         “You’re acting like I was on Brazzers with my tits out. I was on a few book covers.”

         
         They were tasteful—and hell, even if they hadn’t been, what she did with her body was no one’s business but her own.

         
         “Bodice rippers.” Bitsie turned up her nose.

         
         “Yeah, well, sometimes a lady likes having her bodice ripped.” Gemma smirked.
         

         
         Brooks raised his glass in the air. “Hear, hear.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter what you call it.” Bitsie sneered. “It’s pornography.”

         
         “Hey, there’s a thought,” Gemma said. “Maybe, once I’m company president, I’ll buy Brazzers and turn Van Dalen Publishing
            into a multimedia empire to rival Playboy. Wouldn’t that be fun?”
         

         
         “Hieronymus would be rolling in his grave,” Bitsie said, one hand pressed to her chest, scandalized.

         
         Brooks snorted. “Wouldn’t that be a neat trick?”

         
         “This is no time for jokes,” Victor cut in. “The reputation of this family is at stake. This is your grandfather’s legacy
            we’re talking about.”
         

         
         Who could say why exactly her grandfather had named her his successor? But he had, infuriating her father and Uncle Sterling,
            who had each assumed that they would be named, respectively. Brooks had shrugged the snub off, claiming that, as the youngest
            son, he’d never expected to be in the running.
         

         
         No one had been more surprised than Gemma, doubly so when the executor of her grandfather’s will went oh by the way and told Gemma she had to get hitched in order to inherit. A part of her had wondered whether it was a joke, Grandpa’s sense
            of humor always having been a touch bizarre, his punch lines never quite sticking the landing.
         

         
         Or maybe he’d given her a hoop to jump through, intending for her to fail. Only why go through all that trouble when he could’ve
            simply named Tucker instead?
         

         
         It made no sense.

         
         Or maybe Gemma had grown so accustomed to searching out subtext, listening for what wasn’t said, that she was missing out on the most obvious reason of all—the one Grandpa himself had given.
         

         
         Her great-grandfather, Wilhelm van Dalen, might’ve built Van Dalen Publishing from the ground up, but it was Hieronymus van
            Dalen, her grandfather, who had turned it into the empire it was today. And in every interview he gave, without fail, Grandfather
            credited his wife, Gemma’s late grandmother, Mara, for the success of the company. Without his wife, he’d said, time and again,
            Van Dalen Publishing would’ve been a shadow of the company it was, and he a shadow of a man. Old-fashioned—hell, archaic—as it was, her grandfather’s belief that every person needed a partner to be their best self was no secret, and neither was his disappointment in his sons for failing to follow in his footsteps. 

         
         Victor was twice divorced, Sterling recurrently unfaithful, and Brooks a self-professed bachelor. Perhaps Grandpa hadn’t said
            he’d skipped them for those reasons, but the clues were all there, along with his reason behind the stipulation she be married
            before assuming the role of CEO.
         

         
         “A fact of which I’m well aware,” Gemma said. “What you all seem to be forgetting is that it doesn’t matter whether you think
            I’m capable or worthy of running this company. Grandpa did.”
         

         
         Assuming his motives were honest, Grandpa must’ve seen something promising in her, believed in her, believed she wasn’t the fuckup and failure everyone else thought she was.
         

         
         “The man was senile,” Tucker muttered.

         
         “Fuck off, Tucker.”

         
         “Enough.” Victor raised his voice and Tucker’s mouth snapped shut. “Eight years of boarding school, thousands of dollars spent
            on the best private tutors money could buy, and you resort to crass language in order to make your point. I’d say I was disappointed if I hadn’t come to expect this sort of
            behavior.”
         

         
         As if Gemma had asked for those private tutors, as if she’d asked to be shipped off to boarding school, as if she’d asked for any of it.
         

         
         “I believe there were at least a few elocution lessons in there, too, which is why I made sure to enunciate when I told Tucker
            to fuck off.”
         

         
         “Gemma,” her father scolded, face going ruddy.
         

         
         She held her hands up, feigning contrition. “I’m sorry. You’re right. Where are my manners? Tucker”—she smiled winsomely—“kindly fuck off.”
         

         
         “Victor.” Bitsie looked beside herself. “She’s out of line. She’s—”
         

         
         “If she’s anything like me, she’s had it up to here with your histrionics, Bitsie,” Brooks chimed in.

         
         “You butt out.” Bitsie pointed at Brooks. “You’re nothing but a bad influence.”
         

         
         “Why, Bitsie, that’s about the kindest thing you’ve ever—”

         
         “Not that watching you all fight isn’t my idea of a good time. But if we could move this along, that would be great. I’d hate
            to leave my fiancée waiting.”
         

         
         “Give it up, Gemma.” Tucker scoffed. “You can’t honestly expect anyone to believe you’d date a girl like Tansy, let alone marry her.”
         

         
         Gemma narrowed her eyes. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep my fiancée’s name out of your mouth.” She turned to
            her father. “You would seriously rather Tucker take over this company than have your own daughter at the helm? Really?”
         

         
         “Your cousin has never embarrassed this family.” Victor stared back at her, eyes impassionate. “Your cousin has never disappointed
            me.”
         

         
         Well, fuck. Her sinuses stung and her eyes welled with moisture.
         

         
         No matter how hard she tried, nothing she did would ever be good enough. No amount of rehabbing her reputation—which she’d
            earned from acting out in an attempt to get her father’s attention, a method that had backfired by ensuring she’d never gain
            his approval—would undo the damage done. No number of good deeds would ever outweigh the handful of harmless mistakes she’d
            made. Nothing would ever be enough.
         

         
         She would never be enough.
         

         
         Gemma balled her hands into fists at her sides, nails digging into the meat of her palms to redirect the pain, to keep her
            tears from spilling over.
         

         
         She wished it didn’t hurt, that she was tough enough not to care what her family thought of her, as tough as she pretended to be. Weakness wasn’t tolerated, not in this family. Someone would always be there, watching, taking notes, cataloging those weaknesses so that one day they might be exploited, used against her as ammunition, a knife in her back. Gemma had hoped she was beyond the point of caring, but logic didn’t matter here; knowing was different than feeling. Apparently, she’d never actually be past it. A part of her, no matter how childish and naive, would always crave her father’s
            validation, his approval. His affection.
         

         
         A part of her would always be disappointed.

         
         Look at that—something they had in common.

         
         Gemma didn’t waste her breath on another word, throwing back her drink before turning on her heel and stalking through the
            door and into the hall.
         

         
         “Don’t walk away from me.” Her father followed her out. “I’m not finished.”

         
         Well, Gemma was. Gemma was done. She didn’t bother slowing down.

         
         “If you’re hell-bent on being a part of the company, I’m sure we can find you a place somewhere,” Victor offered.

         
         “What? Fetching coffee?” Tucker joked.

         
         Gemma bit her tongue, frustration fueling her footsteps as she picked up her pace, crossing from the hardwood floor of the
            hall onto the tile in the foyer. She’d show Tucker. He was going to swallow his fucking words.
         

         
         Victor huffed behind her. “This is a farce, Gemma.”

         
         “Is it really so hard for you to believe I met someone—someone who loves me for me? Someone who wants to marry me?”

         
         “Not if it were true,” Victor said. “Clearly it isn’t. Clearly, you are making a mockery of matrimony. I know it, we all know
            it, and don’t think for one second the board won’t know it, too.”
         

         
         “A mockery of matrimony?” Oh, that was rich, coming from him. “As if you didn’t do that with both your divorces.”

         
         “Don’t start with me.”

         
         “I didn’t start this, you did.” She threw a glare over her shoulder. “But trust me when I say I intend to finish it.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         
         “I’m actually ordained, you know.”

         
         Tansy’s eyes flitted to the door. Gemma sure had been gone awhile. Her friends were around here somewhere, keeping an eye
            on her from a distance without crowding her. “Wow, ordained?”
         

         
         Buster Barnes, the chairman of the board of VDP and the executor of Gemma’s grandfather’s will, had taken it upon himself
            to introduce himself to Tansy, offering her his enthusiastic congratulations.
         

         
         “Indeed. Did it online! Married all six of my grandchildren myself.” He beamed, the creases around his eyes deepening. “I
            love a good wedding, don’t you?”
         

         
         Tansy smiled, cringing on the inside. Mr. Barnes seemed friendly, but small talk physically pained her, and every muscle in
            her face all the way down to her toes was clenching. She’d perfected the art of retail small talk—did you find everything you were looking for today and wow, looks like the sun might break through the clouds today after all—but even then, especially then, she preferred a genuine meeting of minds over polite chitchat.
         

         
         “I haven’t actually been to many weddings myself,” she admitted, casting another glance at the door, hoping her nerves weren’t too obvious. The last thing she wanted to do was say the wrong thing, putting her foot in her mouth in front of the man who could—would—decide her and Gemma’s fates. The pressure to make a good impression was high, which of course only exacerbated her already
            frazzled nerves at being in a room full of people she either didn’t know or didn’t like. Who didn’t like her. “Most of my
            friends are either single or were married before I met them. But I do love a good love story.”
         

         
         If only he knew the role her love of love stories, of romance novels, had played in her and Gemma’s very own meet-cute. Meet-disaster.
         

         
         “Don’t we all?” He rocked back on his heels, drumming his fingers against the side of his glass. “You know, if you and Gemma
            are looking for an officiant, I’d be happy to offer my services.” He winked. “Free of charge.”
         

         
         “That’s awfully kind of you, Mr. Barnes. You know what? Let me run it by Gemma, but I think that would be lovely.”

         
         They needed an officiant, and Mr. Barnes was as good a choice as any. A fantastic choice, honestly. What better way to make
            this marriage look legitimate than for the executor of Gemma’s grandfather’s will to not only witness their nuptials but officiate
            them?
         

         
         “Of course. Anything for Hieronymus’s granddaughter. He was my best friend, you know? Good man; miss him dearly.” He frowned,
            swirling his bourbon. “A shame he never had the chance to meet you. He would’ve liked you.”
         

         
         “You think?” Tansy smiled, albeit a bit confusedly because she’d met Mr. Barnes all of ten minutes ago.

         
         “I have a sixth sense about these things,” Mr. Barnes said sagely. “I can tell you’re a good egg.” He leaned in, dropping
            his voice to a whisper. “That, and you have a striking resemblance to Hedy Lamarr. Anyone ever tell you that? Hieronymus was
            a sucker for Hedy Lamarr.”
         

         
         “Thank you.” Tansy laughed and pressed her champagne flute to her flushed cheek. “Hedy Lamarr was beautiful. And brilliant.”

         
         “The best women tend to be.” Mr. Barnes winked. “Of course, Gemma, she looks exactly like—”

         
         “Lauren Bacall?” Maybe not exactly, but Gemma had the same sultry presence and husky voice that sent shivers down Tansy’s spine.
         

         
         Mr. Barnes frowned thoughtfully. “Come to think of it, she does, doesn’t she?”

         
         “Were you thinking of someone else?”

         
         “I was going to say she’s the spitting image of her mother. Though no one here ever talks about that.”

         
         He gave her a meaningful look as if expecting her to understand.

         
         She smiled vaguely. “Right.”

         
         Gemma didn’t talk about her mother. In fact, Tansy was pretty sure she’d never once mentioned her. Another thing they ought
            to discuss. Probably a topic they ought to have covered prior to their engagement party, but there was nothing to do about
            that now.
         

         
         Mr. Barnes’s gaze drifted over Tansy’s shoulder, his smile growing. “Ah! There she is, the other woman of the hour. Gemma!”

         
         Tansy felt Gemma before she saw her. The hair along the backs of her arms and the nape of her neck rose seconds before Gemma
            even touched her, fingers skimming down her back, causing shivers to skitter along her spine. Gemma rested her hand at the
            base of Tansy’s back, toeing the line between what was decent for public and what wasn’t.
         

         
         “Mr. Barnes, wonderful to see you again.”

         
         “Under much happier circumstances,” he agreed, nodding in thanks as a waiter approached with a fresh drink.

         
         “Indeed.” Gemma turned slightly toward Tansy. “I see you’ve already met my fiancée.”

         
         “I have, I have.” Mr. Barnes grinned. “I was just telling Tansy here how much Hieronymus would’ve liked her.”

         
         “Oh?” Gemma sounded as curious as Tansy had.

         
         “Of course. And he was so proud of you.”

         
         A whole spectrum of complicated emotions flitted across Gemma’s face, one after the other, before her expression smoothed
            into that of neutral curiosity. “Oh?”
         

         
         “Hieronymus talked about you all the time.” Mr. Barnes looked over his left shoulder, then his right, before leaning in. “Just
            between us, you were his favorite grandchild.”
         

         
         Surprise flickered across her face and her eyes widened.

         
         “I was?” Gemma asked, voice faint.

         
         Tansy didn’t understand what was going on, what Gemma was thinking, but she stepped closer, bumping up against Gemma’s side,
            letting her know that for whatever it was worth, she was here.
         

         
         “You were,” he confirmed. “He was especially impressed with your time at NYU.”

         
         “My time at NYU?” Gemma’s smile fell and her hand dropped to her side. “He knew about that?”

         
         Mr. Barnes’s smile went puzzled, a slight furrow appearing between his wiry brows. “Of course.”

         
         Tansy looked between them, feeling clueless. “Gemma, did you know Mr. Barnes is ordained?”

         
         “No,” Gemma said, looking a million miles away. “I didn’t.”

         
         “He is. And he offered to officiate our wedding. That would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

         
         “Nice.” Gemma blinked hard and smiled, all bright, brilliant white teeth. “Yes. We would be honored. Now, if you would—”

         
         “Gemma,” he said, “I had an idea I wanted to run by you.”

         
         “Oh? Sure.” Gemma smiled, a little strained. “Hit me with it. Or—my apologies, I’d love to hear it.”

         
         A warm smile graced his aged face. “The Seattle Tribune would love to run a piece on your impending nuptials. Would you be interested in giving an interview sometime this week?
            Tuesday, perhaps?”
         

         
         Gemma smiled broadly, looking like she’d regained her footing, her confidence. Weebles wobble, and all that. Tansy hid a wry smile behind her fingertips. It seemed Gemma was made of the same sturdy stuff, quick to bounce
            back.
         

         
         “Tansy, sweetheart, are you free on Tuesday?”

         
         “I could swing it,” she said. “As long as it’s before four.”

         
         Belltown Books was hosting the launch of local romance author Truly St. James’s recent release later that evening.

         
         “Perfect.” Mr. Barnes smiled. “Gemma, I’ll give Veronika your number so you can set something up.”

         
         “Great.” Gemma rested her hand again on the small of Tansy’s back. “Now, Mr. Barnes, if you’ll excuse us, I’m going to steal
            my fiancée for a few minutes.”
         

         
         “Of course.” He chuckled. “Tansy, it was lovely meeting you. You ladies enjoy your party.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Gemma’s palm drifted from the small of Tansy’s back to her hip and then down to her hand, tangling their fingers together.
            She guided Tansy along the perimeter of the party and past the bar, swiping a bottle of scotch.
         

         
         “Are we leaving?”

         
         Gemma led her through a door on the far side of the room. “No.”

         
         “No?” Tansy added a burst of speed to her steps to match Gemma’s longer stride. These shoes—satin slingback kitten heels with embellished bows on the front—were a bad idea. Blisters were already forming on the back of her heels. Now that she was walking in them as opposed to just trying them on in the store, it was obvious they were about a half size too small, and her toes were beginning to pinch. 

         
         Gemma made a right, leading Tansy down the hall past a painting of a field of tulips in bloom. “I just needed a break and
            didn’t think it was fair to leave you to fend for yourself again. Besides”—she glanced over her shoulder, meeting Tansy’s
            eyes—“I promised I would find you.”
         

         
         “So where are we going?”

         
         Gemma’s smile went sly, rising higher on the right than the left. “Patience, Tansy.”

         
         She tried not to smile. “I thought we’d already established patience isn’t a virtue you possess.”

         
         “At this point, I’m just flattered you believe I possess any virtues at all.” Gemma laughed bitterly. “My father sure as hell
            doesn’t.”
         

         
         Tansy winced. “I’m, uh, going to go out on a limb and guess that your conversation didn’t go well?”

         
         “You wouldn’t be wrong.”

         
         “What did he want to discuss? If you want to talk about it. No pressure if not.”

         
         “Oh, you know, the usual.” Gemma made a left at the end of the hall. “What a disappointment I am. That I’m unfit to run the
            company. How he thinks our relationship is a farce.”
         

         
         Tansy’s toe caught the edge of the rug, causing her to stumble. Gemma slowed. “Sorry. I—he thinks it’s a farce? That’s—that’s
            bad, right?”
         

         
         “Well, it’s not a cause for celebration, so I wouldn’t go busting out my party hat, if I were you.” Her lips pursed. “But I’m not concerned. The last time I gave a fuck about my father’s opinion, I was still wearing a training bra. Victor can call this a farce until he turns blue in the face, for all I care. As long as Mr. Barnes is convinced we’re real, we’re golden.” 

         
         Gemma slowed in front of a set of double doors and reached for the handle, trying it, swearing softly under her breath when
            she found it locked. Her grip tightened on Tansy’s fingers. “I really didn’t mean to throw you to the wolves, but whatever
            you said to him? He seemed to like you. Not that I’m surprised.”
         

         
         “No?”

         
         “You’re an easy person to like.” Gemma turned, eyeing Tansy’s updo. “Is there a bobby pin hidden in there somewhere? Two,
            preferably?”
         

         
         “Um.” Tansy slipped her fingers in the hair along her nape, finding one that hopefully wasn’t doing too much heavy lifting.
            “Here.”
         

         
         “Thanks.” Gemma took the bobby pin, passing Tansy the bottle of scotch before kneeling on the hardwood floor in front of the
            door. “This should only take a second.”
         

         
         “Have a lot of experience picking locks, do you?” she joked.

         
         “What can I say?” Gemma looked up at Tansy through her lashes and smirked. “I like locked doors just about as much as I like
            being told I can’t do something.”
         

         
         Gemma bit the rubber of the end of the bobby pin and inserted it into the lock. “Another?”

         
         Tansy plucked another bobby pin free and felt her hair fall slightly. She’d fix it later. “We’re not going to get into trouble
            for this, right?”
         

         
         “For what?” Gemma inserted the second pin into the lock, using the first like a lever, turning it counterclockwise. “Breaking
            into the library? Hardly.”
         

         
         “Library?” If her voice was full of wonder it was because she was full of wonder. “Your family has a library?”
         

         
         “Ha!” The handle turned, Gemma’s lockpicking successful. “They sure do.” She stood and dusted off her knees, gesturing for
            Tansy to enter first. “After you.”
         

         
         Tansy handed Gemma her bottle back and slipped inside the room, drawing up short just inside the doorway. “Oh my God.”

         
         She’d been picturing a simple room with shelves along the perimeter, maybe a fireplace and a few oversized, overstuffed leather
            armchairs. More of a smoking room or parlor. But this—this was a library. An actual library, with stacks upon stacks filling the room, all mahogany wood and leatherbound books and,
            mm, the intoxicating scent of paper and ink. It was a smell that would never get old.
         

         
         “You’re easily impressed for someone who owns a bookstore,” Gemma said, shutting the door behind them.

         
         “But this is a library.” Tansy drew in another lungful of that scent, catching a hint of Gemma’s perfume, vanilla and vetiver. The combination was
            heady, making her knees weak. “It’s completely different. Old books versus new. We only sell new books at the store. But I’d
            love to start a rare book room.”
         

         
         She had a modest collection of her own, first editions and hard-to-find copies, books that were out of print or special editions.
            But she’d love to expand the store. It was one of the items on her list of ways to improve profits—expand the clientele to
            those searching for secondhand books.
         

         
         “You should do it.”

         
         “We have an extra storage room we could convert, but we’d have to tear out a wall and make sure it’s climate controlled and”—Tansy
            laughed—“that’s a little beyond my DIY capabilities.”
         

         
         “Hire someone. You know, an expert.”

         
         “That’s the thing about experts.” Tansy smiled. “They usually like money.”

         
         And Tansy wasn’t exactly rolling around in that. The six million dollars she’d be getting from Gemma would go to the purchase
            of the store, and her savings was small, most of her paycheck going to the necessities.
         

         
         Gemma frowned.

         
         “It’s—oh. Is that a ladder?”
         

         
         Tansy bounded across the room, blisters be damned, torn between the desire to run her fingers along the spines of the books
            and the rungs of the ladder. A library ladder.
         

         
         Behind her, Gemma laughed.

         
         “This is my favorite room in the house.” Gemma’s heels clacked softly against the wooden floor as she approached. “For as
            long as I can remember, we’ve celebrated holidays at my grandfather’s house. No one found me when I hid in here.” Gemma stopped
            beside Tansy and ran her fingers along the shelf, touching the spines with a gentleness that bordered on reverence. “Then
            again, I don’t think anyone ever came looking for me.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said, feeling like somehow that wasn’t good enough.

         
         Gemma snorted. “Why? You didn’t do anything. Besides, I didn’t come in here to talk about my family. I came here to get away
            from my family.” She tugged the cork out of the scotch and took a swig straight from the bottle. She held it out to Tansy.
            “You want?”
         

         
         Tansy shook her head. “No thanks.”

         
         One glass of champagne was her limit.

         
         Gemma shrugged. “More for me.” She took another pull, drinking the liquor like it was water. “I want to talk about you.”

         
         “Me?”

         
         “No, the other you in the room,” Gemma teased, grinning behind the bottle’s mouth. She dragged the side of her hand against her lips, catching
            an errant drop of scotch that she proceeded to lick off her wrist, tongue darting out to capture it.
         

         
         Tansy swallowed hard, suddenly parched.

         
         “I know your deep, dark secrets”—Gemma smiled softly, making it obvious she meant no harm—“but I want to know more than that.
            I want to know you.”
         

         
         “What do you want to know?”

         
         “Hmm. Let’s see . . . let’s start with what I do know. You’re a bookworm. You’ve got two cats named Mills and Boon. You’ve got quite the collection of romance novels.” Gemma
            grinned. “I peeked at your bookshelves. Like I said, impeccable taste.”
         

         
         Tansy plucked a book off the shelf, a heavy leatherbound volume with deckled edges. She smoothed her hand over the well-loved
            cover, little raised nicks in the leather tickling her palm. Books truly were a feast for the senses. “All true.”
         

         
         “So tell me.” Gemma propped her hip against the arm of a nearby emerald velvet wingback chair. “Did you always want to own
            a bookstore?”
         

         
         “As far back as I can remember.” She flipped the front cover open and was immediately greeted with that slightly musty smell
            she loved so much. The paper inside was yellowed with age. She leaned against the bookshelf and sighed. Beautiful. “My dad
            always talked about the store like it would be mine one day, so I always just assumed it would be.” And built her life and
            dreams around it accordingly. “How about you? Did you always want to be . . .”
         

         
         She trailed off, not exactly sure what to say.

         
         “A newspaper heiress?” Gemma laughed and lifted her dress so that she could kick off her shoes, giving Tansy an eyeful of smooth bare skin all the way up to her thighs. Her heels—gorgeous, impractically tall hot pink pumps that matched her dress—clattered against the hardwood floor. “Yeah, no. But we’re not talking about me, remember? We’re talking about you.” 

         
         It took Tansy a second to get her mouth to work; her brain was still stuck on that flash of golden skin. “And I can’t be curious
            about you, too?” Tansy slipped the book back onto the shelf where it belonged. “Because I am. Curious.”
         

         
         “Careful.” Gemma took a smaller sip of scotch. “Curiosity killed the cat.”

         
         “You’re forgetting the second half of the saying. But satisfaction brought it back.”
         

         
         Gemma’s gaze dipped to Tansy’s mouth, and Tansy’s stomach fluttered, filled to the brim with butterflies. “Satisfaction, huh?
            I like the sound of that.”
         

         
         Tansy squirmed, shelf biting into her shoulder blades as she pressed her back against the bookcase. “If you didn’t want to
            be a newspaper heiress, what did you want to be?”
         

         
         “How much time do you have?” Gemma joked.

         
         She did that a lot, used humor to deflect.

         
         “How long do we have until someone finds us and kicks us out of here?”

         
         “If history’s anything to go off, we’ve got all night.” Gemma ran her finger around the mouth of the bottle, briefly dipping
            it inside.
         

         
         Tansy tore her eyes away and reached back, lifting her heavy hair off her neck, trying to cool down. Thoughts of spending
            all night with Gemma, of everything they could get up to, were making her sweat.
         

         
         “I guess I went through the usual phases kids go through. I remember wanting to be a mermaid and a treasure hunter and a zookeeper and an ice skater. Most of them at the same time.” Gemma smiled loftily. “I was quite the ambitious six-year-old.” 

         
         Tansy smiled, picturing a precocious child with green eyes and pigtails.

         
         “One Thanksgiving—my parents had just divorced, so I must’ve been ten—the whole family went to visit my great-aunt Ilse in
            Valkenburg. It was my first holiday without my mom, so I spent most of the trip in a terrible mood and bored out of my skull,
            with only Tucker for company. Until I found Ilse’s stash of romance novels. Johanna Lindsey, Beverly Jenkins, Jennifer Wilde,
            Judith McNaught. The classics, you know? The covers were vibrant and the women were so beautiful and I remember looking at those covers and thinking that I wanted to be like that.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned, arms falling to her sides. “Beautiful?”

         
         Gemma was beautiful. So beautiful she drove Tansy—usually levelheaded—to distraction. Forgetting her words, getting distracted by her
            lips, her thighs, her eyes, her—what didn’t distract her? That list would be shorter.
         

         
         Gemma shook her head. “Wanted.” Her lips, painted a gorgeous shade of raspberry, quirked. “Does that sound stupid? My family
            isn’t very affectionate. Not . . . demonstratively. My mom is. But even when my parents were married, I swear to God I can’t
            remember ever seeing them hug, let alone kiss. When I saw those covers for the first time, it looked like those people actually
            liked each other.” She snorted. “Okay, that definitely sounds stupid.”
         

         
         What Gemma had said didn’t sound stupid at all.

         
         Wanting to be wanted, wanting to be loved. With her parents, Tansy had seen firsthand what it looked like to be truly, madly, deeply in love with someone and loved back just as fiercely. Knowing a love like that was possible, that it existed, that it was out there was half the reason Tansy had spent so much of her youth with her head in the clouds, dreaming of the day she’d find someone to love and be loved like that. It was why it had only taken a few sweet words and a kiss or two from Tucker to make her believe he cared. 

         
         To not have that blueprint was probably just as hard. Harder, maybe. Craving something you didn’t have a name for, like living
            life in black and white until the day you realized there was a whole spectrum of color out there.
         

         
         “I don’t think it sounds stupid,” she said, staring into Gemma’s eyes so she’d know just how sincere Tansy was. “I don’t think
            it sounds stupid at all.”
         

         
         Gemma ducked her chin and—was that a blush Tansy spotted? Something swelled inside her chest, toes curling inside her too-tight
            shoes at the thought of affecting Gemma so.
         

         
         Gemma tucked her hair behind her ears and cleared her throat. “My father caught me snooping, and when I told him I wanted
            to be like that, he told me, no daughter of mine is going to be a wanton woman. As if I even knew what that meant at the time. But that was all I ever heard growing up. Van Dalens don’t do that. I thought I wanted to be an actress for a little while, go into theater. Van Dalens don’t do that. It was drilled into my head. What I wasn’t allowed to do, who I wasn’t allowed to be. Van Dalens don’t do that?” Gemma shrugged,
            a blithe contrast to the sharp set of her jaw. “I decided I wouldn’t be a Van Dalen, then.
         

         
         “West is my mother’s maiden name.” Gemma let the bottle of scotch dangle from her fingertips. The amber liquid looked gold in the light of the fireplace, a few shades darker than Gemma’s honey-colored tresses. “I wanted to change it legally when I was younger, but my mom told me I was a Van Dalen whether I liked it or not. If I didn’t like what the name stood for, instead of jumping through hoops to change it on some piece of paper, I should make it mean something else. Something I could be proud of. I never did change it formally, but there was nothing stopping me from going by Gemma West.”
         

         
         Tansy’s feet started to pulse, toes aching. She was tempted to follow Gemma’s lead and kick her shoes off, but she knew from
            experience that once she took her heels off, there’d be no forcing her feet back into them. She settled on shifting her weight
            from one foot to the other, trading off the pressure. “Let me guess—your family didn’t approve?”
         

         
         She couldn’t imagine a family seemingly as controlling as Gemma’s being okay with her making a name for herself. A name that
            wasn’t theirs.
         

         
         “Honestly? I have no idea how they reacted. We weren’t exactly speaking at the time. I was at Columbia, just trying to live
            my life, be a normal college student. I wound up in some tabloids, gossip columns, and word reached my father, who told me
            to clean up my act and come home for the summer, or else. And I like ultimatums just about as much as I like locked doors and being told no. When I refused to play by his rules,
            he cut me off and stopped paying my tuition, even though my grades were good—my grades were great. I mean, I wasn’t a saint, but I had finally decided what I wanted to be, and I was happy. I think that’s what he hated most.
            That I was happy and he didn’t have anything to do with it.”
         

         
         Gemma lifted the bottle and took another long swig, leaving a raspberry-colored smudge on the glass.

         
         Tansy didn’t drink, not beyond a glass of wine here or there, but she was tempted to take the bottle from Gemma if only so
            she could press her lips to the place where Gemma’s mouth had been.
         

         
         “I transferred to NYU. Took out student loans because I didn’t have access to any of the Van Dalen accounts until I turned twenty-five. I majored in marketing with a minor in print and online journalism, graduated summa cum laude, and got an internship at the New York News Daily, a VDP subsidiary. I applied under the name Gemma West, because I loathed the idea of being a nepotism baby. After my internship
            was over, I got a job as a marketing assistant at the paper, and that’s what I’ve been doing for the last six years.”
         

         
         Holy shit. Of all the things she’d expected Gemma to say, it hadn’t been that. None of it. She didn’t underestimate Gemma, far from it, but whoa. Impressive would be putting it lightly. “That’s—Gemma. That’s amazing. Your accomplishments . . . those are nothing to scoff at. You
            should be really proud of yourself.”
         

         
         Her eyes filled with that same look as before, when Mr. Barnes had mentioned how proud her grandfather had been. She shrugged,
            playing it cool, wiping the smudge of her lipstick off the mouth of the liquor bottle. “I guess I’m not entirely hopeless.”
         

         
         She wasn’t hopeless. Not at all. She was brave and bold and—a lot of things Tansy wished she could be. She admired Gemma.
            Which felt like a weird sentiment, considering she also wanted to kiss Gemma, to taste that scotch secondhand.
         

         
         “Your family didn’t know?” She shifted her weight to the other foot, pulse pounding painfully in her pinched pinky toe. “Not
            about any of it?”
         

         
         Gemma leaned her head back against the chair and closed her eyes. “I thought they didn’t until about ten minutes ago when
            Mr. Barnes told me my grandfather knew I went to NYU. Now I have no fucking clue.” Her laughter had a bite to it, an edge
            that made Tansy frown. “Now I can’t help but wonder whether I got that job because my grandfather did know. Maybe it was nepotism
            after all.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned. “You can’t know that.”

         
         No more than Tansy could know whether her parents would be proud of her. It was a dangerous sort of guessing game better not
            played unless you liked torturing yourself with what-ifs.
         

         
         “You’re right,” Gemma said, eyes still closed. “It’s not like I can ask dear old Granddad what he was thinking.” She cracked
            open one eye and smiled. “Unless you’ve got a Ouija board I can borrow?”
         

         
         Tansy shook her head. “Sorry. I don’t mess with ghosts.”

         
         “Smart.” Gemma laughed.

         
         “And the modeling?” Tansy asked, dying to know how that fit into the puzzle that was Gemma van Dalen. “How’d that happen?”

         
         “I met a freelance photographer who was working at the paper. She had a model call out sick for a cover shoot she was working
            on and asked if I was interested in being an alternative. The publisher and author both liked my look and I got picked. I
            liked it, and the extra cash didn’t hurt at the time.” She smiled. “I guess I became one of those wanton women after all.”
         

         
         “I can think of worse things to be than wanton,” Tansy said.

         
         “Really?” Gemma stared at her from beneath heavy, low-lidded eyes. “Because you strike me as a very good girl, Tansy.”

         
         Tansy stared at her. Seriously? “Even after everything I told you about—”

         
         “You didn’t do a damn thing wrong, and you know it. I know it. Everyone with half a brain knows it.”

         
         Gemma’s vehemence was not only reassuring, it was oddly . . . empowering. It emboldened Tansy to stop worrying so goddamn
            much. Which, yeah, was easier said than done. But doable.
         

         
         Tansy smiled, lips trembling, not from fear but from nerves. The good kind. “Looks can be deceiving.”

         
         “So, what?” Gemma stood. “Are you saying you aren’t a good girl?”
         

         
         Tansy swallowed hard, watching as Gemma prowled toward her, her dress sweeping the hardwood floor, her smooth steps making
            it look almost as if she were floating. “In theory or in practice?”
         

         
         Gemma stopped less than a foot in front of Tansy and lifted a hand, bracing her palm against the bookshelf. She boxed Tansy
            in, enveloping her in the warm scents of vetiver and vanilla and old books. “Have you been thinking dirty thoughts, Tansy?”
         

         
         She swallowed hard, breath catching in the back of her throat. “I read a lot. I guess you could say I’ve got an active imagination.”

         
         The corner of Gemma’s mouth kicked up in a smile, her eyes flickering with humor and heat, bright in the soft, golden glow
            emanating from the wall sconces. “We promised to be honest with each other, right?”
         

         
         She nodded.

         
         “Then be honest—do I make you nervous?”

         
         Tansy’s mouth went dry, heart beating faster when Gemma’s other hand rose, tucking Tansy’s hair behind her ear. Gemma’s fingers
            skimmed her jaw, lingering against her skin. “A little.”
         

         
         A tiny furrow appeared between Gemma’s blond brows. “Why?”

         
         “Are you—are you serious?” Tansy almost laughed. Almost.

         
         Gemma nodded. “Tell me.”

         
         “Because.” Her tongue darted out to wet her lips, her heart leaping into her throat when Gemma’s gaze dropped to her mouth.
            “You’re really beautiful.”
         

         
         Beautiful was icing on the cake. But then again, Gemma had asked Tansy for honesty, not a laundry list of reasons.
         

         
         Gemma’s face broke into a wide smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes and brought out the illusive dimple in her right cheek that Tansy had only seen twice before. “So are you.” 

         
         The way Gemma was looking at her right now certainly made her feel beautiful. Desired, at least, as Gemma’s gaze darkened.
            But still, she couldn’t forget what Gemma had said. “I thought I wasn’t your type.”
         

         
         “I never said it was a bad thing,” Gemma said, thumb sweeping against the crest of Tansy’s cheek.

         
         Tansy’s teeth sank into her bottom lip, worrying it gently, wanting to believe Gemma, but not quite able.

         
         “You don’t believe me?” Gemma reached out, prying Tansy’s lip from between her teeth, running her thumb along it, making her
            shiver. “Maybe I should prove it to you. Get down on my knees like I promised. I could show you just how desirable you are.”
            The hand she had braced against the bookshelf dropped to Tansy’s hip, fisting the fabric, bunching the satin between her fingers
            and dragging it up Tansy’s thigh. “I’ve lost sleep thinking about you, you know that? Thinking about how you might taste,
            the sounds you’d make if I was lucky enough to get my mouth on you.” Gemma lowered her forehead to Tansy’s, and her breath—whiskey
            warm and cinnamon sweet—wafted against Tansy’s mouth, making her ache from the tip of her nose down to her toes. There was
            a heavy sort of heat pooling beneath her belly button, a pulsing. The hand cradling her jaw drifted lower, wrapping gently
            around the front of her throat. “The things I want to do to you, the power you could wield over me, Tansy. You have no idea. I’d worship you, if you’d let me.”
         

         
         No one had ever made Tansy feel this way, this desperate to be touched, desperate to touch in return. No one had ever made her feel this . . . alive, all too aware of each breath she took, cognizant of where Gemma’s skin touched hers, as if branded by her touch, belonging.
         

         
         Fingers grazing the outside of Tansy’s thigh, Gemma brushed her lips against the corner of Tansy’s mouth. “Can I? Tell me
            I can, Tansy. Please.”
         

         
         She wanted to, wanted to so badly her teeth hurt. “I . . .”
         

         
         Gemma drew back, just far enough to look her in the eyes, fingers pausing their northward pursuit. “No?”

         
         “No. Wait, that’s no to the question of no. Not no. I mean . . .” She exhaled roughly. It was hard to think with Gemma’s hands on her, let alone string together a coherent
            sentence.
         

         
         Gemma’s lips thinned and her chin wobbled, looking like she was trying hard not to laugh. “Sorry, I kind of got lost at the
            third no that I think you’re trying to say wasn’t meant to be a no?” She smiled. “But to be honest, I’m not sure.”
         

         
         The moment verged on absurd, and Tansy huffed a quiet laugh. “What I was trying to say before my mouth decided to disconnect
            from my brain is that I don’t really do casual.” And since she could count on one hand the number of people she’d gone on more than three dates with in the last five years,
            sex wasn’t something she had often. Not that she didn’t want to have sex, just . . . “Casual isn’t really inside my comfort level.” And she’d discovered comfort to be directly proportional to her enjoyment. “You know,
            I guess it’s a . . . a trust thing.”
         

         
         “Right.” Gemma nodded, brows furrowed thoughtfully. “I get it.”

         
         “Which isn’t to say I don’t want to. With you. Or that I don’t trust you.” She wet her lips, feeling a tad parched and honestly
            wishing she’d taken Gemma up on a swig from the bottle of scotch. “It’s just that I know what this is and what it isn’t. It’s
            a business merger.”
         

         
         I’m not promising you the greatest love story of all time here.

         
         Not that Tansy was asking for that. Not that she wanted that. Not that she didn’t, either. It didn’t matter either way. Gemma had made it clear that romance wasn’t on the table.
         

         
         “I did say that, didn’t I?” Gemma muttered under her breath, frowning. Her fingers twitched against Tansy’s thigh, her thumb
            sweeping an arc against Tansy’s skin, so gentle Tansy couldn’t help but wonder if Gemma knew she was doing it.
         

         
         “I don’t want you to think I’m asking for more.” Tansy didn’t want Gemma to think she was pressuring her. “My point is . . .” God, what was her point? “I guess I’m just thinking out loud, that’s all.”
         

         
         “No. It’s good.” Gemma shook her head. “We agreed—same page, remember?”

         
         Tansy nodded.

         
         “Not to parse words here, but I’m not sure I’d call this casual.” The corners of Gemma’s mouth rose. “Hard to get more serious than holy matrimony.”
         

         
         She chuckled. “True.”

         
         “And as for this being a business merger, I think we also agreed to be friends. Right?”

         
         She wasn’t sure where Gemma was going with this. “We did.”

         
         Gemma’s tongue darted out, wetting her bottom lip, leaving it slick and shiny and hard for Tansy to tear her eyes from. “No
            pressure, but we could add a few benefits to our friendship . . . if you want?”
         

         
         Gemma had lobbed the ball into Tansy’s court, leaving the decision up to her.

         
         Friends with benefits—no, fiancées with benefits. Benefits that went beyond the six million dollars already agreed upon. Honestly? Adding sex to their arrangement sounded like it had the potential to be an unmitigated disaster. But what part of this didn’t carry with it the potential of disaster?
         

         
         Maybe she’d regret it, but she wanted Gemma to touch her so badly that she told the anxious little voice in the back of her
            head to shut up.
         

         
         Fisting her fingers in the silk tulle of Gemma’s bodice, Tansy dragged her closer, smashing their mouths together in a clumsy
            collision of lips. Gemma swiftly course corrected, giggling against Tansy’s mouth as she tilted her head, thumb stroking the
            dip at the base of Tansy’s throat, where her pulse thudded away. She dragged her teeth against the swell of Tansy’s bottom
            lip, nipping gently, soothing the sting with a sweep of her tongue, and Tansy could swear she felt a phantom flicker between her thighs.
         

         
         She had never been more grateful to have a bookshelf at her back in her life. Her knees were going weak, bones melting as
            Gemma’s hand inched the satin of Tansy’s dress higher until her fingers slipped beneath the hem.
         

         
         Tansy shivered, her head falling back, cushioned by the books behind her. The air inside the library was a cool contrast to
            the fevered flush of her bare skin, Gemma’s lips searing as she left a trail of open-mouthed kisses along Tansy’s jaw, her
            hand skimming up Tansy’s inner thigh.
         

         
         Gemma’s fingers flirted with the crease where Tansy’s leg met her hip, so close to where Tansy wanted them, but staying just
            out of reach, skirting beneath the lace band of her underwear before sliding away, then repeating the whole maddening pattern
            all over again.
         

         
         Bobby pins pinged softly against the hardwood floor as Gemma buried her hand in Tansy’s updo, but she couldn’t have cared less about the hair that tumbled loose around her shoulders, not when Gemma’s teeth scraped gently against the fragile skin covering Tansy’s collarbone as her fingers found Tansy’s clit. Tansy’s toes curled and her breath stuttered. “Gemma.”
         

         
         “Fuck,” Gemma muttered, panting softly against Tansy’s throat. “’s even better than I imagined.”

         
         Trying to string her muzzy thoughts together was an exercise in futility. “What is?”

         
         Gemma lifted her head and stared into Tansy’s eyes, her lids low and her smile wicked. “The way you said my name.” She did
            something then that put even her smile to shame, fingers sliding down Tansy’s slit, sinking inside her and crooking forward.
            Tansy gasped, her hands scrambling, one reaching back to grip the shelf, the other clutching at Gemma’s hip. Gemma dropped
            her forehead to Tansy’s. “I like it.”
         

         
         The heel of Gemma’s hand ground against Tansy’s clit, making her thighs tremble and her knees quiver. Her face burned at the
            slick sounds coming from between her legs.
         

         
         “Are you close, Tansy?” Gemma whispered. “Are you going to come for me?”

         
         A whimper escaped from the back of her throat. She’d never come this fast in her life. She felt dizzy, delirious with the
            desire to take a flying leap over the edge and let Gemma catch her when she fell, trusting that she would.
         

         
         Her stomach tensed, muscles fluttering, toes curling in her heels as she crept closer to the edge, stretching, reaching, almost—

         
         “Gemma? Are you in here?”

         
         Tansy buried her flushed face in the crook of Gemma’s neck, biting back a whimper when Gemma’s fingers suddenly stopped moving,
            ruining what she could only imagine was about to be the best orgasm of her life.
         

         
         “Oh.” Lucy stood just inside the doorway of the library, jaw slack as she stared, arms hanging loosely at her sides.
         

         
         Mortified didn’t begin to cover how Tansy felt—dress hiked up around her hips, Gemma’s hand buried between her thighs, pressed up against a shelf, her lips swollen, her hair a mess, bobby pins scattered around her feet. The picture of debauched. 

         
         “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—to interrupt. Intrude. I’ll just . . .” Lucy hiked a thumb over her shoulder, gesturing to the
            door. “Go.”
         

         
         If it had been Tansy, she’d have averted her eyes and made a quick exit, probably smashing into a door and bruising the bejesus
            out of herself in her haste to make a speedy getaway, as embarrassed at walking in on someone as she was at being caught.
         

         
         Lucy stood frozen, eyes growing glassy as Gemma slipped her hand from Tansy’s underwear, damp fingers trailing against her
            skin. Tansy’s cheeks burned hotter.
         

         
         Gemma frowned. “Lucy . . .”

         
         She pressed her fingertips to her lips and stumbled back a step, colliding with the door, cringing. Tansy winced, too.

         
         “Sorry.” Lucy ducked out the door, slamming it shut behind her, making Gemma wince sharply.

         
         Gemma’s eyes flitted between the door and Tansy’s face.

         
         “Don’t go anywhere,” she said.

         
         “Gemma—”

         
         “I’ll be back,” she stressed, gathering her skirt in her hands and hurrying to the door, then throwing it open. She looked
            over her shoulder at Tansy, smile not quite touching her eyes. “I promise.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         
         Rather than sit there twiddling her thumbs, Tansy decided to take advantage of everything the library had to offer. Namely,
            the books.
         

         
         She cocked her head to the side, studying the titles on the shelves, and her hair fell into her face. She should probably
            fix that. Her bobby pins were scattered all over the floor, but it shouldn’t be too hard to gather them up and pin her hair
            back into place—maybe not as neatly as it had been before, but she could manage a presentable braided bun, easy.
         

         
         Tansy got down on her knees and began sweeping her pins into a neat pile atop the hardwood. The door to the library creaked
            open and she lifted her head. “Gemma?”
         

         
         No answer.

         
         Tansy leaned forward on her hands, craning her neck around the shelf. In the doorway stood Bitsie’s bichon frise.

         
         “Hi.” She wiggled her fingers, waving at the dog. “Prudence, right?”

         
         The dog’s puffball tail wagged.

         
         “What are you doing wandering around?”

         
         If Prudence was here, did that mean Bitsie was nearby? Hopefully not. Tansy didn’t want to be caught in the library, somewhere she wasn’t supposed to be. Not without Gemma. 

         
         Prudence approached, body wiggling, tiny pink tongue lolling from her mouth. She came all the way up to Tansy, a friendly
            thing.
         

         
         Tansy laughed. “Are you a good puppy, Prudence?” She reached out, stroking the top of her head. “Are you?”

         
         Prudence yipped, jumping and headbutting Tansy’s palm. Adorable.

         
         “You are the cutest little thing, you know that?”

         
         Prudence gave another little hop, resting her front paws on Tansy’s thighs, practically begging to be picked up. How was she
            supposed to say no to a face like that? Tansy wrapped her hands around Prudence’s squirming body and lifted the featherlight
            dog into her arms. Immediately Prudence’s tongue sneaked out, swiping a delicate lick against the underside of Tansy’s jaw.
         

         
         “Am I popular tonight or what?” Tansy chuckled, rubbing Prudence’s belly. “You give such sweet kisses.”

         
         Prudence’s tail wagged harder. It seemed that someone was a little love starved. She licked Tansy’s chin, her jaw, her ear—

         
         “Ow!”

         
         Tansy’s hand flew to the side of her face, cupping her ear. Her earlobe was bare, hot to the touch, and stinging.

         
         Clenched between Prudence’s jaws was Tansy’s pearl earring, a vintage clip-on, once belonging to her mother, and the most
            precious piece of jewelry she owned, save for maybe her engagement ring.
         

         
         At least it wasn’t a leverback, but still, having it pulled off had pinched.

         
         “Prudence, that wasn’t nice.” She softened her voice. “Give it back.”

         
         Tansy reached for her earring, flinching when Prudence growled, baring her teeth, lips curling back, revealing her gums.

         
         It was a reflex, letting the growling dog hop to the floor. As soon as Prudence’s paws hit the hardwood she was off like a
            shot, bounding toward the door, earring still clutched between her sharp little teeth.
         

         
         “Prudence! Get back here!”

         
         The dog disappeared through the doorway.

         
         Tansy stood, scrambling after her, feeling a little like an idiot as she called out the dog’s name as if that would stop her.
            “Prudence! Prudence, come back!”
         

         
         Tansy made it to the door just in time to catch a glimpse of Prudence’s fluffy white butt turning the corner.

         
         “Prudence!”

         
         Ow, ow, ow, these shoes had been a bad idea, and running in them was even worse, but she couldn’t let Prudence make off with her earring.
         

         
         “Come back here!”

         
         Prudence woofed, short little legs covering a surprising amount of ground. Tansy struggled to keep up, not nearly as agile
            in these damn shoes. Kitten heels, her ass. They might as well have been stilettos for how nimble she wasn’t.
         

         
         Tansy caught herself against the corner, skidding on the rug, nearly careening into the wall. “Prudence.”
         

         
         That damn dog looked over her shoulder, earring between her teeth, looking for all the world like she was smiling. Tansy set
            off after her, passing the painting of the tulip field in bloom. Another painting of a tulip field in bloom? How many paintings of tulips could they possibly have?
         

         
         “Don’t walk away from me, Gemma. I’m not finished.”

         
         Tansy froze.

         
         Lucy. She sounded, for lack of a better word, pissed, so pissed that even Prudence paused.
         

         
         “There’s nothing else to say, and I need to get back to Tansy.”

         
         “Sure. Run on back to your fiancée. Sorry, or should I say business associate?”
         

         
         “Lucy—”

         
         “Did the file I stayed up all night painstakingly putting together for you mean nothing?”

         
         “The questionably acquired dossier of information you dug up on Tansy that I never asked for, you mean?” Gemma scoffed. “I
            told you I knew everything I needed to know.”
         

         
         What the hell? What dossier? Full of what? How did someone—who even—God. Had anyone ever heard of boundaries?
         

         
         “And her obsession with your cousin? What about that?”

         
         Tansy clasped a hand over her mouth, muffling her gasp of—shock? Outrage? Both?

         
         So that was why Gemma had shown up at her place asking questions.

         
         “That friend of yours from Montlake? Your source? Either they’ve got some questionable motives, or they’ve got their facts
            wrong. Way wrong. Anything more isn’t for me to speak on. However you want to slice it, your source is far from reputable.”
         

         
         “Tansy told you that? And you’re just going to take her word? Over mine?”

         
         “Over your friend’s, yes.” Gemma’s footsteps slowed until they stopped altogether. “She’s my fiancée. What do you want me to say, Lucy?”
         

         
         Prudence sat down in the middle of the hall, staring at Tansy, tail wagging.

         
         “Come here,” Tansy whispered, pointing to her feet.
         

         
         “What do I want you to say? Let’s see . . . I wouldn’t mind the truth,” Lucy said, footsteps light as she approached the place where Gemma had stopped. “You told me it was a business arrangement. If I remember, I suggested you needed to know who you were getting into bed with, and you told me you had no intention of getting into bed with Tansy at all.”
         

         
         “Well, Luce, not to split hairs, but Tansy and I were up against a shelf, not in a bed.”

         
         Tansy cringed and a shocked laugh bubbled up in her throat. She pinched her lips together to keep it from escaping.

         
         “Wow.” Lucy laughed bitterly. “Screw you, Gemma.”

         
         She sounded furious. Confusing, considering she and Gemma were roommates, right? Friends? Just friends?
         

         
         Unless . . .

         
         We could add a few benefits to our friendship . . . if you want?

         
         Tansy’s stomach roiled. She pressed her palm against it, praying for it to settle.

         
         What if she wasn’t the only friend Gemma had with added benefits?

         
         Why then would Gemma have resorted to—to marrying Tansy, if she and Lucy were something all along? That didn’t make sense. Something didn’t add up.
         

         
         “You asked for the truth, Lucy. I’m sorry if you don’t like it, but I’m not exactly fond of you storming in and pointing fingers
            when I haven’t done a damn thing wrong.”
         

         
         Tansy took a step toward Prudence, hardwood creaking beneath her weight. She cringed, muscles locking. Damn it.

         
         “Did you hear that?” Lucy asked.

         
         “Hear what?”

         
         “I could’ve sworn I heard . . . forget it. It was probably just the floor settling.”

         
         Tansy breathed a quiet sigh of relief, still trapped in a staring match with Prudence, who refused to blink.

         
         “Lucy, we’ve been over this before,” Gemma said, voice gentle.

         
         “Yeah, and you lied. You told me it was just a business arrangement.”

         
         “I never lied to you. At the time, that’s all it was. Things changed.”
         

         
         “Clearly.” Lucy scoffed. “You having your hand buried under her skirt sort of clued me in.”
         

         
         Tansy shut her eyes, heat rising in her cheeks. That wasn’t the sort of thing she was okay with just anyone seeing. Lucy,
            a girl Tansy had barely even spoken to, taking what was meant to be a private moment and using it as ammunition only added
            insult to injury.
         

         
         “Don’t,” Gemma said, stony. “Just—just lay off, Lucy.”
         

         
         “Are you in love with her?” Lucy demanded. “Tell me the truth.”

         
         Gemma scoffed. “I’ve known Tansy a month. Of course I’m not in love with her.”

         
         Prudence, completely oblivious to Tansy’s plight, stood, stretched, and turned, wandering down the hall in Gemma and Lucy’s
            direction. Tansy cringed. No, no, no. This was so bad.
         

         
         “Prudence!” she whispered. “Prudence.”

         
         “What was that?” Lucy asked.

         
         Tansy cringed harder, cursing her stupidity, feeling for all the world like she was caught between a rock and a hard place.
            Story of her life.
         

         
         “What was what?” Gemma asked.

         
         “You seriously didn’t hear that?”

         
         “Hear what?”

         
         “That noise!”

         
         Prudence wagged her tail as Gemma and Lucy continued to bicker. Tansy pressed her fingers to her lips, praying Prudence would just stay quiet for a few minutes longer. Long enough for Tansy to grab her stupid earring and make a quick getaway, Gemma and Lucy none the wiser. 

         
         The floor behind Tansy squeaked.

         
         “You have to have heard that.”

         
         “Maybe?” Gemma said.

         
         Tansy turned, watching as a shadow fell against the wall, growing larger as whoever was approaching came closer. She cast
            a glance around the hall and winced. There were no doors nearby, only a window.
         

         
         She frowned.

         
         A window with floor-length curtains.

         
         No.

         
         No, that was absurd.

         
         Tansy had a limit to the amount of absurdity she was willing to inflict upon herself, and she had reached her limit. The idea
            of hiding behind a curtain was above and beyond . . . oh, to hell with it.
         

         
         Tansy ducked behind the curtain in the nick of time. Her heart thundered as a pair of men’s dress shoes turned the corner
            just before the gauzy red curtain fell back into place and darkness surrounded her.
         

         
         “I need to go,” Gemma said. “I need to get back to—to the party.”

         
         “To Tansy, you mean.”

         
         “Lucy—”

         
         “Just do us both a favor and be straight with me, Gemma.”

         
         Gemma laughed. “Impossible.”

         
         “Gemma,” Lucy snapped, sounding beyond exasperated.
         

         
         “Fine, yes. I need to get back to Tansy. Are you happy?”

         
         Lucy scoffed. “How can you ask me that?”

         
         “Don’t twist my words. I didn’t mean—you know what? Forget it. I’m sorry, okay? Let’s just drop it.”

         
         There was a pause, a moment of silence just protracted enough that Tansy could make out the sound of footsteps approaching,
            stopping just shy of the end of the hall.
         

         
         Exactly in front of where Tansy stood, hidden by the curtain.

         
         Perfect.

         
         A sharp burst of copper flooded her mouth as she bit down too hard on the inside of her lip, cursing herself for being so
            hasty, hiding behind a curtain like a coward when she should’ve waited. She could’ve . . . she didn’t know, intercepted whoever
            it was, but instead they were out there, able to hear everything Gemma and Lucy were discussing, while she was stuck, trapped
            behind the curtain. She couldn’t exactly pop out without looking like a total ninny.
         

         
         To make matters worse, Prudence still had her earring.

         
         “If you were really sorry, you wouldn’t go through with this,” Lucy said. “If you really cared about me, you wouldn’t.”

         
         “That isn’t fair, Lucy, and you know it.”

         
         Tansy fought the urge to squirm, feeling unduly exposed even though no one could see her.

         
         “Maybe you should stop expecting to have your cake and eat it, too,” Lucy said.

         
         “I’m not trying to—God, will you please stop trying to make me out to be some sort of villain?” Gemma’s composure frayed, her voice cracking, and
            Tansy’s chest panged with something. Sympathy. “I’m not the bad guy here.”
         

         
         Tansy’s heart rate ratcheted higher, pounding out a painful tattoo at the base of her throat at the sound of a second set
            of footsteps approaching.
         

         
         “What was that?” Lucy asked.

         
         “Jesus,” Gemma muttered. “Clearly, this isn’t the time nor the place to be having this conversation.”
         

         
         “Gemma—”

         
         “Just . . . let me go.” She sighed. “Please, just let me go.”

         
         “You think I haven’t tried?” Lucy cried. “You think this is easy for me? Of course I’ve tried. I’ve tried for years to get over you and I can’t. Because I don’t think I’m meant to.”
         

         
         Years? Another burst of copper filled Tansy’s mouth as she sucked on her lip.
         

         
         “Tucker! If it isn’t my almost-favorite nephew.”

         
         As if this moment couldn’t get any worse, Tucker was here, and Brooks, too, apparently.
         

         
         Brooks she barely knew, but Tucker would certainly feel zero compunction about mocking her, and he would definitely tell Mr. Barnes and everyone else if he heard what Gemma and Lucy were discussing.
         

         
         Brooks had been loud enough, luckily, that Gemma and Lucy fell silent.

         
         Tansy squinted, trying to see through the curtain, able to make out shapes if she pressed her face close enough to the fabric.

         
         “Uncle.” Tucker’s footsteps slowed as he approached, a suspicious glower highlighting the sharp angles of his face, his heavy,
            square jaw clenched. “Dare I ask which of the twins is your favorite, then?”
         

         
         “Oh, they’re a package deal.” Brooks smiled sharply. “Don’t you know, if you aren’t first, you’re last?”

         
         Tucker scoffed. “Fuck you, too, Uncle. What are you doing back here, anyway?”

         
         “I was admiring the art. This is an original Jan van Goyen, you know. Painted in 1642. It’s been in our family for years.”

         
         “Do I look like I give a shit?” Tucker sneered. “Dad wanted me to find you. Buster’s about to leave and wants to say goodbye. Have you seen Gemma anywhere?” 

         
         “You know, I haven’t.” Brooks drummed his fingers against his chin. “But I’m sure she’s around here somewhere. Isn’t that
            right, Prudence?” Brooks bent down, scooping Prudence up from the floor. “Tucker, would you care to take Prudence back to
            your mother? I’m sure Bitsie’s beside herself.”
         

         
         Tucker scoffed. “Do it yourself. I fucking hate that dog.”

         
         Prudence growled and Tucker gasped, the very pinnacle of bravery. Tansy stifled a laugh.

         
         “Ah, Lucy.” Brooks smiled. “You haven’t seen my niece around here, have you?”

         
         “Can’t say I have,” she lied breezily, heels clicking against the hardwood.

         
         “Ah, well. Perhaps, in our absence, she’s returned.” Brooks wrapped an arm around Tucker’s shoulders. “Best we head back to
            the party.”
         

         
         As soon as they were gone, Tansy exhaled sharply and slumped against the wall, pressing one hand to her chest, where her heart
            still raced.
         

         
         A moment later Gemma tiptoed past, turning the corner and disappearing out of sight.

         
         Tansy counted to ten before poking her head around the curtain, checking to see if the coast was clear. Carefully, quietly, she made her way back down the hall, retracing her footsteps, following the sound of voices, finding herself back in the
            foyer. Gemma spotted her across the room and hurried over, frowning gently.
         

         
         “Hey,” she said, resting her hand on Tansy’s arm. “I went to the library and you weren’t there. But Mr. Barnes found me. Gave me Veronika’s card.” 

         
         “Veronika?”

         
         “The reporter we’re meeting with.” Gemma frowned. “Tuesday? Remember?”

         
         Right. Veronika, the reporter who wanted the scoop on their wedding. “The interview, of course.” Tansy swallowed hard past the lump
            in her throat. “Where’d you disappear off to before that?”
         

         
         Gemma made a face, eyes flitting over Tansy’s shoulder. Tansy turned, following her gaze, and found Lucy standing in the corner
            with Rochelle and Yvonne. She was talking, looking for all the world as if nothing was wrong.
         

         
         “I had some unfinished business to discuss with Lucy,” she said, succinct. “But I think we got it cleared up.”

         
         “That’s good,” Tansy said, not knowing what else to say.

         
         “Tansy, just the lady I was looking for.”

         
         Gemma frowned. “Uncle Brooks. Hi.”

         
         “Niece.” He nodded, then turned to Tansy. “Prudence seems to have gotten ahold of someone’s earring, and I couldn’t help but
            notice you were missing one of yours.” He opened his hand, presenting Tansy with her missing pearl clip-on. “This wouldn’t
            happen to belong to you, would it?”
         

         
         “Oh, gosh.” Tansy fingered her naked earlobe, stomach somersaulting. “I must’ve dropped it. Thank you.”

         
         “I’m just happy I was in the right place at the right time,” Brooks said, dropping the earring into her open palm. “What a disaster it might’ve been otherwise.”
         

         
         A disaster, indeed. Tansy swallowed hard, picking up on what he wasn’t saying. Somehow, Brooks knew she’d been in the hall,
            listening. Just like she knew he had been, too.
         

         
         “How lucky for me that you found it.” She clipped it back on. “I’d have been distraught, otherwise.”

         
         He knew that she knew that he knew . . .

         
         But what was he going to do about it?

         
         For that matter, what was she?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         
         Tansy had already been seated by the time Gemma arrived at the upscale bar located inside the Mayflower Park Hotel.

         
         She was alone, looking lost in thought as she stared out the paned glass window at the street outside. Gemma slowed her steps,
            stealing time, taking the opportunity to look her fill without being noticed.
         

         
         Today, Tansy was wearing a charcoal-colored turtleneck, a soft-looking ribbed knit that clung to her curves. The sleeves were
            too long, maybe by design, covering her all the way to her knuckles. Her elbow rested on the table, her chin on her hand,
            the curled ends of her hair perilously close to dipping into her cup of tea. Still staring out the window, Tansy groped at
            the table, found the handle of her cup, and raised it to her mouth. She took a sip and made a face, nose wrinkling in a way
            that had no business being as adorable as it was.
         

         
         “Hi,” Gemma said, finally announcing her presence as she slipped into the booth beside Tansy. “Sorry I’m late.”

         
         “Barely. We have fifteen minutes before the reporter is scheduled to arrive.” Tansy slid over, making room.

         
         Gemma slipped out of her trench, letting it pool behind her in the booth. She lifted a hand, flagging down the bartender and ordering her go-to, a Sazerac rye old-fashioned, swapping the simple syrup for maraschino cherry juice. Spicy and sweet, just the way she liked it. 

         
         “So,” she said, once the bartender had disappeared back behind the bar to make her drink. “Are you ready to act all smitten?”

         
         Tansy shrugged. “I guess.”

         
         Something about the way Tansy refused to meet Gemma’s eyes sent warning bells off inside her head.

         
         “Is everything okay?” she asked.

         
         “Mhm.” Tansy nodded, looking at a spot over Gemma’s shoulder. “Fine.”

         
         Okay, no. Tansy definitely was not fine. No one who was fine said they were fine, not in a tone bordering on terse.
         

         
         “You don’t sound fine,” she said. “You sound pissed off, actually.” She frowned. “Did I do something?”

         
         She racked her brain, trying to figure out what she could’ve done to upset Tansy in the thirty-some odd hours since they’d
            last seen each other. Nothing. Maybe Tansy had been a little subdued, quiet on the drive home when Gemma had dropped her off
            after their engagement party, but she’d figured Tansy was just spent, socially burned out, tired. As a self-proclaimed extroverted
            introvert, Gemma had been exhausted by the time the party ended, and she’d known almost everyone in attendance. She could
            only imagine how much worse it had been for Tansy.
         

         
         But between now and then they’d texted. Nothing deep, just confirmations of here’s the time and place we’re meeting and let’s get together early to present a united front and you ready for this? Nothing that had raised any red flags.
         

         
         “I’m not pissed off.” Tansy twisted her engagement ring around her finger. “I’m just . . . confused, I guess.”

         
         “Confused,” she repeated, her relief that Tansy wasn’t mad at her short-lived, replaced with a gnawing sort of anxiety that worsened the longer Tansy went without clarifying. “Confused about what?” 

         
         Tansy finally met Gemma’s eyes, gaze stony and steady. “Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

         
         “Not particularly.” She scrunched up her nose. “But we told Mr. Barnes we would, so—”

         
         “No.” Tansy gave a quick, curt shake of her head. “Not the interview. This.” The front of her throat bobbed. “Us.”
         

         
         Gemma’s chest went tight, breathing suddenly a labor instead of an impulse. Had something happened between now and the last
            time they’d spoken? “Are you having second thoughts? Do you not want to—”
         

         
         “It’s not that.” Tansy cringed softly. “It’s not about what I want.”

         
         The bartender returned, setting Gemma’s drink down in front of her. She murmured a quiet thanks and filched out her orange
            peel, tossing it on her napkin as soon as he turned his back. She took a quick swig, preferring the burn of the whiskey to
            the gaping maw of dread growing in her stomach. “Then what is it about?”
         

         
         “I don’t know if now’s the best time—”

         
         “The interviewer isn’t here yet.” And Gemma would be a wreck if forced to wait, all raw nerves. “We’ve got time.”

         
         Tansy frowned as she stared down at her hands, picking at her cuticles. “I guess I should start by saying it was a complete
            accident. I was in the library after you left when Bitsie’s dog came in. It sounds ridiculous, I know, but she stole my earring
            and ran off with it and I chased after her.” She cringed, fingers curling into fists atop the table. “I swear I didn’t mean
            to eavesdrop, and I know I should’ve said something sooner, but I was . . . processing. I overheard you and Lucy talking.”
         

         
         Gemma’s fingers spasmed around her lowball, causing the ice inside to click against the glass. Everything inside her drew up tight. “Oh.”
         

         
         No wonder Tansy was acting distant. Gemma would be confused, too, if she’d overheard someone else profess their love to Tansy.

         
         Not only confused. Gemma would be angry and hurt and a myriad of emotions she’d have no right to feel, certainly no business
            feeling, but she’d feel them all the same. And living with those feelings and without answers, trying to fill in the blanks
            all by herself for hours, would’ve sent her up the wall. Tansy was a more patient person than she was, at any rate.
         

         
         “I promise I was just trying to get my earring back,” Tansy said. “But then I heard footsteps and I panicked and had the brilliant
            idea of hiding behind a curtain.”
         

         
         Despite the mess of emotions churning away inside her gut, Gemma laughed. “You hid behind a curtain? Tansy.”
         

         
         Tansy buried her face in her hands and groaned. “I know, I know. It was not one of my brightest ideas, trust me.” She raised her head, leaving her chin cradled in her hands. “I don’t know
            how much your uncle heard, but he has to have heard some of it.”
         

         
         Gemma nodded slowly, letting everything Tansy said sink in. “Okay.”

         
         “Okay?”

         
         “Let me worry about Brooks.”

         
         She liked Brooks, loved him even, but whether she trusted him was a different question entirely. The situation was delicate.
            To confront him, come out swinging, guns blazing, would be reckless and irresponsible. In this, it would be smarter to proceed
            with caution, let Brooks come to her—however much being patient might kill her.
         

         
         “Are you saying you’re worried?” she asked.

         
         “I’m not not saying that.” Gemma sighed and set her drink down on her cocktail napkin. “I’ll handle it. But what you heard . . . there
            is no Lucy and I, okay?” That wasn’t entirely accurate, and it wasn’t fair, either, so she added, “Not anymore.”
         

         
         “Ah.” Tansy nodded, pulling a face when she tore at a hangnail.

         
         Gemma cringed as the skin around Tansy’s fingernail went red and raw, angry. “You’re going to hurt yourself.” She reached
            out, meaning to cover Tansy’s hand. But Tansy drew back, leaving Gemma’s hand hovering awkwardly in the air. She lowered it
            to the table, folding her fingers into a fist, mimicking the clench of her chest. “Look, it’s a complicated situation.”
         

         
         “It’s not my business.” Tansy shook her head. “I only brought it up so you’d know that Brooks heard something and because . . .
            if you’re having second thoughts and you want to back out, we should probably pull the plug on this sooner rather than later.”
         

         
         Gemma couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

         
         “I don’t want to back out,” she stressed, the edge of the table pressing against her sternum as she leaned toward Tansy. “I
            don’t. Lucy and I, we’re just friends now. I swear.”
         

         
         “Friends like we’re friends?” Tansy asked. “Friends with benefits?”

         
         Friends with—her jaw dropped. “No. No. Lucy and I aren’t like that. We haven’t been like that for a long time. I swear.”
         

         
         Gemma was a one-woman kind of girl.

         
         Tansy nodded. “Okay.”

         
         Gemma slumped back in the booth. She needed Tansy to be more than okay. She needed her to understand.
         

         
         “Lucy is my oldest friend, all right? We met at Rectory School. I was eleven, and we were both across the country from our
            families, all by ourselves, alone for the first time in our lives. We became friends. Best friends. But Rectory School tops out at grade nine. Victor sent me to Andover, but we stayed in touch with text messages and Skype and, later, email after I got shipped off to Zugerberg. We both ended up moving to the city after we graduated, and after I transferred to NYU, we moved in together and we just . . . happened. It was perfect, because I wasn’t looking for a relationship, and neither was Lucy.” Or so she’d said. “I don’t know when exactly it happened, but at some point, Lucy caught feelings, and I loved her but I . . . I wasn’t in love with her.” She couldn’t give Lucy what she wanted, couldn’t be who Lucy wanted her to be. “I thought it would be kinder to—to
            end things and go back to being just friends, but Lucy didn’t like that. She moved out. We didn’t speak for . . . I don’t
            know, two years. We crossed paths at a party one day and we started talking again and things between us were almost normal
            when my grandfather died and I suddenly found myself in need of a spouse.”
         

         
         She dropped her eyes, staring steadfastly at her hands. She could feel Tansy’s gaze on her, as real as if she had used her
            fingertips to trace the contours of Gemma’s face.
         

         
         “Lucy said we should get married. And it almost made sense. Marry my best friend, inherit the company. But I knew in my gut
            that if I married Lucy, she’d think there was a chance we might one day be more, and I couldn’t do that to her. I turned her
            down, as gently as I could.”
         

         
         Which might’ve been too gently, given how Lucy had reacted after walking in on her and Tansy in the library.

         
         “That’s the long and the short of it,” she said. “I’m not hung up on Lucy, okay? She’s my friend and I feel terrible and like the world’s worst asshole for hurting her, even though it was never my intention.” But she had faith she and Lucy would work things out. They always had, always would. With time, every fight between them had blown over. Already Lucy was acting like nothing had happened at the party, and maybe that was for the best. Maybe Lucy had finally realized there was no hope for more than friendship between them. “But I’m not in love with her. And I don’t want to call this off. Not if you don’t.” 

         
         She held her breath as Tansy digested everything Gemma had told her, staring out the window, a slight frown on her face.

         
         Tansy shook her head slowly. “I don’t. Want to call it off, I mean. Not if you don’t.”

         
         Gemma’s shoulders sagged with relief. “Good. That’s—that’s great.”

         
         Tansy cracked a smile, and Gemma’s heart beat double time.

         
         “And you shouldn’t feel guilty,” Tansy said, tracing the mouth of her mug with a finger. “I think it would’ve been cruel if
            you’d led Lucy on. If you’d let her hope there was a chance you might one day change your mind. That you might feel the same.
            Being honest with her, that probably wasn’t easy, but I think you did the right thing. I think you did the kindest thing you
            could have.”
         

         
         Kind. Gemma almost laughed. That was a first. She wasn’t sure anyone had ever called her that before.
         

         
         “I don’t feel very kind right now,” she confessed, lifting her hand, dragging her fingertips under her eyes. Still blessedly
            dry, thank God. She wasn’t sure if this mascara was waterproof.
         

         
         “That’s because you care. If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t feel guilty, and . . . I think that’s a testament to the fact that
            it was kind of you,” Tansy said, turning pink. “I don’t know if that made any sense.”
         

         
         “It did.” She wasn’t entirely sure she believed Tansy, but the sentiment was nice anyway. She dragged in a ragged breath and
            said, “Tansy, I know that our relationship is . . . unorthodox—”
         

         
         Tansy laughed, and the sound did the craziest thing to Gemma’s chest, somehow freeing some knots even as it tied her up in new ones. “That’s an understatement, don’t you think?” 

         
         Gemma turned her head, hiding her smile against her palm. “Ha ha,” she said, droll. “Regardless, I just want you to know that while we’re together, I don’t have any intention of seeing anyone else.” The leather booth
            squeaked when she shifted. “It might come as a shock, but marriage actually means something to me.”
         

         
         She wasn’t sure what that something was, wouldn’t have been able to articulate it if pressed, but the idea of being married
            to Tansy and seeing someone else didn’t sit right with her.
         

         
         Gemma wasn’t like her Uncle Sterling. She wasn’t like her father.

         
         Marriage was a partnership. It was a commitment—one she intended to keep for however long she and Tansy were married.

         
         “Gemma van Dalen? Tansy Adams?”

         
         Gemma swiveled, booth squeaking. “Yes?”

         
         “I’m Ronnie, with the Seattle Tribune.” The woman standing beside their table slipped into the booth across from them. Her dark hair was swept up in a messy bun
            atop her head, her blue feathered earrings skimming the sharp edge of her jaw. She shrugged out of her leather jacket and
            tossed it into the booth beside her. “Thanks for agreeing to this on such short notice.”
         

         
         “Happy to,” Gemma said.

         
         Ronnie reached inside her canvas messenger bag, pulling out her phone and a notebook. “You don’t mind if I record our conversation,
            do you?”
         

         
         That was A-okay with her, but she turned to Tansy to check. “Tansy?”

         
         “That’s fine,” Tansy said. “Whatever you need.”

         
         Ronnie tapped the screen of her phone, then set it on the center of the table.

         
         “Great. Again, thanks for making time in your inevitably busy schedules,” Ronnie recited, the words sounding rote. “So, how exactly did you two meet?” 

         
         Never mind niceties. Gemma reached out, tangling her fingers with Tansy’s atop the table, feeling oddly grounded when Tansy
            squeezed her hand. “We met at Tansy’s bookstore. Belltown Books. It’s a great store. It used to be a silent-era film exchange
            in the forties, right?”
         

         
         Any opportunity she could take to plug Tansy’s bookstore was a worthwhile one.

         
         “Right.” Tansy nodded, smiling. “It’s been in my family for years. We host local authors for signings and book launches and
            we’ve got a number of book clubs. But we’re always looking to expand our reach.”
         

         
         “Great. So you met at a bookstore.” Ronnie scribbled something inside her notebook. “Was it love at first sight?”

         
         Gemma snorted, earning curious looks from Tansy and the reporter.

         
         Well, shit. She coughed into her fist and shrugged. “Love at first sight is sort of trite, isn’t it?”

         
         Ronnie gestured for her to go on. “Could you expand on that?”

         
         “For starters, I don’t believe in it. It’s kind of bullshit, you know?” Great, she’d just said the word bullshit on the record. Fucking beautiful. “You don’t know someone at first sight, so how can you love them?” She reached for her drink,
            taking a sip. “I know some people think it’s romantic—eyes locking across a room, calling it love—but personally, I think
            it’s cheap, conflating love with lust. In order to love someone, you need to know them. Know them at their best and their
            worst. You can’t possibly glean that from a single glance.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t love at first sight,” Ronnie said. “Got it.”

         
         “It wasn’t,” Gemma confirmed. She wasn’t going to lie. But everything she had said, it didn’t do justice to the moment her eyes had locked with Tansy’s. “But I was sharply curious.” 

         
         A blush crept across the crests of Tansy’s cheeks. She smiled down at the table, running a finger through a drop of water
            atop the wood.
         

         
         “And you, Tansy?” Ronnie asked. “Was it love at first sight for you?”

         
         “Um, no. It was a little more complicated than that.”

         
         Gemma muffled a laugh against her palm.

         
         “Care to expand?”

         
          “I—okay. I had seen Gemma on the covers of plenty of romance novels.”

         
         “Right.” Ronnie nodded, taking notes. “Your modeling career.”

         
         She detected a hint of derision.

         
         “My modeling career, yes. Had to pay the bills somehow.”

         
         “Sure.” Ronnie scoffed under her breath.

         
         Gemma frowned. Bitch.

         
         “Anyway, I recognized her. So I was a little . . .”

         
         “Starstruck?” Ronnie supplied.

         
         “Um, no. I wasn’t impressed.” Tansy’s flush deepened. “I wasn’t unimpressed, either. I was more dumbstruck than anything. Kind of struggling to believe
            my eyes. And when she . . . you know, asked me out, I thought it was too good to be true.”
         

         
         “So you thought it was too good to be true. And?”
         

         
         “And . . . Gemma was persistent.”

         
         “What can I say?” She laughed. “I know a good thing when I’ve found it.”

         
         “So you didn’t take no for an answer?”

         
         “It wasn’t like that.” Tansy frowned, gaze flickering to Gemma, frantic and fleeting.

         
         “What was it like, then?”

         
         Tansy’s mouth opened and closed. “I—I looked at Gemma and I had butterflies.”

         
         So that’s what that odd but not altogether awful fluttering filling Gemma’s stomach was. Butterflies. It was nice to have a name to put to the feeling so she didn’t have to go around calling it indigestion.
         

         
         Ronnie rolled her eyes. “Cool.”

         
         Gemma sat up, scowling. It was one thing to condescend to her, and something else entirely to condescend to Tansy. To Tansy’s feelings. Feelings about Gemma. Feelings that, once Gemma had the time to unpack them, would probably scare her shitless. Regardless,
            it wasn’t Ronnie’s business. “Okay—”
         

         
         “No, it really wasn’t cool,” Tansy said, frowning. “I was kind of terrified, to be honest, because I hadn’t had butterflies
            in ages. I haven’t had the greatest track record with my relationships, see, so getting butterflies was like—like a red flag.
            A risk I should have avoided at all costs, but I was curious, too. And I thought about saying no. I could’ve said no. But
            I didn’t want to say no, so I didn’t.”
         

         
         “And this was when, exactly?”

         
         “Um, April,” Tansy said. “Right?”

         
         Gemma quickly did the math. “Right. April. I moved back to town this past March.”

         
         “You were in New York prior to this, weren’t you? What brought you back to Seattle?”

         
         “My lease was up.” She shrugged. “My roommate and good friend Teddy had just finished grad school and had been offered a teaching
            position at Cornish College of the Arts, so it made sense to come back to town.”
         

         
         Ronnie scribbled something down inside her notebook. “And who proposed to whom?”

         
         “I did,” Gemma said, sticking to the truth, as much as possible.

         
         “Well,” Tansy said, smirking. “I don’t remember you actually asking.”
         

         
         They hadn’t rehearsed any of this, and yet they played off each other naturally.

         
         Gemma laughed. “It was implied.”

         
         But if Tansy wanted her to make up for it, Gemma would be more than happy to get down on her knees. Pick up where they had left off in the library.
         

         
         Ronnie nodded. “All right. And this was when?”

         
         Tansy looked at her, panicked. “Um.”

         
         “A few weeks ago?” Gemma pulled the answer out of her ass. “Um. September . . . something.”

         
         “September.” Tansy nodded. “It was after the Pacific Northwest Booksellers Association trade show.”

         
         “Right.” Gemma snapped her fingers. “After the trade show.”

         
         Ronnie scribbled something else down. Gemma craned her neck, trying to steal a peek, but it was all gibberish, Ronnie’s handwriting
            like chicken scratch, completely illegible upside down.
         

         
         “Your engagement isn’t the only big change you’ve faced in the last few months,” Ronnie said. “What with your grandfather’s
            death.”
         

         
         Tact, thy name was not Ronnie.

         
         “Changes, yup, I’ve faced plenty of ’em.”

         
         “Your late grandfather, Hieronymus van Dalen, named you his successor, news that only recently broke; what do you have to
            say to those who deemed you an unlikely candidate for the position of company president, if they considered you at all?”
         

         
         “I personally like to think of myself as a dark horse,” she joked.
         

         
         Predictably at this point, Ronnie didn’t laugh. “Forbes recently published an article about the uncertain future of Van Dalen Publishing, speculating over when the company would announce new leadership and who that leadership would be. They ranked candidates for the position from most to least likely and included your father, both of your uncles, your cousin, and the company’s current COO, Silas Markham. They even speculated that a merger or acquisition could be in the company’s cards. You, however, were not named. Thoughts?” 

         
         “Like I said, dark horse.” Gemma raised her glass, burning away the resentment rising in her chest with a sip of her old-fashioned. “But we aren’t
            here to discuss that, are we?” She smiled tightly at Tansy before turning back to Ronnie. “I thought you said you wrote for
            the lifestyle section?”
         

         
         “I do. What do you have to say to those who considered you not only an unlikely candidate, but perhaps an unworthy one?”

         
         The ice rattled against her glass when she set it back on the table. “Who, pray tell, has deemed me unworthy?”

         
         Besides, you know, the obvious.

         
         Ronnie looked at her like she’d lost her mind. “You are aware that you’ve been name-dropped more frequently by gossip sites like DeuxMoi and Perez Hilton than Fortune or Forbes, aren’t you?”
         

         
         “What can I say?” She shrugged. “I don’t google myself. That way madness lies.”

         
         If Gemma had learned anything over the years, it was that name-searching yourself? Never a good idea. Especially not when
            her exploits were immortalized in gossip rags and social media posts, pictures from nights out Gemma could barely remember,
            mistakes that no one would let her forget.
         

         
         Gemma was plenty of things—tawdry things, clearly—but a masochist wasn’t among them.
         

         
         “You didn’t graduate from college,” Ronnie continued, really trying to twist that knife. “You have no work experience to speak of, none within the print media industry—excuse me, none within the newspaper publishing industry. I’d be remiss if I forgot about your illustrious career as a romance novel cover model.”
         

         
         Her voice dripped with disdain.

         
         Tansy’s teacup rattled against its saucer as she set it down. “I don’t think I like your tone.”

         
         Her blue eyes had gone flinty, her jaw clenched. Beneath her ear was the slightest hint of a bruise in the shape of Gemma’s
            teeth.
         

         
         The warmth in Gemma’s chest had nothing to do with the whiskey. “Tansy, you don’t need to—”

         
         “She’s being rude.” Tansy’s knuckles turned white around the edge of the table. She turned to Ronnie. “You’re being rude.”

         
         Ronnie had the gall to look amused. “I’m sorry?”

         
         “You should be.” Tansy’s nostrils flared delicately, making her look like an adorable, indignant bull. “A lack of formal education
            is never something someone should be made to feel ashamed of. And neither is any kind of honest work, even if you yourself
            wouldn’t personally deign to do it.”
         

         
         Tansy didn’t have to do this, whatever this was. Sticking up for Gemma. Protecting her. She could take care of herself. She’d been doing it most of her life; why stop
            now? “Tansy—”
         

         
         “Those novels Gemma’s been on the cover of?” Tansy was on a roll. “They belong to a genre that generates over a billion dollars
            of revenue annually and whose authors frequently top the bestseller lists. Beyond that, those books give readers hope, which
            is sorely needed right now and something else no one should be made to feel ashamed of.”
         

         
         Gemma couldn’t breathe.

         
         Eyes flashing, tendrils of hair escaping the claw clip at the crown of her head and curling around her ears, jaw clenched with that bruise beneath, Tansy looked so beautiful that Gemma—Gemma ached.
         

         
         “And while you were busy judging a book by its cover, you should’ve been checking your facts, because Gemma did graduate from college. Summa cum laude, in fact.”
         

         
         Who could say what part of Tansy’s tirade had done the trick, but Ronnie had the decency to look abashed, alabaster cheeks
            ruddy, lips flattened into a burgundy slash. “I was unaware that you had graduated from . . . ?”
         

         
         “NYU.”

         
         Ronnie wrote that down. “I apologize for not knowing you had a degree.”

         
         Tansy crossed her arms and scoffed as she slumped back against the booth. “If that’s all you took away from what I said, the
            only thing you’re sorry for, I think we’re done here.”
         

         
         “Tansy.” Oh God, Gemma sounded fond. She sounded fond because she was fond. Ridiculously, stupidly fond of the girl with untamable hair, more integrity in her pinky than most people possessed
            in their whole bodies, and the absolutely breathtaking ability to say the wrong thing at the right time. Or was it the right
            thing at the wrong time? Fuck if Gemma knew; she’d never felt this way before. Probably because she’d never met anyone like
            Tansy. “It’s okay.”
         

         
         Gemma faced Ronnie. “For the record, I was actually the managing editor of NYU’s student newspaper, and later I worked at
            the New York News Daily as a marketing assistant. And before you ask whether it was nepotism that got me the job, my answer is that your guess is
            as good as mine. What I do know is that those six years were some of the best of life and I loved working there. I learned a lot, not only about print journalism, but about myself, too. What I’m capable of, my limits. I learned enough to know that I have plenty more to learn and that anyone who thinks they know it all is either an egotistical son of a bitch or a dumbass.” She shrugged. “Most likely both. Feel free to write that down. Do I think I’m qualified for this job? Honestly? Probably not. Are people right to be pissed that my grandfather named me his successor? Maybe. I’d tell you to take it up with him, but unfortunately, he’s dead.” 

         
         Ronnie averted her gaze, cheeks growing ruddier by the second.

         
         Tansy’s hand dropped to Gemma’s thigh, squeezing. Gemma covered Tansy’s hand with hers and laced their fingers together.

         
         “What I can tell you is that my great-grandfather Wilhelm van Dalen founded this company with a single principle in mind:
            the preservation and circulation of the truth. Not the preservation of his ego. I intend to do my best, accept my shortcomings, do what I can to bridge the gap, and try my
            damndest to do my grandfather’s—and my great-grandfather’s—legacy justice.”
         

         
         At the end of the day, she would much rather under-promise and over-deliver than do the opposite.

         
         Ronnie nodded. “That’s actually a really refreshing answer. I’ve got a friend who works at NYND. I had no idea you worked there.”
         

         
         “Probably because you didn’t ask,” Tansy grumbled.

         
         Gemma’s heart did something novel and complicated inside her chest, squeezing. There was something seriously off with her, because she’d never found anyone’s grumblings adorable before.
         

         
         “Thanks for indulging my line of questioning.” Ronnie flashed a smile that promptly fell as soon as her eyes flitted to Tansy.

         
         If this was Tansy’s bark, God forbid Gemma ever find out what her bite looked like.
         

         
         “This isn’t for the article, but a few of us at TST are a little concerned, and it might help soothe some nerves to get your take on the situation with CGC.” 

         
         “CGC?”

         
         Ronnie scoffed. “Crenshaw Global Capital? They’re a hedge fund that has stake in over a hundred American newspapers. They’re
            vulture capitalists with a penchant for investing in distressed assets and then slashing costs by laying off a massive percentage
            of the staff so they can turn around and sell for a profit. They purchased Praetor Publishing two years ago, making them the
            nation’s second-largest newspaper publisher, and then promptly laid off half the staff. They’re mercenary, okay? You must’ve heard of them.”
         

         
         Oh, Gemma had heard of Crenshaw Global Capital. They were infamous. She wasn’t sure why Ronnie was bringing them up now. “I
            know all about Crenshaw Global Capital. I wasn’t aware there was a situation involving them.”
         

         
         Ronnie tapped her screen, cutting the recording. “With your grandfather’s passing and the succession plan being . . . questionable,
            there’s been some unrest amongst the staff. With VDP being the nation’s third-largest newspaper publisher—”
         

         
         “The staff is concerned CGC might swoop in and try to snatch up VDP?”

         
         “Not to put too fine a point on it”—Ronnie winced—“but the staff is concerned you might sell.”

         
         The air left her lungs all at once.

         
         By no means was Gemma a paragon of virtue—any of them—but she wasn’t about to sell her grandfather’s company for a quick buck.
            Not when she was fighting tooth and nail to inherit it.
         

         
         “Ronnie, you have my word that as long as I am president of VDP, I have no intention of selling the company. Not to CGC. Not to anyone. Okay? Feel free to pass that along to anyone and everyone. You can even print it, if you’d like.” 

         
         To sell to Crenshaw Global would be antithetical to the very legacy she’d promised to uphold.

         
         “Well, good.” Ronnie smiled. “That’s very reassuring. Thank you.”

         
         Gemma laughed. “It’s a little premature to thank me, don’t you think?”

         
         Ronnie clicked her pen against the table. “I guess I should probably get back to the topic at hand. When’s the wedding?”

         
         “We haven’t set a date yet.” Gemma squeezed Tansy’s hand.

         
         “But we’re meeting with the wedding planner to discuss logistics soon,” Tansy added.

         
         Ronnie closed her notebook. “I think those are all of the questions I have for now. But, if it’s all right with the both of
            you, it would be great to follow up a little closer to the big day. Even better if we could get a few photos?”
         

         
         That sounded doable. “Sure.”

         
         Ronnie shoved her notebook into her bag and slipped out of the booth. “Thanks for your time.” She winced. “And sorry again
            if I ruffled any feathers.”
         

         
         “We remain unruffled. Right, Tansy?”

         
         Tansy glowered. “Right.”

         
         “Best wishes to you both.” Ronnie rapped her knuckles against the table. “See ya ’round.”

         
         As soon as Ronnie was out of sight, Gemma turned, fisted her fingers in Tansy’s fallen strands, and dragged her in for a kiss,
            swallowing the sweet little gasp Tansy made when she traced her tongue against the seam of Tansy’s lips.
         

         
         “That was inexplicably hot.” Gemma swept her thumb against the corner of Tansy’s mouth, erasing a smudge of her own red lipstick.

         
         Tansy scrunched up her nose. “I feel like I’m missing something?”

         
         “You,” she said. “Sticking up for me the way you did.”
         

         
         No one had ever done that for her before.

         
         Tansy ducked her chin, cheeks turning petal pink. “Oh, that. That was nothing. You hardly need to thank me.”

         
         Gemma felt compelled nonetheless. “I want to.” When it came to Tansy, she wanted lots of things, thanking her being only one
            of many. She traced circles against the back of Tansy’s hand with her fingertips, not bothering to hide her smile when Tansy
            shivered. “Hey, what do you say we get out of here?”
         

         
         Maybe go back to her place, where they could pick up where they’d left off in the library. She wanted to leave a mark at the
            vulnerable spot where Tansy’s throat met the arch of her collarbone to match the one beneath her ear. Another, along the crease
            of skin where the soft swell of her upper thigh met her hip. To press her mouth against Tansy’s skin and taste salt and feel
            the fluttering of Tansy’s pulse, hummingbird quick against her lips.
         

         
         The things she wanted to do with Tansy, to Tansy, could fill a book. Several books, in fact.
         

         
         Encyclopedia Britannica volumes one through ten had nothing on Gemma’s imagination.
         

         
         Tansy winced. “I have to get back to the store. I’ve got work, remember?”

         
         Bummer. “I couldn’t convince you to play hooky, could I?”

         
         “Sorry.” Tansy shook her head. “We’re slammed and understaffed and we’ve got an event tonight and a book club in the morning
            I’m supposed to be leading for a book I haven’t even read half of yet.”
         

         
         She’d better put in a few hours of work herself. Research Crenshaw Global’s most recent acquisitions. Maybe give one of her friends at NYND a call and get a read of the situation in the newsroom there, see if there were any rumblings of discontent, nip any concerns
            in the bud before they could bloom.
         

         
         “Rain check?” Gemma suggested, already mentally clearing her schedule. “Tomorrow, maybe?”

         
         Tansy frowned down at her tea. “I don’t know if that’s such a great idea.”

         
         “All right.” No big. “Another day. I know we’ve got a meeting with the wedding planner—”

         
         “No.” Tansy locked eyes with her for a split second before ducking her chin and looking away. Her hair formed a curtain around
            her face. “I mean this. The benefits part.”
         

         
         “Oh.” The disappointment was sharp and swift and—staggering. Something in her chest shrank, deflated. “You’re not, um, still upset about the thing with Lucy, are you? Because I swear
            I meant what I said when I told you—”
         

         
         “Gemma.” Tansy rested her hand atop Gemma’s, a brief touch before Tansy stole her hand away once more. “I believe you. I do.”

         
         Then color her confused. “It was good, right? The other night. In the library?”

         
         For her, good didn’t even begin to cover it. Epic, more like. The sounds Tansy made, the way she squirmed against the bookshelf, the way she clenched around Gemma’s fingers . . .
            fuck. Gemma had always liked giving, would be hard-pressed to name a headier feeling than getting someone off, but she was pretty
            sure she’d never been as turned on just from touching someone as she’d been while touching Tansy.
         

         
         Tansy turned the sweetest shade of pink, covering her cheeks with her fingers and staring down into her tea. “Of course it
            was.” Her blush deepened and she squirmed in her seat, breath rasping from between her lips. “It was—it was great.”
         

         
         Great. If it wasn’t that and it wasn’t about Lucy . . . “Then what’s the problem?”
         

         
         “I thought I could do this, but I guess I didn’t have enough experience with casual relationships to have known I can’t.”
            Tansy tucked her hair behind her ears. “I guess I’m just not built that way.”
         

         
         Gemma didn’t understand. But she wanted to. “I thought it was a comfort factor for you. About trust.”

         
         “It is. I think that’s part of it, at least.” Tansy’s gaze was fleeting, as if she were having trouble meeting Gemma’s eyes.
            “I believe you. About Lucy. I really do. But when I was standing in that hallway, I didn’t know everything I know now. I didn’t
            know what to believe, and I realized that . . .” Tansy exhaled sharply and covered her eyes. “God, this is embarrassing.”
         

         
         “Hey.” She rested her hand on Tansy’s arm, keeping her touch light. Friendly. “Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s not that bad.”
         

         
         Tansy lowered her hand from her eyes. “I like you, okay?”

         
         “Okay?” Gemma laughed, quickly frowning when Tansy flinched. “I like you, too, Tansy.”

         
         She wasn’t exactly in the habit of bedding people she didn’t. Not to yuck anyone’s yum, but hate sex was better left to books
            and movies than real life.
         

         
         “No.” Tansy turned, blue eyes huge like she was trying to communicate some deeper meaning with them. “I like you. And I think if we did this, kept doing this, I’d only wind up liking you more than I already do. And that would be bad.”
         

         
         Bad. Right.

         
         Wait. Why would that be bad?

         
         “And especially knowing what I know now, your history with Lucy, it wouldn’t be fair to either of us if I forgot the, um”—Tansy
            frowned thoughtfully—“parameters of our partnership.”
         

         
         Gemma let her hand fall from Tansy’s shoulder to the table. “I see.”

         
         The choices she’d made, whether she’d meant for them to or not, had hurt Lucy. Had caused what she was beginning to realize
            was irreparable damage to their friendship.
         

         
         The thought of hurting Tansy, Tansy who had already had her heart broken by one Van Dalen, was—unthinkable. She reached for
            her drink and knocked it back, melting ice and all, praying it would settle her stomach.
         

         
         No matter how badly Gemma wanted Tansy, how terribly she wanted to touch Tansy and give her pleasure, it was impossible to
            refute Tansy’s point. Her logic.
         

         
         “It’s just that I realized when I was hiding in the hallway how easy it would be to lose sight of the line here,” Tansy tacked
            on.
         

         
         Chugging what remained of her drink had done nothing but make her chest cold and her stomach cramp uncomfortably. “Line?”

         
         “Between what’s real and what isn’t,” Tansy explained. “We’re having to pretend for everyone else, lie to everyone else.” Tansy’s bottom lip started to wobble. She coughed, quickly composing herself. “I don’t want to lie to
            you, and I definitely don’t want to start lying to myself.”
         

         
         Gemma didn’t want that, either.

         
         “You’re right,” she said, running her fingers through the condensation on the table left behind by her glass. “That’s the
            last thing I want. We’re partners, and I—I can’t say I don’t think this sucks, because fuck, does it ever, but your logic
            is sound and I’m—I’m glad you trusted me with this. Really.”
         

         
         Gemma cared too much about Tansy to jeopardize any of this—Tansy’s feelings, their engagement, her inheritance, Tansy’s bookstore.

         
         But Jesus Christ were the next two years going to suck, remaining celibate.

         
         “I guess I should let you get back to work,” she said, standing.

         
         The leather creaked as Tansy wiggled out of the booth. “We’re okay, right?”

         
         She forced a smile that felt a thousand kinds of wrong. “We’re great.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         
         Gemma’s hands shook as she shoved her key in the front door.

         
         She didn’t have a lot of experience with breakups, but fuck if it didn’t feel like she’d just gone through one.

         
         Tequila, copious amount of sugary goodness, and rom-coms—she’d never understood why people gravitated toward romance after
            breakups; was it catharsis? It sounded like untimely torture, honestly—were the standard fare for breakups, right? It couldn’t
            hurt to follow the script.
         

         
         Finally she got the door open and—stopped in the doorway.
         

         
         Brooks was stretched out on her couch, looking at home, leisurely sipping what appeared to be a glass of orange juice through
            a striped straw.
         

         
         “Uncle Brooks, isn’t this a surprise?” She set her purse on the floor, scanning the living room for clues of which of her
            roommates was home. Which of her roommates was going to be on trash duty for an eternity, because they all knew better than to let anyone with the last name Van Dalen through the front door, unless it was her. It was their most
            important apartment rule. It was their only apartment rule. “Who let you in?”
         

         
         Brooks took a sip of orange juice. He held the glass up to the light and frowned distastefully. “Blech. Pulp. Awful stuff.” He set the glass down on the coffee table, sans coaster. “I rang the buzzer out front. When no one answered, I let myself in.” 

         
         “I never gave you a key.”

         
         Brooks smiled enigmatically. “I know.”

         
         Gemma perched on the chair across from him. “I’d tell you that was creepy, but I’m sure you’re already aware.”

         
         And it was probably half the appeal.

         
         Brooks’s smile widened. “Not that these pleasantries aren’t pleasant, but let’s cut to the chase, shall we?”
         

         
         Please. She was too tired for games. “Let’s.”
         

         
         “Your engagement is a sham, and I know it.”

         
         Gemma opened her mouth, but Brooks held up a hand.

         
         “To be more precise, your engagement is presumably real, but your relationship with Tansy Adams is not.”
         

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She might be too tired for games, but she’d be damned if she dug her own grave.
            “Tansy and I are partners.”
         

         
         Brooks tutted. “I’m disappointed in you, niece. You do us both a disservice by playing dumb.”

         
         “You’re disappointed?” She laughed. “Join the club.”

         
         Maybe she’d buy everyone T-shirts. Or pins. Some way of identifying themselves as members of the Gemma van Dalen Disappointed Me Club.
         

         
         Ooh, or a handshake. Everyone loves a good secret handshake.

         
         “If you’re looking for pity from me, you won’t find it. I wrote the book on being a black sheep long before you were ever
            born.” His face softened. “My sympathy, on the other hand—”
         

         
         “Is unwelcome.” She crossed her arms, feeling too exposed. “And I’m not attempting to pull the wool over your eyes. Tansy
            and I are partners.”
         

         
         It wasn’t a lie. Partners in crime were a thing. It counted.

         
         “I can see we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, so let’s start over.” Brooks kicked his heels up on her coffee table. “I know, and you know that I know, and right now, if you’re anything like me, you’re probably asking yourself what I plan to do with this
            knowledge.”
         

         
         Oh, she hated him. Except she didn’t. Not even a little bit. “Hypothetically, let’s say you’re right.”
         

         
         “Then, hypothetically of course, the answer to that”—Brooks stretched his arms along the back of the couch—“would be not a
            damn thing.”
         

         
         Gemma cut her eyes. “If something seems too good to be true, it is. What do you want?”

         
         “Well.” Brooks smirked. “I wouldn’t say no to a pony.”

         
         Infuriating. Making her laugh at a time like this. “Be serious.”
         

         
         “I am serious as the heart attack that killed my father.”

         
         She sighed, too tired for games. “What do you really want, Brooks?”

         
         “From you?” His brows rose and fell. “Nothing.”

         
         “Nothing,” she repeated, still not buying it.

         
         “I like you, Gemma. As far as I’m concerned, you’re the best of a bad bunch. And while my feelings about my father are complicated,
            Van Dalen Publishing is his legacy, the legacy of his father before him. I would certainly rather see you in control of the
            destiny of that legacy than someone like Tucker.” Brooks rolled his eyes. “I know he’s my nephew, but dear Lord, that boy
            is an utter chucklefuck. An utter chucklefuck who seems to think he has some sort of ace up his sleeve.”
         

         
         Hmm. “Meaning what exactly?”
         

         
         “Meaning I was at the estate on Sunday, inventorying the wine cellar—”
         

         
         “Stealing, you mean.”

         
         “No one in this family appreciates a vintage Bordeaux the way I do. It’s gathering dust down there.” He sniffed. “It’s sad.”
         

         
         “You speak for the wine now?”

         
         “What? No, I—” Brooks laughed. “That was terrible.”

         
         “It made you laugh.”

         
         “My point is that I happened to be at the estate when Tucker and Sterling dropped by for a drink with your father. I overheard them
            discussing you and your, quote, unquote, farce of an engagement, and their plans to outwit you.”
         

         
         That sounded ominous if not vague. “Outwit me how?”
         

         
         “He didn’t say.” Brooks sounded contrite. “They were in the parlor and I couldn’t hear very well from the hall, so I went
            in and acted like I was surprised to see them all and spouted off some story about filching a bottle of brandy.”
         

         
         “And?”

         
         “And they seemed to buy it, which I’m not sure whether or not to be offended by. Regardless, Tucker didn’t say anything else
            on the matter, and when I pressed—”
         

         
         “You weren’t obvious, were—”

         
         “Gently, Gemma. I exerted minimal pressure. I’m not new. All Tucker said was that he didn’t want to jinx it. Whatever it is.” Brooks sniffed. “So then I spent the rest of the evening slandering you in hopes of ingratiating myself into your cousin’s
            good graces. You’re welcome, by the way.”
         

         
         “Thanks ever so.” Not that she didn’t appreciate the inside info, but . . . “Why are you telling me this?”

         
         “Because I’m your inside man, of course. I’m going to pass you intel.”

         
         “You don’t like Tucker, so you’re going to keep my secret and pass me intel? Just like that?”

         
         “That, and I’m settling a score with my brother. Victor’s thrown his hat in with your cousin and now I get to try my hand at a little espionage. What’s not to enjoy? I haven’t had this much fun since that summer in Cannes with DiCaprio and those twins.” 

         
         Gemma retched. “Okay, first of all, ew. Second of all, oh my God, ew.”
         

         
         “I’m doing this out of the goodness of my heart. Helping my niece pull off a con like this?” His shoulders rose and fell with
            a hearty sigh. “Makes me feel all warm and gooey inside.”
         

         
         “You are terrible.”

         
         “Careful.” Brooks wagged a finger at her. “That almost sounded like a compliment.”

         
         “I think it might’ve been.” Gemma made a show of looking left, right, then up at the ceiling. “Look at that. The world didn’t
            end.”
         

         
         Her phone did ring, but she’d hardly call that an omen.
         

         
         “One second.” She’d normally let it go to voicemail, but it might be Tansy. She slipped her phone free from her pocket.

         
         Mom was calling.
         

         
         “I’ve got to take this.”

         
         Brooks shrugged. “By all means.”

         
         “Mom, hi.”

         
         Brooks sat up so fast he nearly fell off the couch. “Lena?”

         
         Gemma stared at him. Since when was she Lena to Brooks? Since when was she anything to him at all?
         

         
         “Gemma Lise van Dalen, I am going to wring your neck.”

         
         She pulled the phone away from ear and winced.

         
         Middle name territory.

         
         Oh, goody.

         
         “Hiya, Mom. What’s up? Are you good? You sound good.”

         
         “Am I good?” Mom huffed. “Well, let’s see. I found out my own daughter, my flesh and blood, the child I labored over for twenty-seven hours, is getting married thanks to the paper. So how do you think I am, Gemma?”
         

         
         She cringed. But wait. “What do you mean the paper?”
         

         
         “I don’t hear you denying it,” Mom said, voice full of reproach.

         
         Gemma scrubbed a hand over her face. “Um, well, see—”

         
         “Lord.” Mom huffed again. “Really, Gemma? I get to find out you’re engaged via an announcement in the Seattle Tribune?”
         

         
         “In my defense, I had no idea there was going to be an announcement.” She could probably thank Tansy’s stepmother for that.
            Or Bitsie. “I was going to tell you, promise.”
         

         
         Eventually. Probably when the article they’d just been interviewed for was printed. Why worry today about what she could put
            off till tomorrow?
         

         
         . . . until tomorrow bit her in the ass.

         
         “I didn’t even know you were seeing anyone. I’m guessing that’s something else you forgot to tell me?”
         

         
         Gemma cringed harder. “It’s a long story.”

         
         “Baby girl, the only thing I’ve got is time.”
         

         
         Brooks was watching her, an amused smile tugging at his lips.

         
         Here went nothing.

         
         Gemma gave the SparkNotes version to Mom and, since he was in the room, Brooks, too.

         
         “Huh,” Mom said, after a moment’s pause. “I’m only going to ask this once, but are you sure about this, baby? Getting married
            is serious business.”
         

         
         “I’m sure.”

         
         “Well, then, when’s the wedding?”

         
         “Haven’t set a date yet. But soon. Obviously.”

         
         “I want to be there.”

         
         Her mother in the same room as the Van Dalens? As Victor? Over her dead body. “No way.”
         

         
         “Gemma, if you think I’m not going to meet the woman you plan to marry, you’ve got another think coming, missy.”

         
         “It’s not—” Real? No, that wasn’t right. Gemma wouldn’t currently have a hankering for tequila and ice cream and movies full
            of kissing she could live vicariously through if it wasn’t real. “It’s just a wedding, Mom. It’s not a big deal.”
         

         
         A hassle and a headache and she’d skip it if she weren’t one of the two people who actually had to be there. Three, if she
            counted the officiant. Five, counting the witnesses.
         

         
         “Not a big deal? It’s your wedding. Of course it’s a big deal to me.”
         

         
         She gritted her teeth. “Fine. We’ll discuss the details later.”
         

         
         “And I want Tansy’s phone number.”

         
         “That’s not—”

         
         “Gemma.”

         
         Her eyes shut. “She’s—she’s sweet, Mom. Okay? Tansy doesn’t need the third degree, I promise.”
         

         
         She’d already gotten it from the Van Dalens. Hell, she’d gotten it from Gemma. Tansy deserved a reprieve.

         
         “Sweet, huh?” Mom sounded amused. “Sounds a little like you might be sweet on her.”

         
         Her face burned. “Mom.”
         

         
         “I love you, baby,” Mom cooed. “My break’s about to end, but we’ll talk soon. Text me Tansy’s number, you hear?”

         
         “Fine.” She sighed. “Love you, too. Talk soon.”

         
         Brooks sipped his orange juice through his straw, watching her intently. “That went well.”

         
         Gemma sighed and set her phone down on the coffee table. “All things considered.”

         
         “Pray tell, how is Lena doing?”

         
         She narrowed her eyes. “Fine.”

         
         “Good. That’s good. I’m happy to hear that.” He cleared his throat. “That Lena’s good.”

         
         She frowned, studying him closely. “Are you feeling okay?”

         
         “I’m perfect.” He smiled and flicked the straw inside his glass. “Speaking of feelings, how is Tansy?”
         

         
         She frowned at his odd emphasis. “She’s fine. Why?”

         
         “Oh, no reason.” He shrugged. “I just can’t imagine hearing your friend Lucy profess her love to you the other evening was
            fun for her.” His brows rose. “You are aware she overheard you, right? That it wasn’t just me. You’re lucky I was there to intercept Tucker.” He tutted. “That was
            awfully sloppy of you, niece.”
         

         
         “My humblest thanks.” She rolled her eyes. “And yes, I’m aware. Tansy and I already discussed it.”

         
         At length.

         
         “And?”

         
         “And what?”
         

         
         “You’re not normally this dense, Gemma.” He huffed. “How did it go?”

         
         She laughed. “What do you care?”

         
         His lower lip jutted out. “First of all, I’m hurt you think I don’t care about you and your relationships.” He lifted a hand
            to his chest. “You wound me.”
         

         
         She stifled a smile. Dramatic bastard.

         
         “Second, seeing as I’m keeping your secret safe, I feel . . . hmm, invested.”
         

         
         “Invested?”

         
         “Yes. Invested in the success of this union. So, tell me—how did Tansy take it? Did you have to grovel? I bet you did. Though
            Tansy doesn’t strike me as the sort to hold a grudge.” He frowned. “Then again, looks can be deceiving. It’s usually the quiet
            ones with the fiercest tempers.”
         

         
         “No, I didn’t have to grovel. We talked. Communicated. Like adults. I cleared the air. Let her know that Lucy and I aren’t an item. We’re fine. Besides, Tansy knows what this is.” 

         
         Brooks cocked his head. “Out of curiosity, what, pray tell, is it?”

         
         “It’s a—”

         
         Mutually beneficial—arrangement sounded awfully clinical and cold, considering the way Tansy made her burn. The way her rejection—because wasn’t that what
            it was?—made Gemma feel like, well, shit. Like she’d lost something she hadn’t even known she’d wanted and now that she knew, she felt horribly bereft.
         

         
         Not that she didn’t understand it on a logical level, but feelings weren’t logical. They were feelings. They were—

         
         Feelings.

         
         Big, earnest ones that made her chest ache and her hands shake.

         
         She had them in spades.

         
         For Tansy.

         
         Tansy, who defended her fervently without a thought, even knowing what she knew: that Gemma was not without her faults.

         
         Holy fuck.

         
         Gemma liked Tansy. Well, no shit. Obviously, she liked Tansy. Gemma might have her faults, but her taste certainly wasn’t among them. Tansy was kind and clever and ambitious
            without being ruthless. Not to mention so gorgeous she made Gemma forget sense, common and otherwise. She made Gemma a little stupid, to be true, exposing vulnerabilities Gemma knew she had and those she hadn’t a
            fucking clue about. Knowing what she did, feeling what she did . . . Tansy Adams should’ve sent her running for the fucking hills, and yet Gemma couldn’t seem to stay away.
         

         
         This went beyond mere appreciation for Tansy’s finer—and holy goddamn hell were they fine—attributes and crossed into uncharted territory. Territory as terrifying as it was exhilarating. As frightening as it was awesome. Territory Gemma had never been tempted to explore. 

         
         Until now.

         
         Until Tansy.

         
         This . . . this was serious fucking business.

         
         “Gemma? I didn’t lose you, did I?”

         
         No, no. Gemma was just having a small epiphany. Or aneurysm. One of the two.

         
         “Like I said. We’re partners.”

         
         In conspiracy, in business, in—if she had anything to say about it—everything.

         
         “You’re no fun.” Brooks rolled his eyes. “But fine. As long as you and Tansy are on the same page, I suppose that’s all that
            matters.” He paused. “You are on the same page, aren’t you?”
         

         
         It was right in front of her face and yet somehow she was just now seeing it. Realizing there was another option, that it
            wasn’t just either-or, a choice between being fiancées with benefits or fake fiancées. Gemma was used to living in shades
            of gray; it was amazing she was thinking so small, so inside the box where it counted most.
         

         
         “Of course we are.” Lie. But not for long, hopefully. “Now, not that this impromptu visit wasn’t lovely, but if you don’t
            mind”—Gemma stood—“I’ve got work to do.”
         

         
         Namely, she had a fiancée to woo.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         
         Gemma frowned at the bulging box in her hands. It was still warm, with cinnamon sweetness wafting from the cracked lid, the
            box too full to stay shut. Pastries weren’t much of a gesture, even if she’d braved the market to procure them from her favorite
            shop, hoping they might serve as a—God, fuck if she knew.
         

         
         She’d never wooed anyone before, never even tried. She’d never felt compelled to woo anyone before, to put in the effort.
         

         
         Not until she met Tansy.

         
         Now she was all in knots and—pastries were stupid. Delicious, but insufficient emotional currency. She’d never asked Brooks for advice—except for that time when her
            passport was stolen in Monaco and her French wasn’t doing the trick and he was the only person she knew who spoke Monégasque—but
            she’d also never done this before, wooing someone. Maybe she should’ve taken Brooks’s advice and bought Tansy a boat. Except
            it wasn’t like Tansy would live on the boat like Brooks lived on his—albeit, his was closer to being a yacht than a houseboat—but
            a boat said something.
         

         
         What did pastries say?

         
         Probably that she should pony the fuck up and go inside if she was asking herself that question.

         
         Gemma sucked in a ragged breath and yanked on the door, the smell of wood varnish and paper tickling her nose as soon as she stepped over the threshold. A bell chimed over her head. 

         
         “Welcome to Belltown Books!” Tansy’s voice came from the direction of the front desk, somewhere behind the register. “Oof.”
         

         
         Gemma frowned and stepped closer, craning her neck over the counter. Tansy was on her hands and knees, surrounded by a tangled
            spool of receipt paper. A chunk of hair had escaped her fishtail braid, several strands curling around her ears. Gemma’s heart
            beat faster.
         

         
         “Can I—ow.” Tansy scowled down at her finger before popping it into her mouth.
         

         
         Gemma winced. “Paper cut?”

         
         Tansy froze, save for her eyes, which snapped up. Her jaw fell slack, finger dragging down her plump bottom lip. “Gemma. Hi. What are you doing here?”
         

         
         Her name had never sounded sweeter than it did when Tansy said it. Whispered, shouted—she didn’t care, as long as it was her
            name on Tansy’s lips. Though she was pretty sure she liked it best this way, breathy, excited, like Tansy was genuinely happy
            to see her.
         

         
         “Hi.” Gemma thrust the box of pastries at Tansy, needing to get this confession off her chest so maybe what was happening
            inside her chest could revert to normal. Approaching normal. Gemma had a feeling she’d never be quite the same. Not after Tansy.
            “These are for you.”
         

         
         Tansy’s eyes dipped briefly to the box before darting back to Gemma. “Oh.”

         
         “Here.” Gemma drew the lid back, revealing a dozen ooey, gooey, sticky buns, still hot from the oven. “They’re from Cinnamon Works. I didn’t know what you liked.” She cringed. “So I brought you my favorite. They’re the best. And you deserve the best, so.”
         

         
         Tansy hauled herself to standing, eyes flitting over Gemma’s face and—Gemma had done this all wrong.

         
         Brooks was right. She should’ve bought a boat after all.

         
         “I tried to get them to write, Sorry I’m an emotionally stunted bitch in gel frosting, but apparently that’s not something they do.” She forced a laugh that sounded hollow. Her mouth was dry.
            Why was her mouth so goddamn dry? “The guy working the register looked at me like I was crazy, because not only is it not something they do, apparently they don’t get many requests for it, either.”
         

         
         How exactly were the singletons of Seattle wooing their prospective significant others? Were they even putting in effort?
            Evidently not. Sadly.
         

         
          “You didn’t have to do that. And I don’t think you’re emotionally stunted. Or a bitch.”

         
         Gemma huffed. “Verdict’s out on both those fronts.”

         
         Tansy frowned. “Maybe I’m a little slow on the uptake, but I’m confused. Not that I don’t like sticky buns, but what exactly
            did I do to deserve them?”
         

         
         Tansy deserved a hell of a lot more than sticky buns, as Gemma planned to prove.

         
         But all in good time. It would do no good to come on too strong, too fast.

         
         “Tansy, I heard you loud and clear back at the Mayflower this afternoon.” She set down the box and clutched the counter, nails
            biting into the scarred wood that had seen better days, indents from pen pressure marring the surface. “I get it. Why you
            pumped the brakes on this. On us. Really, I do. And I respect it. But I did get to thinking. About what you said. What I said. What I felt and why I felt it. Bereft, like I was losing something. Losing you. And I think I might’ve been a little hasty about drawing a line in the sand the way I did.” 

         
         Tansy’s hands skimmed the counter, finding a pen to fiddle with. She turned it between her fingers, fumbling it to the floor
            almost immediately. “Line in the sand?”
         

         
         “You know,” Gemma said, clutching the counter harder. “Um, regretfully, I was a little drunk at the wedding, so I probably can’t recite it verbatim, but something, something, no romance. Something, something,
            I’m a frigid bitch with trust issues. Something, something, business partnership?” She grinned, holding the box of pastries
            aloft. “Something, something, please forgive me and consider these cinnamon buns a sincere apology on my part for being a
            dumbass?”
         

         
         “You don’t have anything to apologize for.” Tansy’s smile was too compassionate for her own good. For Gemma’s good, too. “We
            agreed to be honest with each other and—”
         

         
         “What if what I want changed?” Her mouth was dry, her palms damp. Stupid nerves. “You don’t do casual, and I respect that.
            I do. So let’s not be casual.”
         

         
         Tansy looked adorably confused. “Meaning?”

         
         “Meaning”—Gemma set the box of pastries down on the counter before she lost her grip on it—“go out with me.”

         
         Tansy turned, looking over her shoulder at a clock on the wall. “We’ve got a book launch scheduled at six, followed by a signing
            right after. But we close at eight, if you wanted to come back—”
         

         
         “Tansy.” Oh God help her, she sounded fond. “I meant, date me.”

         
         Tansy looked at her sharply. “What?”

         
         “I said—”

         
         “No, no, I heard you the first time. I’m just . . . sorry, I’m confused.”

         
         Gemma wiped her palms against her thighs. “What’s there to be confused about?”

         
         Tansy went to set her arm on the counter and missed, her elbow slipping straight off the edge. She cleared her throat, cheeks
            going crimson as she busied herself straightening a stack of flyers beside the register. “Um, all of it?”
         

         
         Subtlety wasn’t her forte, apparently. “Be my girlfriend.”

         
         Tansy’s jaw dropped. “Your—I can’t be your girlfriend.”

         
         Okay, safe to say this was officially not going the way she’d planned, the way she’d hoped.

         
         She crossed her arms and shifted her weight from one foot to the other, feeling oddly exposed. “Why not?”

         
         Tansy had the audacity to laugh. Granted, it was a dry, frazzled sound, but still. Not the reaction a girl was looking for
            when putting herself out there, making herself vulnerable. Opening herself up to, fuck, rejection. “You’re my fiancée, for one. I can’t be your girlfriend and your fiancée.”
         

         
         “Says who?”

         
         “Says . . . I don’t know, people.”
         

         
         “Well, those people, whoever they may be, don’t get to define our relationship. Only we do.”
         

         
         “Wait. Are you serious? You want to—to date me? Be in a relationship with me?”

         
         Obviously. “Why would I joke about something like this?”
         

         
         Tansy looked away and shrugged, and all at once it hit Gemma, her chest tightening with fury. Fucking Tucker.

         
         “I’m not my cousin, Tansy.”

         
         Tansy’s eyes rounded. “I know that.”

         
         “Good.” At least they had that cleared up. “So?”
         

         
         Tansy’s mouth opened and shut. “You told me you weren’t looking for romance.”

         
         “You’re right.” She nodded. “I wasn’t looking. But lo and behold, lucky for me, I found you anyway.”

         
         For one terrible, tense, stomachache-inducing moment, Tansy simply stared at her. Then her lips twitched. “That was really—”

         
         “Corny?” She rolled her eyes. That’s what she got for deciding to wing her speech.

         
         “I was going to say romantic, but now that you mention it”—Tansy smiled—“yeah, it was pretty corny.”
         

         
         Gemma laughed, and some of the pressure inside her chest abated. Tansy was smiling. That had to be a good sign. “Points for
            effort?”
         

         
         Tansy’s smile waned and—Gemma didn’t realize how terribly she could miss someone’s smile.

         
         “If this is because I won’t”—Tansy glanced around the storefront, peeking over her shoulder, voice dropping to a whisper that
            Gemma had to lean across the counter to hear—“sleep with you—”
         

         
         “No.” Gemma shook her head, ardent. Absolutely not. “That’s not it at all.”

         
         “Then what? You just changed your mind?”

         
         She could see how it looked like that, and maybe the revelation that she wanted to date Tansy had been sudden, but her fondness
            for Tansy was anything but. “I like you, okay? I went home and, I don’t know, I realized how little sense it makes. You liking
            me and me liking you and us not, you know, doing something about it. Going for it. Giving it a shot, at least.”
         

         
         Tansy nibbled on her lip. All it would take is leaning a little farther across the counter and she could reach out, free her
            lip from between her teeth.
         

         
         Gemma clutched the counter, patience fraying. “Tansy?”

         
          “Hmm?”

         
         “Come on,” she pleaded. “Say yes.”

         
         Heart pounding against the cage of her chest, Gemma held her breath. Waiting. Hoping.

         
         Tansy smiled. “I wasn’t aware I’d been asked a question.”

         
         Oh thank God. Gemma exhaled roughly, slumping against the counter. “Shit. You scared me.”
         

         
         Tansy snickered softly, the sound like music to Gemma’s ears.

         
         “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think this is where you’re supposed to promise me that if I say yes now, you’ll spend as much time on your knees as I want later.”
            Tansy’s blue eyes were bright, sparkling.
         

         
         For a moment, Gemma couldn’t breathe.

         
         Lucky didn’t begin to cover it.

         
         “Are you sure I can’t convince you to play hooky?” She rested her chin on her hand and gave Tansy her most salacious smile. “We could go
            upstairs and I could start making good on that promise.”
         

         
         “You are a terrible influence.” Tansy stared at Gemma’s mouth, transfixed.
         

         
         “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

         
         “I’d love to, but I can’t. I really can’t. Book launch, remember?” Tansy smiled ruefully. “But you could come back?”
         

         
         “Or I could stay.” She was already taking off her coat. It was only a few hours until closing, after all. “Help you with,
            I don’t know . . . crowd management? Pouring beverages? Uncapping Sharpies?” Whatever she needed. “If that’s okay? And if
            you’re free after, maybe we could grab a bite to eat? Order in, if you’d rather.”
         

         
         “If you’re sure, then, yeah.” Tansy grinned. “I’d really like that.”

         
         Gemma tugged her fingers free from her glove and smiled. “Put me to work, boss.”

         
         *  *  *

         “You want to know what I miss most about living in New York? Really good Indian food.” Gemma took a bite of her prawn pineapple curry. “Don’t get me wrong, Seattle’s got the best thai food
            I’ve had, phenomenal East Asian cuisine, but if you’re looking for great Indian food you’ve got to go over to the Eastside,
            and none of those places deliver over here.”
         

         
         The sound Gemma made was so full of longing that it sent a straight shot of heat to the place beneath Tansy’s belly button.
            “I’m serious, Tansy. There’s this place in the East Village, Baar Baar. God, just thinking about it makes my mouth water.
            Best Indian food I’ve ever had.”
         

         
         They were sitting on the floor of Tansy’s apartment, takeout from Jai Thai in Capitol Hill spread out across Tansy’s coffee
            table, their reward for a long evening. An evening that would’ve been much longer had Tansy been at it alone. Longer and lonelier.
         

         
         Tansy dug her chopsticks into her tofu pad thai and resolutely ignored Mills’s and Boon’s begging. The smell of takeout had
            drawn them both out from her bedroom and into the living room, where they were perched on the couch, staring at the table
            full of food with undisguised longing. Rascals had full bowls of cat food in the kitchen, but no, they wanted Thai.
         

         
         “I’ve always wanted to go to New York,” she said, shaking her finger at Boon when he stretched out, batting at the end of
            her chopstick.
         

         
         Gemma nearly dropped her fork. “You’re kidding. You’ve never been?”

         
         Tansy shook her head. “My mom had always talked about taking me when I turned sixteen, how we’d make a whole girls’ trip out of it. Just the two of us. Broadway shows and fancy dinners and tea at Tavern on the Green.” 

         
         Of course, Tavern on the Green had briefly closed—not that it mattered. They’d never gone; never had the chance.

         
         Gemma didn’t express any of the platitudes everyone else did when Tansy mentioned her parents. Instead, she squeezed Tansy’s
            knee, and somehow that was so much better. “I’ll have to take you sometime.”
         

         
         “Seriously?”

         
         That was quite the distance to go for a date.

         
         “Sure.” Gemma smiled and shrugged. “We’ve got to go on a honeymoon, don’t we?”

         
         A honeymoon. Right. As if this wasn’t all confusing enough. Not bad confusing, but . . . talk about a roller coaster of a day. A roller coaster of a month.
         

         
         She’d gone to the Mayflower today hoping for two things: make a good impression on the interviewer—verdict was out on that
            front, but Tansy just hadn’t been able to stand the not-so-subtle jibes directed at her fiancée—and get answers from Gemma.
         

         
         It hadn’t been her intention to pump the brakes, to cool the heat between them—at least how they chose to act on it—but by
            the time the interview wrapped, it had seemed like the smart thing to do.
         

         
         Stupid, fragile heart of hers just didn’t understand the concept of no strings.
         

         
         She’d left the Mayflower, feet dragging slightly but with her head held high. Disappointed but proud of herself for standing her ground. She’d thought she knew where their relationship stood—business partners with a side of friends but absolutely no hanky-panky that would confuse her heart. 

         
         Then Gemma had shown up at the store and turned Tansy’s world upside down.

         
         Gemma liked her. Enough to toss her no strings stance right out the window.
         

         
         They were dating now. And engaged, about to be married in less than two months’ time. Obviously, the marriage was still convenient,
            but was it still a marriage of convenience?
         

         
         Gemma was right—only they defined their relationship. It didn’t bother Tansy that it was unconventional, but what would happen
            if Gemma broke up with her? What would happen if she didn’t? Were they sticking to the original agreement of divorcing after
            two years, or . . .
         

         
         Letting herself get carried away with whatever could possibly come after that or would be a bad idea.
         

         
         Talk about putting the cart before the horse. These were questions for another day.

         
         “We don’t have to—”
         

         
         “Let me rephrase.” Gemma stretched her legs out, ankle pressed against Tansy’s beside the table. “We ought to go on a honeymoon. Don’t you think?”
         

         
         Tansy shoved another bite of pad thai between her lips, smothering her smile. “You want to?”

         
         Gemma laughed. “I told you I’d take you anywhere you wanted, remember?”

         
         “I thought you were joking.”

         
         Or not so much joking as pulling out all the stops in an attempt to persuade Tansy to marry her.

         
         “Dead serious.” Gemma made an X over her chest. “Cross my heart. Anywhere you want to go. It doesn’t have to be New York, even if they do have the best Indian and single-slice pizza I’ve ever tasted, both of which Seattle is sorely lacking in. You want to go
            to Mexico? I can take you to Mexico.”
         

         
         Tansy wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think I’m really built for the beach.”

         
         Gemma’s eyes traveled from Tansy’s head down to her feet in a slow perusal that stole Tansy’s breath. “I beg to differ.”

         
         “I meant the sun.” Tansy blushed. “I burn easily.”

         
         Gemma’s eyes raked over Tansy’s cheeks, tracing the path of her blush down her jaw. “I bet you turn pink all over.”

         
         Tansy choked on her bite of tofu. “I—it’s your turn.”

         
         Gemma grinned and reached for her glass, swirling her wine. “My turn, huh?”

         
         “To ask a question,” Tansy clarified.

         
         They’d been taking turns playing twenty questions, getting to know each other better. Gemma’s idea.

         
         So far Tansy had learned that Gemma was a polyglot, fluent in French and Spanish, proficient at reading Latin, and deeply
            ashamed that she’d once called herself fluent in sarcasm. Not because she wasn’t, but because saying so was painfully gauche,
            not to mention horribly cringe.
         

         
         She’d also learned that Gemma could do a back handspring, she had once won a hot wing eating contest at a dive bar in Memphis
            (Gemma had been unable to recall the details, but she remembered something about a bachelorette party in Nashville gone wild
            and a party bus driven by a directionally challenged chauffer), her favorite romance trope was not marriage of convenience but opposites attract, and skydiving was on her bucket list but the idea of spelunking scared her
            out of her wits.
         

         
         In turn, Gemma had learned that Tansy could moonwalk (a skill she’d been forced to demonstrate), she placed second in the county spelling bee (she’d lost out on nuque of all words), her favorite tropes were fated mates and found family but she also loved a good rake redeemed in historical
            romance, and she still occasionally had nightmares about having to take the final for a class she couldn’t remember ever enrolling
            in.
         

         
         “I literally just asked if you’d been to New York.”
         

         
         “That doesn’t count. You piggybacked off my question about your favorite food.”
         

         
         “Ugh. Fine.” Gemma drained her glass of wine. “Refill?”
         

         
         “Is that your question?”
         

         
         She laughed. “No, but it’s good to know you don’t have any problem busting my chops.”

         
         “It was a simple matter of clarification.” Tansy nudged the bottle of wine toward Gemma. “I’d hardly qualify that as busting
            your chops.”
         

         
         “No, no, it’s good. Keeps me on my toes.” She filled her glass halfway then hovered the bottle over Tansy’s. “Yes? No?”

         
         Tansy covered her glass with her hand. “I shouldn’t.”

         
         “Shouldn’t as in no, thanks, or shouldn’t as in I want another glass but wine makes me slutty so I’d better pass?” Gemma grinned. “Just something I feel like I should know about my wife-to-be.”
         

         
         Tansy laughed. “Technically, I’m not supposed to mix alcohol with my anxiety meds, but my doctor says that a drink every now and again is fine. Which
            is why I usually cut myself off at one when I do drink.”
         

         
         “I make a mean Roy Rogers if you ever want a mocktail,” Gemma said, and Tansy released a breath she hadn’t even realized she’d
            been holding.
         

         
         People had a tendency to get weird when she talked about taking meds for her brain. Luckily, Gemma wasn’t people—proof that Tansy really ought to stop assuming anything, let alone the worst, about her fiancée. 

         
         “I will keep that in mind.” Tansy smiled. “It’s still your turn.”

         
         “Drats.” Gemma snapped her fingers. “Okay, fine. Let’s see . . . do you play any instruments?”

         
         “As a matter of fact, I do.” Tansy shoved her plate of pad thai aside and leaned back against the couch, stuffed. “I play
            the violin.”
         

         
         Gemma’s jaw dropped. “Get the fuck out.”

         
         Tansy laughed.

         
         “I’m serious. I don’t care that it’s your apartment.” She pointed at the front door. “Get out of here. The violin?” She shivered. “Unf, that’s hot.”
         

         
         “Hot?” As far as reactions went, that was a first. “Are you serious?”
         

         
         “Are you kidding me? All those strings? That bow?” She paused. “It is called a bow, right? Or am I mixing that up with some other instrument?”
         

         
         Tansy bit the inside of her cheek to keep from giggling. “Yes, it’s a bow. And there are only four strings.”

         
         Gemma’s head fell back against the cushion of Tansy’s recliner, her eyes shutting. “Yeah, but like, manual dexterity is sexy,
            Tansy.”
         

         
         Sexy. She’d never been called that before. Not with any degree of sincerity, at least.
         

         
         “I never said I was good at playing the violin—only that I could play it.”
         

         
         Gemma cracked open an eye. “Are you saying you aren’t good with your hands?”
         

         
         Now, that was a trick question. “I’m saying I plead the fifth.”
         

         
         Gemma wrinkled her nose, looking adorably put out.

         
         Tansy laughed. “Fine. I’m saying you’ll just have to wait and see for yourself.”

         
         Gemma’s expression did a complete one-eighty, looking like a kid on Christmas morning. “A private concert?”

         
         Gemma wiggled her brows, which would’ve been funny enough, but there was a smudge of sauce on the side of her mouth that Tansy
            just now noticed and—
         

         
         If someone would’ve told her three months ago that she’d be sitting on the floor of her apartment with cover model Gemma West,
            aka Gemma van Dalen, on a date and that said Gemma West would have sauce on her face while making innuendo-laden jokes about
            Tansy’s manual dexterity, she’d have told them to get the hell out.
         

         
         Even now, she had the strangest urge to pinch herself.

         
         Instead she tossed Gemma a napkin. “You’ve got sauce on your face.”

         
         Gemma snorted. “Are you going to call me a big disgrace next?”

         
         “No.” Tansy couldn’t ever remember laughing this much on a date before. “It’s sauce, not mud.”

         
         “Eh. Most people would take any opportunity they could to call me a disgrace.” Gemma wiped her face and set the napkin down
            on the table. “You saw it today at the interview.”
         

         
         A flicker of leftover indignation boiled her blood at the memory of the interviewer’s assumptions. “She was out of line.”

         
         Gemma’s lips, no longer smudged with sauce, curved upward. “Did I mention how much I appreciated that? You coming to my rescue?”

         
         Her face flushed. “Only five times.”

         
         “Only.” Gemma stared at her, smile going soft and doing something fluttery to Tansy’s stomach. “I’d be remiss if I didn’t
            make it six.”
         

         
         “It was nothing.” She squirmed.

         
         “It was far from nothing,” Gemma argued. “I know it sounds like I’m joking with the whole you coming to my rescue line, but I don’t think anyone’s ever stuck up for me like that.” Gemma’s fingers rested on the notch of her breastbone.
            “Clearly you listened to everything I said in the library the other night. And then, what you said . . . it felt like you
            really believed in me. That I can do this. Run VDP. That I’m not going to be the failure everyone else expects me to be.”
            She lowered her hand and cleared her throat. “I don’t know if it was just a line—”
         

         
         “It wasn’t,” Tansy said, reaching out, covering Gemma’s hand with hers. “I meant everything I said.”

         
         “Well, thank you. I guess that makes seven.” Gemma smiled shyly at her. “Anyway, what were we talking about? That’s right.
            Musical instruments and your manual dexterity, which I’m very interested in.”
         

         
         Tansy grinned. “How about you? Any musical instruments?”

         
         “Me?” Gemma scoffed. “My grandmother, God rest her soul, thought with fingers like these, I was destined to play piano.” Gemma
            lifted her left hand, wiggling her fingers, the overhead light catching on the marquise-cut diamond on her ring finger, the
            engagement ring she’d bought for herself. Tansy fought against a shiver, remembering how those fingers had felt sliding against
            her skin. How they had felt inside her. “For three years I was forced into piano lessons with a teacher named Hildegard because my father had it in his head that I was going to be the next Van Cliburn. Mediocrity was unacceptable. Van Dalens,
            we are meant to be exceptional.”
         

         
         Gemma snorted.

         
         “After three years he let you quit?” Tansy didn’t know Victor van Dalen, but that hardly seemed like something he’d do.

         
         “Not quite.” Gemma smiled impishly, swirling her wine. “It wasn’t so much that he let me as I filled the piano with beluga caviar I smuggled out of the kitchen in the dead of night. Suffice it to say, I made my point.” 

         
         Ew. “Oh my God. The smell—”
         

         
         “Was horrendous.” Gemma wrinkled her nose. “In retrospect, I regret ruining such a beautiful instrument. It was a Steinway;
            cost a fortune. Makes me cringe thinking about it now, what a brat I was. But it was the only thing I could think to do to
            get anyone to listen to me.”
         

         
         Gemma grabbed her wine and held it toward the light, casting a ruby glow across her face. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t matter
            if it’s strings, keys, or wind instruments, I can’t carry a tune in a bucket to save my life.”
         

         
         “I’m sure you aren’t that bad.”
         

         
         “I can’t even clap on beat. Heaven forbid anybody asks me to sing.” Gemma laughed. “My grandfather—I told you he was odd,
            didn’t I? I say it with all the fondness in my heart, but the man was strange. Laughed at jokes that made no sense. Hell, just look at how he named me his successor. Me.” She brought the glass to her mouth and sipped. “Anyway, thanks to my grandfather, we had this tradition. Every Christmas,
            we each had to sing a song. I hated it, so one year I drank a little too much peppermint schnapps and did my very best rendition
            of Spinal Tap’s ‘Christmas with the Devil.’ After that, Grandpa gave me a permanent pass.”
         

         
         Tansy choked on her water. “You didn’t.”

         
         Gemma covered her face with her hands, shoulders shaking as she laughed. “I did. I even think Brooks recorded it. For posterity’s
            sake, he said. Blackmail material, more like.”
         

         
         “Wait, did it have to be a Christmas song? Because right now I’m picturing your father and Sterling standing beside a piano
            performing their best rendition of ‘Haben Sie gehört das Deutsche band?’ from The Producers.”
         

         
         Gemma snickered. “Oh, if only. I’d kill to see something like that.”

         
         Maybe it wasn’t exactly the same, but . . . “You know JibJab? That site where you can insert your loved ones’ faces into animated
            ecards? I bet there’s a gold mine of templates we could choose from.”
         

         
         Gemma’s lips parted. “Tansy—wait, what’s your middle name?”
         

         
         “Elizabeth.”

         
         “Tansy Elizabeth Adams.” The way Gemma said her name sounded almost reverent. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a devious streak?”
         

         
         Her face flushed. “You make it sound like a compliment.”

         
         A rather unorthodox compliment, but a compliment all the same.

         
         “Because I mean it as one.” Gemma smiled. “You know, I’m learning all sorts of new things about you, Tansy Elizabeth Adams.
            And I like each new fact more than I liked the last.”
         

         
         Tansy was learning, too. She felt a little like a magpie, tucking away tidbits, hoarding details about Gemma, collecting them
            like precious gems. Hiding them away for safekeeping. “Tell me your middle name.”
         

         
         “It’s Lise.”

         
         “Gemma Lise van Dalen.” Tansy hummed, tasting the words like she would wine. “It’s beautiful.”

         
         Gemma reached out, fingers ghosting over Tansy’s jaw, her chin, her touch featherlight as she brushed the pad of her thumb
            across Tansy’s mouth before dropping her hand back to her lap. “It’s better when you say it.”
         

         
         Tansy swept her tongue along her bottom lip, pretending for a second that she could capture the taste of Gemma. “The uh—the
            JibJab could be our Christmas card this year.”
         

         
         “Our first Christmas card. I like that. We’ll have to find a template with enough spots for the whole family. We definitely can’t leave Bitsie out,” Gemma said. “One year—I must’ve been about . . . fourteen?—she sang that god-awful song about some
            poor boy buying his dying mother shoes. ‘The Christmas Shoes’? An awful, morbid song, and somehow Bitsie managed to make it
            worse with her caterwauling. Of course, the encore involved her upchucking fruitcake and eggnog all over the floor.”
         

         
         Tansy cringed. “That’s horrifying.”

         
         “You want to talk about horrifying? Horrifying was when Isabel, my father’s second wife and my stepmother for all of two minutes, sang ‘Santa Baby’ while wearing totally
            sheer Mrs. Claus lingerie.”
         

         
         “Oh my God.” That sounded scarring.

         
         “Did I mention she was seven months pregnant with twins at the time? Or that she gave Victor a lap dance in front of all of us?” Gemma grimaced. “No amount of therapy can help me get over that.”
         

         
         Brooks had mentioned twins the night of their engagement party, when Tansy was hiding behind the curtain, but she hadn’t realized
            whose twins he was talking about until now. “I didn’t know you had siblings.”
         

         
         “Brothers. They’re ten. You might’ve seen them at Tucker’s wedding. They were the ring bearers.” Gemma smiled softly, looking
            fond. “They’re too young for Victor to have completely poisoned them against me, so they still think I’m cool.”
         

         
         “And here I was, thinking you were an only child.”

         
         “Might as well have been.” Gemma’s lips twisted in a wry smile. “Seeing as I’m old enough to be their mother.”

         
         “Well, if the Christmases at your house are always so eventful, maybe we should postpone the honeymoon for a few weeks,” Tansy
            joked. “I might like to see it.”
         

         
         “I beg you.” Gemma let her arms fall theatrically behind her head. “Spare me, please.”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” Tansy’s stomach hurt from trying not to laugh. “You make it sound awfully appealing.”

         
         “Awfully something.” Gemma laughed. “Holidays have been miserable for almost as long as I can remember. My aunt’s antics, while entertaining,
            are hardly what I’d call redeeming.”
         

         
         Maybe it was a turn of phrase, but—“Almost as long as you can remember?”

         
         Gemma nodded. “When my parents were married, Christmases weren’t awful. Weren’t as awful. They divorced when I was ten.”
         

         
         Gemma scarcely ever spoke of her mother. Were they close? “And you never spent Christmases with her?”

         
         “Not after they divorced.” Gemma shook her head. “Not until I was in college.”

         
         “Oh.” She frowned. “Most kids I knew whose parents were divorced alternated holidays or spent part of the day with one parent
            and the rest with the other.”
         

         
         “Not me.” Gemma dipped her finger into her wine and ran it against the glass, making it sing. “My mother had signed an ironclad
            prenup. See, they got married because she was pregnant with me. Only twenty, not even graduated from college, and Victor was
            thirteen years her senior. She didn’t know what the hell she was doing, what she was signing, what she was agreeing to. She
            was scared and starry-eyed, and no one gets married expecting to get divorced, you know?”
         

         
         Almost no one.
         

         
         Fiancée to divorcée in two years. It sounded like the name of a bad reality TV show airing on TLC.

         
         God, there she went again, putting the cart before the horse. Why couldn’t she just enjoy the here and now? Live in the moment? For the first time in a long time, everything in her life was coming up roses, and here she was, borrowing trouble. Stupid brain. 

         
         “My mother, she never told me why they split up or why I only got to see her for a few weeks every summer. Even after everything
            Victor put her through—an awful marriage, a worse divorce, a messy custody battle—she didn’t want to speak ill of him to me.
            She wanted to let me form my own opinions. Leave it to Bitsie to spill the beans after having too much to drink. I was fifteen.” She scoffed out a laugh.
            “It certainly explained a lot. Like why she hadn’t stopped my father from shipping me off to boarding school. I just thought
            she didn’t want to see me. That she didn’t care. She did. She always had. It was Victor who didn’t. Victor who couldn’t care
            less.”
         

         
         Gemma sniffed hard, then laughed, a high, stilted sound. “Wow, Jesus, didn’t mean to get all heavy.” She set her glass down,
            nudging it out of reach. “Maybe I should’ve stopped after one glass, like you. I swear, I don’t normally get this morose when
            I drink.”
         

         
         “No, you just sing heavy metal Christmas anthems.”

         
         “Ugh.” Gemma buried her face in her hands. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”
         

         
         “Hardly.” Tansy laughed, trying to lighten the mood, not for her sake, but for Gemma’s. She wouldn’t want her pity, and Tansy
            had a feeling she wouldn’t welcome an overt display of sympathy, either. “Not until I see it for myself.”
         

         
         “I hope you’re patient, because you’ll be waiting a long time. A forever time. Never, ever will I do that again,” Gemma swore, shaking her head. “Not even if you gave me all the schnapps in the world.”
         

         
         “Hmm.” Tansy narrowed her eyes, pretending to think. “What about bribery?”

         
         “Well, that would depend.” Gemma’s eyes lit up with interest.

         
         “On?”

         
         Gemma smiled, sly, that single dimple in her left cheek appearing. “On what you’re bribing me with, obviously.”

         
         Tansy’s heartbeat quickened, pounding nearly painfully at the base of her throat. “I guess that would depend on what it is you’d like.”
         

         
         Gemma crawled across the rug, awfully graceful for being down on her hands and knees. “Come to think of it, there is one thing.”
         

         
         Tansy swallowed hard. “Tell me.”

         
         “Kiss me.”

         
         Even as a laugh burst from her lips, Tansy’s heart thundered. Another taste of Gemma, another kiss. And now she didn’t have
            to worry that their every kiss would be their last. “You drive a hard bargain.”
         

         
         “Hush.” Gemma’s eyes darted between Tansy’s eyes and her lips, lingering longer on the latter. “Kiss me?”

         
         Tansy leaned in, keeping her eyes open, closing them only when she had to, their noses brushing, their lips a hairbreadth
            away from touching.
         

         
         “You’re killing me,” Gemma whispered, breath fruity and sweet and just a touch sharp from the tannins in the wine.

         
         Okay, that was enough anticipation. Tansy brushed her mouth against Gemma’s—

         
         A phone rang.

         
         Not Tansy’s; hers was set to silent. It had to be Gemma’s.

         
         “Fuckin’ A.” Gemma snatched her phone off the coffee table and groaned. “It’s my uncle. Brooks.”

         
         Tansy’s stomach plummeted. “Brooks?”

         
         “I’ll talk to him later.” Gemma sent the call to voicemail. “I forgot to tell you; he came to visit me earlier today.”

         
         “Brooks did?” And Gemma was only telling her about this now? “Today? When? What did he say? Did he overhear you? Does he know that—”
         

         
         “It’s okay.” Gemma smiled. “He knows.”

         
         He knew? Tansy stood up, needing desperately to move around. To feel like she was doing something, even if it was inane as fluffing the pillows on the couch and pacing the length of her living room. “He knows.
            Okay. He knows. He . . . he knows.”
         

         
         No matter how many times she said it, it never sounded any better.

         
         She gathered the hair off the nape of her clammy neck and swept it up into a messy bun held in place by the trusty tie around
            her wrist.
         

         
         Gemma watched her pace the length of the living room, an odd, almost amused smile on her face. Except that couldn’t be. She
            couldn’t possibly be amused at a time like this. “Tansy.”
         

         
         “Mm?”

         
         “Stop pacing. Please.” She patted the floor. “Come sit.”

         
         “But I—”

         
         “Come sit,” Gemma repeated, her tone brooking no arguments. She stared up at Tansy with pleading eyes. “Please. Your pacing is making
            me dizzy.”
         

         
         Reluctantly, Tansy returned to the rug.

         
         “Brooks knows,” she said. “But he isn’t going to tell anyone.”

         
         Tansy’s head snapped to the side so fast she was pretty sure she’d just given herself whiplash. “He’s not?”

         
         “So he says.” Gemma nodded. “And oddly enough, I believe him.”

         
         “You do?” Was that wise?

         
         “Better the devil I know than the one I don’t.”

         
         That wasn’t nearly as comforting as Gemma’s expression said she’d hoped it would be.

         
         “Tansy.” She reached out, hand settling against the back of Tansy’s. Her thumb slipped beneath the sleeve of Tansy’s sweater, finding skin, and Tansy’s breath caught, her next inhale audible, ragged. “It’s all right. Let me worry about Brooks.” 

         
         “Are you implying you are worried?”
         

         
         Gemma chuckled softly. “Not particularly. Granted, blood doesn’t exactly preclude perfidy, especially not in my family, but
            I’ve always liked Brooks, and he’s proven himself loyal.”
         

         
         She lifted a hand to her mouth, chewing on her thumbnail. “He has?”

         
         Gemma’s thumb made circles against the thin, fragile skin of Tansy’s wrist over where her pulse pounded—harder now, at Gemma’s
            touch. “He overheard a conversation between Tucker and my father. Sterling, too. About me not seeing something coming. It was vague at best, but Brooks brought it back to me and has now taken it upon himself to be my, quote unquote,
            inside man.”
         

         
         Dread washed over her, dousing her like a bucket of cold water. Her stomach cramped. “Tucker’s planning something?”

         
         Gemma’s flippant eye roll did nothing to calm her. “I’m not concerned. Unless he has proof—and I’m talking actual evidence—that
            you and I have lied, then whatever he thinks he has is circumstantial at best. It’s his word against ours.”
         

         
         Again, that wasn’t nearly as comforting a sentiment as Gemma seemed to think it was.

         
         “Hey.” Gemma reached out and tugged Tansy’s hand away from her mouth, stopping her from biting her already ragged thumbnail
            to the quick. “I understand why you’re concerned. I do. Given everything that happened, what Tucker did to you in the past,
            his duplicitous assholery, for lack of a better word . . . how could you not be worried?”
         

         
         At least Gemma understood where her fears were coming from, that her anxiety wasn’t unfounded.

         
         “But like I said, he has no proof. Everyone who needs to believe us does. Though it absolutely wasn’t my motive, it doesn’t
            hurt that we’re together now. For real. Maybe the timeline we told everyone else wasn’t honest, but you and I are legit.”
         

         
         When Tansy’s brain, her anxiety, was anything but logical, hearing Gemma spell it out helped.

         
         “And Tansy, I need you to know that I’m not going to let him or anyone else in my family hurt you again.” Gemma cupped Tansy’s
            jaw, thumb sweeping along the curve of her cheek, soothing. “I take care of what’s mine, okay?” Gemma’s eyes crinkled at the
            corners. “And you are mine, aren’t you?”
         

         
         Her heart pounded against the wall of her chest, so hard it almost hurt. Almost.

         
         Warmth seeped from her chest down into her belly, and she had to swallow twice before she could speak. Even then, the most
            she could manage was a whisper, for fear that her voice would crack and, with it, she’d split down the middle. “Does that
            make you mine, too?”
         

         
         No one had ever looked at Tansy the way Gemma was looking at her now, eyes soft and smile so fond it put a lump in Tansy’s
            throat. “I’m yours.” Her smile widened. “For better or worse.”
         

         
         Until death do them part? Or until their two years were up?

         
         She shoved that thought aside and focused instead on the dwindling distance between Gemma’s face and hers.

         
         Gemma’s lips, as soft as Tansy remembered, pressed a kiss to the corner of Tansy’s mouth. Sweet and chaste, but no less bone-melting.
            That first kiss led to another, just as gentle, but this one pressed against the center of Tansy’s bottom lip.
         

         
         By the time she parted her lips, ready to deepen the kiss, Gemma was already gone, sitting back on her haunches, a sly smile on her face. 

         
         Tansy blinked at her. “Why’d you stop?”

         
         “I was thinking.” Gemma had the audacity to stand. “We’re dating now, right?”

         
         Tansy nodded. “Right.”

         
         “And it’s been awhile since I actually dated someone, let alone seriously, but I’m pretty sure there’s something to be said
            for not putting out until the third date?”
         

         
         Her jaw dropped. “You’re kidding.”

         
         Gemma was going to make her wait? Because of some stupid, arbitrary, antiquated rule that made no sense, considering Gemma
            had already had her fingers inside Tansy.
         

         
         Immediately, Gemma burst out laughing. “Of course I’m kidding.” She held a hand out for Tansy to take, helping her stand. “But it is getting late, you’ve got work in the morning, and I never got around to researching Crenshaw Global like I planned. Plus,
            I fear the mood’s been a little dashed with talk of my family.”
         

         
         Tansy cringed. “Sorry. My fault.”

         
         “No.” Gemma sounded vehement, ducking her head so she could stare straight into Tansy’s eyes. “Don’t you dare apologize, okay?”
         

         
         Tansy couldn’t help but believe her sincerity. “Okay.”

         
         “Besides.” Gemma smirked. “When I get you into bed, I don’t want you stressed, and I definitely don’t want you thinking about
            anyone but me.” She tucked an escaped lock of hair behind Tansy’s hair. “I don’t mind waiting.”
         

         
         “I thought we agreed patience wasn’t a virtue you possessed?”

         
         “Touché,” Gemma conceded, brows rising. “But for you? I think I can scrounge up a little patience, especially considering neither of us is going anywhere. I’m not in any hurry.” She scrunched her nose. “Okay, to be fair, my vibrator is probably going to get a hell of a workout tonight, but no rush.” 

         
         Tansy swallowed a whimper, picturing Gemma with her hand buried between her thighs, back arching against that big bed of hers,
            desperate sighs falling from her lips. “Like that’s supposed to make me want to let you walk through my front door?”
         

         
         Gemma grinned at her, sly, as if she knew exactly the sort of sordid thoughts her words had planted inside Tansy’s brain.
            “Walk me out?”
         

         
         She did, sticking close to Gemma, so close their elbows brushed.

         
         Gemma lingered in the doorway. “I—”

         
         “Yeah?” Tansy asked, breathless.

         
         “I’m glad it’s you,” Gemma said, eyes wide, looking almost frantic. “I thought my grandfather’s will—the stipulation, I mean—was
            a curse. But now . . . now it doesn’t feel like that. If it had to be anyone, I’m so glad that it’s you.” She looked away,
            and Tansy could almost swear she blushed. “Sweet dreams, Tansy.”
         

         
         Gemma slipped away, leaving a cloud of vanilla and vetiver behind.

         
         Tansy slumped against the doorframe, staring off down the hall long after Gemma disappeared.

         
         Sweet dreams, indeed.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         
         
            October 25

         

         
            Tansy (11:15 p.m.): I’m guessing I have you to thank for the bright pink kiss print on my bathroom mirror?
            

            Gemma (11:21 p.m.): Obviously.
            

            Gemma (11:22 p.m.): Who else, pray tell, would be leaving you kisses to find?
            

            Gemma (11:23 p.m.): You haven’t been keeping secrets, have you? Hiding another paramour, perhaps?
            

            Tansy (11:25 p.m.): Oh, please. You’re enough of a handful all by yourself.
            

            Gemma (11:26 p.m.): That, Tansy, is why you have two hands. 😉
            

         

          

         
            November 5

         

         
            Gemma (8:12 p.m.): I was thinking.
            

            Tansy (8:14 p.m.): Oh no.
            

            Gemma (8:15 p.m.): Ha fucking ha.
            

            Tansy (8:16 p.m.): It’s okay. I’m sitting down now. You can go on.
            

            Gemma (8:18 p.m.): Bust my balls some more, why don’t you.
            

            Tansy (8:19 p.m.): Gemma, I was only teasing.
            

            Tansy (8:19 p.m.): I wasn’t to know what you were thinking. Honest.
            

            Tansy (8:20 p.m.): *want to know. Ugh, stupid phone.
            

            Tansy (8:22 p.m.): Tell me. Please.
            

            Gemma (8:23 p.m.): I suppose since you asked so nicely . . . 😏
            

            Gemma (8:23 p.m.): We’re getting married on December 16. Meaning I should probably move in soon.
            

            Tansy (8:24 p.m.): That sounds good.
            

            Tansy (8:24 p.m.): I mean, it sounds logical. It makes sense.
            

            Gemma (8:26 p.m.): Good.
            

            Gemma (8:26 p.m.): Heaven forbid our cohabitation be nonsensical.
            

            Tansy (8:29 p.m.): Don’t tease me.
            

            Gemma (8:30 p.m.): Turnabout is fair play, darling.
            

            Tansy (8:31 p.m.): 😒
            

            Gemma (8:33 p.m.): You’re cute when you pout.
            

            Tansy (8:34 p.m.): You can’t see me.
            

            Gemma (8:37 p.m.): I’ve seen you pout before. I have a perfectly good mental image of what you look like.
            

            Gemma (8:38 p.m.): That, and I have a vivid imagination.
            

            Gemma (8:38 p.m.): Some might even call it explicit. 🙂
            

            Tansy (8:39 p.m.): That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.
            

            Gemma (8:40 p.m.): Indeed. My mind is rather . . . cinematic.
            

            Tansy (8:44 p.m.): Just to be clear, are we talking cinematic as in Oscars or OnlyFans?
            

            Gemma (8:46 p.m.): Tansy! I’ll have you know, my mind is as pure as the driven snow. 😇
            

            Gemma (8:47 p.m.): Your suggestion on the other hand makes me awfully curious about where *your* head is at.
            

            Tansy (8:47 p.m.): Pure as the driven over snow, maybe.
            

            Gemma (8:48 p.m.): Words hurt, Tansy.
            

            Tansy (8:48 p.m.): So sorry.
            

            Gemma (8:49 p.m.): I wouldn’t say no if you wanted to kiss it better.
            

            Tansy (8:50 p.m.): 💋
            

            Tansy (8:50 p.m.): Better?
            

            Gemma (8:51 p.m.): Loads.
            

            Gemma (8:51 p.m.): Now, what are you doing this Saturday? Max has a Range Rover, and since I’m leaving my furniture, there’s no need to rent
               a U-Haul. I should be able to finish boxing up my things by then.
            

            Gemma (8:52 p.m.): Ha, U-Haul. Look at us. Doing sapphic stereotypes proud, moving in together after less than two months. Go us.
            

            Tansy (8:55 p.m.): There *are* some extenuating circumstances around the timeline of our moving in together.
            

            Gemma (8:56 p.m.): True.
            

            Gemma (8:57 p.m.): I’m thinking whoever coined the term “marriage of convenience” did *not* have to bubble-wrap this much Baccarat crystal because
               let me tell you, it is *anything* but convenient.
            

            Gemma (8:58 p.m.): Not that I’m complaining, mind.
            

            Tansy (9:00 p.m.): Tell me about it. I’ve been sorting through my books trying to figure out which to part with.
            

            Gemma (9:02 p.m.): Excuse me?! Books? Why in God’s name are you getting rid of your books?
            

            Tansy (9:03 p.m.): Not all of them! I’m just . . . condensing. I’ve been using the spare room for storage. An overflow of sorts.
            

            Tansy (9:04 p.m.): It’s kind of gotten out of hand, and unless you’re looking to sleep on a bed of Harlequin Presents, downsizing is a necessity.
            

            Gemma (9:10 p.m.): I’m going to assume you have a perfectly decent bed in your room, don’t you?
            

            Tansy (9:12 p.m.): I do . . .
            

            Gemma (9:13 p.m.): Perfect. I’ll just bunk with you.
            

            Gemma (9:14 p.m.): Assuming you’re agreeable?
            

            Gemma (9:14 p.m.): Also assuming you don’t snore.
            

            Tansy (9:16 p.m.): To sharing a bed? With you?
            

            Tansy (9:17 p.m.): Yeah! Sure. That’s cool. And no, no snoring.
            

            Gemma (9:18 p.m.): Good. Cover hogging I’m amenable to, but snoring I just can’t abide by.
            

            Gemma (9:18 p.m.): So, Saturday?
            

            Tansy (9:20 p.m.): Sunday would be better, but if you’re set on Saturday, I can probably make it work.
            

            Gemma (9:24 p.m.): Sunday it is. ❤❤❤
            

         

         *  *  *

         “There’s someone here to see you.” Kat poked her head into the office. “Want me to take over?”

         
         “If you could, that would be fantastic.” Tansy was nearly finished transcribing personalization requests from printed order forms to sticky notes, placing them inside their respective books for a local author to stop by and sign tomorrow. “Did you happen to catch their name?” 

         
         “Um, yeah, Caleb something. McCrory, I think? He said he had an appointment.”

         
         Tansy capped her pen and stood. “An appointment with me?”

         
         The name didn’t ring a bell. She leaned forward, sliding the mouse across its pad, waking up her monitor and quickly navigating
            over to her calendar. She frowned. “That’s odd.”
         

         
         She didn’t have anything written down, but she’d been so scattered lately.

         
         With the wedding fast approaching, unexpected appointments had been cropping up left and right. Their wedding planner was
            a blessing, a paragon of organization, the perfect wedding planner, but Katherine, oh Katherine.
         

         
         She’d dropped by every other day for two weeks, dragging Tansy away from the store, from work, for a hair and makeup trial, to have her dress tailored, to buy a dress for the rehearsal dinner, to go over the seating
            chart, to buy wedding shoes, to break in her wedding shoes, to change the seating chart once RSVPs started rolling in.
         

         
         Because heaven forbid Katherine’s stepdaughter have a less-than-perfect day. How would it reflect upon Katherine if everything
            wasn’t just so?
         

         
         Whose wedding is this again? she’d almost asked, biting her tongue only because she wasn’t in the mood for a fight that would only wind up making her
            look ungrateful.
         

         
         It was possible Tansy did have an appointment with this Caleb McCrory and had simply forgotten to write it down, her thoughts having been elsewhere. “I guess I better see what it’s all about.” 

         
         Tansy made her way to the front of the store, spotting who she assumed was her unanticipated appointment lingering near the
            bestseller shelf by the door. She approached. “Hi, Caleb, is it?”
         

         
         He looked a few years older than her and was dressed in blue jeans and a white shirt with writing down the sleeve.

         
         He turned and smiled, holding out his hand. “I’m guessing you’re Tansy Adams?”

         
         “I am.” She smiled confusedly.

         
         Caleb chuckled and reached inside his back pocket, withdrawing a business card. “Caleb McCrory of McCrory Contracting. I’m
            here to check out your . . . let’s see.” His eyes dropped to the tablet in his hand, scanning the screen. “Says here you’re
            looking to convert a storage room into a climate-controlled space for books? Rare books, sorry. I’m here to take a few measurements and put together a quote.”
         

         
         She’d only told one person about her dream of starting a rare and used book room.

         
         Tansy’s fingers trembled around the business card. “Can I ask who scheduled the appointment?”

         
         “A Miss Van Dalen.” He paused. “Is now not a good time? Miss Van Dalen left a note that after six might be better, so as to
            not interfere with your daily operations, but I’d be happy to reschedule for another time.”
         

         
         Gemma was already bankrolling Tansy’s purchase of the store. She was going to give Tansy six million dollars, just for marrying her. Something, at this point, Tansy would do for free. Not that she was brave enough to confess that, not yet at least.
         

         
         Gemma didn’t have to do this. This was generous, but . . . it was too much.

         
         “Miss Adams?” Caleb prompted.

         
         “Sorry.” She smiled. “You said this was for a quote?”

         
         He nodded.

         
         A quote wasn’t a promise. It was like a proposal.

         
         “Then now’s perfect,” she said to Caleb. “Let me just show you the way.”

         
         *  *  *

         Caleb left the store half an hour later, just after closing, measurements taken, quote underway, and with the promise to be
            in touch. Tansy waited until he was out the door to whip out her phone and text Gemma.
         

         
         
            Tansy (8:03 p.m.): I can’t believe you.
            

            Gemma (8:04 p.m.): Uh oh. What did I do now?
            

            Gemma (8:05 p.m.): Should I start apologizing?
            

         

         She was in the middle of typing a response when another message from Gemma came through.

         
         
            Gemma (8:09 p.m.): Oh, wait. It’s Thursday. Let me guess, you met the contractor?
            

            Tansy (8:11 p.m.): I can’t accept this. It’s so thoughtful of you, but it’s too much.
            

            Gemma (8:13 p.m.): You don’t even know how much it is.
            

            Tansy (8:13 p.m.): Neither do you! You can’t say it’s not too much if you don’t even know how much it is.
            

            Gemma (8:14 p.m.): And you can’t say it *is* too much if *you* don’t know how much it is. We can keep going in circles all night.
            

         

         Tansy huffed at her phone.

         
         
            Gemma (8:16 p.m.): Just let me do something nice for you, all right?
            

            Gemma (8:17 p.m.): Is it really such a crime? Wanting to do something nice for my fiancée?
            

         

         Nice would be taking her out for dinner at a reasonably priced restaurant, somewhere local, with a happy hour, maybe.
         

         
         
            Gemma (8:18 p.m.): Tansy, sweetheart, just . . . I’ve never gotten the chance to woo anyone before. It’s new. All of this is new for me.
            

         

         Her heart squeezed, just shy of painful. This was new for her, too. Not just the wonderful, swoony bits, but letting someone
            do nice things for her. Care for her. She’d been taking care of herself for so long that it was a knee-jerk reaction to refuse handouts.
         

         
         
            Tansy (8:19 p.m.): You hardly have to woo me. I’m already yours, remember?
            

         

         Just typing out that word made her stomach flutter.

         
         
            Gemma (8:20 p.m.): Stop wooing you? Never. Look, I might not have much experience in the realm of relationships, but I’m pretty sure getting
               lazy with the effort is a death knell for romance.
            

         

         That sounded an awful lot like Gemma was thinking long term. Tansy smiled stupidly at her screen.

         
         
            Tansy (8:21 p.m.): Yeah, effort as in bringing home the occasional bouquet of flowers and doing the dishes because you know that’s my least
               favorite chore.
            

            Tansy (8:21 p.m.): Which in case you didn’t already know, now you do—I hate doing the dishes.
            

            Gemma (8:22 p.m.): You’re thinking small, sweetheart. I can do all of that *and* build you a rare books room *and* whisk you away to Al Barbacani
               Venezia for the best Italian food you’ve ever eaten in your life. It’s not an either/or deal.
            

         

         Tansy leaned against the counter so she wouldn’t swoon. She hadn’t the slightest idea where Al Barbacani Venezia was located,
            but she was willing to bet it wasn’t in the city. That it wasn’t even stateside.
         

         
         
            Gemma (8:23 p.m.): Besides, it’ll be good for business, right? Good for the store, meaning good for all the other employees?
            

            Gemma (8:23 p.m.): Saying no would be selfish, Tansy.
            

         

         Tansy laughed. Oh, she was evil.
         

         
         
            Tansy (8:24 p.m.): You’re terrible.
            

            Gemma (8:24 p.m.): You flatter me. 😘
            

         

         The bell above the door chimed while she was in the middle of composing her reply. In her haste to text Gemma, she must’ve
            forgotten to flip the sign on the door to Closed. “I’m so sorry, but we’re closed!”
         

         
         When no response came, Tansy tore her eyes from her screen and—her fingers went slack, her phone landing on the floor with
            an awful, ominous crack.
         

         
         “Tucker,” she said, voice surprisingly steady, considering how unsteady she felt. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d
            been in a room with him alone, but however long ago it was, it was too soon. “What are you doing here?”
         

         
         He stood in the doorway, removing his gloves one finger at a time, paying Tansy no mind, not caring that she’d just told him
            they were closed. He swept the store with narrowed eyes that finally landed on her, looking her up and down, lurid in a way
            that never failed to leave her feeling like she needed several scalding showers to rid herself of him, even though it had
            been years since he had touched her.
         

         
         “No hello for your future . . . what is your wedding going to make us? Cousins-in-law?”
         

         
         “We’re nothing,” Tansy said sharply, words the only weapon she possessed.

         
         Tucker stepped closer, and Tansy stumbled back, instinctive. His stride was wider than hers, and with that one step he managed to breach the space between them, forcing her to walk back again to counter his approach. 

         
         “What? I can’t patronize my neighborhood bookstore?”

         
         Tucker was a pro at patronizing.
         

         
         Not to mention, he’d never once stopped by the store. His timing was suspicious.

         
         “This isn’t your neighborhood, and considering all the papers I wrote for you when we were in school, I’m surprised you know
            how to read,” Tansy snapped.
         

         
         Tucker lifted a hand to his chest, a faux pout twisting his lips. “You wound me, Tansy.”

         
         “Be wounded somewhere else. Like I said, we’re closed.”

         
         “I don’t think you’re in any position to be turning away clientele,” Tucker said, pausing to cast a disparaging glance at
            the shelves around them. “A struggling bookstore like this probably needs all the business it can get.”
         

         
         Tansy swallowed hard. “I don’t know where you heard that we’re struggling, but we’re not.”

         
         “So your stepmother isn’t planning to sell to Scylla?” How Tansy had ever found him attractive, let alone how he had made her heart pitter-patter wildly and her knees weaken, was beyond her. “Or
            she was until about a month ago. Right?”
         

         
         She shrugged, aiming for nonchalant and probably missing by a mile. “And so she changed her mind. What’s your point?”

         
         He rested a hand against the wall beside her head, trapping her against the shelf. She turned her head and shut her eyes,
            trying to escape his smirk, and God, was that a mistake. With her eyes closed, it was like she was back in that penthouse apartment at the Hotel Sorrento, the bare skin of her back sticking to Tucker’s leather sofa, feeling so small, surrounded by the cloying smell of his cologne, Acqua di Gio, his breath heavy and damp against her ear. 

         
         “It’s quite coincidental. News of your engagement breaking right on the heels of your stepmother’s decision to sell. Knowing
            how much you love this place”—he sneered—“some might go so far as to say it’s too coincidental.”
         

         
         Her heart skipped a beat before crashing hard against her sternum.

         
         “I don’t know what you mean,” she whispered. “Gemma and I have decided to buy the store together. An investment. You know,
            something married couples do?”
         

         
         “Come on, Adams.” He lifted a hand, brushing his fingers against the edge of her jaw. “I always knew you were desperate, but
            I never took you for an actual whore.”
         

         
         The word echoed in her ears, pulse ringing inside her head. She curled her hands into fists, stubby nails biting into her
            palms, holding back the urge to slap him.
         

         
         “Get your hands off of me.”

         
         Tucker made a show of raising his hands, holding them out to the side, not touching her but still invading her personal space,
            so close his breath made her eyes burn, the Altoid in his mouth astringent. “Your taste is questionable, but I get it. What
            with the position you’re in, about to lose everything, you can’t afford to be picky. Neither can my cousin, apparently.”
         

         
         “Go to hell,” she whispered, voice reedy, throat burning, but cheeks blessedly dry.

         
         “You haven’t even heard my proposition yet.” Tucker rested both hands on the shelf on either side of her head, looming over
            her. “And I think you’re going to want to hear this.”
         

         
         “You can take your proposition and shove it up your ass,” she gritted out.

         
         “Ooh, feisty.” He laughed. “Kitty has claws now, does she? I can tell you’ve been spending time with my cousin. She’s rubbed off on you.” He looked her up and down, leering. “Can’t say I blame her. We had some fun while it lasted, didn’t we, Tansy?” 

         
         “Fuck off.”

         
         “You don’t mean that.” When all she did was stare blankly at him, he rolled his eyes. “You used to be more fun. Fine, I’ll
            get down to it. Whatever my cousin is paying you to marry her? I’ll double it if you don’t.”
         

         
         All the air left her lungs in one punched out exhale. “What?”
         

         
         Tucker’s lips twisted in an ugly, gloating smirk. “You heard me.”

         
         He always looked arrogant, but now he looked certain. Certain that he had her right in the palm of his hand. That for the
            right price, she could be bought.
         

         
         And God, it was true, wasn’t it?

         
         Gemma was paying her.
         

         
         But not even an hour ago she’d had the thought that she would marry Gemma for free. The money didn’t matter, so no, it was
            not the same.
         

         
         What she felt for Gemma couldn’t be bought.

         
         It was precious and priceless and—whatever it was, it was genuine.

         
         Words Tucker couldn’t possibly know the meaning of.
         

         
         “Get out of my store.”

         
         Surprise flashed across his face. “What?”

         
         “You heard me.” Tansy stood taller and raised a hand, slapping it against Tucker’s chest, forcing him to take a step back.
            “You aren’t welcome here.”
         

         
         “I see what this is.” He dug in his heels and laughed. “You’re playing hard to get, aren’t you? You want me to sweeten the deal?” He leaned his head down and whispered, “You and I, we could . . . have some fun.” 

         
         Tansy recoiled. “What about Madison? You know, your wife.”
         

         
         “What about her?” He had the gall to look confused.

         
         “Wow.” What she had ever seen in him was beyond comprehension. “You disgusted me before, but now you make me sick.”
         

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “I don’t know how to make it more clear to you how not interested I am. Not in your deal and not in you. Not in a million years if you were the last person on this planet. After
            what you did to me? Using me? Gaining my trust so you could sleep with me and take pictures of me at my most vulnerable when
            I was sixteen? Spreading those pictures around the school? Acting like it was my fault for believing your lies? I don’t want there to be
            any confusion when I say wholeheartedly, go fuck yourself.” She skirted past him, making a beeline to the front of the store.
            “Don’t come back.”
         

         
         “Frigid bitch,” Tucker mumbled under his breath as he threw open the door. “You’re going to regret this. What happened when
            we were kids? That’s going to look like fucking child’s play when I’m through with you. Just wait and see.”
         

         
         The sound of the bell was drowned out by the way the frame shuddered and the glass panel insert shook as Tucker slammed the
            door shut behind him.
         

         
         Tansy locked the door and sagged against it, the breath she’d held escaping her in one long whoosh, head swimming and heart
            racing, feeling for all the world like the sandwich she’d scarfed down for dinner was about to make a violent reappearance
            all over her Mary Janes.
         

         
         Whatever pride she felt at telling Tucker off was swiftly snuffed out.

         
         Tucker knew.
         

         
         He knew Katherine wanted to sell the store, knew about Scylla’s offer. Somehow, he knew Gemma was paying her.

         
         What was stopping him from taking what he knew to Mr. Barnes? Telling him and everyone else the truth? From humiliating her
            all over again, just like he’d threatened.
         

         
         With shaking hands, Tansy grabbed her coat from the hook beside the door and locked up, not bothering to complete the other
            tasks she was supposed to do when closing.
         

         
         She needed to talk to Gemma.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         
         “Headed to the kitchen.” Teddy stood from his spot on the floor. A long piece of brown packing tape was stuck to his foot,
            and he peeled it off, wadding it up into a ball. “Anyone want anything?”
         

         
         “Grab me a LaCroix,” Max said. “All of this packing has me parched.”

         
         Gemma snorted. “You’re parched? All you did was watch while we were bubble-wrapping my Armani porcelain, telling us we were doing it wrong.”
         

         
         “Look, someone has to dictate during times like these.” Max grinned, shameless.

         
         “Lemon, lime, or grapefruit?” Teddy called out over his shoulder, winding his way through the maze of boxes.

         
         Save for a few essentials and some furniture, she was mostly packed and ready to move into Tansy’s this weekend.

         
         “It’s pamplemousse.” Max looked down at Yvonne, who had her head resting in his lap. “Right, babe?”

         
         Yvonne rolled her eyes, lips twitching upward in an unmistakable smile. “Très bon, mon petit bouchon.”

         
         “You’re a pamplemousse, you lovesick pedant,” Teddy fired back, disappearing into the kitchen.

         
         “Get me a lemon!” Max shouted.

         
         “You’ll get what I give you and you’ll like it! Catch.” Teddy tossed Max a can.

         
         Max popped the top, took a sip, and gagged. “What the fuck is this?” He frowned at the can. “Limoncello? Teddy.”
         

         
         “We’re out of lemon.”

         
         “It tastes gross.”

         
         Teddy rolled his eyes. “Tough luck—they all taste like TV static. Get over it.”

         
         Gemma muffled her laughter with her fist. Lucy caught her eye and smiled.

         
         To Gemma’s astonishment, Lucy had taken the news that Gemma and Tansy were dating better than expected, far better than she’d
            taken the news of their engagement. She’d gone so far as to crack a smile and tell Gemma with seeming sincerity that she hoped
            Gemma would be happy.
         

         
         As awful as it had been in the moment, as terribly guilty as Gemma had felt, maybe catching them in the library had been the
            sort of writing on the wall Lucy had needed to understand Gemma had moved on. That Gemma would always love her, but she’d
            never be in love with her. Because she cared about Lucy, she hoped she’d move on soon, find someone who could love her the way she deserved to be loved, no
            holds barred, because that person couldn’t be Gemma.
         

         
         Max held out his can. “Trade me.”

         
         “No.” Teddy snatched the pillow off the end of the couch and hurled it at Max.

         
         Max’s LaCroix tipped over onto Yvonne’s lap, and she shrieked. “Froid! Froid!”
         

         
         “Hold on.” Lucy narrowed her eyes and reached for the remote, muting the TV.

         
         Someone knocked at the door.

         
         Max frowned. “Did someone order food?”

         
         Everyone shook their heads.

         
         “I’ll get it.” Gemma stood.

         
         Whoever was there knocked again, louder, practically banging down the door. Her neighbors were going to love that.
         

         
         “Hold your horses,” Gemma muttered, flipping the lock and flinging the door open. “What do you—Tansy?”

         
         Tansy stood in the hall, shivering wildly, teeth chattering, soaked to the bone, her coat having done little to keep her dry.
            “Hi.”
         

         
         “Oh my God.” She pulled Tansy over the threshold. “Get in here.”

         
         Tansy’s teeth wouldn’t stop chattering. “Thanks.”

         
         Gemma dragged her farther into the living room, urging her to have a seat.

         
         “I’m going to get your couch all wet,” Tansy protested. “It’s velvet.”

         
         “Do I look like I care? Sit.”

         
         Lucy scooted over, eyes averted as she made room for Tansy, and Gemma stifled a groan. All right, maybe Lucy wasn’t as okay
            with Gemma’s relationship as Gemma had hoped. Baby steps, she reminded herself. As long as Lucy didn’t go back to icing her
            out, or worse, begging her not to marry Tansy, Gemma couldn’t complain. She had faith they’d all get along eventually. Because
            if Gemma had her way, Tansy was going to be in her life for a long, long—well, they hadn’t discussed the existence of an expiration
            date on their relationship, not since originally hammering it out. That was probably something they should discuss and soon.
            But not while Tansy was trembling in Gemma’s living room.
         

         
         “Here.” Rochelle handed her a towel with a smile. “For your hair.”

         
         Tansy sat gingerly, clutching the towel under her quivering chin. “I was half—halfway here when it—it started to rain.”

         
         Gemma ran her hands up and down Tansy’s arms, trying to work some warmth into them. “Not that I’m not happy to see you, but
            if you wanted to fuss at me about Caleb, you could’ve just called.”
         

         
         Tansy looked at her blankly. “Caleb?”

         
         “You know. Caleb. The contractor?”

         
         The one they had been texting about when Tansy had stopped replying.

         
         “The contractor.” Tansy shut her eyes. “Right.”

         
         Gemma frowned. “Is that not why you came?”

         
         Upon closer inspection, Gemma saw that Tansy’s eyelids were pink and swollen, as if she’d been crying.

         
         “Tansy.” Gemma rested a hand atop Tansy’s knee, gentling her voice. “Did something happen?”

         
         Her eyes darted around the room before lowering to her lap. “Um . . .”

         
         “Hey, guys?” Gemma said. “Could you give us a minute?”

         
         Tansy’s head snapped up, eyes wide. “No! It’s fine. It’s not a secret. Since everyone here’s in the know, so to speak, I guess
            it impacts all of us. In a sense. Tucker came by the store.”
         

         
         “What? When?” Fucking Tucker. She’d never been fond of her cousin, not since he had ripped the heads off all her Barbies and left them in her bathtub
            for her to find, like he was some budding, deranged serial killer, and now, after everything Tansy had told her, he could
            fuck right off. “Today?”
         

         
         “After the contractor left. We were closed. I forgot to lock the door.” Her lips twisted in a wry smile. “Understaffed, remember?”

         
         Gemma’s heart dropped into her stomach. “Were you by yourself? Did he do something?”

         
         “Kat had just left. And you know Tucker.” Tansy stared at her lap. “He loves to hear himself talk.”

         
         Yvonne scoffed. “Péter plus haut dans son cul.”

         
         “That’s all he did, hon?” Of all Gemma’s friends, Rochelle looked the most concerned. “Talk?”
         

         
         Gemma could scarcely swallow, her mouth drier than the goddamn Sahara.

         
         “It was just talking. And some . . . implied threats, but—”

         
         “He threatened you?” Gemma was up and off the couch, standing before the words were even out of her mouth. “He is so dead, I swear—”
         

         
         “Gemma!” Tansy tugged on Gemma’s sleeve. “I’m fine.”
         

         
         She wasn’t fine. She was shaken up and looked like she’d been crying, and that was unacceptable.
         

         
         Gemma had made a promise. A promise to Tansy that no one in Gemma’s goddamned family would hurt her. And already she was falling
            short.
         

         
         Gemma perched on the edge of the coffee table in front of Tansy and took a deep breath. “I need you to tell me exactly what he said.”
         

         
         “He knows.” Rainwater dripped off the tip of Tansy’s nose. “I don’t know how—maybe Katherine told Ashleigh and Ashleigh told
            Madison—but Tucker knows Katherine wants to sell the store, that she’s put Scylla on hold. I told him it’s because you and
            I want to buy it, invest, but he implied the timing of our engagement is suspect.” Tansy dragged her hand under her nose and
            blinked hard. “Then he offered to pay me double what you’re paying if I don’t marry you.”
         

         
         Gemma’s chest went cold. “He what?”
         

         
         “Nom de dieu.” Yvonne lifted a hand to her throat.

         
         “I always thought your cousin was a rotten bastard.” Rochelle scowled.

         
         Gemma’s tongue didn’t fit right inside her mouth; pressed too hard against the back of her teeth, it felt too thick, clumsy. “What did you tell him?” 

         
         “I didn’t tell him anything.” Tansy shook her head, eyes damp and wide, too big in her face. “I swear I didn’t.”

         
         Yvonne slid closer to Tansy and rubbed her shoulder. “Of course you didn’t, ma petite fleur. No tears.”

         
         “Right.” Max reached over and patted Tansy’s knee. “Ma, uh—”

         
         “Shh.” Yvonne pressed her finger to his lips. “Enough, mon petit chou-fleur. It’s good.”

         
         Max grinned at Teddy. “You hear that? I’m her petit chou-fleur.”
         

         
         Teddy snickered. “She called you a cauliflower, you nitwit.”

         
         “Her little cauliflower,” Max said.
         

         
         “Enough!” Gemma twisted the engagement ring on her finger anxiously. “I mean about the offer. His offer.”
         

         
         Tansy tugged her sleeves down past her wrists and over her hands and sniffed. “I told him no. Obviously.”
         

         
         “It’s a lot of money,” Gemma whispered. “I wouldn’t blame you if—”

         
         “Well, I didn’t.” Tansy’s chin quivered. Tears clung to her bottom lashes, nearly spilling over, and Gemma’s heart ached.
            “I didn’t.” Her chin rose, tears doing nothing to dampen the fierce look in her eyes. “I don’t care about the money. It’s not about
            that.” She swallowed thickly, stealing a glance at Lucy. “And we both know it.”
         

         
         Gemma’s sinuses stung. She pinched the bridge of her nose to stanch the burning, to stop her tears in their tracks. Fuck. She sucked in a shaky breath, words escaping her on the next exhale. “Of course it’s not about that. Of course I know it.”
         

         
         The knot inside Gemma’s chest unfurled, the rest of her unraveling with it, coming completely undone.

         
         Tansy had turned down a staggering amount of money. For what? For her? She pressed a hand to her chest, heart thundering against her palm. She had no fucking idea what she had done to deserve
            Tansy, to have earned her loyalty, her trust.
         

         
         She’d be damned if she didn’t do everything in her power to offer the same to Tansy in kind.

         
         Whatever Tansy wanted, it was hers.

         
         Gemma was hers.
         

         
         From her assets to her heart to everything in between.

         
         Gemma’s fingers trembled, her palms damp, this seismic shift terrifying her, but not in a run for the hills sense. More in the sense that she couldn’t believe it. That she was so lucky that occasionally, at times like now, the realization
            took her breath away. That not long ago she’d thought that satisfying the terms of her grandfather’s will would be nothing
            but a headache and a hassle, but now it was the best damn thing to have ever happened to her.
         

         
         Maybe it was too soon to say the words, too soon even to feel the glimmer of them that she did, but what about their relationship
            had followed anything approaching a regular timeline? A linear one, at that?
         

         
         She might not be ready to give Tansy the words now, but she would be. By the time they said their vows. Soon.

         
         Gemma wanted Tansy to know without a shadow of a doubt that she wouldn’t let her down, wouldn’t disappoint her. That she could
            be the sort of person, the sort of partner Tansy deserved.
         

         
         “What else did Tucker say?”

         
         “Like that wasn’t bad enough?” Max muttered.

         
         “Shut up, Max,” Lucy snapped. “Let Tansy talk.”

         
         Gemma returned to the couch, wedging herself between Yvonne and Tansy, who smelled like rain and violet-scented shampoo, strands of damp hair beginning to curl wildly around her face. Gemma tucked a strand behind Tansy’s ear and let her fingers linger just beneath her jaw. Her pulse fluttered frantically beneath Gemma’s fingertips. “Tell me.” 

         
         “Nothing he hasn’t called me before. Or close.” Tansy rolled her eyes. “He called me a whore.”

         
         Gemma saw red. “What.”
         

         
         Yvonne gasped. “Tas de merde!”

         
         “Gemma, don’t.” Tansy tugged on her sleeve, dragging her back down to the couch, because apparently she’d stood without realizing
            it. “It’s not a big deal.”
         

         
         “Not a big deal?” Gemma’s jaw ached from clenching.
         

         
         Teddy looked grim. “It’s a pretty fucking big deal, Tansy.”

         
         “They’re just words,” Tansy muttered. “Words I’ve heard before, okay? Did it suck? Yeah. Did it bring back bad memories? It
            did. But I’m fine. I kicked him out of the store.”
         

         
         “Good.” Rochelle scowled. “Should’ve kicked him somewhere else while you were at it.”

         
         Good, yes, but not good enough. “Someone needs to teach that cretin cousin of mine a lesson. He came into your store and he—he
            hurt you.”
         

         
         And no one hurt Tansy and got away with it.

         
         He’d hurt Tansy before, and a tiger didn’t change its stripes. Van Dalens sure as shit didn’t.

         
         Tansy, Gemma’s mother, God knew how many other people . . . how was she supposed to right that? To turn a legacy that—that
            tarnished into something worthy of pride? It seemed too monumental an undertaking for one person. Maybe it would be better to start over from scratch. Let someone else, someone better run Van Dalen Publishing.
         

         
         But there was only her and Tucker, and she’d be damned if she let him ruin the one piece of the Van Dalen legacy not otherwise tainted. 

         
         Tansy frowned. “What are we going to do, Gemma?” 

         
         Gemma traced the edges of her front teeth with her tongue. “I’m thinking slashing his tires and busting the headlights on
            his precious Lambo is a good start, but I’m open to suggestions.”
         

         
         “Hear, hear!” Teddy cried.

         
         “Gemma!” Tansy looked aghast. If she knew what Gemma really wanted to do to Tucker, she’d probably faint. It wasn’t just his headlights Gemma wanted to bust. “I meant what are we going
            to do about what he knows. What’s stopping him from telling someone else? Your father? Mr. Barnes?”
         

         
         If Tucker knew, so did Victor. So why go to Tansy and offer to pay her off when he could save his money and ruin them both
            with what he knew? Put an end to this once and for all and claim his victory?
         

         
         Unless Tucker didn’t have proof. 
         

         
         “I think he’s desperate.” Gemma shook her head. “So what if he knows that Katherine intends to sell the store? That’s not
            a secret and it’s far from damning evidence as far as the legitimacy of our relationship is concerned. Granted, the timing
            is a little suspect, but unless he has actual irrefutable proof that there’s more to our engagement than meets the eye, it’s
            his word against ours. It’s conjecture, and he knows that, and he’s scrambling.”
         

         
         “Trying to scare you.” Teddy nodded. “Makes sense. Either get you to take his counteroffer or force a confession.”

         
         But what Tucker and Sterling and Victor weren’t accounting for was that Tansy couldn’t be bought.

         
         What she and Tansy had, money couldn’t buy.

         
         Tansy stared at her with wide eyes that brimmed with hope instead of tears. “You think?”

         
         “I really do. But on the off chance he isn’t bluffing, I’ll have Brooks look into it.”

         
         Assuming he wasn’t the one telling Tucker her business in the first place. Hmm . . . no. Maybe it was wrong to put so much faith in her gut, but she was willing to bet Brooks wasn’t behind this. He could be underhanded,
            but she’d never known him to be cruel. And earning her trust as part of some long con would be just that. Not to mention senseless.
         

         
         It was probably like Tansy had said: Ashleigh or Madison or even Katherine herself had mentioned the bookstore’s potential
            fate and Tucker had followed the lead.
         

         
         Yvonne tossed her hair. “It’s like I said. Péter plus haut dans son cul.”

         
         Tansy smiled. “I don’t know what that means, but I think I agree?”

         
         Yvonne laughed and threw her arms around Tansy’s shoulders. “Ah, tu es précieux, Tansy!”

         
         “I still think we should slash his tires,” Teddy said.

         
         She was of the same mind.

         
         Tansy shook her head. “Really, guys. Thanks, but it’s best to just ignore him.”

         
         “An asshole like Tucker?” Rochelle scowled. “Fucker deserves to be put in his place.”

         
         “Hear, hear!” Teddy cried.

         
         “He’s not worth it.” Tansy frowned. “Guys like Tucker thrive on attention. Doing something reckless like damaging his property would only give him the attention he craves. Let’s not
            give him the satisfaction of sinking to his level.”
         

         
         Teddy frowned, and Yvonne’s nose wrinkled.

         
         “But it would feel good, right?” Teddy asked gently. “Paying him back?”
         

         
         “That’s hardly the point—”
         

         
         “Something less destructive, perhaps?” Rochelle suggested.

         
         “Less destructive, but equally as cathartic.” Teddy nodded. “You’re lovely, Tansy, but it’s plain to see you’ve got a lot
            of . . . feelings pent up inside.”
         

         
         A pretty flush wrapped around the front of Tansy’s throat, creeping up her jaw.

         
         Teddy was onto something. It wasn’t so much about getting back at Tucker, but more about the fact that once upon a time, he’d
            made Tansy feel helpless, humiliated, small. Feelings he still triggered within her to this day.
         

         
         What Tansy needed was to take back control. To prove to herself once and for all that Tucker held no power over her. Not if
            she didn’t let him.
         

         
         Gemma could help give that back to her. Control.

         
         “You’re exactly right, sweetheart. Tucker does thrive on attention. So, I say, let’s give it to him.” She tucked a sopping
            strand of hair behind Tansy’s ear. Justice could wait. “First, I think we need to get cleaned up.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         
         Gemma’s fingers lingered on the back of Tansy’s hand as she passed her a fluffy white towel from the small linen closet inside
            her en suite. “Here’s a fresh towel.” She smirked softly. “I’m guessing we aren’t quite at the point in our relationship of
            sharing a loofah, so there’s a washcloth on top of the towel.”
         

         
         “Thanks. I’ll be out in a jiffy,” she promised. It had been drilled into her head from a young age to be considerate of her
            water usage, always, but especially when staying at a friend’s house.
         

         
         “Take your time.” Gemma swept away a strand of hair plastered to the side of Tansy’s face and leaned in, pressing another
            one of those too-gentle kisses to Tansy’s mouth. Gentle, like she was afraid that at any given moment, Tansy might break.
         

         
         Gemma had been hovering since the moment Tansy had shown up at her apartment, soaking wet and panicking that Tucker was about
            to ruin everything.
         

         
         Sweetly hovering, granted, but it was unnecessary. Tansy was fine. Rattled, sure, but fine. She couldn’t know what was going through
            Gemma’s head, but she wasn’t in danger of falling apart. She was stronger than that. She had to be, considering everything
            she’d been through.
         

         
         Gemma drew back, smiling when Tansy fell forward, chasing her lips. “Soap and shampoo are both on the ledge. Feel free to use any products you want. There’s a rain shower feature, if you like that sort of thing, and there’s also an extendable showerhead.” She threw a wink over her shoulder. “Take your time.” 

         
         With that, Gemma closed the door, leaving Tansy to freshen up in peace.

         
         Tansy huffed softly. With the way Gemma was acting like she was afraid to touch her, Tansy was sorely tempted to take her
            up on that showerhead.
         

         
         Stripping out of her clothes—wiggling her damp jeans down her thighs was a real pain in the butt—Tansy reached around the
            glass door to get the water running. Rather than leave her clothes in a pile, she folded them neatly and set them atop the
            counter before testing the water and stepping inside.
         

         
         Oh, that was nice. Tension she hadn’t realized she was carrying in her neck and along the backs of her shoulders seemed to magically
            seep away beneath the perfect water pressure. It could be all too easy to lose track of time in here, but she’d rather get
            back to Gemma than dawdle.
         

         
         Gemma had her own little mini Bath & Body Works lined along the inset ledge. Or, whatever the wealthy person’s equivalent
            of Bath & Body Works was. She spotted a few bottles of L’Occitane and Necessaire, pretty much the only two brands she recognized,
            everything else tiny and written in French and so expensive-looking she was terrified to touch it for fear of accidentally
            drizzling several hundred dollars down the drain.
         

         
         Choosing randomly, she plucked what looked like the most standard bodywash off the shelf and soaped up, senses immediately assaulted by that delicious smell that clung to Gemma’s skin. Vetiver. The steam carried it up into the air and it was almost Pavlovian, the way her mouth watered and the space beneath her belly
            button tightened with desire.
         

         
         Rather than give in to the temptation of sliding her hand between her thighs and relieving the ache there, the only ache left
            in her body, Tansy grabbed what looked like an unassuming bottle of shampoo and quickly washed her hair, following with a
            matching conditioner, leaving it on for a second longer.
         

         
         As much as she was tempted to linger, she shut the water off and patted herself dry, squeezed her hair out in the sink, and
            wrapped the towel around her body. With a quick glance in the foggy mirror to make sure all her important bits were covered,
            Tansy reached for the doorknob and—
         

         
         Foggy mirror.

         
         With her finger, she drew a heart in the steam, careful to keep her touch light so the lines wouldn’t drip. She stepped back
            and surveyed her work.
         

         
         It wasn’t a kiss print, but it would do, a secret message to be received the next time Gemma showered.

         
         Mission accomplished, Tansy threw open the door.

         
         And promptly bumped into Gemma. “Oof.”
         

         
         Gemma laughed and steadied her with the hand she’d had poised, ready to knock on the door. “Sorry. I was just about to pass
            these to you.” She lifted the neatly folded pile of clothes resting in her hand. “I think they should fit. I know I’m taller
            and you’re—”
         

         
         “A few sizes bigger?” It was just a fact, one she had no qualms stating.

         
         “Sure, but I was going to say bustier.” Gemma’s lids lowered, dipping to where Tansy’s towel strained against her chest, cleavage
            spilling over. Her eyes lingered before dragging a slow path back up to Tansy’s face, her gaze heated. “You’re beautiful.”
         

         
         The worst part about wearing a towel was that Tansy could watch in real time as her flush crept down her neck, the top of
            her chest splotching pink. “Thanks.”
         

         
         Gemma frowned. “Sometimes I get the feeling you don’t believe me.”

         
         She opened her mouth to argue, but something made her pause, some tiny voice in the back of her head reminding her that she
            and Gemma had promised to be honest with each other.
         

         
         “It’s not that I don’t believe you. It’s just something that’s a little hard to believe.” She tugged her towel higher with one hand, gesturing to Gemma with
            the other. “You’re a—a model. You’re on the cover of romance novels, and part of that means representing people’s fantasies. You’ve got a face, a body,
            people dream about.”
         

         
         Gemma frowned. “And you think you don’t?”

         
         Tansy shrugged. Everyone was someone’s type. She was happy with the way she looked, and most days she was pleased with what
            she saw in the mirror.
         

         
         Gemma’s jaw clenched, and she nodded once, more to herself than to Tansy, it seemed.

         
         “Later,” she promised, the hand she still had resting on Tansy’s shoulder skimming down the bare skin of her arm, settling
            finally on her towel-clad hip, “I’m going to take the time to show you just how beautiful you are, and I’m going to keep showing
            you over and over and over again until you believe me.”
         

         
         Gemma leaned in, lips brushing the damp shell of Tansy’s ear, dropping her voice down to a rasping whisper that made Tansy
            shiver, goose bumps erupting along her bare skin. “And you better fucking believe I’m going to make good on that promise to
            spend all the time on my knees that you want. Hell, you’re going to have to beg me to stop.”
         

         
         Tansy’s knees quivered, and her breath escaped her in several gasping pants as she tried in vain to drag air into her lungs. To calm down and keep from . . . God, combusting.
         

         
         Gemma drew back and smiled serenely like she hadn’t just made some of the filthiest promises Tansy had heard in her entire
            life.
         

         
         “Get dressed.” She shoved the clothes into Tansy’s hands. “The sooner we dole out a little harmless justice, the sooner I
            get to make you come.”
         

         
         Tansy shivered hard.

         
         Talk about incentive.

         
         *  *  *

         An hour later, Teddy threw himself into the passenger seat of Max’s Range Rover. “Drive on, Maximillian! We’ve got places
            to be and havoc to wreak!”
         

         
         “You’ve got the goods?” Gemma stretched over the console and grabbed the brown paper bag off Teddy’s lap. She looked inside,
            green eyes going wide. “Teddy, this is—”
         

         
         “Brilliant, right?” Teddy rested his arm against the rain-splattered window, looking into the back seat. “I did good?”

         
         Gemma dug around inside the bag and laughed. “You did superb, my friend.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned as Max pulled away from the curb outside Blick Art Materials. “We’re not going to, like, tag Tucker’s car, are
            we?”
         

         
         What else would Teddy have purchased at an art supply store for a prank but spray paint?

         
         “Tag Tucker’s car.” Teddy laughed. “Oh, Tansy, love, you sweet summer child. Of course we’re not going to tag his car. How painfully pedestrian.”
         

         
         “I promised you.” Gemma grabbed Tansy’s hand, Gemma’s fingers warm against her skin. “Nothing destructive. I meant it.”

         
         “Nothing destructive,” she repeated. “Nothing illegal?”
         

         
         Gemma and Teddy exchanged a questionable look that did nothing to quell Tansy’s nerves.

         
         Teddy hiked one foot up and rested his heel on the edge of the dash. “Define illegal.”
         

         
         “Teddy!” Gemma glared at him. “Seriously?”

         
         He held up his hands. “She asked!”

         
         Max shoved Teddy’s knee. “Get your feet off the dash, bro. New car, man. Respect.”

         
         “The letter of the law,” Tansy said. “Are we sticking to it?”

         
         Teddy shut one eye. “Which letter, pray tell, would that be?”
         

         
         “Honestly, Theodore?” Gemma huffed.

         
         “There’s twenty-six of them, Gem—mantha! How am I supposed to know which letter of the law to which we are ambiguously adhering? Fuck me, that’s assuming we’re sticking
            to the Modern English Latin-Script alphabet. If we’re working with, say, the Cyrillic alphabet, good fucking luck.”
         

         
         “Gemmantha?” Tansy snickered. “Where the heck did you get that from?”
         

         
         “Teddy’s a mess.”

         
         “Ah, but I’m your mess. Your mess now, too, Tansy.” Teddy shot her a cheeky wink, grin all kinds of saucy. He screwed up his
            face. “Let’s see . . . Gemmaline, Gelly-bean, Gem—mima!”
         

         
         A snort escaped Gemma. “Gemma isn’t short for anything, Teddy-bear. But points for ingenuity.”

         
         “Aw, shucks.” Teddy snapped, paper bag crinkling in his lap. “Thought I was onto something with that last one. How about you,
            Tansy? What’s your name short for?”
         

         
         She opened her mouth—

         
         “Wait! I’ve got it! Tanzania! Am I right? I’m right, aren’t I?”

         
         She made a sound like a buzzer, earning a snort from everyone in the car. “Wrong.”

         
         “Hmm, tricky. Tamsen?”

         
         Tansy could see the game for what it was: a means of distracting her, soothing her nerves. She couldn’t bring herself to care,
            not when it was working beautifully. Definitely not when she was actually having a good time.
         

         
         “Wrong again.”

         
         “You should give up.” Gemma squeezed Tansy’s fingers and shared with her a secret smile.

         
         “Give up? Have you met me?” He snapped his fingers together; his nails were painted neon green. “I’ve got it. Tansy is short
            for Rumpelstiltskin. Ah? Ah? I’m right, aren’t I?”
         

         
         “Congratulations,” Tansy said, doing her level best to keep her voice even, the desire to laugh almost winning out. “My mother
            and father chose to name me after a scheming imp who lived in the woods and spun straw into gold.”
         

         
         “Not to mince words,” Teddy said, “but initially, you did spin quite the yarn that, in the end, might as well be gold.”
         

         
         “You know what, Teddy.” Tansy leaned forward and smiled at him. “That’s actually extremely astute of you.”

         
         “Don’t need to sound so surprised.” He beamed.

         
         Gemma laughed. “I’d apologize for my friends’ antics, but—”

         
         “Hey now,” Teddy protested. “Your friends’ antics, my left arse cheek. Tansy’s our friend, too.” He tossed a wink at her over his shoulder. “In case you hadn’t realized, we’ve
            adopted you. Like it or not, you’re one of us now.”
         

         
         A giddy sort of levity replaced her earlier nerves. Friends. With Samina several states away, married with kids and a life of her own—none of which Tansy begrudged her for—Tansy didn’t have many friends. She could always use more, especially friends who seemed as loyal as these, ready to rally around her when she was upset, friends who grew incensed on her behalf. Friends who may or may not be willing to commit questionable acts of retribution to bolster her confidence. 

         
         “I’d love that.”

         
         Max kept left at the fork on I-5 S, following the signs to I-90 E for Bellevue.

         
         Tucker and Madison lived in Bellevue, downtown in some fancy high-rise. Tansy’s stomach knotted, those nerves that had abated
            returning, getting the best of her.
         

         
         “If you don’t want to do this, you can stay in the car.” Gemma’s hand rode high on Tansy’s thigh, fingers flirting with that
            curve, that crease of denim where her thigh met her hip. Beneath the smell of leather and new car, she caught a whiff of Gemma’s
            bergamot bodywash. Whether it was coming from Gemma or clinging to her own skin from her quick shower, she couldn’t say. Which
            she liked. Smelling like Gemma, not knowing where Gemma ended and she began, if only via the smell of her soap. “But I think
            it could be good for you. Cathartic.”
         

         
         “I never said I didn’t want to be a part of this, only that I wanted to know what this is.” Tansy rested her hand atop Gemma’s. “Anytime any of you want to fill me in would be fantastic.”
         

         
         “Fill you in.” She nodded. “Okay. “It’s not destructive, I swear. Not—”

         
         “Unless we boff it up and it goes horribly wrong. Which it won’t, of course.” Teddy grinned. “Most likely.”

         
         Most likely. “You all do know close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades, don’t you?”
         

         
         Gemma and Teddy exchanged another look.

         
         “Fine.” Gemma sighed. “It’s not strictly aboveboard. Technically, it involves a little B and E. A little subterfuge. It’s not not illegal, but as long as all goes according to plan, no one will be the wiser that we were ever there.”
         

         
         Max took the exit for Bellevue Way.

         
         “There being where, exactly?”
         

         
         “Tucker’s Lamborghini Aventador, obvi,” Max said from the driver’s seat. “Dead fucking sexy car.”

         
         “And the bastard rarely ever drives it.” Teddy tutted. “A right shame, hot little thing like that.”

         
         Max sighed. “A car like that’s meant to be driven. Not gathering dust in a garage somewhere.”

         
         “Lincoln Square,” Gemma said, eyes rolling. “Parks it valet, most of the time.”

         
         Heaven forbid Tucker have to walk through a parking garage. How plebian.
         

         
         It was no surprise Tucker owned a sports car. And not just any sports car, but the top of the line in luxury vehicles. Not
            that Tansy knew much when it came to cars. She kept her license from lapsing because it was nice to have the option to rent
            a car or drive a friend home if need be, not because she particularly liked driving. She actually kind of hated it, but that
            was beside the point. She knew just enough about cars to know that Lamborghinis? The ones with the doors that opened up as
            opposed to out? Fancy stuff.
         

         
         Pricey stuff.
         

         
         “And we’re not tagging it? Or, you know, totaling it?”
         

         
         Just checking.

         
         Gemma laughed. “Cross my heart.”

         
         “So then what does this plan entail, exactly?”

         
         “All right. You want honesty?” Gemma snatched the paper bag off Teddy’s lap. “It does, in fact, involve Tucker’s precious
            car.”
         

         
         “But not his tires,” Teddy said, wagging a finger.

         
         “Not his tires,” Gemma agreed. “His air vents.”

         
         She reached inside the bag and withdrew a bottle of extra-fine glitter.

         
         “His air vents? Glitter? What—”

         
         “Tucker wants attention?” Gemma shook the bottle. “You, sweetheart, are going to give him the attention he so desperately
            craves. And you’re going to do it on your terms.”
         

         
         “Hard to ignore a chap who looks like a mirror ball.” Teddy snickered. “Which is exactly what our boy Fucker is going to resemble as soon as he turns his car on, air vents set to full steam.”
         

         
         Glitter. That sounded harmless. As long as it didn’t blind him and he wasn’t, you know, driving at the time. “How exactly are we supposed
            to get the glitter into his air vents?” Which begged the better question . . . “How are we supposed to get into his car?”
         

         
         Gemma shrugged. The picture of casual. “With his keys, obviously.”

         
         “Yvonne, Rochelle, and Lucy are already in position,” Teddy said, looking at his phone. “They’re ready when we are.”

         
         Tansy stifled a sigh. Lucy still wasn’t Team Tansy, that much was obvious, and given her history with Gemma, Tansy couldn’t
            exactly blame her. She hadn’t said anything rude to Tansy—in fact, she hadn’t said much of anything—but it was a general vibe
            she gave off. An I’m only tolerating you to keep the peace vibe.
         

         
         Honestly, it was a surprise Lucy had even agreed to come along tonight, even if it was clear she’d come grudgingly. Just before
            they’d left Gemma’s apartment, Lucy had thrown her hands up and claimed that someone needed to make sure they didn’t all get themselves arrested.
         

         
         “Make a right up ahead,” Gemma said.

         
         The streets of downtown Bellevue were already decorated for the holidays, candy canes and snowflakes strung up on the streetlights, the city transformed into a winter wonderland with green and silver garlands. Max flipped on his blinker and turned right, just past the Bellevue Arts Museum. 

         
         “Take a left into the next garage.”

         
         “Can we just drive in? Won’t we need a parking pass or something?”

         
         “The uppermost level is for building residents,” Gemma said. “But the rest is parking for the movie theater and bowling alley.
            Max, head up to the fourth level. We’ll take the stairs from there.”
         

         
         “Roger that.” Max snagged the ticket the machine spit out, driving forward once the gate rose.

         
         “Okay, here’s the plan.” Gemma turned, taking Tansy’s hands in hers. “The girls are already parked up on the fourth floor,
            closest to the ramp to the top level. We’re going to park on the same level, opposite end of the garage, closest to the exit.
            We should be able to spot them—there!”
         

         
         Yvonne’s yellow VW Beetle was hard to miss.

         
         “What happened to her tire?” It looked flat.

         
         “All part of the plan,” Gemma said. “Yvonne has a spare in the trunk.”

         
         “And she can change it in her sleep,” Max said, sounding proud of his girlfriend.

         
         “But she won’t,” Gemma said. “And neither will Lucy, who’s equally as capable. They’re going to get the security guard who
            mans the valet booth to assist them.”
         

         
         “And they’re doing all of this because . . . ?”

         
         “Because we need to be able to get into the valet booth to grab the spare key to Tucker’s car. And we can only do that—”

         
         “If the guard is distracted.” Tansy nodded as all the pieces of the plan came together. “Got it. And we need the key to Tucker’s car so we can pour this glitter into his air vents. Isn’t it going to go all over the place?” 

         
         If Tucker saw so much as a spec of glitter on the dash of his car, it could tip him off.

         
         Gemma dug around inside the bag and pulled out a five-piece funnel set. “We’ll have to be careful, but these should help.”

         
         “Wow, you guys really thought of everything, didn’t you?”

         
         “Hey.” Gemma squeezed her thigh and ducked her head down, staring into Tansy’s eyes. “I mean it. If you don’t want to do this,
            you can wait in the car. Or if you want to veto the plan entirely, that’s your call, too.”
         

         
         Tucker had been nothing but an inescapable reminder of some of her darkest days.

         
         He had humiliated her. Made her feel small and pathetic, and guilty. He’d ruined her reputation and made it hard for her to open up and trust people for fear that they’d do the same.
         

         
         Tucker had laughed at her.

         
         It was Tansy’s turn now. Not just to do the laughing but to take back a modicum of the control he’d stolen from her all those
            years ago. Maybe it was a little juvenile, but with Gemma and her ragtag bunch of new friends rallying around her, she didn’t
            care.
         

         
         “I’m in.” She slipped her seat belt over her shoulder and reached for the handle. “Let’s do it.”

         
         “Not so fast. A kiss for luck.” Gemma stretched across the seat and kissed her, soft lips lingering, closemouthed and chaste
            and not nearly long enough. Their kisses never were. She was beginning to think they never would be, that no kiss with Gemma
            would ever be long enough. She’d always crave more.
         

         
         Gemma drew back and smiled, thumbing away a smudge of her crimson lipstick from the corner of Tansy’s mouth. “Now we can go.”
         

         
         “Not fair.” She kept her voice low. “Now I want you to finish what you started.”
         

         
         What she’d started the moment she’d dragged Tansy out onto the dance floor of the Seattle Yacht Club and kissed her senseless.
            What she’d continued in the library at their engagement party, one hand under Tansy’s dress, the other threaded through her
            hair, lips leaving a trail of kisses down Tansy’s throat, teeth bruising, tongue soothing. What she kept starting and never
            quite finishing, driving Tansy crazy.
         

         
         Either Gemma was rubbing off on her, or patience might not be a virtue Tansy possessed, either.

         
         Gemma’s gaze darkened, green eyes looking black in the back seat. Her thumb lingered, dragging against Tansy’s bottom lip.
            “Later.”
         

         
         God only knew what possessed her to do it, but she opened her mouth and drew Gemma’s thumb between her teeth, tracing the
            whirls and swirls of Gemma’s fingerprint with the tip of her tongue. Gemma gasped softly and Tansy’s heart pounded.
         

         
         “You promise?” She pressed a kiss to the pad of Gemma’s thumb.

         
         “I promise.” Gemma gripped Tansy’s chin in her hand and stared into her eyes. “And I always keep my promises.” Her gaze traveled
            down the length of Tansy’s body like a caress, a callback to the moment standing in Gemma’s bedroom, Tansy wearing nothing
            but a towel. “All my promises.”
         

         
         A heavy sort of heat gathered between her thighs. The look in Gemma’s eyes promised that their night was far from over. It
            had only just begun.
         

         
         “Ahem.” Teddy cleared his throat, head turned to the back seat, gaze averted. “I enjoy a good show as much as the next fellow, but we are operating on a tight schedule, ladies.” 

         
         “Later.” Gemma winked and reached around Tansy, opening the door. “But for now, after you.”

         
         Tansy hopped out of the car and held a hand out for Gemma, who smiled and took it.

         
         “Ready for this?” Gemma asked.

         
         Tansy breathed deep, inhaling the smells of gasoline and crisp winter air. Adrenaline—the good sort, not the kind that made
            her stomach hurt and her brain go fuzzy—pumped through her veins. It wasn’t very different from the feeling she got when Gemma
            kissed her.
         

         
         “Let’s do it.”

         
         Gemma turned to Teddy. “The girls are good to go?”

         
         His fingers flew across the screen of his iPhone. “I’m checking. And—we’re clear.”

         
         On the other side of the garage, a security guard trailed after Yvonne, Rochelle, and Lucy, headed in the direction of Yvonne’s
            doodlebug.
         

         
         “Ticktock,” Gemma murmured. “Time’s a wasting. Let’s do this thing.”

         
         Teddy led the way through the garage to the stairwell door. He held it open, waving them through.

         
         “Okay, Max, you head to the valet booth. Find Tucker’s keys. We’ll meet you at the car.”

         
         “Aye, aye, Captain.” Max jogged ahead.

         
         Gemma paused, looking left, then right, gaze sweeping the garage, eyes searching. She stood a little straighter when she spotted
            it. “There. The awful, ostentatious green one over there. That’s it. Perfect—he’s parked by the elevators.”
         

         
         Wasn’t that a bad thing? The elevators could open at any moment. Anyone could step out and catch them. “And that’s good because . . .”

         
         “Because that means Tucker won’t be waiting for the valet to bring him his car. Meaning a poor, unsuspecting valet won’t get blasted with a face full of glitter,” Gemma said. “Tucker will.”
         

         
         “Ah.” Tansy nodded. “Makes sense.”

         
         The last thing she wanted was for some innocent valet to get caught in the crosshairs.

         
         They wound their way through the maze of parked cars until they reached Tucker’s, and then they waited.

         
         And waited.

         
         Waited.

         
         “What the hell is taking Max so long?” Gemma tapped her foot against the pavement, impatient. “How long do you think it takes
            to change a tire?”
         

         
         “Depends.” Teddy cringed. “Me? About thirty minutes, but Max was right. I really don’t know a lug nut from my left nut.”

         
         Gemma shut her eyes. “Come on, Max. Hurry.”
         

         
         Footsteps thundered against the pavement, and a few seconds later, Max rounded the nearest pylon, holding a set of keys over
            his head like a trophy. “Do you guys know how many sets of Lambo keys there were? Eastsiders, man. Fuck.”
         

         
         “Did you grab the right ones?” Gemma asked.

         
         “Considering I grabbed them all”—Max’s jacket pockets jingled—“I sure as fuck hope so.”

         
         “Shit, Max, are you serious?” Gemma raked her fingers through her hair. “We’re going to have to try all of these.”
         

         
         “All seven, yeah.” Max passed them out, handing them each at least one set.

         
         Tansy’s hands shook around the key fob Max gave her.

         
         “No alarms, you all hear me? Just hit the unlock button, like so.” Gemma pressed a button on her key fob, and a car on the other side of the garage beeped. She exhaled. “Tansy?” 

         
         “Okay.” Unlock button, unlock button . . . she found it and with trembling fingers pressed down—

         
         The headlights of Tucker’s Lambo flashed yellow, and she sagged with relief.

         
         “Thank fuck,” Gemma whispered, chuckling softly. “Teddy?”

         
         “Got it. Max and I’ll take the passenger side. You two take the driver’s side?”

         
         “Perfect.” Gemma took a bottle of glitter and funnel from Teddy. “Tansy?”

         
         “Ready,” she said, reaching for the handle of the driver’s side door.

         
         Even though she’d unlocked it herself, she held her breath, praying, wishing, hoping to gods she wasn’t even sure existed
            that the siren wouldn’t sound as she cracked open the door.
         

         
         Nothing happened except for the door opening.

         
         “Tansy?” Gemma frowned.

         
         She shook her head, heart still thundering against the wall of her chest. “I’m good, I’m good. Just residual nerves. Let’s
            do this.”
         

         
         Gemma slipped past her, sliding into the driver’s seat. “You hold the funnel steady, okay? And I’ll pour.”

         
         From the other seat, Teddy held his funnel steady while Max shook glitter into the passenger-side air vent.

         
         Tansy’s hands were less than steady, but she managed to slip the funnel between the slats of the vent. “Okay.”

         
         Gemma tipped the bottle sideways, pouring glitter into the funnel. It slithered softly from the mouth of the funnel, flowing
            smooth as silk past the slats into the vent.
         

         
         A laugh escaped Tansy, the closest to a giggle as she had come in years. Despite the way her arms shook as she kept the funnel
            steady, she felt oddly light. Lighter than she had felt in years, too.
         

         
         “What?” Gemma asked, shaking the bottle, making sure the dregs all made it into Tucker’s car.

         
         “Just picturing Tucker looking like a disco ball,” she said. “I’m a little sorry I won’t get to see it happen, to be honest.”

         
         “Who knows?” Gemma grinned. “Maybe if we’re lucky, we’ll get to witness the aftermath. Picture it, Tucker showing up at our
            wedding—”
         

         
         “Upstaging the both of us.” Tansy laughed.

         
         “Impossible,” Gemma said. “Tansy, sweetheart, you could wear a trash bag and still outshine every single person in this city.”

         
         “A trash bag, huh?” Tansy had lost track of all the unorthodox compliments Gemma had given her. Unorthodox compliments that
            felt all the more special than some pat, regurgitated you’re so sexy nonsense would have.
         

         
         “A garbage bag,” Gemma confirmed, giving the bottle of glitter one final shake. “I, for one, would still find you dead sexy
            wearing a, uh, hefty, hefty, heft—”
         

         
         “Stop.” Tansy folded over, clutching her stomach and laughing.

         
         “I’m serious!” Gemma argued. “Remember, I even told you I can handle the fugly grandma cardigan you’re oddly attached to.”

         
         “Hush, you.” Tansy’s laughter tapered off. “How am I supposed to take this funnel out without scattering glitter all over?”

         
         A wet wipe appeared, inches from her face.

         
         “Here you are,” Teddy said. “Just swipe to remove any debris and we are good to go.”

         
         If he said so. Tansy carefully removed the funnel, leaving a fine trail of glitter behind. She used the wet wipe to clean
            up the evidence, and—it was as if they’d never been there.
         

         
         “Make sure you open the vents,” Max said. “I’m going to run the keys back to the booth, yeah?”

         
         “Be quick,” Gemma said.

         
         “And let’s not forget to blast the A/C.” Teddy set the fan to high and aimed the passenger-side vents toward the driver’s seat. Tansy followed his lead, doing the same. 

         
         “We’re done?” Teddy asked.

         
         With the press of her finger, Tansy locked the doors. “We’re done.”

         
         “Let’s get out of here.” Gemma tugged on her wrist.

         
         Almost done. There was one final thing left to do. One final thing that Gemma hadn’t suggested, because it was frivolous, and probably
            foolish, too, but Tansy couldn’t go, not yet.
         

         
         She leaned against the driver’s side door, grasping Gemma by the front of her sweater with both her hands. “Kiss me.”

         
         Gemma laughed, but she did as bade without so much as a word of complaint, hands sliding beneath the hem of Tansy’s borrowed
            hoodie, gripping her waist, pinning her against Tucker’s Lamborghini and kissing her breathless.
         

         
         “Fuck me,” Gemma chuckled against Tansy’s mouth. “You’re killing me, Tansy. If I didn’t think we’d get caught, I’d lay you
            out on the hood of Tucker’s stupid, flashy fucking car and make you come. Over and over and over again.” She shivered as Gemma’s thumbs brushed against the skin over her ribs, the wire of her bra. “So can we please get the fuck out of dodge so I can make good on my promise? All my promises.” She leaned in, lips brushing the lobe of Tansy’s ear. “You’re a fucking goddess, Tansy Elizabeth Adams. And
            I am going to worship you. I’m going to worship you so fucking good. Until you can’t see straight and my name’s the only word
            you know.”
         

         
         “Gemma,” she breathed.
         

         
         “Just like that.” Her fingers danced down the ladder of Tansy’s ribs, skimming the band of her borrowed yoga pants and sliding
            beneath, where she was unencumbered by the lace of her underwear. She’d had left those back at Gemma’s, in the dryer.
         

         
         Along with her inhibitions, apparently.

         
         “One last thing,” Tansy panted.

         
         There was something she needed to do before they could leave.

         
         Gemma drew back and lifted a hand, moving to wipe away the lipstick that had transferred to Tansy’s mouth. Before she could,
            Tansy turned her head to the side. “Leave it.”
         

         
         She bent down and pressed a kiss to the side mirror, transferring her lipstick—Gemma’s lipstick—to the glass, leaving a perfect crimson lip print behind. A calling card, one Tucker wouldn’t notice until it was
            too late.
         

         
         Vindication, delayed though it might be, sure was sweet.

         
         But nowhere near as sweet as the sound of Gemma’s laugh echoing against the concrete walls of the garage.

         
         “That devious streak you’ve got in you?” Gemma pressed her mouth to the hinge of Tansy’s jaw. “It’s dead sexy, you know that?”

         
         Sexy. This was the second time Gemma had called her that. She was the only person who ever had.
         

         
         Tansy was starting to believe it.

         
         For the first time, she was beginning to feel it. In her bones. In her heart. Like her skin fit. Not because Gemma said it, no. But because she finally felt in control.
            Of her life, her future. It was all right there, hers for the taking. She just had to grab it.
         

         
         She gripped the front of Gemma’s sweater and dragged her in—

         
         “Time to get the hell out of dodge!” Teddy hissed.

         
         Across the garage, Max ducked behind a concrete pylon, just barely missing the guard as he returned to the booth. Eyes wide
            and chest heaving, Max jerked his chin toward the stairwell door.
         

         
         She could feel the blood drain from her face, leaving her dizzy. “Shit.”

         
         Was it possible for someone’s heart to beat so fast it could explode?

         
         Gemma pressed her finger to her kiss-swollen lips. “Shh.”
         

         
         Hand wrapped around Tansy’s wrist, Gemma crept in the direction of the stairwell. Teddy followed behind them, covering their
            six as Max army-crawled his way to a nearby parked car, using it for cover.
         

         
         As soon as the guard turned, Max made a break for it. “Go, go, go!” he whispered.
         

         
         Gemma threw open the door, waving them through. Tansy waited with her, refusing to let go of Gemma’s hand.

         
         “Let’s get the fuck out of here!” Teddy shouted, voice echoing inside the stairwell as he hopped the handrail.

         
         “Quiet!” Gemma chuckled. “We’re not in the clear yet, you dunce! Get to the getaway car!”

         
         “This is so exciting!” Teddy laughed. “I feel like I’m living in a Taylor Swift song!”

         
         Tansy’s chest burned and her lungs screamed, wind whipping past the sides of her face as she ran like someone was chasing
            her, just in case someone was. An awful stitch formed in her side, but screw it.
         

         
         Maybe it was the adrenaline coursing through her veins or the oxygen deprivation that left her whole chest stinging, or heck,
            maybe it was the elusive runner’s high she’d heard about but secretly thought was baloney, but it was all too easy to add
            a burst of speed to her steps, running faster, laughing harder, Gemma’s fingers laced with hers.
         

         
         She careened into the side of Max’s Range Rover, catching herself with her hands against the window. Gemma gripped her hips,
            burying her face in the crook of Tansy’s shoulder.
         

         
         Teddy wrapped his arms around them both, squeezing tight. “We did it! We fucking did it. I feel like I could bench-press a—a—fuck if I know, something heavy!” He turned, smacking a kiss against each of their cheeks. “Tansy, tell me you don’t feel so alive right now!” 

         
         “Alive.” She laughed, trying to catch her breath. She was certainly aware of her mortality, that was for sure. “That’s a good
            word for it.”
         

         
         The air was electric, humming with shared sense of achievement. Camaraderie. It was heady, the kind of thing Tansy could get
            hooked on.
         

         
         Gemma shoved her hair out of her face, cheeks flushed cherry. “Unlock the door, Max!”

         
         “Hold your horses, hold your—” He patted his pockets and frowned. “You guys, I can’t find my keys.”

         
         “Maximillian,” Gemma gasped. “You didn’t.”
         

         
         He cringed. “I think I did. Guys, I think I fucked up.”

         
         Beep, beep.

         
         A horn honked behind them.

         
         Rochelle stuck her head outside the window of the passenger side of her best friend’s ride. “Are you coming or what?”

         
         “I can’t find my keys.” Max tugged on his hair.

         
         “Did you drop them?” Rochelle asked.

         
         “I think I left them in the valet booth.” Max winced. “Along with the rest of the keys.”

         
         Teddy kicked a tire. “Max! You moron! This would never happen in a Taylor Swift song! You’re fucking harshing my vibe, my
            man!”
         

         
         “Oh, I’m harshing your vibe?” Max scoffed. “How the fuck are we supposed to get out of here?”
         

         
         Yvonne stretched across the seat. Lucy was in the passenger seat and Rochelle in the back. “I can fit two more of you in the back seat if you scrunch. Three, if someone stretches out across laps.” She looked over her shoulder. “Four, if someone is willing to ride in the trunk.” 

         
         That sounded . . . cozy.

         
         Gemma wrapped her hand around Tansy’s elbow, dragging her back a step. “You guys go ahead. Tansy and I’ll take a Lyft.”

         
         “No!” Teddy looked crestfallen. “No man—or woman—left behind.”

         
         Gemma laughed. “We’ll be fine. Trust me. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

         
         “Tomorrow?” Yvonne frowned.

         
         Gemma’s eyes dipped briefly to Tansy’s mouth. “Tansy and I are spending the night at her place.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         
         A bright peal of laughter escaped Tansy’s lips as her back hit her front door with a thud.

         
         Gemma clapped a hand over her mouth, trying hard not to laugh and failing miserably. “Are you okay?” She slid her fingers
            through Tansy’s hair, praying to God she wasn’t about to find an egg back there. “You didn’t hit your head, did you?”
         

         
         “Don’t think so.” Tansy giggled. “Pretty sure my butt took the brunt of it and softened the, uh, blow.”

         
         Gemma’s plan had been to back Tansy up against the wall and kiss her senseless as soon as they’d stepped inside Tansy’s apartment.
            But in a move that was far from being smooth, she’d then tripped over something—it was too dark inside to see what exactly—and they’d both careened forward, momentum sending Gemma crashing into Tansy and
            Tansy then crashing into the door.
         

         
         “You poor thing.” Gemma sidled closer, pinning Tansy to the door with her hips. “Want me to kiss it better?”

         
         “My butt?” Tansy snorted. “You’re offering to kiss my ass?”

         
         “I don’t see why not. Seeing as I was already planning on putting my mouth all over you.”

         
         Tansy turned her head and pressed a featherlight kiss to the inside of Gemma’s wrist. She smiled against Gemma’s skin. “Try not to trip on the way to the bedroom.” 

         
         Gemma pinched Tansy’s hip, making her shriek and sputter out another laugh. “Brat. What did I trip over, anyway?”
         

         
         “Books, probably.” Gemma’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness just enough to witness the flush creeping up Tansy’s jaw. Fondness
            gripped her heart. “The place is kind of a mess right now. I’ve been moving things around. Making room. Be glad you can’t
            see.”
         

         
         “Won’t be able to say that in the morning when the sun’s out, will I?” she reminded her. “And making room for what?”

         
         Tansy took her hand and led her down the hall, guiding her through a minefield of cardboard boxes and past stacks of books.
            “You, obv—eep!” Tansy stumbled over a roll of packing tape and pitched forward.
         

         
         Gemma wrapped an arm around her waist, keeping her from falling. “Careful,” she cautioned, dragging Tansy back against her,
            taking the chance to press a kiss to the hinge of her jaw. “No giving yourself a concussion. Not before I make you come.”
         

         
         Tansy huffed, skin growing hotter under Gemma’s mouth. “Oh, but concussions are fair game after?”
         

         
         “Hey, I don’t know what your headboard’s made out of.”

         
         Tansy laughed and her hand swept the wall, looking for the light switch. “Come see for yourself.”

         
         If the hall was a minefield, Tansy’s bedroom was ground zero, looking like a bomb had exploded. Packing paper everywhere,
            piles of clothes on the floor, scarves spilling out of dresser drawers, knickknacks wrapped in bubble wrap that had yet to
            make it inside boxes.
         

         
         “It’s not normally such a mess, I swear.” Tansy tucked her hair behind her ears, suddenly shy. “Like I said, I’ve been trying to make room for your things. Anyway”—she gestured around the room with a vague sweep of her hands—“this is my bedroom. Or, well, our bedroom, I guess?” Her eyes flared. “Unless you changed your mind and don’t want to share! Which is fine. I just thought—”
         

         
         Gemma leaned in, cradling Tansy’s face in her hands and quieting Tansy’s protests with a kiss.

         
         All of this—this mess—was to make room for her. In a matter of mere days those dresser drawers would be filled with Gemma’s clothes, her picture frames hanging on the walls, her precious keepsakes
            sitting on the nightstand beside Tansy’s.
         

         
         First Tansy had given Gemma hope, and now she was offering her a place to call home. She’d given her so much, and—how was
            Gemma supposed to repay that?
         

         
         She had no fucking clue, but she had a decent idea of where to start.

         
         “If you think I plan on sleeping anywhere but right beside you every single night, you aren’t nearly as bright as I thought you were.” She swept her thumbs against Tansy’s cheeks. “Just try and get rid of me.”
         

         
         Tansy’s teeth sank into her bottom lip, tempting Gemma to pry it free. “Is that how you usually get girls into bed? Insulting
            their intelligence?”
         

         
         “Girls, guys—”

         
         “You aren’t picky?” Tansy arched a brow.

         
         “Maybe I wasn’t before I met you.” Gemma let her hands fall to Tansy’s hips, let her fingers sneak beneath the hem of her
            hoodie—Gemma’s hoodie—finding skin. “But you, Tansy Adams, have raised the bar.”
         

         
         And ruined Gemma for anyone else. For the rest of eternity.

         
         Gemma was far from sorry.

         
         She was fucking ecstatic.

         
         But she’d be happier if—

         
         “Raise your arms,” she said, tugging on the hem of her hoodie. “Not that I don’t like seeing you in my clothes. I just think
            I’m going to like seeing you out of them a whole hell of a lot more.”
         

         
         Tansy blushed prettily and lifted her arms so Gemma could tug the sweater up and over her head. She let it fall to the floor
            and followed, kneeling in front of Tansy.
         

         
         Tansy’s hands shook when she steadied herself on Gemma’s shoulders, letting Gemma strip her pants down her legs. She stepped
            out of them, laughing when her foot got caught.
         

         
         Gemma caught Tansy as she started to stumble, hands cupping her ass, feeling nothing but bare skin, not even a scrap of lace.

         
         “Fuck me,” she murmured, thumbs making circles against the crease of skin where Tansy’s hips met her thighs.

         
         “I, uh, might’ve accidentally left my underwear in your dryer.”

         
         Gemma grinned. “I can see that.”

         
         Tansy laughed and covered her face with her hands. “You don’t have to stare at it.”

         
         “It?” Gemma’s smiled widened. “What exactly is this it of which you speak?”
         

         
         Tansy shook with laughter. “As if you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

         
         “I don’t know.” She feigned ignorance. “How can I be sure if you don’t tell me?”

         
         Tansy peeked at her from between her fingers. “My, you know, parts.”
         

         
         Gemma bit down on the side of her cheek. “Your parts. Which parts, pray tell, would those be?”
         

         
         Tansy smacked her shoulder. “Gemma!”

         
         “See, that’s my name.” Gemma trailed her fingers through the trimmed curls covering Tansy’s mound. “I want to know what you call this.”
         

         
         She slid her fingers lower, just barely grazing Tansy’s clit.

         
         The softest, sweetest gasp escaped Tansy as she swayed toward Gemma, hips arching into her touch. “Well, I hardly gave it
            a name.”
         

         
         Gemma burst out laughing. “Tansy!”

         
         “What?” Tansy reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind Gemma’s ears, smiling, blue eyes bright. “Oh, is that not what
            you meant?”
         

         
         The way her lips twitched made it obvious she knew exactly what Gemma was talking about and was delighting in giving her grief. Which was fine. All the better, even. Two could play
            that game.
         

         
         Gemma pressed a kiss just beneath Tansy’s belly button and looked up at Tansy from beneath her lashes. “Do you want me to
            touch you, Tansy?”
         

         
         The front of Tansy’s throat bobbed. “Yes.”

         
         Gemma nuzzled her hip, biting back a smile. “Where do you want me to touch you?”
         

         
         Pink crept into Tansy’s cheeks. “Everywhere?”

         
         Fuck it. She should wait Tansy out, make her say it—hell, make her beg for it—but that was good enough. This game, while fun,
            was trying Gemma’s patience. Patience that was paper-thin at this point.
         

         
         She took mercy on Tansy and pressed another kiss beneath her belly button, this one lower, just above the place where she
            had a feeling Tansy wanted to be touched most. “I don’t really give a fuck whether you call it your pussy or your sex or your
            cunt; you want me to touch you here?”
         

         
         She stole a glance up at Tansy, wanting to watch her face as badly as she wanted to explore the rest of her.

         
         As Tansy nodded, her eyes flickered over Gemma’s shoulder. Not for longer than a second before snapping back to Gemma’s face,
            but it was long enough. She wanted Tansy focused. Focused solely on her, on feeling, on the pleasure Gemma planned to give her. Preferably over and over and over again.
         

         
         Distractions were a no-no, utterly impermissible.

         
         Gemma looked over her shoulder, expecting to see a calendar or a window or—a fucking fish tank, maybe, or hell, one of Tansy’s
            adorable kitties, who did not belong in the bedroom right now.
         

         
         Instead, there was a full-length, framed, wall-mounted antique mirror on the other side of the room. Holy shit. Gemma pressed
            her thighs together. Now, that was an idea . . .
         

         
         A brilliant one.

         
         Gemma rose, skimming her hands up the outside of Tansy’s thighs, over her lush hips, settling on the soft curve of her waist.

         
         Tansy looked confused. “What are you doing?”

         
         “That’s a beautiful mirror you’ve got there.” She swept her fingers up Tansy’s back, finding the clasp of her bra and freeing
            it, dragging the straps down her arms. She grinned when Tansy’s blush deepened. “You want to know what else is beautiful?”
         

         
         Tansy rolled her eyes.

         
         That just wouldn’t do.

         
         But it did serve as further proof that this plan, while impromptu, was perfect.

         
         Gemma slipped around Tansy, pressing herself right up against Tansy’s back, and stepped them both a little closer to the mirror.

         
         “You should look at yourself.” Gemma hooked her chin over Tansy’s shoulder as she swept her hands up Tansy’s sides, over her ribs, lifting her breasts, so much heavier than her own. She cupped them in her hands, thumbing her dark pink nipples and smiling in satisfaction when Tansy shivered in her arms. “You’re beautiful. You look like one of those classical sculptures—Aphrodite of Knidos, Venus de’ Medici, Venus of Arles.” 

         
         All curves and sweet swells and skin that stretched and folded.

         
         That blush she loved so much spread down Tansy’s chest. “Thank you.”

         
         So fucking sweet. So polite.
         

         
         “I don’t want you to thank me.” Gemma nuzzled the space beneath Tansy’s ear where the violet scent of her shampoo was strongest,
            where it mingled with the bergamot of Gemma’s bodywash. “I want you to watch.”
         

         
         Gemma slid her hand down Tansy’s front, past her belly, past the pretty pink stretch marks on her full hips, past the curls
            so dark they almost looked black, past her clit, too, fingers sliding lower. “Look at you. You’re dripping, Tansy.”
         

         
         Tansy panted softly, pupils blown as she stared into the mirror.

         
         Gemma dragged her fingers, now slick, back up to Tansy’s swollen clit, practically begging to be touched. “Here’s how this
            is going to work.” She circled Tansy’s clit, watching Tansy’s face in the mirror, studying her expressions, her reactions,
            listening to the way her breath stuttered and quickened when Gemma touched her the way she liked. “You are going to keep watching
            yourself in that mirror and I am going to make you come.” She drew Tansy’s earlobe between her lips, dragged her teeth against
            it, soothed the sting with another kiss. “Preferably more than once.”
         

         
         Tansy twisted gently, hips writhing. One of her arms reached back and wrapped around Gemma’s neck while the other reached
            down, covering Gemma’s hand, urging her fingers a little to the left. She gasped sweetly.
         

         
         “Right here?” she asked. “Like this?”

         
         Tansy’s thighs shook and her toes curled into the carpet. “Please.”

         
         “Look at you,” Gemma murmured, watching as Tansy’s blush crept lower, down to her belly button. A similar flush turned the
            insides of her thighs pink. “So fucking pretty and so close, aren’t you?”
         

         
         Sweat beaded between Tansy’s breasts and dripped down her belly. “Gemma.”
         

         
         Her name had never sounded as fucking sweet as it did tumbling off Tansy’s tongue, falling from her lips. “Are you going to
            come for me, sweetheart?”
         

         
         Tansy was close. She had to be. The space between her thighs had grown hotter, slicker, as the sounds of her arousal filled
            the room, her clit slippery beneath Gemma’s fingers. Tansy squirming against her was one thing, but hell, the picture she made? The way her bedroom smelled like lilacs and bergamot and books and sex? The sounds she made, all sweet
            and breathy and desperate? Tansy hadn’t even touched her, fuck, Gemma hadn’t touched herself, and she was soaked.
         

         
         Tansy’s lashes fluttered.

         
         “Uh-uh. Don’t you dare close your eyes,” Gemma warned, needing Tansy to come so she could get her mouth on her. “Watch. I
            want you to see yourself.” She wanted, needed, Tansy to see herself the way she did.
         

         
         As utterly, undeniably irresistible.

         
         As beautiful, precious, priceless.

         
         Gemma pressed her lips to Tansy’s throat, feeling Tansy’s pulse stutter and skip and speed.

         
         From beneath heavy lids, Tansy watched herself.

         
         Her thighs—beautiful, curved, strong—shook and her calves tensed, her toes curling, her back bowing, and her breasts rising as she cried out, trembling sweetly as she came. 

         
         “That’s it.” Gemma gentled her touch and banded an arm around Tansy’s waist, steadying her so she wouldn’t fall. “I’ve got
            you.”
         

         
         Tansy sagged in her arms, skin glistening and chest heaving, hair sticking to her neck, her forehead, curling around her ears.

         
         “I can’t feel my legs.” Tansy laughed. “Holy shit.”

         
         Gemma’s paper-thin patience crumbled.

         
         It wasn’t far to the bed, thank God. A few feet at most. Fewer when Tansy tripped over a stack of books and fell the rest
            of the distance, landing against the mattress with another laugh that made Gemma’s heart squeeze.
         

         
         “No fair,” Tansy said, rising up onto her elbows, hair a halo around her face. “You’re still dressed.”

         
         Tansy wanted her naked? That was an easy fix. Gemma crossed her arms, grabbing the bottom of her sweater in her hands and
            dragging it up and over her head, throwing it behind her. Her jeans were a little finickier, clinging to her thighs, denim
            damp after getting caught in the rain during their quick sprint from their Lyft to Tansy’s door. It wasn’t her intention,
            but her jeans dragged her underwear down, too.
         

         
         “Better?” she asked, climbing up onto the bed and settling into the space between Tansy’s parted thighs.

         
         Tansy blinked. “What?”

         
         It didn’t matter. Gemma lowered herself to the mattress, her chin pillowed on Tansy’s thigh. She ran her fingers through the
            damp curls between Tansy’s legs. So fucking pretty.
         

         
         Tansy rocked her hips and bent the knee of her opposite leg, drawing it up, spreading herself, begging sweetly, “Gemma. Fuck. Please.”
         

         
         Something about Tansy swearing like that made it damn near impossible for Gemma to deny her anything. Not that she would even
            if she could. God no.
         

         
         Gemma had had her fair share of sex—enough to know that ultimately it was a fun and messy game of give-and-take. You scratch my back, I scratch yours.

         
         In the end, as long as she walked away well-fucked and feeling like she’d given as good as she’d gotten, she was satisfied.

         
         But this was different. Tansy was different.
         

         
         She wanted this to mean something more. To prove how badly she desired Tansy with her touch, yes, but also to pour her feelings
            into every kiss. To prove to her that this was different. Sex—fun sex, hopefully—but also a promise. This was no fling, no
            itch Gemma wanted to scratch. This was the start of something real, and right, and good. The start of—for the first time in
            forever—something Gemma wanted to last.
         

         
         Not just for one night or a week or a month or six months or—two years.

         
         High on the taste of Tansy, the feel of her under Gemma’s fingertips, the sweet sound of her begging ringing in Gemma’s ears,
            not even two years sounded long enough. How quickly everything had changed.
         

         
         All because of this woman with wild hair, a penchant for charmingly hideous grandma cardigans, and a dogged determination
            to take care of who and what she loved. She deserved to be cared for, to be loved, just as fiercely.
         

         
         Gemma had always been of the mind that she didn’t need a relationship, and didn’t particularly want one, either. Everyone she’d ever dated, everyone she’d ever loved—family included—had
            never loved her; they’d loved some idea of her. Everyone always had expectations of her, setting a bar so high she could never dream of clearing it. So she’d stopped trying, stopped setting herself up for failure. 

         
         But Tansy was different. She’d never asked Gemma to be someone she wasn’t. Tansy knew all about Gemma’s bad reputation, and
            for some reason Tansy still liked her. Cared about her enough to stick up for her, enough to stay.
         

         
         Right here, right now, the thought of saying goodbye to Tansy at any point in time was—unconceivable, turning her heart to
            stone and her stomach to lead, almost enough to kill the mood.
         

         
         Almost.

         
         Things were good. Things were great. How absolutely self-destructive, not to mention stupid, it was to worry about maybes and what-ifs when she had Tansy’s bare skin under her hands.
         

         
         Right here, right now, she wanted to make Tansy come until she couldn’t see straight. She wanted to give and give and give
            some more, to worship at the altar of Tansy’s hips until she soaked her sheets and Gemma’s name was the only word she knew.
         

         
         Please and God and yes and more were all acceptable alternatives.
         

         
         Gemma circled Tansy’s entrance with a finger, grinning as Tansy’s breath quickened. Maybe it was a sympathetic reaction or
            maybe she was just that fucking turned on, but Gemma’s head felt a little dizzy when Tansy’s hips arched, fucking herself
            on Gemma’s finger.
         

         
         “Gemma.” Tansy’s head thrashed against her pillow. “More.”

         
         Gemma added another finger, her teeth grazing the inside of Tansy’s thigh, teasing herself as much as she teased Tansy. She
            drew out the anticipation, only giving in when Tansy let loose the sweetest whimper. She curled her fingers harder, smiling
            when Tansy shut her eyes, gripping the sheets in her hands, a vibrant blush creeping up her jaw as the slick sound between
            her thighs grew louder.
         

         
         Gemma ran her tongue through Tansy’s folds, up to her clit, sucking it between her lips and flicking it with her tongue. Pace fast and pressure firm, she used her free hand to pin Tansy’s hips to the bed when her back bowed and her thighs started to shake, pussy strangling Gemma’s fingers as she cried out. 

         
         “Oh my God.” Tansy covered her face with her hands and laughed, squirming, trying to snap her thighs shut. “I can’t. Stop.
            Not again.”
         

         
         Gemma lifted her head, pouting. “Not yet, you mean.”
         

         
         Tansy pressed one hand to her heaving breast, clearly trying to catch her breath. “Not right now. My heart feels like it’s
            trying to beat its way out of my chest.”
         

         
         She mewled when Gemma slipped her fingers free, pussy still gripping her like she didn’t want to let go. God, it was tempting, the idea of diving back in, cleaning Tansy up with her tongue, not letting a fucking drop of her go to
            waste. She refrained, brushing her lips against Tansy’s hip instead, and then trailing kisses higher. Gemma’s mouth skimmed
            over the underside of Tansy’s breast, lingered for a second to suck a bruise there, a mark that would last even past morning.
            She detoured higher, laving her tongue against Tansy’s nipple, watching it draw up tight. Finally, she pressed a kiss to the
            space just over Tansy’s heart, feeling it thunder underneath her mouth, eventually slowing to something resembling normal.
         

         
         Tansy ran her fingers through Gemma’s hair, short nails raking against her scalp, sending shivers down Gemma’s spine. Gemma
            squirmed, the ache inside her growing fiercer, distracting.
         

         
         She just needed to take the edge off a little.

         
         Gemma raised up, hand sliding between her legs, fingers gravitating to her clit with practiced ease. She was soaked and swollen.
            It wouldn’t take much, only a little—
         

         
         “Come here,” Tansy said, gripping Gemma’s arm.

         
         She went willingly, letting Tansy shift beneath her to slide a thigh between Gemma’s. She dragged Gemma down, one hand threaded
            through her hair, the other pressing low on her back as if urging Gemma to tilt her hips—
         

         
         “Fuck.” Gemma’s clit pressed against the top of Tansy’s thigh, right where her leg met her hip.

         
         Tansy smiled against Gemma’s lips. “Good?”

         
         Fucking perfect.

         
         She swiveled her hips, riding Tansy’s thigh, the pressure perfect against her aching clit. Through hazy, heavy-lidded eyes,
            she looked at Tansy, watching as a bead of sweat dripped down the side of her jaw, sliding along her throat toward the hollow
            of her collarbone. Gemma chased it with her tongue and swiveled her hips a little faster. Tansy’s fingers bit into her skin
            as she pulled her down, arching her hips and meeting Gemma’s thrusts, driving her higher, closer to the edge.
         

         
         One of Tansy’s hands wiggled between their bodies, slick with sweat, palm curving around Gemma’s breast, drawn high and tight.
            Tansy’s fingers, ever so slightly calloused and just as dexterous as Gemma had dreamed, plucked at Gemma’s nipple, playing
            her like she imagined Tansy would the violin. Artful, sensual, intuitive.
         

         
         Gemma’s heart crashed against her sternum, blood roaring in her head, ears ringing, and the muscles in her stomach burning
            as she cried out, the pleasure so sharp, so good it sneaked up on her, making her dizzy.
         

         
         Drunk. That’s how she felt as she collapsed on top of Tansy, burying her face in Tansy’s neck, drowning in the scent of her sweat
            and detergent and Gemma’s soap. If Gemma had reveled in the honeyed heat of Tansy’s kiss, this . . . this moment—lying with her head on Tansy’s shoulder, a stray fleck of glitter clinging to her jaw, Tansy’s fingers stroking the sweat-slick skin of her back—was the closest to coming home Gemma had ever been. 

         
         A few blissful minutes passed, the sound of their breaths filling the room joined by the quiet hum of the heater. After a
            moment, Tansy shifted under Gemma, squirming.
         

         
         Gemma rose up onto her knees, gripping the top of the headboard and staring down at Tansy. “Where do you think you’re going?
            I’m not done with you yet.”
         

         
         Oh, no. She was just getting started.

         
         “Oh, yeah?” Tansy reached up, fingers ghosting over the edge of Gemma’s jaw, smile so soft, so fond it made Gemma ache. “Who
            says I’m done with you?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         
         
            November 16

         

         
            Gemma (10:08 a.m.): I take it back.
            

            Tansy (10:15 a.m.): What?
            

            Gemma (10:17 a.m.): Your taste is questionable at best. Crunchy peanut butter, Tansy? Really?
            

            Tansy (10:18 a.m.): What’s wrong with my peanut butter?
            

            Gemma (10:19 a.m.): It’s not smooth, for one.
            

            Tansy (10:26 a.m.): I like it.
            

            Gemma (10:27 a.m.): Ugh. You’re lucky I like *you* because this stuff is 🤢
            

            Tansy (10:29 a.m.): Rude.
            

            Gemma (10:29 a.m.): Honest 😘
            

            Tansy (10:31 a.m.): If we’re airing our grievances, let’s talk about how you put the toilet paper on because honestly, it’s driving me nuts.
            

            Gemma (10:33 a.m.): If it bothers you, just flip it around.
            

            Tansy (10:34 a.m.): If my peanut butter bothers you, just don’t eat it.
            

            Gemma (10:35 a.m.): Ha, touché.
            

            Tansy (10:37 a.m.): All things considered, I think you’re lucky that *I* like *you*.
            

            Gemma (10:39 a.m.): Well, I certainly don’t know what “all things considered” means, but yeah. No arguments there.
            

            Tansy (10:40 a.m.): 😊
            

            Gemma (12:19 p.m.): Hey, what do you say we splash out on a Costco membership together?
            

            Tansy (12:24 p.m.): “Splash out”? Gemma, the membership costs, I don’t know, $100 annually.
            

            Gemma (12:28 p.m.): I’m trying to be economical here, Tansy.
            

            Gemma (12:29 p.m.): Heaven forbid we go broke buying my normal person peanut butter and your weird crunchy peanut butter.
            

            Tansy (12:30 p.m.): Oh yes, my crunchy peanut butter is absolutely going to bankrupt us. And you know, not the umpteen cans of sparkling water
               you open in a day and forget about until they go flat.
            

            Gemma (12:33 p.m.): All the more reason to get a Costco membership! We can buy in bulk.
            

            Gemma (12:34 p.m.): Come on. Indulge my domestic fantasies, darling. I want to share a Costco card with you.
            

            Tansy (12:36 p.m.): That’s strangely romantic, you know that?
            

            Gemma (12:37 p.m.): I’m going to choose to ignore the strange part and pretend you just said romantic 😘
            

            Tansy (12:38 p.m.): We could go this weekend? And since we’ll already be in SoDo, we could grab lunch/dinner at this place I found that has New
               York-style pizza. Since I know you miss it.
            

            Gemma (12:39 p.m.): It’s a date 😁
            

         

          

         
            November 20

         

         
            Gemma (11:15 a.m.): Any plans for lunch?
            

            Tansy (12:20 p.m.): Sorry! I left my phone in the back!
            

            Tansy (12:21 p.m.): Kat’s not feeling well, so I’m up front.
            

            Gemma (12:23 p.m.): Do you have something to eat at least?
            

            Tansy (12:26 p.m.): I think I have a Luna bar around here somewhere. It’s all good!
            

            Gemma (12:28 p.m.): 🙁
            

            Gemma (12:28 p.m.): Sourdough or whole wheat?
            

            Tansy (12:30 p.m.): What?
            

            Gemma (12:31 p.m.): Sourdough or wheat? I’m bringing you a sandwich.
            

            Tansy (12:32 p.m.): You don’t have to do that!
            

            Gemma (12:33 p.m.): I know I don’t have to. I want to.
            

         

          

         
            November 26

         

         
            Gemma (4:19 p.m.): So, in looking at your Netflix queue, it’s occurred to me that you haven’t watched the newest season of Bridgerton.
            

            Gemma (4:20 p.m.): I vote we order in tonight and rectify this immediately.
            

            Gemma (4:22 p.m.): Since it’s raining, I vote pho.
            

            Tansy (4:25 p.m.): Ooh yes, please.
            

            Tansy (4:26 p.m.): We’ve been extra busy today, which is great! But I cannot *wait* to get off my feet.
            

            Gemma (4:28 p.m.): New plan. Bubble bath, pho, and then Bridgerton?
            

            Tansy (4:30 p.m.): Sounds perfect. 
            

         

          

         
            November 30

         

         
            Tansy (3:45 p.m.): You’ve heard of Castles in the Air by Christina Dodd, right? And how the cover of the first edition is super famous for the
               heroine accidentally having three arms, right? First editions are coveted and ultra-hard to find, but look!!!!
            

            Tansy (3:46 p.m.): <link>
            

            Tansy (3:46 p.m.): Someone is actually selling a copy on ebay! Gemma, this is like finding the Holy Grail for romance collectors. I’m actually
               speechless.
            

            Tansy (3:49 p.m.): Aw, shoot. Never mind. It sold 🙁. Oh, well. It was ridiculously expensive, anyway. It’s probably for the best.
            

            Gemma (3:50 p.m.): <screenshot>
            

            Gemma (3:50 p.m.): 😊😊😊
            

            Tansy (3:51 p.m.): You didn’t.
            

            Tansy (3:51 p.m.): Gemma!!!
            

            Tansy (3:51 p.m.): You bought it?!
            

            Gemma (3:52 p.m.): Mhmm. You can thank me later 😉
            

            Tansy (3:52 p.m.): I didn’t send you the link so you’d buy it for me! I just wanted to show it to you.
            

            Gemma (3:53 p.m.): And I just wanted to do something nice for you.
            

            Tansy (3:54 p.m.): You know, technically Kat owes me one. Maybe I’ll call out tomorrow.
            

            Gemma (3:55 p.m.): Oh?
            

            Tansy (3:56 p.m.): I think I’m going to need the whole day to properly express my gratitude.
            

         

          

         
            December 8

         

         
            Gemma (9:12 a.m.): I don’t know what I would do without you.
            

            Tansy (9:15 a.m.): All I did was hit the button on the coffeepot, Gem.
            

            Gemma (9:17 a.m.): You don’t even drink the stuff. It was sweet.
            

            Tansy (9:20 a.m.): It’s no big. I saw that you’d forgotten to set the timer last night, so I started it before I headed down.
            

            Gemma (9:22 a.m.): Ergo, sweet. You thought of me.
            

            Tansy (9:24 a.m.): I’m always thinking about you.
            

         

         *  *  *

         The ballroom of the Rainier Club had been decorated opulently yet tastefully for their rehearsal dinner—all gleaming chandeliers
            and champagne fountains that complemented the dark wood floors and moody tapestries.
         

         
         Given their timeline, abbreviated as it was, it had made the most sense to choose a venue willing to accommodate their needs
            on rather short notice. The Van Dalens were longstanding members at the Rainier Club, frequenting the club since its inception.
            All it had taken was Olivia, their wedding planner, making a quick call, and presto, they had a venue.
         

         
         Gemma spotted Tansy across the room and made a beeline in her direction. She held out a champagne flute garnished with a glitter-encrusted
            sprig of rosemary. “Gensy?”
         

         
         Tansy wrinkled her nose in that adorable way of hers. “Gesundheit?”

         
         “No.” Gemma laughed. “It’s our drink, because apparently that’s a thing. A portmanteau of our names.”
         

         
         “Let me guess.” Tansy’s lips twisted wryly. “Katherine?”

         
         “Katherine.” Gemma nodded. “And to think, Van Adams was right there.”
         

         
         “I don’t know. Van Adams sounds weirdly presidential, don’t you think?” Tansy held the lavender-colored drink up to the light.
            “Do I even want to know what’s in this?”
         

         
         “St-Germain, Empress gin, brut champagne, honey, and lemon.” Gemma sipped from her own flute. Not bad at all. “Mm. Normally I think gin drinks taste a little like I’d imagine going down on a Christmas tree would taste, but wow, we are delicious.”
         

         
         Tansy took a sip and coughed, eyes watering. “And strong. Really strong.”
         

         
         A waiter wearing tails and white gloves appeared on their left, flourishing a tray. “Canapé?”

         
         Gemma studied the tray. “Are those deviled eggs?”

         
         “Made with crème fraîche and topped with kaluga caviar and chives. Very delicious. And these”—he pointed to the other side
            of the tray—“are a wreath of braised escargot atop a bed of frisée salad with sweet onion and garlic cream.”
         

         
         Gemma could hardly think of anything less appealing. Tansy gave a quick shake of her head.

         
         Gemma smiled at the waiter. “We’re going to pass. Thanks.” As soon as the waiter was out of earshot, Gemma gagged. “That sounds
            uniquely horrifying.”
         

         
         “That’s Katherine for you.” Tansy cringed. “Oh, that was mean.”

         
         Gemma bumped her with a hip. “If you can’t be honest with your wife-to-be, who can you be honest with?”

         
         Despite all of the, uh, fanfare, the wedding rehearsal and dinner had gone off without a hitch. Olivia had patiently walked them through the ceremony, telling
            them their cues and reminding them of exactly where to stand, and now all that was left was to get through the rest of this
            cocktail party unscathed. Tomorrow, just before noon, they would exchange their vows in front of their families and closest
            friends . . . all two hundred of them.
         

         
         Small and intimate, her ass.
         

         
         A flash of honey blond hair caught her eye. Gemma froze with her champagne flute halfway to her mouth, squinting. The crowd
            shifted, bodies obscuring her line of sight. No, she was seeing things.
         

         
         “Then, to be honest, what do you think about heading—”

         
         The crowd parted, and Gemma was not seeing things.
         

         
         “Mom?”

         
         Tansy frowned. “What? I was going to ask your thoughts on ducking out early, but—”

         
         “No. My mom is here.”

         
         Across the room, Mom stood looking beautiful in a showstopping, regal deep-purple floor-length gown.

         
         “Talk about copy-paste,” Tansy teased. “It’s not creepy if I can’t help but wonder what exactly Victor donated to the mix,
            is it?”
         

         
         “Tansy, baby.” She reached out, lacing their fingers together and bringing their joined hands to her lips so she could brush
            a kiss against Tansy’s knuckles. “That’s just about the greatest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”
         

         
         Tansy blushed sweetly and—God, that was never going to get old. “Did you not know she was coming?”
         

         
         Gemma set her drink down. “Tomorrow, yeah, but I had no idea she was coming tonight. Did you?”

         
         Tansy ’s expression went dry, dark brows rising. “Katherine was far from forthcoming with the guest list.”

         
         Go figure. As far as their wedding went, Gemma had a feeling all she and Tansy needed to do was show up.

         
         “Come on,” she said. “I want you to meet my mom.”

         
         As soon as they reached the far side of the ballroom, Gemma dropped Tansy’s hand and wrapped her arms around Mom’s shoulders.
            “What the hell are you doing here?”
         

         
         “I’ve got to admit, that’s not quite the warm welcome I hoped to receive.” Mom pressed a kiss to Gemma’s forehead. “Are you not happy to see me?”
         

         
         “Of course I’m happy to see you.” Gemma scowled. “I just didn’t know you were coming tonight.”

         
         She loved her mother and she loved having her around. It would just be nice if the around didn’t involve being in the vicinity of the Van Dalens.
         

         
         “Tansy’s stepmother sent me an invitation.”

         
         Gemma rolled her eyes. Of course she did.
         

         
         “And you must be Tansy. My word, you’re pretty.” Mom wrapped Tansy up in a hug, and something funny happened inside Gemma’s
            chest, her heart squeezing at the sight. “My daughter isn’t giving you too much grief, is she?”
         

         
         “It’s really lovely to finally meet you, Miss West. And no.” Tansy grinned. “Not too much.”

         
         “Really feeling the love, Mom.” Gemma narrowed her eyes, pretending to be annoyed when she was anything but.

         
         “Someone’s got to keep you on your toes, hon.” Mom winked and Tansy stifled a laugh. “And call me Lena. Please.”
         

         
         “Lena,” Tansy agreed.

         
         “Now, Gemma, sweetie, you know I’m thrilled to see you, but could you be a dear and point me in the direction of the bar? I had a long drive and the Venn diagram of people in this room who are staring and people who hate my guts is a circle. I could use a drink.” 

         
         Gemma turned in a slow semicircle, eyes sweeping the room. “There should be a waiter with champagne around here somewhere.
            Unless you’re more in the mood for a Gensy.”
         

         
         “Gesundheit.” Mom frowned.

         
         “No, it’s a—” Gemma laughed. “You know what? Never mind. Let me just find a—”

         
         “Gemma, there you are.” Brooks sidestepped a waiter carrying a tray of amuse-bouche. “I wanted to give you my—Lena?”
         

         
         “Brooks.” Mom’s eyes widened. “Hello.”

         
         “Hi.” He smoothed the front of his paisley-print suit jacket. “It’s been awhile.”

         
         “Years,” she agreed.

         
         “Twelve of them,” he said, not taking his eyes off of her. Barely even blinking.

         
         Mom pursed her lips. “Twelve? Really?”

         
         “Gemma’s graduation.”

         
         “My word. I guess you’re right.”

         
         “You look lovely this evening.”

         
         “So do you. Time has certainly been . . .” Mom’s eyes raked over Brooks, and—ew. What the flying fuck was happening? Had Mom just checked Brooks out? “. . . generous. You look nice tonight.”
         

         
         Generous? Oh Jesus.
         

         
         “Oh, this old thing?” Brooks fiddled with the middle button of his jacket. “Just something I threw on.”

         
         Gemma scrunched her nose. “Weren’t you going on at dinner about how Etro sent you that jacket from next year’s line?”

         
         Beneath his neatly trimmed beard, Brooks turned red. “I would hardly say I was going on about it.” He cleared his throat. “Lena, you look lovely.”
         

         
         Mom smiled. “You said that already.”

         
         Tansy stifled a laugh, and Gemma swiftly shot her a glare. This was no laughing matter.

         
         “Did I?” Brooks looked thunderstruck. “Because you do. Look . . . beautiful.”

         
         “Beautiful, hmm?” Mom smirked. “I thought I looked lovely.”

         
         “That, too.” Brooks coughed into his fist. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

         
         “Beautiful?” Gemma goggled, eyes darting between her mother and uncle. “Is this what a concussive delusion feels like? Tansy,
            feel my forehead. Am I feverish?”
         

         
         Tansy stifled another laugh and played along, pressing her hand against Gemma’s forehead. “Feels fine to me.”

         
         None of this constituted fine.
         

         
         Brooks had yet to tear his eyes from Mom. “Is it such a crime to tell the mother of my favorite niece that I think she looks
            ravishing?”
         

         
         “Ravishing?” Gemma’s jaw dropped. “Brooks—”
         

         
         “Not that this discussion isn’t enjoyable, but Lena, could I interest you in a drink?” Brooks smiled. “A glass of champagne,
            perhaps?”
         

         
         “You know what? That would be lovely, Brooks. I am feeling rather . . . parched.”
         

         
         He offered her his elbow. “Shall we?”

         
         Gemma stepped between them. “You shall certainly not. Not without an explanation for this—this . . .” Gemma struggled to find the right word. “Batshit behavior.”
         

         
         “Gemma,” Mom scolded softly. “Calm your tits, baby, it’s champagne. Not a marriage proposal.”
         

         
         “Yet.” Brooks smirked.

         
         Mom arched a brow. “You, hold your horses.”
         

         
         Brooks positively beamed. “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         Gemma’s mouth opened and closed. She was dreaming, or having a small stroke. She had to be. “I—I don’t even know what to say.”

         
         “Speechless.” Brooks grinned. “That is a first.”
         

         
         “I am going to go powder my nose.” Mom turned, addressing Brooks. “Meet you by the punch bowl in five?”

         
         Brooks bowed his head, looking up at her through his lashes. “I will be waiting. With bells on.”

         
         “Oh ho, ho, not so fast.” Gemma hurried after Brooks. “You have some explaining to do, Uncle!” She paused. The idea of leaving
            Tansy alone in a room full of Van Dalens was no better than that of leaving her mother alone with them. “Tansy—”
         

         
         “Go.” Tansy waved her off. “I’ll be fine.”

         
         “Are you—”

         
         “Yes.” Tansy laughed. “I can take care of myself.”
         

         
         Gemma nodded and forced her way into the crush of bodies.

         
         “Brooks!” She lost her footing, sliding on a stray piece of confetti. “Slow down!”

         
         There was only so far he could run. The table with the punch bowl was fast approaching. Brooks, coward that he was, circled
            the table, putting an entire champagne fountain between them.
         

         
         “You”—she panted—“have some explaining to do.”
         

         
         Brooks tsked, reaching for a coupe glass near the top of the structure. “Might I suggest you add some cardio into your fitness
            routine? You seem a touch out of breath.”
         

         
         She slapped her hands down against the table, delighting in the way Brooks’s eyes widened as the whole fountain trembled.
            “What exactly do you think you’re doing?”
         

         
         He gestured to the champagne in his hand, his face the picture of innocence, all wide eyes and raised brows, lips tipped up at the corners. “Why, I believe I’m getting your mother a glass of champagne. That’s not a crime, is it?” 

         
         Gemma barely restrained the urge to stomp her foot. “In my book, it is.”

         
         Brooks rolled his eyes. “You’re acting mad as a March hare.”

         
         “I’m the one acting crazy?” She cleared her throat, pitching her voice. “You look lovely. Oh, this old thing? Just something I threw on. Seriously, Brooks, invasion of the body snatchers much?”
         

         
         Brooks tipped his head back, draining half his glass of champagne and letting out a refreshed sigh. “I’m not sure I know what
            you mean.”
         

         
         “You’ve been acting sketchy for weeks, interestingly enough, every time I mention my mother.”

         
         A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Sketchy?”

         
         “You’re tripping all over your words, acting all flustered. You blushed like a schoolboy. You—” Jesus Christ. It took saying
            it all out loud for her to add two and two together. How . . . horrifying. Math had never been so gross, and that was really saying something. “You! You have the hots for my mother!”
         

         
         He held up his hands. “Now, Gemma—”

         
         “I don’t hear you denying it!”

         
         “And you won’t, because I won’t lie to you. But I can promise I—”

         
         “She’s my mom. And you, you are my uncle.”
         

         
         Above all, she had trusted him.

         
         “I’m your father’s brother—”

         
         “My father’s brother. Yes, exactly. A Van Dalen.”
         

         
         “You say it like it’s a dirty word.” Brooks chuckled uncomfortably.

         
         Because it was. The dirtiest word of them all.

         
         The thought must’ve been stamped across her forehead because Brooks’s face fell. “Gemma, darling—”

         
         “Don’t even,” she snapped. “You know what she’s gone through. To hell and back, thanks to your brother and this entire godforsaken family.”
         

         
         If Gemma had her way, she’d ship her mother halfway around the globe, somewhere no one in this family could ever hurt her.
            If she could, she’d make it so her mother never had to hear the name Van Dalen uttered ever again.
         

         
         And yet here she was of her own volition. And people wondered where Gemma got her stubborn streak from.

         
         “I swear on my life that my intentions are pure.” Brooks paused. “Okay, perhaps not pure, but harmless.”
         

         
         Gemma let loose another growl. “Brooks.”

         
         Anger was easier to process than the dozen other less comfortable emotions vying for their turn in the spotlight. Gemma was
            good at being angry; it was like slipping into a well-worn pair of jeans that hugged her hips just right, the denim soft and broken
            in, a comfortable kind of armor.
         

         
         He held his hands up once more. “Bad joke.”

         
         Understatement of the century.

         
         “What? Did you blow through your pool of Playboy models and decide it was time to spice things up, shift gears to ex-sisters-in-law?”
         

         
         Of all the reactions she might have expected, Brooks flinching wasn’t one of them. “Do you really think so low of me?”

         
         He sounded crushed, completely at odds with his usual don’t give a damn attitude. Invasion of the body snatchers, indeed.
         

         
         She uncrossed her arms, dropping them to her sides. “She’s my mom, Brooks.”
         

         
         There was nothing Gemma wouldn’t do to protect her.

         
         His Adam’s apple bobbed on a hard swallow. “I was seventeen when I met Lena.”

         
         Hello, non sequitur. “Okay?” Gemma frowned. “I mean, yeah, that would make sense. Mom had me when she was—”

         
         “No.” Brooks shook his head. “I—Christ.” He undid the topmost button of his shirt and reached for his champagne, downing what remained in the glass in one swallow.
            “It was March. A Tuesday. I know because I had stayed late after school for Les Mis rehearsals.” Brooks smiled. “I was playing Marius, of course.”
         

         
         Gemma rolled her eyes.

         
         “I came here, to the club, for a drink. Nothing out of the ordinary. I sat myself down at my usual spot, and a pretty waitress
            I hadn’t seen before came to take my order. I ordered a G and T, and she asked for my ID.” He smiled again. “No one here had
            ever bothered to ask for my ID before. I’m Brooks van Dalen, I told her. She said, that’s nice, but I still need to see your ID.” He chuckled. “She couldn’t have given less of a damn who I was, and I was smitten.”
         

         
         Gemma pressed the heel of her hand to her chest, feeling suddenly at a loss for words.

         
         “I came every single day after school. We talked. And got to know each other. She was my friend. And my infatuation grew until,
            before I knew it, I was head over heels in love with the beautiful girl behind the bar who took absolutely none of my bullshit.”
         

         
         “What happened?” And how was she only now hearing this for the first time?

         
         Brooks stared at her with a devastated frown. “What Victor wants, Victor gets.”

         
         She pressed the heel of her hand harder against her chest, trying to massage away the ache behind her breastbone. “Tell me.”

         
         He looked distraught but did as she asked. “I came to the club for lunch one weekend with my father and oldest brother and, as luck would have it, my friend was working. Shortly after, I was offered a summer internship at a law firm in London. I was given no choice but to accept it and leave immediately. I wrote to her, but I was young and stupid and far too trusting—I later learned the missive was never received.” The shattered look in his eyes was at odds with his smile when he met her gaze across the table. “When I returned, your mother was several weeks pregnant with you and under the presumption that I had merely . . . left. And your father, ever the white knight, had woven a web of lies in my absence. The rest is, as they say, history.”
         

         
         Damn her father and this whole destructive family.

         
         She’d be damned if she let history repeat itself. If she let the Van Dalens hurt someone else she cared about.

         
         She’d made Tansy a promise, a promise to protect her, and it was a promise she intended to keep for as long as she lived.

         
         “There are a great many things in life I regret,” Brooks continued. “But none more than letting my brother and my father dictate
            my choices. Choices with repercussions that affected not only my life, but Lena’s, too.”
         

         
         Movement over Brooks’s shoulder caught her eye: her mother approaching him from behind. Gemma held her tongue, heart pounding
            behind her palm.
         

         
         “I have no ulterior motives, Gemma,” he promised, holding out his arms, laying himself bare. “No nefarious intentions, I swear.
            I would merely like the opportunity to right a wrong and maybe, just maybe, see if I could have a second chance with my first
            love.” The color in his cheeks deepened. “Quite frankly, my only love.”
         

         
         A wide, watery smile broke out across her mother’s face, and if Brooks’s story hadn’t cracked her open, that alone would’ve
            done it.
         

         
         Gemma took a deep breath, air whistling between her lips, shoulders rolling back, standing straighter. “I swear, if you hurt her, I will sink your yacht to the bottom of Lake Union with you strapped to the deck. Got it?” 

         
         Brooks held a hand up to his chest. “I will give you the rope myself.”

         
         “Good.” She gave a sharp nod. “And I want zero details.” She met her mother’s eye. “From either of you.”
         

         
         It was amusing how quickly Brooks froze, a look of mortified horror splashed across his face. “Lena’s right behind me, isn’t
            she?”
         

         
         “Yup.” Gemma grinned.

         
         “Ah, well.” He turned slowly, smile almost shy as he met her mother’s eye. “Hello.”

         
         Mom blushed, smile brighter than Gemma had seen it in years. “Hi.”

         
         “Did I tell you you look lovely this evening?” Brooks asked.

         
         Lena laughed. “Only twice.”

         
         “What can I say?” Brooks reached for her hand and brushed a kiss across the back of her knuckles. “I have a lot of time to
            make up for.”
         

         
         “Oh my God,” Gemma muttered, rolling her eyes, trying to disguise the way her heart was going mushy at the syrupy scene unfolding.
            “Are you always going to be this disgusting?”
         

         
         “If we’re lucky,” her mother said, and Brooks sighed, hearts practically bursting from his eyes—eyes he never once took off
            her mother.
         

         
         “Not that this isn’t sweet in its own weird, weird way,” Gemma said as she backed away, “but I’m going to leave before this reunion takes a turn from Hallmark to Skinemax.”
         

         
         Her mother’s brows rose and Brooks answered her expression with a smirk that spelled trouble, and that was her cue to get
            the hell out of dodge.
         

         
         Tansy was exactly where she’d left her. The furrow between her brow smoothed as soon as their eyes locked, her lips curving in a brilliant smile. Gemma added a burst of speed to her steps. 

         
         As soon as she reached Tansy, she wrapped her arms around Tansy’s waist, clasping her fingers together at the small of her
            back and leaning down to whisper in her ear, “How do you feel about getting out of here?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         
         The Lyft dropped them off across the street from Tansy’s.

         
         Well, as of earlier this week, Gemma’s and Tansy’s.
         

         
         Gemma stepped up onto the curb, thanked their driver, and shut the back door of the silver Camry. The drive home had been
            quiet, their silence companionable, their fingers tangled together atop the seat between them, but every now and then, Tansy
            had caught sight of Gemma’s frowning reflection in the glass of the rain-splattered window.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” she asked, now that there wasn’t a driver who could overhear them.

         
         “Just thinking.” Gemma shoved her hands inside the pockets of her coat, shivering softly, knees knocking together.

         
         “Uh-oh,” Tansy teased, bumping Gemma with her hip and earning a small smile. “Penny for those thoughts of yours?”

         
         “I know all of this is more than you bargained for. Scheming families that would sooner stab you in the back than shake your
            hand. It’s a lot for me, and I was born into it. I didn’t have a choice.” Gemma turned to her. “But you do.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned. “What are you saying?”

         
         Gemma flashed an annoyed look up at the stoplight; a steady stream of traffic was still oncoming. “I just don’t want you to regret any of this.” 

         
         Regret? Tansy’s head spun, and not from the two drinks she’d let herself imbibe. This wasn’t the first time Gemma had made a wild
            suggestion—after all, she’d proposed within three minutes of meeting Tansy—but this was by far the most absurd.
         

         
         Tansy bridged the distance between them with one wide step, almost a hop, landing on her toes and swaying forward, resting
            her hands on Gemma’s shoulders. Misty rain had turned the fine blond hairs around Gemma’s face into a golden halo, softly
            backlit by the street lights. “Are you seriously trying to give me an out the night before our wedding?” A chill spread through
            her chest. “You aren’t getting cold feet, are you?”
         

         
         Gemma gripped Tansy’s hips and gave an adamant shake of her head. “Absolutely not. My feet are toasty. I only meant that . . .
            I know you aren’t under the delusion that my family is like other families, but”—her throat jerked hard—“I thought I knew
            the depths of their depravity, but tonight I found something out that made me realize just how low they’re willing to sink,
            and I got to thinking, I guess. And I wanted to make sure you were sure. That you don’t want to change anything. Because after
            tomorrow . . .”
         

         
         There’d be no going back.

         
         Tansy raised a hand and stroked the lobe of Gemma’s ear, soft and bare. Gemma had foregone earrings in favor of a showstopping
            diamond choker. “Are you asking if I had the opportunity to, say, go back and not tell everyone I was dating you—well, not you you—would I?”
         

         
         Gemma looked up and away. “Well, since you suggested this hypothetical situation, I suppose I wouldn’t mind hearing your answer.”

         
         Tansy bit back a smile at Gemma’s affectation of apathy. She pursed her lips, pretending to deliberate. “Hmm. Decisions, decisions. Let me think . . .” 

         
         Gemma scoffed out a laugh, eyes flaring.

         
         That was all the warning Tansy got before Gemma withdrew her hands from her pockets and dug her fingers into Tansy’s sides,
            tickling her.
         

         
         Tansy shrieked, squirming against Gemma’s unbreakable hold. “Uncle!”
         

         
         “No, no.” Gemma groaned, those relentless, dexterous fingers of hers freezing, her face scrunching. “Please, for the love
            of all that’s holy, don’t say that word.”
         

         
         “What word? Uncle—oh.” Tansy failed miserably at muffling a laugh. “Whoops.”
         

         
         Gemma pouted. “I’m traumatized. Brooks! My mom! There was—there was cavorting.”
         

         
         Tansy snickered. “Cavorting? Really?”

         
         “Yes,” Gemma stressed, hands clutching Tansy’s waist over her coat. “Cavorting.”

         
         “Oh, the horror,” she said, all mock severity. “And we know what cavorting leads to.”

         
         Gemma’s brows rose.

         
         “Canoodling,” she whispered, bursting into laughter at the horrified look on Gemma’s face.
         

         
         “Do you know how much additional therapy I’m going to need to work through this? Years.”

         
         It was sweet. “Come on. They’re getting a second chance.”
         

         
         Gemma grumbled under her breath, vague mumblings Tansy couldn’t make out. “I guess. Doesn’t mean I want to see it. Or hear about it. Or—or know about it.”
         

         
         Tansy didn’t share Gemma’s misgivings. She was more than happy to hear about it, save for perhaps the goriest, most blush-inducing details. But the swoony ones? Sign her up. 

         
         “It’s not like I’m not happy for them if they’re happy,” Gemma mumbled. “Because I am. I’m not heartless. It’s just bizarre.
            You think you know the whole story, and then you find out your uncle’s been carrying a torch for your mother for the last
            thirty years. I guess it’s going to take some time to get used to.” The corners of her mouth rose in a wry smile. “Assuming
            they, you know, last longer than our wedding weekend.”
         

         
         “I have a good feeling about it.”

         
         “Oh yeah?” The left corner of her mouth lifted a smidge higher, sly, eyes narrowing playfully. She tugged Tansy closer by
            the hips. “What else do you have a good feeling about?”
         

         
         Tansy’s breath caught in the back of her throat, butterfly wings bursting open inside her belly. “You’ll laugh.”

         
         “Never.”

         
         Tansy raised her brows.

         
         “Okay, fine,” Gemma conceded. “That’s probably not a promise I can keep.” She reached a hand up, tracing the curve of Tansy’s
            cheek with her thumb, expression going soft and solemn. “But I can make plenty of other promises. Promises I swear to keep.”
         

         
         She couldn’t tell whether the fluttery feeling was coming from her stomach or her heart. “Like what?”

         
         Gemma smirked. “I guess you’ll just have to wait to hear them all tomorrow during our vows.”

         
         Vows.

         
         While the thought of standing up in front of two hundred people, most of them strangers, made her want to dry heave, at least
            she wouldn’t be up there alone.
         

         
         Tansy wasn’t alone. Not anymore.
         

         
         “Us,” she blurted, taking a leap of faith and hoping against hope that Gemma wouldn’t let her hit the ground. “I have a good feeling about us.” 

         
         Gemma looked at Tansy from beneath her lashes. “I guess that answers my question.”

         
         She didn’t follow.

         
         “About whether you would go back in time and change things, if you could.”

         
         Every questionable decision Tansy had made had brought her here, to this time, this place, standing on this corner, the amber
            streetlights bringing out the gold flecks in Gemma’s eyes, her lashes casting shadows against her cheeks each time she blinked.
            She was staring at Tansy like she was worth every penny of the six million dollars she’d promised.
         

         
         No, that wasn’t right.

         
         She was staring at Tansy like she was worth more. Like she was priceless.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t change a thing.” On the corner of Bell and 1st, hands trembling, Tansy hiccupped her heart. “I wouldn’t change
            a thing, because you? Gemma, you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
         

         
         Gemma’s breath caught on a gasp so soft, so quiet, that Tansy might not have been able to hear her had it not been for the
            gap in traffic that left the street quiet and still. “Tansy, I don’t know what to say.”
         

         
         Tansy’s heart fell, her hopes plummeting. “You don’t have to say a thing.”

         
         “No.” Gemma gave a vehement shake of her head, hair escaping the claw clip holding her French twist in place. Her thumb continued
            to sweep circles against Tansy’s cheek. “That—that came out wrong. I don’t know what to say that would do what I’m feeling
            justice. Because it’s—it’s so much, Tansy.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Tansy laughed, dizzy from the emotional whiplash. “That’s good.”
         

         
         Gemma laughed and leaned in, pressing her forehead to Tansy’s. “Look, I don’t know how good I’m going to be at this whole
            wife thing. Honestly, I’m scared shitless that I’m going to do something to fuck it up. That I’m going to fuck everything up.”
            She lifted her head and the intensity of her gaze stole Tansy’s breath, bowling her over. “But I promise I’m going to try.
            For you, I promise I’m going to do my best.”
         

         
         Gemma always looked beautiful, but God, in that moment, she was radiant.

         
         And there was nothing Tansy wanted to do more than kiss her.

         
         She rose up onto her toes to do just that, and a huff of disappointment escaped her when Gemma stepped back. “You can’t just
            say a thing like that and not expect me to want to kiss you.”
         

         
         “Oh I can’t, can I?” Her brows rose and fell, taunting. “If you catch me, you can kiss me. Race you home.”
         

         
         Gemma whirled away, dress swirling around her legs as she dashed across the street.

         
         “Gemma, wait!” The light was still green, the walk signal red. Tansy glanced left, right, left again, before squealing softly
            and dashing out into the street. “Slow down!”
         

         
         “I’m in the middle of the road!” The wind caught Gemma’s laughter and carried it away. “You might want to hurry up!”

         
         A short, sharp honk came from the right, making Tansy squeal.

         
         “Sorry, sorry!” Tansy held up her hands, apologizing to the driver, who was still far enough away that not only could he not
            hear her but he barely had to brake. She put a burst of speed behind her steps and hopped up onto the curb. Her purse bounced
            against her hip. “Gemma!”
         

         
         Gemma kept running, the rest of her long, golden hair escaping her clip and cascading down her back. “I said it was a race!”

         
         Hardly a fair one. Tansy didn’t stand a chance.

         
         And Gemma seemed to know it. She made it to the mouth of the alley, then slowed, jogging the rest of the way to the bookstore’s
            rear entrance. She pressed her palms to the brick wall, the finish line, and threw her head back, whooping out a cheer of
            victory.
         

         
         Tansy’s chest burned, the frigid air stinging her lungs, laughter giving her a stitch in her side. Then, all at once, the
            world went topsy-turvy as she pitched forward, her shoe catching on the sewer grate and sending her hurtling toward the ground.
         

         
         “Oof.” Soft, strong arms broke her fall, her face planting in Gemma’s cleavage, of all places. An inappropriate giggle tore itself
            from her throat.
         

         
         “Are you motorboating me?” Gemma sounded amused.

         
         Now that she had started laughing, she couldn’t stop.

         
         “No,” she managed to gasp out. “Don’t—be—ridiculous.”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” Gemma drew out the words, tone teasing. She ran her fingers through Tansy’s hair. “It sure feels like you’re
            motorboating me. Not that I’m complaining, mind you. Just didn’t take you for an exhibitionist.”
         

         
         She rested her hands on Gemma’s shoulders and tried to stand up straight. “I’d hardly call this back alley public.”
         

         
         “Well, well, well.” Gemma smirked. “Someone has a wild streak.”

         
         “Hush.” Tansy laughed. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” she repeated, cupping the back of Tansy’s neck and running her fingers through her hair. Her nails raked against
            Tansy’s scalp, sending a shiver skittering down her spine. “Sounded pretty damning to me.”
         

         
         “I think your mind is in the gutter,” she said.

         
         “Oh, it definitely is. And it’s great down here. What do you say?” Gemma batted her eyes. “Wanna come join me in the gutter?”

         
         Tansy snorted. “I face-planted in your—your . . .”

         
         Gemma grinned.

         
         Tansy dropped her voice. “Boobs—”
         

         
         “Come on, Tansy. You don’t have to whisper. This alley is hardly public,” she teased, throwing Tansy’s words back at her.

         
         Tansy poked her in the side. “I face-planted because that gutter you apparently love so much tried to grab me.”

         
         That had sounded so much better inside her head.

         
         Gemma busted out laughing. “The gutter tried to grab you? Oh my God. And you called me ridiculous. You tripped!”
         

         
         “Because you wanted to race. Which was completely unfair, by the way. You gave me no warning, you got a head start, and your
            legs are so much longer than—”
         

         
         Gemma leaned in, shutting Tansy up with a kiss.

         
         “I never promised to play fair,” Gemma whispered against her lips. “Now, let’s go home so you can motorboat me some more in
            private.”
         

         
         Tansy sputtered out a laugh, chest aching from the sudden swelling of her heart.

         
         If this was her prize for losing, she didn’t mind.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty

         
         “Tansy,” Katherine breathed. “You look beautiful.”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” Tansy stepped the rest of the way out from behind the dressing screen. She reached back, adjusting the pearl-encrusted
            comb nestled into an updo that looked simple, but had taken an hour of curling, one near-burn from a curling iron, and fifty-some-odd bobby pins to achieve. “I
            think the veil is too . . . I don’t know.”
         

         
         “Too what?” Samina ran the tulle—Italian tulle, no less—between her fingers. “Too dreamy? Too romantic? Too perfect?”
         

         
         “Too much.” Tansy examined herself in the full-length mirror affixed to the wall in the bridal suite of the Rainier Club. “It’s . . .
            a lot.”
         

         
         She felt beautiful, looked prettier than she probably ever had, but she wasn’t sure it was her. Her eye makeup was a little heavier than she would’ve liked, even if it did make the blue of her irises pop; her shapewear
            was cutting into her rib cage; and she already couldn’t wait to get out of these—admittedly gorgeous—heels.
         

         
         Kat smacked her hand. “Quit fidgeting. You’re going to mess up your hair.”

         
         Tansy dropped her hand, the thought of spending more time in a chair having her hair fixed an effective deterrent. “Isn’t the whole thing a little too look at me?”
         

         
         A look passed between her friends and stepmother.

         
         “Um, hon?” Samina rested her hands on Tansy’s shoulders, meeting her gaze in the mirror. “You’re the bride. People are supposed to look at you. It’s kind of the whole point. You’re the reason we’re all here.”
         

         
         “You’ll be fine, Tansy. Once you get up to the altar and you see Gemma, you won’t even know we’re there,” Kat said.

         
         Nothing could make her forget that two hundred of their not so nearest and dearest were currently making their way to their seats,
            preparing to watch her walk down the aisle.
         

         
         She breathed deep, smoothing her fingers down the satin skirt of her 1930s-inspired wedding dress. This was fine. She was fine. In an hour, she and Gemma would be married.
         

         
         Someone knocked at the suite’s door.

         
         “Tansy?” Gemma poked her head inside the room. “Can I—”

         
         “No!” Katherine shrieked and scurried across the room. “You can’t come in here.”

         
         Tansy rolled her eyes at Katherine’s antics. “It’s fine, Katherine. Let her in.”

         
         Katherine huffed. “But it’s bad luck to see the bride before the wedding.”

         
         That was a silly superstition, one Tansy didn’t buy into. And from the look on Gemma’s face as she peered over Katherine’s
            head, she thought so, too.
         

         
         “People have special first-look moments all the time,” Samina said, mercifully stepping in on Tansy’s behalf, sparing her
            from an argument. “Surely we can spare the brides a moment alone.”
         

         
         Kat glanced at the smartwatch on her wrist. “It’s almost time anyway. We’ll meet you both in the vestibule, okay?”

         
         Tansy nodded and stood as Kat, Samina, and a pouting Katherine left the room, shutting the door softly, leaving her with Gemma, who looked incredible in a blush-pink-striped, pleated ball gown with a draping sweetheart neckline and a thigh-high slit. 

         
         Tansy’s feet carried her across the room before she’d consciously decided to go to Gemma. “You look beautiful.”

         
         “Me?” Gemma’s eyes rose, gaze meeting Tansy’s, somehow both searing and achingly sweet. “Holy shit.”

         
         Tansy flushed and held out her hands for Gemma to take. “I’m happy I inspire profanities.”

         
         Gemma’s laughter filled the room and made Tansy’s heart rise into her throat. “You inspire a lot more than that.” She leaned
            in, dropping her forehead against Tansy’s. Her breath fanned against Tansy’s lips, warm and peppermint sweet with just the
            slightest hint of champagne underneath it all. “Ready to get hitched?”
         

         
         Tansy sucked in a shaky breath and nodded. “Ready.”

         
         “You could stand to sound a little enthused.” Gemma huffed, eyes crinkling at the corners. “You aren’t getting cold feet, now, are you?”
         

         
         She shook her head. “Of course not. It’s just . . . there are a lot of people here.”

         
         Gemma squeezed her fingers. “I’ll be right beside you the entire time. You say I do, I say I do, they pronounce us wife and wife, we kiss, boom, hitched. It’ll be a piece of cake, and after it’s all said and done, we get to eat cake.” Her smile went sly. “And if you
            get nervous up there, just picture me in my underwear.”
         

         
         Laughter burst from between Tansy’s lips, louder than she’d intended. The knots inside her stomach didn’t disappear entirely,
            but they loosened, leaving room for something better:
         

         
         Butterflies.

         
         Gemma sobered, hands twisting in the tulle of her dress. “I did actually have a reason for wanting to see you before the ceremony.”

         
         “You mean you didn’t just want to break the rules and give Katherine a case of the vapors?” Tansy teased.

         
         “A happy accident.” Gemma laughed. “But no. I wanted to talk to you. About—well, it’s about our initial agreement, actually.”

         
         A dozen worst-case scenarios flitted through Tansy’s mind, scenarios featuring—no. Her brain could be a grade A jerk. She trusted Gemma not to hurt her, period, but especially not at the eleventh hour.
         

         
         “Okay.” Tansy nodded. “Is something wrong?”

         
         Gemma laughed again, this time strained. She went to run her fingers through her hair, but must’ve thought better of it, her
            hand hovering awkwardly in the air for a second before she sighed and dropped it.
         

         
         “I know the terms of my inheritance stipulate that I remain married for two years, but considering we’re together, it feels
            kind of silly to be planning for our divorce.” Her gaze rose, green eyes locking with Tansy’s. “I was thinking instead we
            could . . . play it by ear.”
         

         
         “Play it by ear,” she echoed, voice fuzzy, the sound of her heartbeat in her head drowning out everything else.

         
         Gemma nodded, eyes wide, waiting.

         
         Butterflies had nothing on the—the fluttering inside her chest. “I’d like that.”

         
         The widest smile she’d ever seen split Gemma’s face, the corners of her eyes crinkling as an exultant laugh slipped from between
            her lips. “Good.”
         

         
         Tansy’s cheeks hurt from grinning.

         
         “Oi! Hurry up! You can make kissy faces at each other later.” Teddy poked his head inside the bridal suite. “It’s time to get you two wedlocked.” 

         
         The next few minutes were a blur and Tansy floated through them. But they must’ve left the room, because suddenly Samina was
            handing Tansy her bouquet of pale pink peonies and white lisianthus with a wink. “Showtime!”
         

         
         Yvonne passed Gemma her bouquet, then pressed a smacking kiss to her cheek before doing the same to Tansy. She beamed. “Je
            vous souhaite à tous les deux tout le bonheur du monde.”
         

         
         Tansy’s French was more than a little rusty, but it sounded positive? “Thanks, Yvonne.”

         
         Yvonne skipped off to take her place in the processional between Lucy and Rochelle. The opening chords to “Thank You for Being
            a Friend” by Andrew Gold started a few seconds later.
         

         
         “You haven’t even looked at my bouquet,” Gemma whispered, her friends already disappearing through the door as they made their
            way down the aisle one by one.
         

         
         Tansy glanced over. White ranunculus, pink roses, and—oh. Tansies. Little sunshine yellow bursts dotted the pink and white bouquet, taking Tansy’s breath away. She laughed. “Someone once told
            me those are a declaration of war.”
         

         
         Gemma’s smile went sly. “Let’s go do battle, then.”

         
         The song ended, and the instrumental intro to “Bitter Sweet Symphony” by the Verve kicked off a moment later. This was it,
            their cue.
         

         
         Tansy stared straight ahead as she walked, trying hard to ignore the eyes on her. She blocked out the gasps and coos, expressly
            steering clear of the front row where the Van Dalens were seated, focusing instead on the feel of Gemma’s skin against hers,
            the warm clasp of her hand as she dropped Tansy’s arm and laced their fingers together.
         

         
         She wasn’t sure exactly how it happened, but they made it down the aisle and to the altar, the final note of the song reverberating sweetly in the air as they stopped in front of Mr. Barnes. Tansy handed her bouquet back to Samina for safekeeping, then turned to face Gemma, who hadn’t once dropped her hand, keeping her tethered, calm. 

         
         Mr. Barnes’s smile was congenial, and crinkles appeared at the corners of his eyes. He adjusted the small mic attached to
            the lapel of his suit jacket. Feedback screeched through the speakers when he tapped the mic gently, making everyone cringe.
         

         
         “Whoops.” He laughed. “Welcome, family and friends. Thank you all for coming today to share in this joyous occasion. We are
            gathered here to witness the marriage of Gemma Lise van Dalen and Tansy Elizabeth Adams. This is not the beginning of a new
            relationship but a celebration of the next exciting chapter in their lives together. Gemma and Tansy have spent years—”
         

         
         “Months,” someone coughed.
         

         
         Gemma squinted into the audience, glaring.

         
         “When you know, you know.” Mr. Barnes winked, earning a laugh from half the crowd. “They have spent months getting to know
            each other, and we all have the supreme honor of bearing witness to what their relationship has become. Today, they will pledge
            themselves to each other and affirm this bond legally and spiritually.”
         

         
         A giddy laugh bubbled up, blighted only by the tight press of Tansy’s lips. This was really happening. They were getting married.

         
         Gemma met her eyes, her expression verging on awestruck. She leaned in, dropping her voice to a whisper. “This is the happiest
            day of my life.”
         

         
         Most of the audience broke out into soft coos, awing over Gemma’s declaration, her whispered words picked up and amplified for everyone to hear. 

         
         “Simp,” Teddy stage-whispered, earning a laugh from half the crowd. The other half looked painfully confused.
         

         
         “If you can’t simp for your wife, who can you simp for?” Max mused.

         
         “’s a good point,” Teddy said.

         
         Gemma dropped her head into her hand, face flushed neon. Tansy’s cheeks ached from smiling.

         
         Mr. Barnes looked like he was trying hard not to smile, his eyes still crinkled at the corners. “Before Gemma and Tansy exchange
            their vows and rings—”
         

         
         “I have something I need to say.”

         
         A gasp rose from the crowd, and so did Tucker.

         
         Tansy’s heart clawed its way up her throat, her stomach rising to occupy the newly vacated space.

         
         “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Gemma hissed, fire flashing in her eyes. “Sit down.”

         
         Tucker reached inside his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. “I’m sorry, Gemma. I struggled with whether or not to do this,
            but my conscience demands I tell the truth.” He lifted a hand to his chest, eyes widening, feigning innocence. “What you’re
            doing . . . it’s wrong.”
         

         
         She could’ve choked on the heavy-handed faux righteousness, he’d laid it on so thick.

         
         Mr. Barnes looked confused. “Son, now’s really not the time to be airing grievances. I didn’t even ask if anyone objected.”
            He laughed uncomfortably, eyes scanning the room before coming back to Tucker. “So unless you have a legitimate reason why
            these two shouldn’t be wed—”
         

         
         “Funny you should use that word, legitimate.” Tucker tapped at the screen of his phone. “Because what my cousin and Tansy are trying to pull is . . . what’s the word I’m looking for? Oh right. Fraudulent.”
         

         
         “What the fuck is happening right now?” Kat whispered. “Tansy?”

         
         She sucked in a desperate breath, chest burning.

         
         “This is absurd,” Katherine cried out. “Tucker! Madison, dear, do something about this!”

         
         Madison sat in the front row beside Bitsie, hands resting primly in her lap, lips pursed delicately, staring off to the left,
            avoiding everyone’s eyes, looking almost contrite. And yet damnably silent.
         

         
         Beside her, the rest of the Van Dalens’ expressions ranged from outright smug to infuriatingly beatific. Like they weren’t
            watching what was supposed to be one of the happiest days of Tansy’s life, Gemma’s life, fall apart. Like they weren’t part and parcel to it.
         

         
         Tansy didn’t know what Tucker was doing, what he had up his sleeve, but it wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all.

         
         She dragged in another mouthful of air, trying and failing to stop the vicious roiling inside her stomach as bile rose up
            her throat.
         

         
         “I mean, this is ridiculous.” Katherine climbed past the man sitting next to her, stepping out into the aisle. “Bitsie, control
            your son. He’s ruining my daughter’s wedding day.”
         

         
         Funny how she was Katherine’s daughter now, when she was marrying into the Van Dalen family.
         

         
         Bitsie rolled her eyes. “Pipe down, you insufferable sycophant. By God, do you ever shut up?”
         

         
         Another gasp rose up in the audience, Katherine’s the loudest among them all. “I never—”
         

         
         “Well, now you have.” Bitsie smiled tightly. “Now be quiet. My boy has something to say.”

         
         “Erm.” Mr. Barnes cleared his throat, looking far out of his depth as he placed a hand over the mic on his jacket. “Personal grievances really should’ve been handled prior to the ceremony . . .” 

         
         “This is no mere personal grievance, sir. See, my integrity precludes me from staying silent on this any longer.” Tucker turned
            to Gemma and shook his head. “I can’t let you do this, cousin.”
         

         
         Gemma rolled her eyes. “Oh, spare us. You don’t know the meaning of integrity.”

         
         His eyes narrowed into vicious little slits. “Mr. Barnes, the relationship between my cousin and Tansy is nothing but a lie.
            Prior to my wedding, Gemma and Tansy had never even met each other. They certainly hadn’t been dating for six months.” His
            gaze slid over to Tansy, the corner of his mouth rising in a mean smirk that made her shiver. “In fact, that lie was concocted
            by Tansy, and my calculating, conniving cousin saw an opportunity to snow not just the family but everyone. Including you,
            sir.”
         

         
         Voices rose, meshing and blending together. White noise in Tansy’s ears.

         
         “Bullshit.” Gemma dropped Tansy’s hand and crossed her arms. Tansy immediately missed her touch, was adrift without it. “This
            is nothing but a desperate last-ditch effort to screw me out of my inheritance because the people who call themselves my family
            are bitter about the fact that my grandfather left me controlling interest of the company and not them.”
         

         
         Mr. Barnes tugged on his collar, loosening his tie. “Now, there’s no need to make a scene—”

         
         “If I had a dollar for every time I heard that,” Gemma muttered, just loud enough for Tansy to catch, but no one else.

         
         “I had a feeling you’d deny it,” Tucker said, holding up his phone. “Which is why I brought with me proof that this entire
            relationship is nothing but a farce orchestrated to fraudulently inherit our honorable and esteemed grandfather’s majority shares of VDP. Since, as we all know, Gemma needed not only to marry prior to the annual general meeting in order to satisfy the conditions of our grandfather’s will, but it needed to be a legitimate marriage, meaning not merely of convenience.”
         

         
         For the first time since Tucker had stood, Mr. Barnes looked something other than uncomfortable. He frowned. “That’s a bold
            claim, young man.”
         

         
         “A bullshit claim,” Gemma said. “He doesn’t have proof. He doesn’t have jack all. It’s his word against ours, so if we could
            please get this show back on the road—”
         

         
         “You want proof?” Tucker held the phone up over his head in a dramatic display as he approached the altar, stopping directly
            in front of Mr. Barnes. “I have here over two dozen text messages, DMs, and audio recordings that prove that everything I’ve
            said today is true.” He turned to Gemma and smirked. “It brings me no pleasure to do this, Gemma. But it’s the right thing to do.”
         

         
         He must’ve pressed a button, because Gemma’s voice, crackly and far away, came from the phone in his hand. Mr. Barnes’s mic
            picked it up, transmitting the recording for everyone in the room to hear.
         

         
         I’ve known Tansy a month. Of course I’m not in love with her.

         
         The ringing in Tansy’s ears became a roar, blunting the sound of everything around her, the dissonant overlap of voices, gasps,
            stifled laughter.
         

         
         It was like she was sixteen again, standing in the hallway of her high school, humiliated.

         
         Only this was worse.

         
         Her shame wouldn’t be restricted to a private school with a hundred-some-odd students. No, her name, her face, her lies, her desperation would be splashed across every local tabloid. She’d be whispered about and laughed at and— 

         
         Tansy dragged in another mouthful of air and blinked fast, refusing to let her tears fall, to add insult to injury, showing
            just how humiliated she was.
         

         
         Tucker handed the phone to a shell-shocked Mr. Barnes. “It’s all there. The messages between Gemma and Tansy and the recordings.
            I also sent them to you and the rest of the board via email.”
         

         
         “You son of a bitch.” The fire blazing in Gemma’s eyes promised violence. Teddy had the brilliant foresight to step forward and wrap his hand
            around Gemma’s arm, holding her back, keeping her from doing something brash like lunging at Tucker. “You bugged my phone?
            How fucking dare you? That’s illegal.”
         

         
         “Me?” Tucker feigned innocence. “Do something illegal? No, no. I would never.” He smiled. “I had a source.”

         
         How utterly unsurprising that Tucker had someone else do the dirty work for him.

         
         “A source?” Gemma scoffed.
         

         
         “Yes.” He nodded. “A source who would like to remain anonymous.” His eyes slid past Gemma and—stopped.

         
         Tucker was staring directly at Lucy.

         
         Recordings of conversations.

         
         Text messages that only someone with access to Gemma’s phone could’ve screenshotted and sent.

         
         Information only someone Gemma had trusted could’ve known.

         
         Confusion gave way to comprehension, then denial. Gemma shook her head in disbelief. “No. No. That’s bullshit. Lucy, tell
            him it’s bullshit.”
         

         
         Lucy shot Tucker a look so scathing he’d have dropped dead if looks could kill. “Gemma, I can explain—”

         
         “Tell him it’s bullshit,” Gemma demanded, voice rising, desperate.

         
         A sharp pang of sympathy for Gemma stabbed at Tansy’s heart. She knew all too well how it felt to be betrayed by someone you
            thought you could trust.
         

         
         Lucy’s mouth opened and closed on at least half a dozen false starts.

         
         Gemma’s eyes were damp, gleaming in the chandelier light. “Go on. Tell him.”

         
         Tansy tried to make her feet move, to step closer to Gemma, but she was frozen. Even her heart suddenly sounded sluggish inside
            her head, the deafening roar of whispers muted like she was under water. Drowning. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t—

         
         A hiccupping sob escaped Lucy seconds before she bolted down the aisle, disappearing around the corner.

         
         Face set with fury, Gemma gathered up the bottom of her dress and took off down the aisle after her.

         
         “Gemma, wait!” Brooks turned to the man seated beside him and glared. “Move.”

         
         With Gemma gone, all eyes in the room trained on Tansy, whispers turning into a roar.

         
         “Can’t say I didn’t warn you.” Tucker tucked his hands inside the pockets of his trousers. Nonchalant. As if he hadn’t just
            ruined everything. “Just think, if you’d have taken the deal I so generously offered you, we could have avoided this whole
            mess entirely. So, really”—he smirked—“this is all your fault, Tansy.”
         

         
         If she never saw that smirk again, it would be too soon.

         
         “But don’t worry,” he added, tongue tracing the contours of his front teeth, suggestive, turning Tansy’s stomach. “You might’ve
            missed your chance, but with the right incentive, you and I could probably work something out.”
         

         
         A scoff rose above the rest of the noise, exactly the encouragement Tansy needed to stand a little straighter, to unflinchingly meet Tucker’s eye. 

         
         “I would rather take a long jump off a very short pier than have any part of you anywhere near me ever again.”

         
         A flush of adrenaline tingled through her veins and white noise filled her ears as she hiked up her skirt and shouldered past
            him, retracing her steps down the aisle, through the vestibule, and down the hall.
         

         
         From behind the ajar door of Gemma’s bridal suite came raised voices, steadily increasing in volume. Something heavy crashed
            against the wall followed by the sound of shattering glass. Hand trembling, she pressed her palm to the door, pushing it open.
         

         
         “Get out.”

         
         Chaos. A dressing table had been knocked over, the contents scattered across the floor. Someone had tread over an open eye
            shadow palette, crushing the powder beneath their heel, the glittering cobalt ground into the cream-colored rug. Tiny crystal
            shards looked like diamonds against the hardwood—diamonds dipped in blood, courtesy of the deep vermilion paint dripping down
            the wall and pooling on the floor, the brush belonging to the bottle of shattered nail polish resting against the baseboard.
            It was like a bomb had gone off inside the room, or a tornado, maybe.
         

         
         “You have to let me explain.” Lucy followed Gemma as she stalked around the room, grinding the eye shadow deeper into the
            carpet.
         

         
         Gemma’s arm bent at an odd angle as she reached behind her back. “I don’t have to do anything.” She huffed. “This fucking zipper. God.”
         

         
         “Gemma, please. Listen.” Lucy’s brown eyes welled with tears. “I swear I had a reason for everything I did. I was looking out for your best interest. I promise. You have to believe me.”
         

         
         This conversation wasn’t hers to hear, but she couldn’t tear herself away. Not until someone seized her by the wrist.

         
         Samina looked at her, dark eyes so soft with understanding that Tansy’s own eyes burned, tears threatening to spill over.

         
         “Oh, hon,” Samina whispered. “Let’s get you out of here.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-One

         
         “Fuck you, Lucy.” Gemma panted, contorting herself to reach the zipper at the back of her dress. “And fuck this fucking zipper,
            too.”
         

         
         Lucy’s hands rose. “Let me help you—”

         
         Gemma spun, organza swirling around legs, fingers flexing as she clenched them into fists at her sides. “Don’t you dare come
            near me.”
         

         
         “I did it because I love you.” Lucy’s bottom lip quivered, brown eyes welling with tears. “And you were making a mistake.
            I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing. I couldn’t—”
         

         
         “Stop it,” Gemma croaked. Her shoulders dropped; her head, too. She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes and sucked
            in a tremulous breath. She was far from in love with Lucy, but her heart was breaking all the same. “I need you to stop.”
         

         
         Lucy sniffled and stepped closer, doing the opposite of what Gemma had asked. Infuriating how she never fucking listened.

         
         “I love you,” Lucy repeated. “I love you and I couldn’t stand by and let you go through with it.”

         
         Everything inside her seized up, freezing.

         
         “You couldn’t let me?” Her stupid chin quivered. “That’s not love.” Gemma covered her mouth with her hand and shook her head, eyes glossy. Movement in her periphery barely registered; Brooks and Mom drew up short as soon as they stepped into the room. A hiccup erupted from between Gemma’s lips, and her vision blurred. “That’s manipulation. And you don’t know me half as well as you think you do if you honestly believe I could ever be with someone so—so callous, stealing my decisions from me as if I can’t make them for myself, as if I’m—I’m a child who needs to be handled.”
         

         
         Lucy sniffled and crossed her arms. “You have it all wrong.”

         
         “Then explain it to me,” she demanded. “You wanted me to listen so badly? Here’s your chance! You’ve got the floor.”

         
         Lucy’s throat jerked, lashes fluttering. “I already told you, I did it because I love—”

         
         “Don’t you dare say it again.” Gemma cut her off with another hard shake of her head, curls coming unpinned. “You deceived me, and you did it for your own selfish gain.”
         

         
         Tears fell from Lucy’s eyes in two tracks down the apples of her cheeks, dripping off her jaw. She scoffed. “How is what you
            did any different? Fooling your whole family for what? A company you didn’t even want until your grandfather died and left
            it to you?”
         

         
         “I trusted you!” She hiccupped. “I trusted you and you lied to me. That’s the difference, Lucy.”

         
         Lucy dragged her hand under her nose. “You’re not exactly a saint, either, Gemma. You act like what you’re doing is so—so
            righteous, as if that makes it okay to lie to all these people.”
         

         
         “Where was your sense of righteous indignation when you were offering to marry me? It didn’t seem to offend your oh-so-delicate sensibilities
            of right and wrong then.”
         

         
         “Because I’m in love with you!” Lucy cried.

         
         Gemma scoffed. The words from Lucy meant nothing to her now. Without action to back them up, they were hollow. “And did it never occur to you that I am in love with Tansy?”
         

         
         “You love her, huh?” Lucy laughed, an awful, tainted sound that made Gemma’s stomach clench. “I almost feel bad for her.”

         
         Gemma fisted her hands in the organza of her ball gown. “Why’s that?”

         
         “Because.” Lucy smiled, a cruel, twisted little slash. “You Van Dalens are all the same. You don’t know what love is, and
            you ruin everything, everyone, you touch.”
         

         
         For a second, her heart stopped beating. No, it didn’t stop beating. It froze.
         

         
         “Get out,” she whispered. Tears clung to her bottom lashes, close to spilling over.

         
         Lucy’s face crumbled. “Gemma—”

         
         “I said get. Out.” The fire in her veins was gone, banked, replaced with ice. “You have forty-eight hours to get your shit out of the apartment.”
         

         
         Lucy’s jaw dropped. “Gemma—”

         
         “Forty-seven hours and fifty-nine fucking minutes,” Gemma amended, resolute.

         
         “Please—”

         
         “Leave,” Gemma snapped, a thread of anguish woven into her voice. Her chin quivered almost imperceptibly before she clenched her
            jaw. “I feel sick to my stomach being in the same room as you. I can’t. I can’t.” Gemma’s eyes grew glassier the longer she went without blinking. “I want you out of the apartment and out of my life.”
         

         
         Mascara-stained tears dripped off Lucy’s chin as she spun on her heel and stormed out of the room past Mom and Brooks.

         
         “Damn it.” Gemma clutched at the bodice of her dress, chest rising and falling rapidly, breath escaping her in shallow pants, one hand flattened against her upper chest, fingers splayed against the notch at the hollow of her throat, the other drifting around her body, tugging desperately at her zipper. “It’s stuck. I can’t—Jesus, I can’t breathe.” A quiet, gasping sob rasped from between her lips. “Can someone please get this fucking dress off of me?”
         

         
         In two strides, Brooks crossed the room, gripped the back of her dress in both hands, and tore the fabric down the middle,
            ripping it to the small of her back.
         

         
         Gemma bent at the waist, continuing to suck in short, shaky breaths, on the verge of hyperventilating, lungs refusing to cooperate.

         
         Mom hurried over, gathering Gemma up in her arms, enveloping her in the scent of bergamot and jasmine.

         
         A sob wrenched itself from Gemma’s lips. “Mom.”
         

         
         “Shh,” she soothed. “I know, hon.”

         
         Gemma’s shoulders shook, convulsive sobs wracking her slender frame. “Everything’s so messed up. I messed up.”
         

         
         “It’s okay.” Mom rubbed her back. “Maybe it’s not okay now, but I promise it will be.”

         
         “Tansy?” She drew back, scanning the room with puffy, burning eyes. “Where’s Tansy?”

         
         Brooks cleared his throat. “She left.”

         
         “Left?” she croaked. “What do you mean she left?”

         
         Like she was in her bridal suite? Or—

         
         “Her friend Samina took her home,” Mom said. “Today was a lot for both of you.”

         
         Gemma shut her eyes.

         
         A lot for them both, but worse for Tansy.

         
         She pressed her fingertips to her mouth, stomach churning, bile creeping up the back of her throat.

         
         Gemma had made Tansy one promise. That she wouldn’t let Tucker or anyone else in her family hurt Tansy again and—

         
         She fucked up.

         
         She failed.
         

         
         “I need to see her.” Make sure she was okay.

         
         God, who was she kidding? Of course Tansy wasn’t okay.
         

         
         “Maybe you should give her a little space?” Mom suggested gently, hand sweeping down Gemma’s bare back. Gemma was still clutching
            her wedding dress to her front.
         

         
         It wasn’t what Mom had said, and probably wasn’t what she meant, but all Gemma could hear was haven’t you done enough damage?

         
         Gemma’s lip wobbled. “Take me home?”

         
         “Of course,” Mom agreed. “Let’s get out of here.”

         
         *  *  *

         It took Gemma forever to work up the courage to even pull up Tansy’s contact, courage that swiftly ran out as soon as Tansy’s
            face smiled back at her from the screen.
         

         
         Teddy had called. Max, Rochelle, and Yvonne had all texted, asking if she was okay. She’d sent Teddy to voicemail and opened
            up their group chat, typing out a quick I’m fine, talk later, nearly pressing send.
         

         
         It had hit her then.

         
         Lucy was still on the recipient list.

         
         Gemma had deleted the text and then deleted Lucy’s contact, but not before blocking her number with only the smallest pang
            of remorse.
         

         
         After all, the best defense was a good offense.

         
         The Van Dalens were quiet. Suspiciously quiet. Or maybe not. What reason would they have to contact her? They’d won. Not only had Gemma been publicly humiliated—something she could recover from with time—but her relationship had been discredited, her lies exposed, the evidence Tucker had stacked against her staggering and indisputable, impossible to salvage. 

         
         The annual general meeting was in five days. Tucker, Victor, Sterling—they’d won. And Gemma had lost.

         
         Lost the company, lost one of her best friends, lost everything.

         
         Almost everything.
         

         
         Finally, finally she scrounged up the courage to call Tansy, only to be greeted with her voicemail. She’d tried to type out a text, but what
            was she supposed to say?
         

         
         Sorry I underestimated my asshole of a cousin? Sorry I didn’t see this absolute clusterfuck coming? Sorry our wedding was
               ruined? Sorry I dragged you into this mess? Sorry I trusted the wrong person and you were humiliated in front of a room full
               of strangers? Sorry—

         
         What a worthless word. Sorry. It didn’t change anything. It didn’t magically make it all better. It didn’t undo what had happened, didn’t erase the hell
            she had put Tansy through.
         

         
         Two months ago, the night of Tucker’s wedding, she had made Tansy a promise.

         
         Marry me and no one has to know none of this was real. No one has to know about your lie.

         
         She’d made other promises, too.

         
         Promises that she wouldn’t let Tucker or anyone else in her family hurt Tansy ever again.

         
         Promises to take care of what was hers.

         
         All promises Gemma had broken.

         
         Tansy had held up her end of the bargain admirably. She’d donned the dress; made it down the aisle to the altar. All for what? All for their carefully constructed plans to come crashing down around them because Gemma had gotten cocky and placed her trust in the wrong person. 

         
         It wasn’t just Gemma who had to face the fallout and live with the consequences, but Tansy, too. Because of Gemma, Tansy had
            been exposed, subjected to public scrutiny, public ridicule.
         

         
         Tansy deserved so much more than sorry, a word that didn’t do Gemma’s remorse justice. Tansy deserved so much more than Gemma could give her.
         

         
         She deserved so much more than Gemma. So much better than Gemma.
         

         
         There was only one thing left of any value for Gemma to give Tansy, one promise left for Gemma to uphold.

         
         She couldn’t do it over the phone.

         
         Gemma borrowed Brooks’s car—she’d spent the last two days hiding out on his boat, nauseated from the rocking waves, additionally nauseated by the heart eyes and shy smiles he and her mother exchanged when they didn’t think she was looking—and drove across
            town. She made a pit stop at her apartment, letting herself in with Brooks’s key, which she still had no idea how or when he’d had made.
         

         
         The door to Lucy’s room was open, everything except for the bed frame gone. There was a note taped to the door that she ignored,
            not wanting Lucy’s voice inside her head. Not now. Not ever.
         

         
         Gemma’s purse was on her bed, someone thankfully having grabbed it for her after she’d left the wedding, her mind on other
            matters that day. She slipped out of the clothes she’d borrowed from her mom and into her own pair of sweats and an oversized
            hoodie she’d left behind. The rest of her belongings were still in boxes at Tansy’s.
         

         
         Seven short minutes later, Gemma pulled up in front of Belltown Books. She idled by the curb for an additional five, trying to figure out what the hell she was supposed to say, since she’d decided sorry wasn’t good enough. Five minutes and nothing. She was underprepared and grossly undercaffeinated and . . . just plain gross. There was still hair spray clumped in her
            hair, which she should’ve washed before driving over here, but she couldn’t put this off any longer.
         

         
         A Van Dalen always paid their debts.

         
         Ha. If only.
         

         
         As soon as Gemma stepped inside the store she was rocked by that familiar, comforting smell of wood varnish and books intertwined
            with the nutty, slightly bitter, slightly sweet aroma of brewing coffee. A hint of Tansy’s violet-scented shampoo lingered
            in the air. Tears sprang to Gemma’s eyes. Fuck. One whiff of Tansy’s soap and Gemma was close to blubbering. What the hell was going to happen when she saw her?
         

         
         This wasn’t supposed to be so hard.

         
         Then again, Gemma wasn’t supposed to have fallen in love with Tansy, either, but best-laid schemes.
         

         
         “Welcome to Belltown Books, can I help—” Tansy poked her head around a shelf, words dying as her storm-cloud blue eyes went
            wide. “Gemma. Hi.”
         

         
         Nothing ever had or ever would sound as sweet as her name on Tansy’s lips.

         
         Gemma savored the sound, trying to imprint it upon her memory.

         
         “How have you been?” Tansy cringed. “Wow. Stupid question.”

         
         The corner of Gemma’s mouth rose. “I called you.” She stepped closer, stopping a foot from Tansy. Too far away to touch, but close enough to ache with wanting, fingertips tingling, body buzzing with that persistent awareness that she’d felt from the first moment she’d set eyes on Tansy across the ballroom of the Seattle Yacht Club. “You didn’t answer.” 

         
         Tansy tucked her hair behind her ears, a rueful smile gracing her lips. “Sorry. I turned it off. I kept getting all these—these
            spam calls.” She averted her gaze. “Reporters, mostly. They started calling the store, but there’s nothing I can do about
            that.”
         

         
         Gemma closed her eyes, heart sinking.

         
         “But it’s fine,” Tansy said, a touch too brightly. “I’ve got Kat answering the phone, and she’s much meaner than I am.”

         
         Gemma scuffed her toe against the floor. “Do you, um, have a minute? I was hoping we could talk.”

         
         Tansy nodded. “Sure. Do you want to go upstairs?”

         
         Desperately. But if she went upstairs, if she stepped foot in Tansy’s apartment, was surrounded by Tansy’s scent, her books,
            the memories they’d made, all the unfulfilled possibilities, boxes of her belongings stacked about, some already unpacked,
            she wouldn’t want to leave. She already didn’t want to leave. Going upstairs would only make this harder than it already was—which was a feat, since this was impossible.
         

         
         “I would, but I’m borrowing Brooks’s car. I should probably get it back to him before he realizes it’s gone.”

         
         “I don’t think that’s called borrowing.” Tansy’s lips twitched, and without her meaning them to, Gemma’s lips twitched, too.
         

         
         “I’m going to give it back. Just, you know, with a few additional miles on it and a little less gas in the tank.”

         
         Tansy’s teeth sank into her lip and Gemma ached to thumb it free. “Is that where you’ve been? With your uncle?”

         
         Gemma nodded. “Mom wanted to take me back to Roslyn, but then Brooks offered to let us stay on his boat, so yeah, that’s where I’ve been. On Brooks’s yacht, watching him moon over Mom, which was equally as adorable as it was horrifying. I also learned I wasn’t built for a life at sea, seeing as I spent most of yesterday popping Dramamine and staring at the horizon.” 

         
         Tansy winced. “That sounds terrible.”

         
         “It could’ve been worse.” She cringed. Way to go, Gemma. “Are you, uh . . . how did things go after . . . you know, after—”

         
         “After you left?”

         
         You left, too, Gemma wanted to say. But she understood why Tansy had fled the scene.
         

         
         Gemma cringed harder. “I’m sorry about that. I just couldn’t . . .”

         
         Tansy’s lips tipped up at the corners, a small, subdued, sad smile. “I get it. It was a lot.”

         
         It was, but Tansy shouldn’t have had to handle the aftermath alone. “Still. I shouldn’t have left you standing there like
            I did. That was a supremely shitty thing for me to do.”
         

         
         “I don’t think either of us was firing on all cylinders, considering everything that had happened.”

         
         Gemma huffed. “I’m trying to apologize. I would appreciate it if you’d, you know, let me.”

         
         Tansy smiled. “You don’t have anything to apologize for, Gemma.”

         
         That wasn’t true. “I do. I really do. I—” She swallowed hard. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am, Tansy. For everything. I keep
            going over it all in my head, playing back through conversations I had with Lucy, with Brooks, hints Tucker had dropped, and
            I keep kicking myself for not seeing it coming.”
         

         
         “I didn’t realize you were a fortune teller,” Tansy joked, her eyes sad.

         
         Gemma sniffed hard, sinuses burning. The smell of Tansy’s shampoo was stronger now, and it made the back of her throat thicken.
            “Jesus. How are you so perfect?”
         

         
         Tansy’s jaw dropped. “Me?”

         
         Gemma blinked hard, laughing despite the fact she was pretty sure this ache inside her chest was the feeling of her heart breaking in two. “Yes, you. You’re so fucking kind, Tansy, and I don’t—God, I don’t deserve it. I don’t—” 

         
         She broke off with a hard sniff. How many tears could one person shed within a week? Did the limit not exist?

         
          “You do deserve it, Gemma.” Tansy took a step forward, and Gemma matched it with a step back. Tansy’s face fell, and Gemma hated
            herself more than she already did for making her frown.
         

         
         Tansy was beautiful and brilliant and a bevy of other amazing things Gemma lacked the words for, but she was wrong.

         
         Gemma didn’t deserve it. Not Tansy’s kindness, and certainly not her consolation. She deserved endless recrimination and—and flagellation.
         

         
         If Tansy wouldn’t do it for her, Gemma would do it herself.

         
         “It’s easy to be kind when you care about someone the way I care about you,” Tansy said.

         
         So this was what it felt like, being killed with kindness. A slow, sweet asphyxiation, like all the air in the room had suddenly
            vanished and all Gemma could do was stand here and endure it.
         

         
         Air or not, there was nowhere she’d rather be. But she couldn’t stay. She couldn’t.
         

         
         “Did, uh, Lucy move out?”

         
         She nodded, too choked up to speak. “Mhmm.”

         
         “I’m sorry,” Tansy said.

         
         Gemma shrugged and sniffed. “It, uh, is what it is.”
         

         
         Tansy smiled one of those too-good-to-be-true smiles where it felt like she understood all the things Gemma hadn’t said, and another piece of her heart broke. Never before had Gemma missed someone who was standing right in front of her as badly as she missed Tansy right now. The urge to fling herself into Tansy’s arms was overwhelming, almost impossible to withstand, but she did, instead reaching inside her purse with trembling fingers and pulling out the check she’d written. 

         
         She had to swallow twice before she could speak. “I came by to give you this.”

         
         Gemma held the check out, hand shaking.

         
         Tansy stared at it. “What?”

         
         “It’s yours. You agreed to marry me and I agreed to give you the funds to buy the bookstore.”

         
         Tansy shook her head, looking confused. “But we didn’t get married.”

         
         “No, and that’s hardly your fault.” Gemma flourished the check, praying Tansy would just take it already. “I would say that
            a Van Dalen always pays their debts, but that’s clearly bullshit. But this Van Dalen does, so.”
         

         
         Maybe this was what Mom had meant when she’d told Gemma to make the name Van Dalen mean something new, something she could
            be proud of.
         

         
         Tansy’s eyes flitted between the check and Gemma, confusion plastered across her face. “This is more than we even agreed on.”

         
         “It’s less than you deserve, but it’s all I have to give.”

         
         Tansy lifted her hand, resting her fingertips in the hollow at the base of her throat. “I can’t take this.”

         
         Desperation clawed at her. She shook the check at Tansy. “I need you to take it.”

         
         She couldn’t leave until Tansy took it and she needed to leave as much as she wanted to stay.

         
         “It’s not right,” Tansy stressed.

         
         Now was not the time for Tansy’s sense of—of compunction to get the better of her. Not when Gemma was barely holding it together, hanging by a rapidly fraying thread. “I don’t give a damn if it’s right or not. I want you to have it.” 

         
         “But I didn’t—”

         
         “Please just take it,” Gemma begged. She closed her eyes and sucked in a gasping breath. “I need you to take it. This is the
            only thing I can give you, the only thing I can do to make this whole thing even moderately right. So please, please just take it, Tansy.”
         

         
         When Tansy didn’t take the check, didn’t pluck it from her fingers the way Gemma desperately needed her to, she cracked her
            eyes open. Tansy was staring at her, blue eyes rimmed with red, looking on the verge of tears.
         

         
         Gemma just couldn’t get it right. No matter how hard she tried to do the right thing, the best thing, even when it killed
            her, she just couldn’t get it right. She always, always came up just a little short. Close, but no cigar.
         

         
         “But I don’t want your money,” Tansy whispered. “I just want you.”

         
         A pang of some undefined emotion struck her in the chest, snatching the breath from her lungs.

         
         Tansy had no idea what she was asking for.

         
         Money was what they had agreed on. Money, Gemma could give. Money could make Tansy’s dreams come true.

         
         “This is what we agreed on. This is what I promised you.” Her throat ached like she’d swallowed glass. “It’s the only promise
            I made you that I can keep. So please, just take the damn check, Tansy.”
         

         
         Tansy finally, finally reached out and plucked the check from Gemma’s fingers. Her eyes pierced Gemma. “That’s it, then? You’re just going to give
            me this and—and go?” Her lower lip wobbled. “Am I ever even going to see you again?”
         

         
         It hurt to breathe, like the ragged fragments of her heart were piercing her lungs with every breath. “It would be for the best if you didn’t. The Van Dalens . . . we’re toxic, Tansy. If you know what’s good for you, you should stay far, far away from all of us.” 

         
         Air rasped from between Tansy’s lips, the sound verging on a sob.

         
         Gemma hadn’t thought it was possible to hate herself this much, but apparently her self-loathing knew no bounds.

         
         Tansy gave a jerky nod, lashes fluttering a mile a minute. “If that’s what you want.”

         
         It wasn’t what she wanted, not even close. But what she wanted didn’t matter. It never had.

         
         “The money’s yours to do with whatever you’d like, obviously, but I thought you could use the extra for the renovation. Or
            you could—you could travel. Go somewhere nice. New York, maybe.”
         

         
         Like they’d talked about. Like they’d planned.

         
         “Sure,” Tansy whispered.

         
         Gemma stumbled back a step, knees weak. “Take care, Tansy.”

         
         She turned, reaching for the door.

         
         “Wait!”

         
         She pinched her eyes shut and sucked in another ragged breath, tasting salt as a few renegade tears escaped and slid down
            her face.
         

         
         “Did you mean it?”

         
         Gemma licked her chapped lips, tasting more salt, the corners of her mouth stinging. “Did I mean what?”

         
         A floorboard creaked behind her as Tansy took a step closer. Gemma pressed her forehead against the door, the wood grain biting
            into her skin.
         

         
         “What you said to Lucy.”

         
         Gemma had said plenty to Lucy. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

         
         The floor creaked again, and Gemma didn’t have to turn around to know that Tansy was right behind her. The hair on the back of her neck rose, her whole body humming with awareness. Attuned to Tansy. 

         
         The urge to curve her body into Tansy’s was overwhelming. Gemma pressed her forehead into the door harder.

         
         “It was right before I left the club. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I wanted to make sure you were okay. You asked her if
            it had never occurred to her that you were—you were in love with me.” Tansy dragged in an audible breath. “Did you mean it?
            Were you? Are you?”
         

         
         Gemma bit down on the inside of her lip, redirecting her pain, making it material, flesh and blood, something that, with time,
            would hopefully heal. The taste of rust filled her mouth. “Does it matter?”
         

         
         Tansy hiccupped softly, the sound striking Gemma in the chest and obliterating the fragments of her heart, crushing them to
            a pulp. “God, Gemma. How can you ask me that?”
         

         
         How could Tansy think she didn’t love her?

         
         Couldn’t she see this was killing Gemma? That the door was the only thing keeping her upright?

         
         “Of course it matters to me. It’s the only thing that matters to me,” Tansy said.

         
         Gemma could deny it. Tell Tansy she hadn’t meant it, that it had been a hypothetical she’d hurled at Lucy in the heat of the
            moment. But that would be a lie, and she’d promised to be honest with Tansy.
         

         
         But she couldn’t tell her the truth, either. The moment she said the words, any version of them in any order, explicitly or
            implied, leaving wouldn’t be merely hard—it would be impossible.
         

         
         “I don’t even know how to be in a relationship. I’d have made a terrible wife.” Her lip throbbed in time with her pulse. Talking hurt, breathing hurt, being so close to Tansy without touching her killed Gemma, but better her than Tansy.
         

         
         “That’s not true. You were . . .” Tansy hiccupped softly. “You can’t know that.”

         
         “Well, you can’t know that it’s not true.” Gemma cringed.
         

         
         What a dumb retort. She was losing it—her edge, her mind, her ability to speak without sobbing, the battle against flinging
            herself into Tansy’s arms and begging her to love her back even though she was a Van Dalen and by default that meant she was
            bad for Tansy. That no matter how hard she tried, she—her family—would bring nothing but peril to Tansy’s life.
         

         
         Her hand slipped down the door, finding the knob and gripping it tight, then she stepped to the side and wrenched the door
            open. A tactical retreat, necessary if she had any hope of leaving.
         

         
         “Gemma, please.”
         

         
         Tears blurred her vision. Cars outside streaked past, nothing but fast-moving colors. The air nipped at her nose, freezing
            the tear tracks on her cheeks, chapping her lips. It was so fucking cold compared to the warmth inside Tansy’s store. “You
            dodged a bullet. Trust me.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Two

         
         If Tansy had dodged a bullet, then why, why, why did it feel like her heart had been pierced by one?
         

         
         She’d like for Gemma to explain how this could possibly be for the best when it felt like anything but. Gemma had left the
            store, taking all the oxygen in the room with her. Each breath had hurt more than the last, but she’d had no choice but to
            keep breathing, keep moving, going through the motions of working the register, all with a smile on her face, dying on the
            inside.
         

         
         All with Gemma’s check—more money than Tansy had ever seen in her life, more money than she could reasonably wrap her brain
            around—folded up inside her pocket.
         

         
         She didn’t want it. Not like this, a Pyrrhic victory.

         
         She’d gotten what she’d originally wanted, but at what cost? She’d lost what little pride she’d had to begin with. The most—second
            most?—humiliating moment of her life was tabloid fodder, her face splashed across every local newspaper, including the Seattle Tribune, which, talk about adding insult to injury.
         

         
         Her losses were incalculable, but she’d have been okay if it hadn’t been for her greatest loss of all.

         
         Gemma.

         
         Tansy slammed the register shut with a little too much gusto, nearly jamming the drawer, biting her lip to fight back tears.

         
         What was the point of having all this money if it meant feeling like this? Like a part of her had been brutally ripped out,
            like a part was missing, a part she hadn’t even known existed until she didn’t have it anymore.
         

         
         Money could do plenty, but she doubted it could buy her a new heart. That it could heal the pieces of the one she still had,
            battered and broken as it was.
         

         
         She didn’t understand. Yes, Gemma had upheld her end of the bargain, proving without a shadow of a doubt that she had more
            integrity in her little finger than all the Van Dalens combined, save for maybe Brooks.
         

         
         But therein lay the problem. Tansy didn’t want their relationship to be about bargains or keeping score.

         
         She just wanted Gemma.

         
         “Hey, Tansy?” Kat laid a careful hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

         
         “I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be fine? Don’t I seem fine?”

         
         Fine was a funny word. If she said it frequently enough, it stopped sounding like a real word at all and started sounding like
            nonsense.
         

         
         “You’re sort of shredding that roll of receipt paper, so it made me think maybe you weren’t.” Kat cringed. “You know, fine.”
         

         
         Oh. Tansy dropped the roll onto the counter beside the register. “Whoops.”

         
         “Hey, here’s an idea.” Kat grabbed Tansy by the shoulders and began walking her toward the back of the store. “Why don’t you
            take the rest of the day off and I can work the register?”
         

         
         What? No way. Tansy tried to turn, but Kat blocked her path. “I am fine, Kat.”
         

         
         “No, you aren’t. You’re sad and it’s making me sad and it’s bad for business.”

         
         Her jaw dropped. “How is it bad for business? No one knows I’m sad. I’m—”

         
         “Fine, yes, I heard you the first twenty times.” Kat shooed her in the direction of the stairs. “People who are fine don’t shred
            the receipt paper. People who are fine don’t slam registers shut. People who are fine don’t forget to tell customers to have
            a nice day.”
         

         
         “I did no such thing!”

         
         “You told the last person you rang up to have a day. Not a nice day; just a day.”
         

         
         Tansy crossed her arms. “The sentiment was there. I just misspoke. Big whoop.”

         
         “Tansy, sweetheart, I mean this in the kindest way possible, but I have this terrible feeling that you’re the human equivalent
            of a volcano. You might look fine on the surface, but it’s only a matter of time before you blow, and as your very faithful
            friend and employee who loves this store dearly, I don’t want to have to clean it up, not if but when you blow. Okay?”
         

         
         She wrinkled her nose, letting Kat steer her up the stairs to the first landing. “I am a professional, Kat. There will be
            no blowing.”
         

         
         Kat sighed. “Maybe there should be some blowing. Just not around the customers or the merchandise.” She smiled tightly, rubbing
            Tansy’s arm. “Go take a nap or watch a movie. Wallow or eat a metric fuckton of chocolate or, I don’t know, punch a pillow.
            Just take the day, okay? I’ve got it handled down here.”
         

         
         “If you need anything—”

         
         “I know where to find you. Now, go.” Kat turned, apparently trusting Tansy to make it the rest of the way up the stairs on her own.
         

         
         No sooner had Tansy let herself into her apartment than her doorbell rang. She threw open the door and—

         
         “Katherine?”

         
         “Tansy, hi.” She twisted her hands together. “Do you have a minute?”

         
         She’d been through hell already; might as well add insult to injury and really revel in the misery.

         
         “Sure, why not?” She stepped aside, waving Katherine inside. “Can I get you something to drink?”

         
         “No, thank you.” Katherine perched on the edge of the sofa. “Sweet of you to offer.”

         
         Tansy joined her on the couch and waited for Katherine to explain the reason behind her impromptu visit.

         
         Who the hell was Tansy kidding? What with the wedding that had never happened, Katherine was probably concerned about how
            soon she could accept Scylla’s offer and sell the store.
         

         
         Hands clasped tightly around the handle of her purse, Katherine shifted, getting comfortable. “I know it’s not my business,
            but I wanted to check in and see how you were holding up. I wanted to know if you need anything.”
         

         
         “Need anything?” Tansy repeated. “Like what?”

         
         She wouldn’t say no to a time machine, some way of going back to the minute before Tucker had stood his stupid ass up. Two
            minutes before, maybe—long enough to warn someone to hog-tie him in a back room somewhere and prevent the humiliation he’d
            inflicted on her, round deux.
         

         
         “You know.” Tansy laughed humorlessly. “I’m getting by.”

         
         Katherine looked at her, much too knowingly.

         
         “Tansy—”

         
         “What do you want me to say, Katherine?” She stood, pacing the length of the room. “That I’m sorry for lying to you? Lying
            to everyone? Humiliating myself, and you by association? Because I am, okay? I’m sorry. Is that what you want to hear?”
         

         
         Katherine sniffled into her ever-present handkerchief. “You’re sorry? Tansy, dear, I scarcely know what to say.”
         

         
         Yeah, well, that made two of them. It was the one thing they just might have in common.

         
         Katherine gave a shaky sigh. “I just don’t understand where I went wrong. Where I—”

         
         “It’s not about you.” Tansy’s nails bit into her fists, years of pent-up anger, frustration, sadness escaping her through every outlet they could find. “God. I was sixteen, okay? And I needed you and—”
         

         
         The words spilled out, confessions only Samina and Gemma had heard. About Ashleigh’s cruelty, Madison’s ambivalence, Tucker’s
            sweet words and his deception. The photos he’d taken, the photos he’d spread, her shame, how Montlake Prep had covered it
            all up, and how Tansy had let them because she was too young, too naive, too scared to know better. How she’d kept it from Katherine because she wasn’t sure how she’d react. All of it. Why she hated attending
            family dinners, the reason she’d created a fake girlfriend, her deal with Gemma, how it had started out as a business arrangement
            but had become real. The words tripped off Tansy’s tongue until it was all out there, the ugly truth, no more secrets, no
            more lies.
         

         
         At some point Katherine must’ve left the room, because now she pressed a mug of tea into Tansy’s hands and told her to drink.
            That it would soothe her nerves. It was probably more of a placebo than anything, but it was the sort of thing her mom would’ve
            done, and that alone was enough to make her take a sip at Katherine’s urging.
         

         
         Katherine clasped her hands together atop her lap. “Words cannot do justice to how terribly sorry I am, Tansy. You deserved much more than I gave you.” She sniffled softly and looked away, out the window. “When your father died so soon after we were married, only a few short years after my first husband passed, I was heartbroken. I was grieving and I didn’t want to feel much of anything. I drowned my sorrows in too much wine because I was trying so hard not to think about everything I’d lost that I managed to ignore what I still had—a brand-new daughter.”
         

         
         Tansy felt a pang of sympathy for Katherine. “I know it was hard, Katherine, but I was grieving, too. You lost a husband,
            and I lost my dad on the heels of losing my mother. You were all I had and—”
         

         
         She blinked hard, tired of crying.

         
         “I wasn’t there. You deserved so much better, Tansy. I—I wasn’t entirely oblivious, you know. I saw the way Ashleigh treated
            you. And I ignored it because . . . I didn’t know what else to do. And that will forever be my greatest shame.” Katherine
            dabbed under her eyes with her tissue. “Words cannot do justice to how sorry I am that you didn’t feel like you could talk
            to me and tell me what Tucker, that—that”—her nostrils flared—“low life did to you. I’m sure it’s too little, much too late, but it wasn’t your fault. None of it was your fault.”
         

         
         Her eyes went glossy, vision blurring. Maybe it was too little, too late, but it didn’t matter. Katherine’s words were a much-needed
            balm.
         

         
         “I need you to know how sorry I am that I pushed you to attend dinners, pushed you to the point where you felt like you needed
            to live a lie. And I need you to know how I’d desperately like to do better, be better, if you’ll give me that chance.”
         

         
         “Katherine—”

         
         “On your terms,” Katherine added swiftly. “At your pace. And if you’d rather have your space, I completely understand and
            will respect your decision.”
         

         
         This was all a far cry from the Katherine who had issued ultimatums and strong-armed Tansy into the wedding of Katherine’s dreams, ignoring pretty much every boundary Tansy had ever established.
         

         
         She wasn’t about to hold her breath that Katherine would change overnight, but maybe, just maybe, Katherine could turn over
            a new leaf. If Tansy gave her another chance.
         

         
         “That’s really big of you, Katherine,” she said. “I think I might like that.”

         
         Katherine rested her hand on Tansy’s and smiled. “I think I’d like that, too.”

         
         As much as she loathed the idea of putting a damper on this emotional moment . . . “Katherine, I have to ask. What are you
            planning on doing with the store?”
         

         
         “The store.” Katherine frowned. “Selling, you mean?”

         
         Tansy nodded. “Like I said, Gemma and I had a deal.”

         
         She reached inside her back pocket and pulled out the check Gemma had given her, showing it to Katherine.

         
         “Oh,” Katherine breathed, bringing the check closer to her face. “Oh, my. This—this is a lot of money, Tansy. Easily enough for you to buy the store.”
         

         
         Tansy cringed. “As much as I love this store, as much as I wish you wouldn’t sell it, especially not to Scylla, I don’t think
            I can do it. Cash the check.” Just the thought of depositing it made her stomach hurt. “Even if it means saving the store,
            taking Gemma’s money feels wrong. Like if I take it, I’m admitting to her that this was nothing more than a transaction, when
            it meant so much more to me.”
         

         
         Everything.

         
         Katherine nodded slowly, still eyeing the check a little hungrily. “That’s quite the exhibition of integrity.” She set the check down on the coffee table. “But it does beg the question—why would Gemma give this to you? You said your deal was money in exchange for your hand in marriage, right? And seeing as the two of you made it down the aisle but never quite sealed the deal, so to speak, I can’t help but wonder if Gemma had some sort of ulterior motive in giving you this.” 

         
         As in? “Like what?”

         
         What could Gemma possibly have to gain from giving away that kind of money?

         
         Gemma knew how much Tansy loved the store, how much it meant to her, and yes, once upon a time she’d made a comment about
            how spending her family’s money on saving a small independent bookstore warmed her heart, but something still didn’t connect.
         

         
         Katherine set her hand on Tansy’s knee. “You’re very bright, Tansy; brilliant, even. But I think you might be missing what’s
            right in front of your face. Maybe you’re too close to see it for what it is, what anyone who has had the privilege of seeing
            you and Gemma spend more than five minutes together could see.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned, still not following.

         
         “Perhaps giving you this was Gemma’s way of showing you she cares,” Katherine said. “That this meant more than a mere transaction
            to her, too. Perhaps this was a gesture.”
         

         
         A gesture of what? “But then why would she leave?”
         

         
         Why would she end things between them when it was the only saving grace that had come from this—this mess?
         

         
         Katherine drummed her fingers against her chin. “What else was it that you said she told you? Let me think . . . something
            about how she thought she’d make a terrible wife?”
         

         
         Even hearing the words secondhand, paraphrased, put an ache in Tansy’s chest. “But she wouldn’t.”

         
         “Well, I’m far from an expert,” Katherine said, exhibiting a rare instance of humility. “But it sounds an awful lot to me like those words are coming from a place of fear. As I’m sure you know, our fears aren’t always rational.” 

         
         No, no they weren’t. Tansy knew that all too well.

         
         “Put yourself in her shoes,” Katherine continued. “Based on what you’ve told me, Gemma believes her family to be destructive.
            Which I’m swiftly realizing to be true. But my own feelings aside, think about how Gemma must feel. Especially given your
            history with her cousin. Perhaps she thinks she’s being honorable. Protecting you from her family.” Katherine’s lips twisted
            to the side. “Protecting you from herself.”
         

         
         But it was supposed to be equitable, both give and take. Not about keeping score, but about making certain the other person felt their worth, felt appreciated.
         

         
         She could scarcely believe it, but everything Katherine had said made sense.

         
         “I don’t want her to protect me,” she muttered.

         
         All she wanted was for Gemma—

         
         To want her.

         
         To love her.

         
         Love her the way Tansy loved Gemma.

         
         Because she did.

         
         It had never been her intention, but somewhere along the way, Tansy had fallen head over heels for Gemma, and the only thing
            she wanted was for Gemma to reciprocate.
         

         
         She didn’t need money or grand gestures.

         
         All she wanted was Gemma.

         
         She had tried to tell her that in the store, but if her words wouldn’t cut it, she’d have to try something else. Take a risk.

         
         “Katherine,” she said, distant, already several steps ahead. Planning. “Thanks. But I, uh, I think I need to make a call.”

         
         “I’ll get out of your hair,” she said, standing. “And Tansy? Don’t worry about Scylla. I’m going to turn them down.”

         
         Her jaw dropped. “But you were so adamant—”

         
         “Some things are more important than money.” Katherine shrugged. “I’ll be honest—I’m never going to feel the attachment to
            this store that you do. But I can see how much it matters to you, and the last thing I want is to take something away from
            you that you care about so dearly.” She smiled. “Of course, as soon as you have the funds to purchase . . .”
         

         
         Tansy laughed. “If I ever have the funds to purchase. You’ll be the first to know.”
         

         
         “Before I go, one last thing.” Katherine reached inside her pocket. “I should’ve given you these a long time ago.”

         
         From her pocket, Katherine withdrew two slim white gold bands, one smaller, thinner than the other. Tansy’s breath caught,
            heart clawing up her throat. “Are those—”
         

         
         “Your parents’ wedding rings.” Katherine nodded. “I found them in your father’s safe when you were away at college. I wanted
            to give them to you, but . . .” She shrugged. “I don’t know. It was difficult to part with any piece of him I could find,
            even pieces that were never mine. Whatever happens, they’re yours to do with whatever you’d like.”
         

         
         Tansy extended a shaking hand, allowing Katherine to drop the rings from her palm into Tansy’s. She closed her fingers around
            the cool metal that quickly warmed against her skin. “Thank you.”
         

         
         “Don’t thank me,” Katherine said, smiling. “Go make that call.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Three

         
         Gemma was pissed.
         

         
         Pissed. Ha. Pissed in every sense of the word.

         
         “I’m right pissed.” She snorted, her impression of Teddy’s accent just as deplorable as it had always been. He always laughed when she tried
            that, mocking her for jumping dialects, RP to Geordie to Yorkshire in one sentence.
         

         
         Whatever half of that even meant.

         
         She tipped the bottle of scotch she’d pilfered from Brooks’s bar up to her lips, the burn barely registering. Her mouth felt
            funny. Lips were sorta numb. Numb. That was a funny word. Silent b. Nobody said num-ba, which, hey, that sounded kinda British-ish.
         

         
         “Gemma?” The back door opened and Brooks stepped out onto the deck wearing a navy velvet bathrobe that revealed entirely too
            much chest hair. Too much thigh. “What are you still doing here? I thought you went home.”
         

         
         “Tried.” She shrugged. “Didn’t work.”

         
         “It didn’t work?” Brooks shut the door behind him and frowned. “Did you get lost?”

         
         “That’s absurd. Of course I didn’t get lost.” She scoffed, and that made her lips tingle. “Your car has GPS.”

         
         His brows flew to his hairline. “When did you take my car?”

         
         “Whoops?”

         
         Brooks waved the point aside. “What are you doing on my deck at this hour?”

         
         Well, she needed to think about that. She’d fallen asleep in his guest room only to wake up at two-something and—right. That
            was it. “I got thirsty.”
         

         
         His eyes flitted to the bottle in her hand. “I can see that. I mean, why aren’t you at home raiding your own liquor cabinet?”

         
         “I don’t have a liquor cabinet. We have a liquor shelf.” That sounded funny. “Liquor shelf. Lick her shelf. Ha.”
         

         
         Brooks rolled his eyes. “Why aren’t you at home?”

         
         Home.

         
         She had no home.

         
         All her things were at Tansy’s.

         
         “Because.”

         
         Brooks scratched the side of his nose and sighed. “Oh, I see. Because. Why didn’t you say so sooner?”
         

         
         Gemma frowned. “There’s no need to get all—all pissy with me.” That! “Speaking of, I am pissed.”
         

         
         “Yes, I believe you are.”

         
         She tipped her head back, staring up at the lightening sky. It had gone from a deep navy, the color of Brooks’s bathrobe,
            to indigo, and now to a dreamy shade of violet, the same color Tansy had been wearing the night they’d met. Tansy’s favorite
            color. She lifted the bottle, trying to chase the thoughts of Tansy away with scotch the same way the booze had chased away
            her seasickness. That was why she was pissed. Angry. “How dare you not tell me the secret to getting my sea legs was booze?”
         

         
         Brooks laughed. “Yo, ho, ho, a pirate’s life for you.”

         
         “They drink rum, you dum-dum.”

         
         “My most sincere apologies.”

         
         She sniffed. “Accepted.”

         
         “Gemma.” Brooks stopped beside her, gripping the railing with both hands, staring out at the horizon. “You need to go home.”

         
         There was that word again.

         
         She jutted out her lower lip. “But I’ve just now gotten my sea legs.” The boat swayed and her stomach went topsy-turvy. She
            wrapped an arm around her middle and pinched her eyes shut. Fuck. “Or not.”
         

         
         “You, my dear”—he plucked the bottle from her hand—“are drunk.”

         
         “And in the morning I’ll still want to marry Tansy,” she murmured.

         
         “It’s going on six. It is the morning.”
         

         
         It took a moment for the rocking to subside and for her stomach to settle. When she opened her eyes, Brooks was staring at
            her funny.
         

         
         “What are you doing here, Gemma?”

         
         “Isn’t it obvious? Everyone already thinks I’m a—a reprob—reprob something.”
         

         
         He arched a brow. “A reprobate?”

         
         “That.” She pointed at him. “Yes. A—a good-for-nothing degenerate.” She poked herself in the chest. “That’s me. Why fight it? I’m just going to roll with it.” The boat rocked and her stomach
            lurched. Oh, fuck. She stared hard at the fuzzy horizon, willing her stomach to calm.
         

         
         “I see.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Brooks nod. “So, what? You’re going to live on my boat?”

         
         “It’s good enough for you,” she argued. “Maybe I’ll call up DiCaprio and we’ll hit up”—where was somewhere far away?—“St. Tropez.
            Or—or Ibiza!”
         

         
         He looked like he was trying not to laugh. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I think you’re too old for Leo, dear.”

         
         Too old for—“Gross.” She wrinkled her nose. “Not for that. I meant general debauchery and—and shenanigans.”
         

         
         The thought of touching anyone, anyone touching her, who wasn’t Tansy was almost enough to make her retch.

         
         The corners of his mouth twitched. “As opposed to specific debauchery and shenanigans. I see.”

         
         He was making fun of her. “Shut up.”

         
         Brooks smiled. “If you need a place to stay, you should know you’re always welcome here. But you have a perfectly good apartment
            across town, an apartment that won’t make you green around the gills. Why are you here instead of there?”
         

         
         Her chest hurt. It felt like someone was trying to carve her heart out using a rusty X-Acto knife. “I don’t live there anymore. All my things
            are at Tansy’s.”
         

         
         Brooks nodded slowly and turned, staring out at the lake. “And you aren’t at Tansy’s because . . . ?”

         
         The way his tone went gentle grated. Gemma harrumphed. “That’s a stupid question.”

         
         “Humor me,” he said.

         
         “Because.” The breeze whipped her hair into her face and she shivered, goose bumps rising along her bare arms. “I fucked up.”
         

         
         “Okay. And?”

         
         And? “Are you serious?” A bitter laugh escaped her. “There’s no way you can be that obtuse.”
         

         
         Brooks stared at her, gaze infuriatingly unflinching.

         
         “I fucked up!” she repeated, voice rising. “I failed. I lost. Tucker won. Tansy wound up humiliated. Humiliated because of
            me. End of story.” Her knuckles turned white around the railing, the metal icy and slick against her palms. “What part of this isn’t computing?” 

         
         “Tucker and Lucy conspired against you, yes.”

         
         Gemma flinched. Never would be too soon to hear that name.

         
         “Your secrets were exposed in a disastrously public forum, this is true.”

         
         “I don’t need a recap,” Gemma snapped. “I was there. I lived it. I’ve got the wedding dress to show for it.”

         
         Brooks continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “You were humiliated and betrayed and you underestimated Tucker. Frankly, so did
            I. You lost the company. Tucker will likely be bequeathed the majority shares during today’s meeting and named—”
         

         
         “What part of I don’t need a recap don’t you understand? I don’t want to talk about it.”
         

         
         “To conquer a thing, Gemma, you must look it in the eye.”

         
         “Jesus.” She scoffed, breath escaping in a cloud of fog. “Did you read that off a fortune cookie?”
         

         
         “As a matter of fact, I did. Little Duck in the U-District. Come for the mapo tofu, stay for the life lessons.”

         
         “If all you’re going to do is stand there and crack jokes, you can go back inside. Better yet, you can give me that bottle
            back and then you go inside.”
         

         
         “Testy, testy.” Brooks tutted. “I have a point, I promise.”

         
         “Do you plan on getting to it anytime soon, or should I have a seat?”

         
         Brooks shut one eye, head teetering from side to side. “Define soon.”
         

         
         “Ugh.” Gemma plopped down on the deck, crossing her legs and leaning back against the side of the boat. She couldn’t see the horizon like this and her yoga pants offered practically zero protection against the chilly deck, but at least she could relax. “Fine. Carry on.” 

         
         “You might’ve lost the company, but I fail to see how that prevents you from being with Tansy.”

         
         Wasn’t it obvious?

         
         “I made Tansy a promise. I promised to protect her. I promised I would never let Tucker or anyone else in this family hurt
            her, and what happened? Exactly that. I failed, Brooks.” Her throat thickened, and it hurt to swallow. “Tansy deserves so much better.”
         

         
         Brooks stared down at her, a frown on his face. “What Tansy does or doesn’t deserve isn’t for you to decide. That’s her decision
            to make. You making that call for her is an insult to her intelligence.”
         

         
         Tansy was brilliant. “I didn’t mean—”
         

         
         “Of course you didn’t. But Gemma, darling, the road to hell is paved with the best intentions. Now, if you’re struggling with
            feelings of inferiority, that’s a problem for you to work through. Preferably with a licensed therapist. I’m happy to recommend
            one. But those feelings shouldn’t keep you from chasing your happiness. From fighting for it.” Brooks bent his knees, lowering himself to the deck, setting the bottle down beside him. “It’s not about deserving,
            Gemma. You’re asking the wrong question. This family is terrible, yes. I know it, you know it, and Tansy knows it, too. The
            question you should be asking is, does she want you anyway? And if she does, if she know the risks and she wants you and you
            want her—which I believe you do, otherwise you wouldn’t be out here, freezing your ass off on the deck of my boat in December
            like a complete idiot—and you want to be together and there’s no tragic, insurmountable circumstances keeping you apart, I
            fail to see the problem.”
         

         
         A watery laugh exploded from between her lips. “Hypocrite much? What do you call what you’ve been doing for the last thirty years?” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she regretted them. “God, I’m a bitch. Ignore me.”
         

         
         Brooks rocked to the side, bumping her shoulder with his. “You certainly can be. Just as I can be a rotten bastard. But you
            aren’t wrong.”
         

         
         “Brooks, I—”

         
         “No. It’s true. I handled my heartbreak terribly. Not a day went by that I didn’t regret letting this family dictate my choices.
            Control my life.” He shook his head. “Be better than me, Gemma. Rise above it.” Brooks smiled softly. “As for feeling like
            you’ve failed, well, failure is an inescapable part of life. But failing doesn’t make you a failure. And I’m sorry your father made you feel like the two were synonymous. You are more than your achievements, Gemma. You are
            brilliant, and ambitious, and you are good, do you hear me? And what you do or do not achieve in this life has no bearing on your value.”
         

         
         God. She dragged a hand under her nose and laughed. “I hate you so much.”
         

         
         She didn’t. Not even a little.

         
         The corners of his eyes crinkled when he smiled. “Love you, too, niece.”

         
         “Why couldn’t you have married my mom?” she asked. “Then you could’ve been my dad.”

         
         Brooks threw his head back and laughed. “I make a much better uncle, trust me.”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “You’re drunk,” he said, still smiling.

         
         Yes, but not so drunk that she didn’t know what she was saying. Not so drunk that she didn’t mean it. “Whatever you are, you’re pretty great.” 

         
         “If I’m so great, maybe my advice is worth listening to. Worth taking.”

         
         She sniffed hard and leaned her head back against the wall. “Let’s say I try. What happens the next time I inevitably fuck
            up?”
         

         
         “Then you wake up the next day and you try again and fail again and fail better.”

         
         Gemma snorted. “Okay, Samuel Beckett.”

         
         “I mean it, Gemma. You might not deserve Tansy now—though it’s not up for you to decide—but you will never deserve her if you continue to sit around wasting your time and getting plastered on a yacht docked in a lake.”
         

         
         Loath as she was to admit it, he had a point.

         
         “The way I see it, you have two choices. You can stay here, pickling your liver with my—” Brooks looked at the bottle in his
            hand and winced. “Really, Gemma? My Glenlivet?”
         

         
         She shrugged. “Sorry?”

         
         “Can’t say you aren’t my niece.” He rolled his eyes. “You can stay here, pickling your liver with my eighteen-year-old Glenlivet
            single malt scotch, or you can get dressed—” He sniffed, wrinkling his nose. “Correction. You can shower and get dressed—”
         

         
         “Hey!” she protested, sniffing her hair and—oh God, she really was rank.

         
         “—and come with me to the general meeting,” Brooks finished.

         
         Her jaw went slack. “Why in God’s name would I want to do that?”

         
         “Because,” he said, taking a swig from the bottle and barely wincing. “Tucker hasn’t inherited the company yet. If and when
            he does, he intends to sell it.”
         

         
         “What?” No. All this, everything Tucker had put her through, put Tansy through, and for what? To turn around and sell the company for a quick buck? “To who? Wait—how do you even know this?”
         

         
         “Remember how I told you I was going to be your inside man? Well, slandering you to your father and Tucker worked wonders.”
            He smiled, wry. “Or it did until the evening of your rehearsal dinner, during which your father saw me speaking to your mother
            and swiftly booted me back out of the inner sanctum.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m only sorry they never quite trusted me enough to divulge all the details of their sordid plan. Otherwise, you must know I’d have told you before Tucker could get up and—”
         

         
         “I believe you, Brooks. I trust you, okay?”

         
         Brooks’s face did something complicated, blinking rapidly. “My, thank you. That is—” He cleared his throat. “Now isn’t the time for me to be getting sentimental, is it?”
         

         
         “Rain check? You can blubber on me later.” She smiled. “I’ll even let you use my shoulder as a hanky.”

         
         He laughed. “I have my own hankies, thank you very much.”
         

         
         “Monogrammed?”

         
         “Obviously.” Brooks sobered. “Gemma, your father, Tucker, Sterling, they talked about a meeting with Crenshaw Global Capital.
            With the managing director of CGC, Markham Matthews, to be precise. You know, a little hedge fund with a lovely reputation
            for slashing costs dramatically by reducing the number of journalists working for its newspapers by half? Ring any bells?”
         

         
         Her stomach plummeted to the depths of Lake Union. “Let me guess, they’re looking to add Van Dalen Publishing to the ranks
            of newspaper companies they’ve purchased, stripped, and destroyed?”
         

         
         Brooks nodded. “I’d have told you, but it hardly seemed necessary when you were mere days from walking down the aisle. I didn’t want to trouble you.” He lowered his head. “I’m sorry.” 

         
         “It’s not you I’m pissed at.” She wished he’d told her, sure, but he didn’t deserve her fury; Tucker did. Her father did. Not Brooks, who’d done what he had thought was right. She couldn’t fault him for that. For trying. “Let me guess, the
            plan is to sell to CGC for a hefty sum to be split between Tucker, Victor, and Sterling?”
         

         
         Brooks nodded.

         
         It all made sense. Victor couldn’t care less about Tucker; he cared about his bottom line. The reason he and Sterling hadn’t
            put up more than the requisite fuss at being passed over in the line of succession was because they had a fail-safe, a plan
            for a payday that wouldn’t only fuck her over but would hand the keys to the family business over to a vulture capitalist.
         

         
         “Markham likes to talk when he’s had a few too many Manhattans. There was discussion of downsizing the staff at the Seattle Daily News by over forty percent. That would put at least four hundred people out of work. There was talk of shuttering several of VDP’s
            papers entirely. They are ruthless, Gemma. Ruthless.”
         

         
         Gemma clutched the collar of her coat in her fist, thumb resting on the hollow at the base of her throat where her pulse pounded.

         
         Fuck.

         
         “So what am I supposed to do about it?” What could she do about it? “I’m not married. I didn’t satisfy the terms and conditions of Grandpa’s will in time. I fucked up. What
            do you want me to say, Brooks? What do you want me to do?”
         

         
         Her hands were tied.

         
         “What I want is for you to try,” Brooks pleaded. “Come to the meeting. Tell the board members what Tucker is planning. It will mean more coming from you than it will from me.” 

         
         “Me?” She scoffed. “The ousted heir? You’re kidding.”
         

         
         “Gemma—”

         
         “And what would they even do if they believed me?”

         
         “Approval of a sale requires a two-thirds majority vote by shareholders. Even with the shares he’s due to inherit, Tucker
            will need another fifteen percent of shareholders to vote in favor. Between your father and Sterling, that’s an additional
            ten percent. He needs another five. If you speak at the annual general meeting, the meeting attended by not only the board
            but the shareholders who elected them, maybe, just maybe you could stop the sale in its tracks. Stop Tucker in his tracks.”
         

         
         “It’s a long shot.” So maybe she could convince one shareholder not to sell. Hell, maybe she could convince almost all of the shareholders not to sell. All it would take was one additional shareholder jumping ship for everything she had worked
            toward, everything her grandfather had worked for, her great-grandfather had built, to fall apart. “And what does it have to do with Tansy?”
         

         
         “Everything and nothing.” Brooks shrugged. “You want to be the type of person who deserves Tansy? You can start by taking
            a chance on this, doing the right thing not for pride or glory or money or bragging rights but because it’s right. Because
            maybe you can’t stop Tucker from inheriting the company, but just maybe you can stop him from selling it. Maybe you can prevent
            thousands of people from losing their jobs.”
         

         
         “You’re the one on the board. You don’t need me there.”

         
         Brooks shrugged. “No, I suppose I don’t. But I’d like you to be there. I think the truth, coming from you, would be much more
            powerful than if it came from me.”
         

         
         It sounded like an exercise in futility, as honorable as it was foolish.

         
         But how would she be able to sleep at night knowing she could’ve tried and that she hadn’t? Probably as well as she’d slept
            last night and the night before that and the one before that.
         

         
         “I’m drunk,” she said, stating the obvious. “I can’t exactly walk into a board room smelling like Glenlivet and seeing double.”

         
         “Sweetheart, if you think you’d be the first person to attend an annual shareholders’ meeting shit-faced, you’ve got another
            think coming.” Brooks laughed. “In a few hours, you’ll be sober. Don’t worry.”
         

         
         Fair enough.

         
         “Come on.” Brooks smiled. “What do you have to lose?”

         
         Gemma pressed the heel of her hand into her breastbone, trying and failing to massage away the ache inside her chest.

         
         Nothing. She had nothing to lose.

         
         But maybe she had something to save.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Four

         
         Tansy squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her hand to her stomach. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

         
         “Please don’t spew,” Teddy begged. “If you vomit, I’ll vomit, and the inside of this elevator will look like a scene out of
            The Exorcist. I’m talking regurgitated mushy peas everywhere. And bacon. I had bacon this morning, too. And something tells me it won’t
            be perfectly crisped when it makes its reappearance.”
         

         
         Her stomach roiled at the picture he painted. “Has anyone ever told you you’ve got a way with words?”

         
         “As a matter of fact, several times. I consider it a matter of pride that I can—oh, right. Sorry.”

         
         Tansy breathed through her mouth, trying to drag in more oxygen, the air inside the elevator stifling.

         
         Elevators didn’t usually make her this dizzy, like her organs were free-floating inside her body, and like her meager breakfast
            was going to make a rapid reappearance. Maybe it was nerves.
         

         
         “You know, it’s probably nerves,” Teddy said, echoing her thoughts.

         
         “Probably.” Despite the sudden vertigo, Tansy smiled. “Or it could be the talk of mushy peas.”

         
         Teddy laughed. “Got it. Ixnay on the ushymay easpay.”

         
         The elevator dinged, and Teddy seized her wrist, tugging her through the doors.

         
         “Do you know where you’re going?”

         
         He shrugged. “Pretty much following my intuition. It’s hardly ever wrong about these things.”

         
         Tansy had to lengthen her stride to keep up with him. “What things? Office layouts?”

         
         “I’ve got a sort of sixth sense for corporate cupidity. Just keep up and I’m sure we’ll find it.”

         
         The place was all white paint and exposed red brick, framed newspapers dating back to Van Dalen Publishing’s inception decorating
            the walls.
         

         
         “Are you sure we’re headed in the right . . .”

         
         Raised voices filtered out into the hall from behind a closed door.

         
         “This is ludicrous. A total waste of the board’s precious time.” That was the unmistakable voice of Gemma’s father.
         

         
         “Precious time, my ass.” And that was Brooks. “You just don’t want the truth to come out.”
         

         
         “Do us all a favor and sit down, Brooks.” That special brand of condescension could only belong to Sterling.
         

         
         Teddy slowed to a stop in front of the conference room’s door. “This must be it.” He turned, looking at her over his shoulder.
            “You ready?”
         

         
         Her stomach rioted, bile creeping up the back of her throat. “Not really.”

         
         “Give the girl a chance to speak,” someone said.
         

         
         Teddy started to reach for the handle but Tansy grabbed his arm, stopping him from opening the door. “Wait a second.”

         
         She cocked her head, straining to listen through the door.

         
         “I prefer woman, but hey, semantics, right?”

         
         Tansy’s heart beat faster.

         
         Gemma.

         
         She pressed her ear to the door, listening harder.

         
         “Wow, tough crowd. Okay, down to brass tacks, then. Got it.”

         
         Despite her nerves, Tansy smiled.

         
         “I’m sure I’ve totally lost any and all credibility I might’ve once had, but this isn’t about me. This is about my grandfather’s
               legacy, my great-grandfather’s legacy. My great-grandfather started this company because he wanted to bring the truth to the
               people of Seattle, make it accessible. This is about all of you and the people who work downstairs in the newsroom and—and
               it’s about doing what’s right even if it isn’t always easy.”

         
         Someone scoffed. “What do you know about that?”
         

         
         Tansy flinched. Tucker.

         
         “Shut up.”

         
         “Decorum, please.”

         
         “Sorry,” Gemma said, not sounding sorry in the slightest. “As I was saying, this isn’t about me, and it’s not about the mistakes I’ve made—mistakes I am willing to own. This is about
               the company and this is about the truth. Not one of Van Dalen Publishing’s papers has instituted a pay wall, on the basis
               that the distribution of the truth to the masses is more important than profit. I never had the pleasure of meeting my great-grandfather,
               but my grandfather had a quote he liked to say, a quote he learned from his father. ‘The truth is like a lion. You don’t have
               to defend it. Let it loose. It will defend itself.’ St. Augustine said that. And in that spirit, I think everyone here should
               know that I’ve recently learned that Tucker, should he be named president—”
         

         
         “When he’s named president.”

         
         “—plans to sell the company to Crenshaw Global Capital.”

         
         The meeting devolved into chaos, board members speaking over one another, voices rising.

         
         Tansy’s heart swelled with pride. Standing up and speaking in front of a room full of board members—many of whom had been present at the wedding—couldn’t be easy. Facing and owning up to her faults, her lies, must be challenging, but Gemma was doing it. She was facing down the board because it was the right thing to do. Tansy jabbed the heel of her hand into her chest, aching with the desire to tell Gemma how—how proud she was. How much she admired her tenacity and courage. 

         
         “Quiet down!” Mr. Barnes shouted. “Gemma, even if this is true, the president needs a two-thirds majority vote from the board to authorize a sale.”
         

         
         “Which Tucker has already made strides toward acquiring with the backing of Victor and Sterling,” Gemma said.
         

         
         More murmurs filled the air.

         
         “I believe the words hostile takeover are probably flashing through your minds right about now.”

         
         “I personally prefer coup d’état,” Tucker said.
         

         
         “Shut up, Tucker,” Sterling hissed.
         

         
         Tansy rolled her eyes. Dumbass. What she had ever seen in him was a mystery. Hormones and fiction.

         
         “If I remember correctly, you were there, too, Brooks,” Victor said.
         

         
         “Indeed I was. As a double agent.”

         
         “Why am I not surprised?” Victor scoffed.
         

         
         “The better question is why any of you trusted me to begin with?” Brooks laughed. “Honestly. No one should trust me farther than they can throw me. Don’t let my swimmer’s build fool you. I have a surprising
               amount of muscle mass.”
         

         
         “Is this true, Victor? Sterling?” Mr. Barnes asked. “Have you been conspiring to sell the company?”
         

         
         “It’s not just about selling; it’s about the bottom line. Even if we don’t sell, we could drastically increase our profit margin by reducing our staff by at least thirty percent,” Sterling said.
         

         
         “Or by reevaluating our health care plan. Who the fuck offers dental these days?” Victor laughed.
         

         
         Gemma scoffed. “Ninety percent of employers with more than five hundred employees?”
         

         
         “Reducing benefits and laying off hardworking employees for the sake of profits goes directly against VDP’s ethics.”

         
         “Not to mention that it’s bad press,” someone added. “Reducing health care? Can you imagine the headlines?”
         

         
         “And profits are too stable to warrant a sale.”

         
         There was a murmur of agreement.

         
         “Stable?” Victor scoffed. “Who the hell wants to settle for stable? We should be striving for record-breaking profits.”
         

         
         “People over profits is one of the founding tenets of this company,” a voice she didn’t recognize chimed in.
         

         
         “Well, maybe this company needs to consider moving in a different direction if we’d like to keep up with the competition and
               the times,” Tucker said.
         

         
         A stark silence followed.

         
         “Everyone, I suggest we proceed with the agenda. Our first matter of business is instating our new president. I remind the
               board that Hieronymus Wilhelm van Dalen’s trust named me the executor of his will, a role I have approached with due diligence.
               Hieronymus named his granddaughter, Gemma Lise van Dalen, his successor, with the stipulation that she be legitimately married
               by the annual shareholders’ meeting. In the event that his granddaughter does not meet the stipulated conditions, which she
               has not, Hieronymus has named his grandson, Tucker Midas van Dalen, his successor.”

         
         “I think this is your cue,” Teddy whispered.

         
         It was. If only she could get her feet to move.

         
         “As a matter of formality, I move to instate Tucker as the new president of Van Dalen—”

         
         Someone started to cough. Loudly.

         
         “Sorry, sorry,” Brooks said. “Tickle. Does someone have water?”
         

         
         “It’s right in front of you,” Victor said.
         

         
         “Tansy?” Teddy prompted. “It’s now or never, love.”

         
         Now or never. Right. Gemma had been so brave, unflinching in the face of adversity; the least Tansy could do was be brave,
            too. Regardless of the outcome, regardless of how Gemma felt. The truth didn’t need defending. It just needed to be said.
         

         
         Tansy closed her fingers around the doorknob and pushed her weight against the door.

         
         “You’ve got this,” Teddy whispered.

         
         The door opened and the conference room fell silent, all eyes on her. Sweat broke out along the small of her back, her shirt
            sticking to her skin.
         

         
         “What are you doing here?” Tucker sneered. “This is a private board meeting. Board members and shareholders only.”
         

         
         Sunlight caught on the multicolored glitter flecked throughout Tucker’s hair. Teddy snickered.

         
         “Shut up, Edward Cullen,” he said. “And let the lady speak.”

         
         Tucker purpled, seething silently.

         
         Apparently someone had driven themself to work today.
         

         
         Laughter died on her lips as Gemma met her eyes across the conference table. “Hi.”

         
         Gemma smiled. “Hey.”

         
         “Miss Adams? This is a private board meeting,” Mr. Barnes said gently.

         
         “Right. I’m sorry to interrupt, but—” No. That wasn’t true at all. “Actually, no. I’m not sorry. I’m not sorry in the slightest.”
         

         
         A murmur rose as several board members leaned toward one another, whispering.

         
         Tansy stood a little straighter. “I’m here because I have something I need to say, something that can’t wait.”

         
         “This is preposterous.” Sterling crossed his arms. “Buster? Kick her out.”

         
         Mr. Barnes frowned. “Miss Adams, I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you to wait out—”

         
         “I’m here because I’m in love with Gemma van Dalen,” she blurted.

         
         Gemma’s elbow slipped off the conference table, her jaw going slack.

         
         Mr. Barnes smiled, looking puzzled. “That’s nice, dear.”

         
         “Nice? Nice, my ass. This interruption is not only irrelevant; it’s, quite frankly, a waste of everyone in this room’s time.” Sterling
            sneered, so closely resembling his son in that moment that she could hardly stand to look at him, let alone meet his eyes.
            “Your schoolgirl idolatry has no place in the boardroom, young lady.”
         

         
         A scoff slipped from between her lips, unbidden. All eyes turned to her, her cheeks heating. In for a penny, in for a pound . . .
            “I don’t think I like your tone, Mr. Van Dalen.” She stood a little straighter, shoulders rolling back. “As a matter of fact,
            I know I don’t like it.” Her heart thundered inside her chest, words escaping in a rush now that the floodgates had opened.
            “Maybe my schoolgirl idolatry, as you put it, has no place in this boardroom, but neither does your condescension.”
         

         
         “Be that as it may, Miss. Adams, Mr. Van Dalen has a point,” Mr. Barnes said. “This is a private meeting, and we really must
            be—”
         

         
         “I have a point,” she said. “I promise.”

         
         Mr. Barnes smiled tightly. “Might I suggest you get to it?”

         
         “This is absurd, Barnes,” Victor argued. “You’re going to let this girl ride roughshod over this meeting? We have important business to discuss.” 

         
         “Shut up,” Gemma said, eyes never once leaving Tansy, putting a funny but not altogether unwelcome lump in her throat. “Let
            Tansy speak.”
         

         
         Tansy took a deep breath in. She could do this. “I lied. Gemma and I, we weren’t really dating.”

         
         “We’re all too aware of the fact that you lied, dear,” Mr. Barnes said, brow furrowed. “Everyone from here to Hawaii is aware
            you lied.”
         

         
         “Hawaii?” She frowned. “That’s all?”

         
         Mr. Barnes moved his finger in a counterclockwise circle. “Easternly.”

         
         Oh. Wow, that was the whole planet. “That’s . . . subjectively horrifying, but objectively impressive.”
         

         
         Gemma laughed, quickly clapping a hand over her mouth.

         
         Her laugh, this laugh, was Tansy’s favorite sound. Not a bitter-edged laugh born from despair, but bold and bright, bursting from between
            her lips like she was incapable of keeping it contained. Tansy beamed at her.
         

         
         Mr. Barnes smiled. “Your point, Miss Adams?”

         
         Her point. Right. She should get to it before they booted her from the room, perhaps bodily removing her. She wouldn’t put
            it past Tucker to try.
         

         
         “I don’t exactly have the greatest relationship with my family. My stepfamily,” she started over, from the beginning, or as
            to close to the beginning as anyone in this room needed to hear. “They don’t . . . well, to be honest, they don’t exactly
            like me.”
         

         
         This was her greatest shame, and here she was about to share it with a roomful of strangers, Gemma’s family, and Tucker. But if it meant she had even a shot in the dark of salvaging her relationship with Gemma, she’d bare herself for everyone to see, for everyone to judge. If that’s what it took, so be it. 

         
         “I couldn’t stomach the idea of attending another family dinner alone, sitting there and listening to my stepsister make snide
            comments about everything from my name to the way I dress to the way I talk to the fact that I rarely ever go on dates. I
            couldn’t sit there as my step-cousin laughed along and my stepmother did nothing, all while Tucker sat across the table from me, and no one seemed to care that—that he took advantage of me when I was sixteen as part of a
            cruel prank and I got treated like some sort of desperate, delusional pariah because of it.” She blinked hard, vision blurring. “So, I lied
            and told my stepmother I was seeing someone so I could get out of family dinners without telling everyone how I actually felt,
            because as much as I hate how they treat me, the thought of not having a family at all was worse.”
         

         
         “Glitter was too good for you, you lily-bellied, yellow-livered, son of a one-eyed prairie dog,” Teddy snapped. He frowned.
            “Wait, that’s not right. Lily-bellied—no, lily-livered, yellow—you know what? Fuck you.”
         

         
         The corner of Tucker’s mouth curled in a sneer.

         
         “And—I’m sorry, you are . . . ?” Mr. Barnes asked.

         
         Teddy stood taller, adjusting the collar of his mostly unbuttoned shirt. He jerked his chin at her. “Theodore Archibald Barnaby
            Reginald Francis Ferdinand the fifth. And I’m with Tansy.”
         

         
         “All right,” Mr. Barnes said faintly. “Tansy?”

         
         “You can’t be serious.” Sterling stood, shoving his chair back against the wall. “You have lost control of this meeting. I
            move that we remove these—these trespassers at once.”
         

         
         “Seconded,” Tucker said.

         
         “You aren’t a board member,” Gemma snapped.

         
         “I second the motion,” Victor said, brows rising haughtily.
         

         
         Gemma rolled her eyes.

         
         “Jesus,” Mr. Barnes muttered under this breath. “Fine. We have a motion to remove Miss Adams and—”
         

         
         “You can call me Teddy.”

         
         “Miss Adams and Mr. Teddy,” Mr. Barnes finished.

         
         “Just Teddy.” Teddy grinned. “Mr. Teddy’s my father.”

         
         Gemma snorted.

         
         Mr. Barnes rubbed his brow. “All right. We have a motion to remove Miss Adams and Just Teddy from the meeting. All in favor, say yes.”
         

         
         Only Victor and Sterling spoke. The rest of the room was silent.

         
         “You must be kidding.” Victor’s glare traveled around the table.

         
         “I, personally, would like to hear what Miss Adams has to say,” a woman in a pinstripe suit with her hair pulled back in a
            severe bun chimed in. “I believe her . . . confession, if you will, could potentially influence the public perception of the
            company, in light of last week’s bad press. Which, I believe, our shareholders will be interested in.” She shrugged and smiled.
            “Besides, aren’t you all curious?”
         

         
         There was a rumble of agreement.

         
         “Most interesting thing to happen at one of these meetings since 1978!” an older man said, nodding.

         
         “Miss Adams, you have the floor,” Mr. Barnes said.

         
         Oh God, where was she? Her lie. Right. “Long story short—”

         
         “TL;DR,” Teddy said.

         
         Tansy laughed. “Thanks, Teddy. When my stepmother asked the name of the person I was dating, I—well, I didn’t quite pull the
            name Gemma out of thin air, but from a box of romance novels. My lie snowballed and took on a life of its own and the last thing I expected was for Gemma to crash Tucker’s wedding, for her to be his cousin, for Gemma West to be Gemma van Dalen. It was a total coincidence, and it worked out in both our favors.”
         

         
         Victor scoffed. “Are you all seriously buying this drivel?”

         
         “Miss Adams has the floor,” Mr. Barnes chided.

         
         “I wish I could bring myself to feel guilty about lying, and maybe a part of me does—the part of me that objectively recognizes
            it as being wrong, the part of me that knows lying is bad—but I’ve spent my entire life playing by the rules and doing the
            right thing while people like Tucker do terrible things and get away with it, and frankly, I’m tired of it.” Tansy dried her
            damp palms off against her thighs. “Mostly, I’m beyond thankful that this bizarre lie I told allowed my life to intersect
            with Gemma’s. Because honestly? What are the chances? One in a million? More? I can’t regret that.”
         

         
         Gemma smiled, steeling Tansy’s resolve to keep going.

         
         “I’m not perfect, and neither is Gemma. She’s stubborn and proud and she makes mistakes, but her heart is always in the right
            place and she cares. She is devoted to her friends and her mother, and I think, if given the chance, she could be just as devoted to this company.
            She already is.” Tansy shrugged. “She didn’t lie out of spite or greed or any of the terrible reasons her family have probably
            already spread around, but because she cares about her grandfather’s legacy and she cares about the papers VDP owns and the
            people who work for them. And she knows what I think you all know deep down: Tucker doesn’t care about this company. He only
            wants to be president so that he can be the majority shareholder in hopes of profiting from the company’s sale.”
         

         
         “Conjecture,” Sterling said. “Total conjecture.”

         
         Everyone ignored him, even Tucker, who stared petulantly at the wall, lips twisted to the side in a sour scowl, glitter scattered
            across his shoulders and lapels.
         

         
         Tansy turned to the only person in the room whose opinion she really cared about. Gemma stared back at her with wide, glossy eyes and parted lips, the only lips Tansy wanted to kiss for the rest of her life. 

         
         “I can’t bring myself to regret any of it, because I can’t help but think that if either of us had done even one thing differently,
            maybe everything would be different. Maybe we never would’ve even met.” Her eyes burned with the threat of fresh tears. She
            didn’t want to play the game of what-if, knowing without a doubt that her life was all the richer because Gemma was in it.
            Richer in a way money had no hand in. “Honestly? I’m not even sorry that Tucker ruined our wedding.”
         

         
         A murmur went up around the table, and Gemma’s brow furrowed.

         
         Tansy circled the conference table, passing behind Gemma’s father, her uncle, Tucker. She ignored the eyes that followed her
            around the room, never once taking her gaze off Gemma. “I’m not sorry, because if we had gotten married then, we might’ve
            always wondered if we had done it because I needed money and you wanted to inherit your family business. But, Gemma, I couldn’t
            care less about your money or your last name or the mistakes you’ve made. I care about you. I love you, and I love the way you look at me like you’re looking at me right now, like I’m the only person in the whole
            room, the only person in the world.”
         

         
         “You aren’t?” Gemma laughed, dragging her fingertips beneath her eyes.

         
         Tansy stopped in front of Gemma, heart beating like a kickdrum against the wall of her chest as she slipped her hand inside the front pocket of her pants, fingers curling around cool metal. “I love the way you make me feel and the way you make me believe anything is possible with perseverance. So, if this is as real for you as it is for me”—she lowered herself to her knees, both of them, because she didn’t trust herself to balance on one—“will you marry me?” 

         
         Gemma gasped as the sunlight streaming through the window gleamed against the white gold bands resting in Tansy’s open palm.

         
         “These belonged to my parents,” Tansy said, voice trembling, hand trembling, too. “This one was my mom’s, and I know it’s
            not much, but it’s everything to me, and I want you to have it.”
         

         
         “Oh, come on,” Tucker muttered.

         
         “Shut up,” someone hissed, not Teddy.

         
         Gemma slipped off her seat with far more grace than Tansy could’ve managed, and she did it in three-inch heels. She sank down
            to her knees in front of Tansy, joining her on the carpeted floor. “Yes.” A watery laugh burst from between her lips. “Of
            course.”
         

         
         “Speak up,” someone said. “We can’t hear you down there.”

         
         “I said yes!” Gemma shouted.
         

         
         “Fuck yeah!” Teddy clapped.

         
         Several—she didn’t know how many—board members joined in.

         
         The handful of butterflies in Tansy’s stomach blossomed into a full-blown kaleidoscope as Gemma leaned in, pressing her mouth
            to Tansy’s. Her fingers slid against Tansy’s palm, but Tansy closed her hand before Gemma could grab her ring.
         

         
         “Congratulations.” Mr. Barnes nodded. “I’m very happy for you both.”

         
         “Yeah, we’re all over the moon.” Tucker rolled his eyes. “Now can we get back to the meeting sometime this—”

         
         A loud pop filled the air, followed by the soft fizz of a bottle of champagne overflowing and spilling out onto the floor. Teddy held
            the bottle aloft, a smile on his face. “Cheers!”
         

         
         “—century,” Tucker finished, glumly.

         
         “Tucker has a point.” Mr. Barnes smacked his lips together like the words were distasteful. “This does beg the question of
            whether you’re finished, Miss Adams?”
         

         
         “Actually, no.” As a matter of fact, she was just getting started. She held out a hand for Gemma to take, helping her stand.
            Once they were both on their feet, Gemma’s fingers laced with hers, she addressed the board. “I have one last thing to say,
            aside from thanking you all for letting me interrupt your meeting.”
         

         
         Victor rolled his eyes. “We’ll send you an invoice for time wasted.”

         
         Gemma smiled. “Do it.”

         
         Tansy was fully expecting a no, to be laughed out of the room, but she couldn’t leave without trying. “I think—I hope—everyone here can see that I love Gemma.”
         

         
         “And I love Tansy.” Gemma leaned in, brushing against Tansy’s temple. Tansy melted, knees weakening, brain blanking. What
            was she saying?
         

         
         Over Gemma’s shoulder, Brooks shot Tansy a thumbs-up.

         
         Right. “No matter what happens, we’re going to get married, but I was hoping that since the annual meeting isn’t over—”
         

         
         Sterling scoffed. “The meeting’s barely begun.”

         
         She smiled. “Thank you, Sterling. The meeting’s barely begun, and so I was thinking that since Hieronymus’s trust stipulated
            Gemma be married by the annual general meeting, technically if we were to get married before the meeting is over, now, then the requirements of the trust would be met. And, Mr. Barnes, seeing as you were going to marry us anyway, I was thinking
            you could marry us now.”
         

         
         Gemma’s eyes widened. “Tansy?”

         
         “This is preposterous.” Victor laughed. “Buster, tell them.”

         
         “Your face is preposterous.” Teddy leaned against the wall, feet kicked out in front of him, ankles crossed, licking champagne off his wrist. 

         
         Victor purpled. “Buster! Please!”
         

         
         Mr. Barnes rubbed his forehead. “This is certainly unprecedented. I can see both sides.”

         
         Victor huffed. “Both sides, my ass.”

         
         “The word by does leave room for ambiguity. Does it mean on or before? Hieronymus didn’t exactly denote a time stamp in his trust.” He dropped his hands and drummed his fingers against the edge
            of the conference table. “He did, however, make his thoughts on the marriage stipulation clear to me. He didn’t desire to
            make your life more difficult, Gemma. He honestly believed his marriage to Mara made him a better man. Marriage meant he had
            a confidante, a real partner, someone he could lean on, because suffice it to say, being president of a multimillion-dollar media newspaper empire is
            not without its stressors.” Mr. Barnes laughed. “He believed the way a person conducts themself in private and in their personal
            affairs spoke volumes as to how they would conduct themselves in public and in business. Because of Mara, Hieronymus claimed
            to be a better listener, that he learned to compromise, negotiate, express his needs and heed hers—all traits he said were
            essential to have as a leader. While I respect my late, great friend’s opinions, I’m not personally of the mind that marriage
            or even a relationship is essential for anyone to develop those traits and skills, but this isn’t about me. It’s about Hieronymus
            and respecting his final wishes.”
         

         
         Most nodded solemnly in agreement.

         
         “Gemma, dear, as I have known you your entire life, I fear I’m biased on the matter of whether by means on or before, so I’m going to turn it over to the board for a vote.”
         

         
         They weren’t out of the running yet.

         
         “This is bullshit,” Tucker cried. “Dad, tell them.”

         
         “Tucker—”

         
         “Tell them.”

         
         “Oh, be quiet.” Brooks stood and plucked the bottle of champagne from Teddy’s hand. “You’re giving me a headache. Go, on,
            Buster. Before Tucker has a conniption.”
         

         
         “Right. Before we begin, I will say that as of this very moment, though you have yet to satisfy the terms of your grandfather’s
            trust to the letter, I believe you’ve satisfied them in spirit.” Mr. Barnes’s eyes crinkled as he smiled and Gemma’s grip
            on Tansy’s fingers tightened.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she whispered, lashes fluttering as she blinked fast and hard.

         
         “All those in favor of considering a marriage that takes place this day, before the conclusion of this meeting, to satisfy
            the terms and conditions of Hieronymus Wilhelm van Dalen’s trust, say yes.”
         

         
         This was it. Tansy held her breath and squeezed Gemma’s fingers.

         
         “Hell yes.” Brooks grinned.

         
         A chorus of yeses went up around the table. Tansy tried to count them, but there were too many. As far as problems went, it was a good one
            to have.
         

         
         “As a matter of formality, those opposed?”

         
         Victor, Sterling, and a handful of board members, fewer than five, murmured their dissent.

         
         She did the math. Even if Mr. Barnes was looking for a two-thirds majority, they had it. They had it.
         

         
         “Holy shit,” Gemma murmured. “Oh my God.”

         
         Her thoughts exactly.

         
         “And the yeses have it.” Mr. Barnes smiled. “Now, without further ado—”
         

         
         Tucker stood, chair crashing into the wall. “This is unbelievable.” His nostrils flared, face turning red. “You’ll be hearing
            from my lawyer.”
         

         
         He stormed out of the conference room, slamming the door behind him, leaving a trail of glitter in his wake.

         
         Sterling’s jaw worked, and beside him, Victor fumed silently, hands curling into fists atop the table.

         
         Mr. Barnes coughed. “Not to rush things along, but do either of you mind cutting to the chase? We really do have a full agenda
            to discuss after this . . .”
         

         
         Gemma turned. “Tansy?”

         
         “I just want to marry you.”

         
         “All right, then. Let’s see if I can remember how this goes . . . uh, thank you all for joining us as we share in this wonderful
            if not unexpected occasion. Today we’re here to unite Gemma Lise van Dalen and Tansy . . .” Mr. Barnes winced. “What’s your
            middle name, dear? I’m afraid I’ve forgotten.”
         

         
         Tansy laughed. “Elizabeth.”

         
         Gemma reached out and thumbed away a tear Tansy hadn’t even realized had fallen.

         
         “We’re here to unite Gemma Lise van Dalen and Tansy Elizabeth Adams in marriage.” Mr. Barnes cleared his throat. “Suffice
            it to say, I think I’ll skip the part about objections and get right to it. Do you, Gemma, take this woman to be your lawfully
            wedded wife, to live together in matrimony, to love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health, in sorrow
            and in joy, in good times and in bad, to have and to hold, from this day forward, as long as you both shall live?”
         

         
         Gemma beamed at her. “Hell yeah, I do.”

         
         Tansy hadn’t had even a sip of champagne and yet there was an effervescent feeling in her chest, as if she’d slugged down the whole bottle. 

         
         “Do you, Tansy, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife, to live together in matrimony, to love her, comfort her,
            honor and keep her, in sickness and in health, in sorrow and in joy, in good times and in bad, to have and to hold, from this
            day forward, as long as you both shall live?”
         

         
         “I do,” Tansy said, toes curling in her shoes, swaying toward Gemma.

         
         “And now for the rings, which I believe you’ve selected?”

         
         Tansy held out her parents’ rings, cupped in the palm of her hand.

         
         “Perfect. Gemma, as you place this ring on Tansy’s finger, please repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed and pledge you my love now and forever.”
         

         
         Gemma took the larger band once belonging to Tansy’s father and slipped it onto Tansy’s ring finger. It was several sizes
            too large, and yet perfect. “With this ring, I thee wed and pledge you my love now and forever.”
         

         
         Tansy curled her fingers into a fist to keep it from falling off.

         
         “Tansy, as you place this ring on Gemma’s finger, please repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed and pledge you my love now and forever.”
         

         
         Tansy took her mother’s ring and, with trembling hands, slipped it onto Gemma’s finger. Butterflies erupted inside her stomach,
            and her heart soared. This was it, the moment she’d once fantasized about and hadn’t let herself dream of for far too long.
            “With this ring, I thee wed and pledge you my love now and forever.”
         

         
         “By the authority vested in me by the state of Washington, I now pronounce you wife and wife.” Mr. Barnes clapped his hands. “Tansy, Gemma, you may now—” 

         
         Gemma reached out, hands cupping the sides of Tansy’s face as she dragged her closer. Tansy’s breath caught in her throat
            as Gemma’s mouth lowered, meeting hers in a soft, sweet kiss. It was no less explosive for how chaste it was, and Tansy’s
            knees turned to Jell-O, her heartbeat deafening inside her ears. This wasn’t their first kiss, far from it, but it was their
            first kiss as wives. The first of many.
         

         
         The first of forever.
         

         
         Someone, Brooks or Teddy most likely, wolf whistled.

         
         “No take backs,” Gemma whispered, a wicked gleam in her eye.

         
         She wouldn’t dream of it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Five

         
         “It’s beer before liquor, never sicker, but where exactly does champagne fit into the equation?” Yvonne asked.

         
         “A fair question, babe.” Max nodded sagely. “It’s sparkling wine. There’s got to be a saying for that, too, right?”

         
         “Wine before beer and you’ll feel queer.” Rochelle frowned. “I think that’s it?”

         
         Teddy squinted. “What if I always feel queer?”

         
         “Queer as in sick,” Rochelle said. “I think.”

         
         “Sick as in rad?” Max frowned.

         
         Rochelle shrugged. “I think sick as in funny.”

         
         “What kind of funny?” Yvonne asked. “Like, I ate a bad clam funny or ha-ha you’re so hilarious funny? You Americans are so ambiguous.”
         

         
         “You’re so hilarious as in actually funny, or like, the jokes suck but you haven’t gotten laid in a while so you’ll grin and bear it?” Max wondered.
         

         
         “Bear what?” Yvonne asked, looking horrified.
         

         
         “I don’t think they’re listening to us,” Max stage-whispered. “They seem a little . . . preoccupied.”

         
         “Shut up.” Gemma smiled against Tansy’s lips, too busy kissing her wife—holy shit, she had a wife—to care that her friends were teasing her. “Maybe you just shouldn’t mix your alcohol?”
         

         
         “That’s boring.” Max frowned. “Is this a sign of the times? Are you boring now that you’re married?”

         
         Now, that was ridiculous. “There’s not one thing boring about me.”
         

         
         “Married for less than three hours and already a drag.” Teddy tutted, grinning. “Tell me, Tansy, how does it feel, having
            a ball and chain?”
         

         
         Gemma drew back and narrowed her eyes, shaking her finger at Tansy playfully. “Answer carefully.”

         
         Tansy leaned forward and nipped at the tip of Gemma’s finger, dissolving into peals of laughter, presumably, at the look on
            Gemma’s face. Someone was feisty. “It feels great. Like I’d do it all over again if I could.”
         

         
         Rochelle grinned. “I think that is the champagne talking.”
         

         
         “I think Rochelle might be right.” Teddy nudged Tansy with his elbow. “I do believe you’re drunk, love.”

         
         “She’s queer.” Yvonne laughed.

         
         “Tell me something I don’t know.” Tansy laughed and snuggled up against Gemma’s side, head lolling against Gemma’s shoulder.
            Gemma dragged her even closer, sneaking a thumb under Tansy’s sweater and sweeping little arcing semicircles against her skin.
         

         
         Tansy shivered sweetly as Gemma pressed a kiss to Tansy’s hairline. Gemma reached for Tansy’s glass of water and set it down
            in front of her. “Drink up.”
         

         
         Max grinned. “Oh yeah, she’s definitely gone boring on us.”
         

         
         Gemma rolled her eyes and kicked Max under the table. “Shut up.”

         
         She couldn’t even say it with a straight face. She hadn’t stopped smiling since she’d slipped that oversized ring on Tansy’s
            finger.
         

         
         “Big, bad company president.” Teddy reached out and booped her nose. “Tell me, how does it feel?”

         
         Terrifying.

         
         Surreal.

         
         Amazing.

         
         Like it hadn’t quite hit her.

         
         Like she was cradling something fragile in her hands and she couldn’t hold on to it too tight, otherwise she’d crush it. But
            if she didn’t hold on to it tight enough, it would slip between her fingers.
         

         
         Like she had the worst case of imposter syndrome and was just waiting for someone to walk up and tell her there’d been a huge
            mistake. Did Gemma actually think she was president of Van Dalen Publishing? Ha fucking ha. She wasn’t actually married to Tansy. It was all just a joke. April Fools’ had come a few months early.
         

         
         Gemma wasn’t sure when it was going to feel real, when she was going to stop being slightly terrified that she’d wake up and
            realize this was all a dream.
         

         
         It wasn’t today. It probably wouldn’t be tomorrow, either. But until that time came . . .

         
         “It feels good,” she said. “Really good.”
         

         
         Because on the off chance that none of this was real? Gemma was going to savor every fucking minute of it.

         
         If this was a dream, she never wanted to wake up.

         
         “It feels even better knowing that I don’t have to do it by myself.” Oh God. She stuck out her tongue. “That was horrifically
            sappy.”
         

         
         “If you can’t be sappy on your wedding day, when can you be?” Brooks wandered up to the table, rocks glass in hand. “Congratulations,
            you two.” He tipped his glass toward them. “Again.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Uncle Brooks. And thank you for getting us this room on such short notice.”

         
         After she and Tansy had exchanged their vows and she had accepted the role of company president with majority board backing,
            the general meeting had proceeded, business as usual. After three long hours, the meeting had concluded, the board secretary
            promising to email out the meeting’s minutes later in the afternoon. Minutes Gemma was going to without a doubt frame and
            hang on a wall somewhere, because talk about a memory she wanted to keep.
         

         
         Victor and Sterling had slipped out, their tails between their legs, while the rest of the board and shareholders sipped champagne
            and ate cake that someone had procured from—well, Gemma didn’t know exactly where the cake had come from, only that she wasn’t
            about to say no to a slice of red velvet decadence. At some point, Brooks had climbed up onto the conference table, attention
            whore that he was, and told everyone the party was moving down the street to the private loft at Purple Café & Wine Bar.
         

         
         She and Tansy had walked into a party already in full swing, just waiting for the guests of honor to arrive.

         
         “Short notice?” Brooks arched a brow. “Gemma, darling, I booked the private loft yesterday when Tansy called your mother,
            who then called me.”
         

         
         Her jaw went slack. “What?”

         
         Tansy lifted her head, eyes twinkling as she bit her lip. “Oh, shoot. Did I forget to mention that part?”

         
         She laughed. “I was wondering how you got into the building, let alone up to the twenty-sixth floor, and why you”—she turned to Brooks—“didn’t seem all that surprised. So everything you said to me this morning on the boat, you said knowing—”
         

         
         “Tansy intended to crash the shareholders’ meeting and propose? Indeed I did. Granted, I couldn’t have known her gambit would
            work, but I hoped you’d be leaving the meeting at least an engaged woman, if not a married one.” His lower lip jutted out
            in a dramatic pout. “Also among the outcomes I couldn’t have expected was to walk out of the meeting as a C-level officer.
            Honestly, Gemma? How could you betray me like that?”
         

         
         “Betray you? Oh, please.”

         
         After Gemma had been declared president, the current—previous—COO had let his loyalties be known, making it crystal clear that he not only sided with Victor and Sterling and Tucker, but
            that he agreed with the plan to, if not sell the company, downsize and reduce employee benefits.
         

         
         The second motion of the meeting had been replacing him with a new COO who would usher the company into a new and brighter
            future while still aligning with the values of the old.
         

         
         Brooks had been named, and well . . . “Who was I to argue with the board and shareholders?”

         
         “Do you know how hard I’m going to have to work? I’m already tired just thinking about it.” He sighed, eyes gazing off into
            the distance, expression forlorn. “This is going to cut into my time spent romancing your mother.”
         

         
         “Cry me a river, old man.”

         
         Brooks’s scoff bled into a laugh. “You’re awful.” He turned his attention on Tansy. “Tansy, I hope you know your wife is a
            holy terror and you have your work cut out for you.” He raised his glass to the table. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. As the new
            COO, I have a few calls I need to make that can’t wait a minute longer.”
         

         
         Calls? Now? Gemma narrowed her eyes, nose finally attuned to the scent of Brooks’s brand of bullshit. “Uncle Brooks . . .”
         

         
         “What? I intend to take my new role very seriously.”
         

         
         Even Tansy snorted.

         
         Brooks dropped the act, rolling his eyes. “Fine, yes, I was planning on calling Bitsie and leaving her a gloating voicemail.
            You caught me.” He backed away from the table. “Since I’ve been so expertly thwarted, I think I’ll call your mother. Maybe
            I’ll make plans to spend the weekend in Roslyn instead.”
         

         
         Gemma grabbed her flute of champagne, raising it toward him. “As long as I don’t have to hear about it, have fun.”

         
         “And wear a condom!” Max called out after him. Noticing Gemma’s scowl, he smiled sheepishly. “Not the proper sentiment?”

         
         She let her expression do the talking for her.

         
         “It seems, friends, that we are, sadly, out of champagne.” Teddy held the bottle upside down, nothing but a dribble escaping
            into the glass in front of Rochelle. “Another bottle for the table?”
         

         
         “S’il vous plaît, mon petit bouchon.” Yvonne stood, tugging down her skirt. “Quelqu’un sait-il—désolé, does anyone know where
            the restroom is in this place?”
         

         
         “I do.” Rochelle motioned for Max to move. “I’ll show you.”

         
         Max slipped out of the booth. “You need a hand at the bar, Theodore?”

         
         Teddy bowed his head. “As a matter of fact, I would love one, Maximillian.”

         
         Gemma leaned in, lips grazing Tansy’s ear once they were alone. “Did you hear that? Apparently, your wife is a holy terror.”

         
         Tansy turned, resting her forehead against Gemma’s. “I wouldn’t have her any other way.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epilogue
Two Years Later

         
         “If all the single ladies could gather on the dance floor, please! All the single ladies to the dance floor! Our very beautiful
            bride is going to be tossing that gorgeous bouquet. Come on down, come on down! All you single ladies, if you ain’t got a
            ring on it, mosey on over to the dance floor!”
         

         
         Tansy had never been so happy to be married in her life as she watched all the single women assembled on the bow of Brooks’s
            boat. Above, on the upper deck, Lena stood, beaming, holding her bouquet of black hellebore and honeysuckle, staring down
            at the crowd.
         

         
         “Boo.” Arms draped around Tansy’s shoulders, and the sweet scent of vanilla and vetiver and cherry-sweet bourbon filled her nose.
            “Be my dance partner?”
         

         
         As if she would ever turn her wife down for a dance. “Always.”

         
         Gemma whisked her off to the dance floor, promptly twirling her in a circle, making her head spin. A laugh escaped Tansy as
            she careened into Gemma, who steadied her, hands settling on her hips. “Having fun?”
         

         
         “Mm.” It was a lovely wedding and pleasantly low-key—a refreshing departure from the other weddings she’d been to, including her own. “Are you?” 

         
         “I won’t lie.” Gemma looked over her shoulder to where Brooks and Lena were slow dancing on the far side of the deck, looking
            for all the world like they were the only two people on this boat. The only two people in the whole world. Gemma smiled. “I
            think it’s always going to be a bit bizarre. Brooks being my uncle-slash-stepfather. Feels a little Beverly Hillbillies to me. But the way he looks at Mom, like she’s his reason for breathing, oxygen be damned? How could I ever be upset about
            a thing like that? I mean, they seem happy. Don’t they?”
         

         
         They looked more than happy. Brooks was looking at Lena with an expression that Tansy often saw when she caught Gemma staring
            at her—eyes full of awe and lips parted softly in a fond smile that Tansy now secretly thought of as hers. The whole world
            got to witness Gemma’s sly smiles and smirks, her sharpness, and Tansy got to see that, too, appreciate it. But no one else
            was privy to that particular soft smile, no one but Tansy. She had a sneaking suspicion it was the same with Brooks and Lena.
         

         
         To her credit, Lena appeared just as smitten. Together, they looked the way Tansy felt—like there was a persistent, pleasant
            warmth in her chest, butterflies in her stomach, and as if her heart was permanently lodged in her throat, making it so that
            with every word she spoke to Gemma, there was love on her lips.
         

         
         “They do. And Lena, wow, she looks radiant.”

         
         “She does, doesn’t she?” Gemma smiled. “Speaking of radiant . . .”

         
         Heat bloomed in her cheeks. “Stop.”

         
         “Never.” Gemma shook her head, grinning.

         
         “Sap,” she accused, fondly. Always, unerringly fond.
         

         
         “The sappiest,” Gemma agreed, lacing her fingers together at the small of Tansy’s back, swaying slowly to the music. “If I’m going to be something, you bet your absolutely biteable ass I’m going to be the best at it.” 

         
         There was that smile, her favorite, the one that was hers and hers alone. “Biteable, is it?”

         
         Gemma’s smile went sly. “You need a demonstration?”

         
         Her face flamed. “Not here.”

         
         “Oh, yes, I’m going to lift your dress up right here, right now, in the middle of the dance floor in front of everyone.” Gemma
            rolled her eyes. “Later, obviously.”
         

         
         Who was she to argue with a promise like that? “Later.”

         
         “Speaking of later, you do know what tomorrow is, right?”
         

         
         Tomorrow? It was the twenty-second. “It’s our anniversary.”

         
         “Our second anniversary,” Gemma specified. “A very special anniversary.”
         

         
         Tansy frowned. “Because it’s . . . the cotton anniversary?”

         
         Though she could hardly see what was so special about that.

         
         Gemma snorted. “No. Though, spoiler, I might’ve bought you a new weighted blanket because you were complaining about yours not being heavy enough.
            But! That’s hardly the only thing I’ve gotten you, so don’t worry.” She leaned in, pecking Tansy on the tip of the nose. “I
            promise you’ll still be surprised.”
         

         
         “Gemma—”

         
         “Don’t you dare say I shouldn’t have.” Gemma’s brows rose in warning. “We have a deal, remember?”

         
         Tansy knew better than to argue with Gemma where gift-giving was concerned. “I was going to ask what you meant about this anniversary being special, but now I’m thinking maybe I will give you a hard time.”
         

         
         It wasn’t as if she hadn’t gotten a Gemma a gift. Made her a gift. In stolen moments when Gemma wasn’t home, Tansy had cross-stitched a portrait of her, Gemma, Mills, and Boon. Their little family. 

         
         Gemma hmmed, hands sweeping lower, past the point of respectability. Tansy’s breath caught as Gemma’s fingers curved around her hips,
            grabbing her ass and dragging her closer, whispering hot and heavy in her ear, “Ooh, is that my present? You give me a hard time and I get to—what?” She drew back, biting her lip. “Punish you for your impertinence?”
         

         
         “We are in still in public,” she whispered, the heat in her face slithering lower, pooling beneath her belly button.
         

         
         Gemma grinned. “You want to go somewhere private?”

         
         Yes. Always. “Later. I want you to finish what you were saying.”
         

         
         Gemma groaned, head dropping back. “Like I can be expected to string a thought together with you looking like that.”

         
         Tansy burst out laughing. “This old thing? You once called this sweater ugly as sin and told me it belonged at the bottom
            of an incinerator.”
         

         
         “But see, now it has sentimental value.” Gemma lifted a hand and fingered the rhinestone-embellished collar of Tansy’s cardigan.
            “You were wearing this the night I met you. It’s practically lucky at this point.”
         

         
         Tansy leaned in, lips brushing Gemma’s.

         
         “Still a sap,” she whispered.

         
         “Sappiest,” Gemma corrected. “You can call me whatever you want, as long as I get to call myself yours.”
         

         
         Tansy shuddered and shivered, melting into Gemma. “You’ve got a way with words, Gemma van Dalen. You know that?”

         
         “What can I say? You bring out the best in me, Tansy Adams van Dalen.” She traced the crest of Tansy’s cheek with the pad of her thumb. “Now, what was I saying . . . right, tomorrow is a very special day.”
         

         
         “Our second anniversary.” Tansy nodded. “As we’ve established.”

         
         “Yes, our second anniversary.” Gemma stared at her for a moment, then sighed. “My grandfather’s trust stipulated I marry and remain married
            for no fewer than two years. That was the initial deal, yours and mine. And tomorrow, those two years are up.”
         

         
         Time really did fly. In the two years since she and Gemma had exchanged vows in front of the board and shareholders of VDP,
            Madison had divorced Tucker, Victor had filed for bankruptcy after being found guilty of tax evasion, and VDP shares had skyrocketed.
            Under Gemma’s leadership, the company had gone public, flourishing without sacrificing the values that set it apart from its
            competitors.
         

         
         VDP wasn’t the only company flourishing. Belltown Books was doing better than it ever had, posting record sales with an expanded
            staff, Tansy having purchased the store from Katherine in a lucrative deal just over a year ago with Gemma’s unwavering backing.
            The store was a must-stop shop for books and a queer neighborhood landmark, hosting standing-room-only book clubs and never
            failing to draw in a crowd of loyal locals and newcomers alike. Belltown Books and its employees were thriving and, Tansy
            liked to think, doing her parents’ legacy proud.
         

         
         “Our deal was also that we’d be married in name only. We saw how well that worked out.”
         

         
         An agreement dashed in what? Under thirty days, if memory served.

         
         Gemma smiled impishly, her eyes flitting upward, crinkling softly at the corners. “I just figured, I’d do my due diligence and remind you before the warranty runs out and you’re stuck with me forever.” 

         
         “Forever, hmm?” Tansy clasped her fingers together behind Gemma’s neck. “Sounds like an awfully long time.”

         
         Gemma looked at Tansy in that special way of hers, like Tansy was her reason for breathing, oxygen be damned. A look that
            never failed to, ironically, take Tansy’s breath away. “If I’m lucky.”
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