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      You know those little white lies you tell, because they’re harmless? Like “I wish I could go out tonight, but I’ve already got plans,” but you know those plans only involve you, the couch, and a movie? Or when a loved one cooks all day, and when it’s time to eat, what they made is actually terrible, but you’d never say that, so instead you lie and tell them it’s delicious?

      Well, the little white lie I told is no longer harmless.

      Or maybe it never was to begin with. 

      I mean, pretending to be engaged to someone is kind of a big deal, but in my defense, I believed my fake engagement would only last one short week and that when the week was over, I would go back to life as I knew it. 

      I had no idea the lie I told would spiral out of control and take on a life of its own. I for sure never expected to fall stupidly in love with Jace Ellis.

      But fall I did, and now I have to figure out if he fell right along with me. 

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Plastic Waste

          

        

      

    

    
      “Did you send Aunt Lucy your flight details?” I ask my mom from where I’m lying next to her open suitcase. I listen to the sound of hangers clinking together coming from the closet on the opposite side of the room.

      “Yes, Mom,” she calls like a teenager, and I can actually hear her rolling her eyes at me.

      “And you gave her the list of medications you’ll need to get while you’re there, so she could confirm the pharmacy has them in stock?” I meet her gaze as she comes out with her arms full of stuff and she tosses it all onto the mound of clothes already piled high next to me.

      “I did. Now stop being such a worry wart.” Seeing her with a smile on her face and color in her cheeks almost makes me believe that the last year and a half has been nothing but a bad dream. But the pretty floral headwrap covering the silver hair that’s now growing from her head is all the reminder I need to know it wasn’t.

      In a single year, she’s completed two surgeries, then underwent chemo and radiation to make sure the breast cancer she was diagnosed with was gone. She’s one of the lucky ones who was able to ring the bell at the end of her last treatment one week ago. But that knot that started in the pit of my stomach when she was diagnosed is still there, and I’m not sure it will ever be gone.

      “I’m going to be fine.”

      Her statement snaps me out of my thoughts, and I focus on her. When I see her own worry, but for me, etched into her pretty features, I plaster a smile on my face. “I know.” And I do. I really do know she will be okay, but I still don’t love the idea that she will be so far from me. “Tell me again why you have to go for so long? I mean, what are you even going to do with Aunt Lucy for six weeks?”

      “We’ll figure that out, and you, my beautiful girl, will act like the twenty-seven-year-old single woman you are and go out with friends… or find a man… to spend time with.”

      I snort. I can’t help it. I don’t have much of a social life anymore, since all my friends stopped inviting me out when Mom was going through treatment after treatment and my answer to their invites was always no.

      And spend time with a man? No, thank you very much. Been there, done that, and I don’t want seconds.

      “Don’t act like that. You could at least try to date again.” She sighs.

      “Mom, I’ve seen the fish in the sea, and they are all contaminated by whatever toxins are floating around in the water with them. It’s probably all the plastic waste out there.”

      “There are nice guys around, Penny. You just have to find them.”

      “And where do you suggest I find one of these nice guys, Mom?” I raise my brows. “On a dating app, where the guys are looking for a hook-up? Or the bar, where the men are drunk… and also just looking to hook up?”

      “Don’t be a smartass. You could meet someone at a store.”

      “A store?”

      “Yes, it happens all the time.”

      “Then I should just get a summer job at the grocery store. That way I’m around when Mr. Hallmark Movie needs a gallon of milk.” I laugh when she throws one of her frilly pillows at me.

      “I’m just saying, you can find something to do while I’m gone that doesn’t involve sitting on the couch in your pajamas, watching documentaries about world wars and ancient history like some seventy-year-old man.”

      “History is important.”

      “Right.” She smiles, then her face goes soft, but her tone becomes serious. “Please do something fun, okay? Even just one thing. That way you can tell me all about it, all right?”

      “Fine, I’ll find something fun to do while you’re gone.”

      “Good.” She leans over to touch her fingers to my cheek, then looks at her suitcase. “Now help me pack, so I can get to the airport.”

      “You have like five hours before your flight leaves.”

      “Yes, but I might want a coffee or to shop before I get on my plane. Plus, I don’t want to rush.”

      “All right, all right, let’s get you packed, just so you can leave me sooner.” I pout and listen to her laugh as I sit up. The truth is, I hate the idea of her being gone, but I’m happy she’ll be able to spend time with my aunt and grandma in New York, even if I will miss her. For a while, we didn’t know what the future would hold, so her being able to travel is a good thing, and I know she needs this trip.

      Plus, I have plans of my own.

      For the last year, while Mom’s been going through treatments and surgeries, I’ve been working with a travel agent, planning a trip to Paris—somewhere my mom has talked about visiting since I can remember. I wanted to surprise her with the trip, not if but when she was in remission, and when she gets back from New York, I’ll be able to share the news that we are going on her dream trip. Ten days in Paris, staying at a fancy hotel close to the Eiffel Tower, eating and drinking to our hearts’ content, and seeing some of the history I love, up close and personal.

      I’m excited, and I know that when she finds out, she will probably pass out with happiness.

      But first, I need to make it through the next few weeks, because in order to finish paying for the trip, I had to find a summer job. I was planning on working at one of the local businesses near my apartment, but then a friend of mine from college, Christy, offered me a temporary assistant position. She just had a baby and needed someone to fill in for her while she’s on maternity leave, and since I will be making way more than I would at say… a coffee shop, I took her up on her offer.

      I’m nervous. I haven’t had an office job since I was in college, and all I can remember is that I hated every second of it. There was nothing worse than going into work and dealing with the politics and different personalities. And to say I’m out of practice dealing with adults is an understatement, since I spend most of my days wrangling six- and seven-year-olds. But I just keep telling myself that if I can handle all the drama that happens in my classroom on a daily basis, I should be okay.

      Or I hope so, anyway.

      The only thing that has me somewhat concerned is that the person Christy originally hired to cover for her while she was on maternity leave quit unexpectedly, and when I asked her why, she changed the subject, then avoided the conversation when I brought it up again. And since her boss is some big shot who is loaded, I can only imagine he played a part in that person quitting without notice. Which doesn’t make me very hopeful for what awaits me.

      But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe he’s awesome and I’m overthinking things. I guess only time will tell.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Meeting Mr. Grump

          

        

      

    

    
      With my purse over my shoulder and heels on my feet that feel foreign after living in sneakers for the last few years, I pull open the front door of Ellis Technologies and wonder if I’m late. The huge two-story space is filled with the low hum of talking as men and women go from here to there with purpose, like the tiny ants in glass ant farms I keep in my classroom for my kids to watch.

      “Can I help you?” Turning my head, I watch a very attractive man wearing a security uniform approach me across the sunlit white tile, and I glance quickly at his name tag. Mike.

      “Hi, I’m here to fill in for Christy Smith for the next few weeks.”

      “Penny, right?” he asks, and I nod. “Christy said to expect you.” He motions with a lift of his chin to the right. “Come with me and I’ll get you a badge, then take you up to her desk and introduce you to Jace.”

      “Great.” I follow behind him, and my heels clack against the tile, the sound drawing attention from people going about their workday and stopping them in their tracks. I stick out like a sore thumb—with my copper hair up in a tight bun and my chic business attire—amongst everyone else dressed like they’re running errands on a Saturday afternoon in their jeans, shorts, and T-shirts.

      My cheeks get hot, and a ball of anxiousness flares to life in the centre of my chest. The uncomfortable feeling isn’t something I’ve felt in years, probably since I was in middle school. I find myself avoiding making eye contact with anyone, and I keep close to Mike.

      I go through the motions of him taking my photo and printing off my badge, and before long, we are on the move again. I follow him upstairs, where we walk between long tables that are set up almost like my classroom. Except up here, no one is sitting down. Everyone is up and talking in small groups or watching giant screens hanging on each side of the room, where there are videos of games being played and numbers scrolling.

      When Mike comes to a stop, I watch him press a button on the wall before he glances over his shoulder at me. “You’ll be in here.”

      A smoky glass door slides open, revealing a huge corner office with floor-to-ceiling windows. Stepping into the room, I get so lost in the view out the clear glass that I walk toward it without thinking. Where I live near Modesto, I never get to see the Golden Gate Bridge and rolling green hills beyond it, and from here, it’s the entire stunning view.

      “Assuming you’re Penny, I’d like to get to work… whenever you’re done,” a deep, masculine voice calls, bouncing around the room and making me jump.

      I spin on my heels, holding my hand against my now-pounding heart.

      Sitting casually behind a black-lacquered desk that is covered with papers and coffee cups is a dark-haired man with thick-framed glasses that are perched on the bridge of his nose. A neatly trimmed mustache and beard cover the lower half of his face. He’s a conundrum in his glasses that make him look a bit nerdy with the tattoos traveling down his arms ending just above his wrists. Without a doubt, if he put on a suit, he’d be almost unrecognizable—like Clark Kent was in Superman when he wore his specs.

      When he stands, I shift on my heels, feeling like an idiot for not asking Christy for the dress code, because it’s obvious there isn’t one around here. The only difference between the man in front of me and everyone outside this room is that his plain black T-shirt looks expensive and freshly pressed. And so do his khaki shorts that surprisingly look cool on him.

      But surely the head of the company, the person I’ll actually be working for, wouldn’t be dressed so casually. And wouldn’t Mike introduce us if he was? So this guy must be another employee. And a rude one at that.

      “Are you in there?”

      “Sorry.” I clear my throat. “The view is just gorgeous from here.” My cheeks warm. “I mean, the view outside is gorgeous. Not that you are gorgeous.” I squeeze my eyes closed and shake my head. “Not that you’re unattractive.”

      “Now that we’ve established that you don’t find me hideous, may I ask why you’re late?”

      “I’m not.” My brow puckers as he walks toward me.

      “We start at seven.” He flips over his wrist to look at his fancy watch. “It’s after eight.”

      “Christy told me to be here by eight,” I say, leaving out what I really want to ask, which is who the hell starts work at seven in the morning? I don’t even have to be at school by seven, and the doors open for children at eight. Does this guy come in an hour before the boss, maybe to prepare for the day?

      But wouldn’t that be something his assistant does?

      “Seems you two will be okay,” Mike mutters from where he’s standing near the door, interrupting the many questions I have, and I bite my bottom lip as the man in front of me turns to look at him with a grumpy scowl.

      “Thanks, Mike. I’ve got it from here.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” Mike focuses on me. “And nice meeting you. Have a good day, Penny.” His eyes glance at Mr. Grump. “Jace.”

      And suddenly my lungs stop working when I realize who this guy is.

      “You too,” I squeak out, lifting my hand to wave like an idiot, then watch him turn and walk out the door.

      “Meetings start at seven. The office opens at eight,” who I now know is Jace Ellis, my temporary boss, says as soon as Mike is gone, and I plaster an apologetic smile on my face.

      “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      “Now you know.” He walks past me and touches a button on the wall, which opens up to a smaller office with the same view as his. “This is your space. I’m going to assume Christy didn’t lie and that you know how to type and answer a phone.”

      “She didn’t lie,” I tell his back while he flips open a laptop on the desk.

      “As you know, Christy will be dealing with the most pressing matters from home, but I still need someone here to deal with my calendar and daily tasks while she’s out of the office.”

      “She just had a baby,” I remind him, because he sounds put out that she’s not here to be at his beck and call.

      He turns to look at me over his shoulder through narrowed eyes, and since I’m a pro at dealing with disgruntled looks that would make most people cower, I hold his gaze and wait him out.

      “This is the computer you’ll use while you’re here,” he finally concedes, his jaw twitching. “Come sit down, and I’ll run you through the program we use and explain a few things before I have to head out for a meeting.”

      “Sure.” I scoot past, between him and the desk, sucking in my gut so I don’t accidentally brush against him. Placing my purse and lunch bag on the floor, I pull out the chair, and once my ass is in the seat, he comes around the back of it to stand next to me. The musky scent of his cologne is not overwhelming, but mixed with his warmth, it is definitely distracting as he leans over me to get closer to the computer.

      “This is the program we use for email.” He clicks on a little icon in the corner of the screen, and it pops open. “I set up a temporary address for you to use while you’re here. The emails you’ll receive will typically have to do with scheduling.” He clicks the inbox closed, then clicks the mouse’s arrow on another icon. “This is my calendar. You can add things as needed. Just make sure you don’t go into the times I have blacked out.”

      “Got it,” I say, because I want him to know I heard what he said. But when he turns to glare at me, it’s obvious I’m not supposed to actually speak. “Sorry.”

      “This—” He turns back to the computer and opens another icon on the bottom of the screen. “—is our phone system, and I expect you to accept every call that comes through while you’re at your desk. Again, the calls you’ll receive will have to do with scheduling. And again, don’t go into the time I have blacked out.”

      I bite my bottom lip to keep from speaking again, but it’s obviously the wrong move, and I know this when he turns his head my way and raises a brow. “Got it,” I whisper.

      “Do you have any questions?” He steps back and looks down at me, and since he’s tall to begin with, I instantly know how my kids must feel when I tower over them at their desks.

      “Is there anything I should know?”

      “It’s all cut and dry. Respond to emails. When someone requests a meeting, put them in my calendar. Answer the phone.”

      “Okey dokey,” I mutter, and he lets out a long breath before shaking his head.

      “I’ll be out of my office for the next hour for a meeting. When I get back, if you have any questions, you can ask them then.”

      “All right,” I reply, and he starts to walk off, but he stops and turns to face me, looking almost… worried?

      “If my mother calls, tell her I’ll call her back. Even if you know I’m in my office and available, do not put her call through to me.”

      I start to open my mouth to ask how I would even go about putting a call through to him, but before I can, he’s gone and the door is sliding shut behind him.

      I let out a breath and look around, my eyes landing on a framed photo of Christy and her husband, Jack, that is placed at the corner of the desk. Picking it up, I smile, remembering the moment the photo was taken at her wedding, right after they were pronounced man and wife. Jack is in his tux, holding Christy’s face gently in his hands while he kisses her senseless, her long, rose-pink dress blowing in the wind. It was a magical moment, and even I—the biggest skeptic in the world—couldn’t deny how happy and in love they were.

      Now, six years later, that still hasn’t changed. They are the poster children for the perfect couple, and Jack is one of the few men on the planet I’d let board my boat if Earth was going to be ravaged by a flood.

      The ringing from the computer on the desk makes me jump, and I quickly set down the photo and swipe my finger across the trackpad to answer the call.

      “Um, Mr. Ellis’s office. How can I help you?” I answer, feeling like an idiot, because I for sure should have at least asked Christy how I should answer the phone.

      “Penny, it’s just me.” Christy laughs, the sound tinkling against my eardrum and making me smile.

      “Oh, hey!”

      “I just got a text from Jace. He let me know you arrived.”

      “I did.”

      “Let me guess. He was super helpful and took extra time getting you settled in.” Her tone is dripping with sarcasm.

      “Something like that,” I chirp.

      She sighs. “I promise his bark is worse than his bite, and he’s a sweetheart once you get to know him.”

      “He seems great,” I reply, and she laughs again, probably because she knows I’m lying through my teeth.

      “I’m going to call you with the video option, so just accept it when you see the icon pop up.”

      “All right.” I don’t have to wait long before what looks like a video camera shows up at the bottom of the call, and as soon as I touch the arrow to it, Christy’s smiling face fills the screen.

      “Awww! Look at you all dressed up for work.” She grins, and I roll my eyes.

      “You could have told me the dress code is that there is no dress code.”

      “Sorry, I totally spaced it, but you look beautiful. And I love your hair up like that.”

      “Thanks, but my feet hate you right now.”

      She laughs, then her eyes widen when a sharp cry comes from the background.

      “Shit, I think I woke Ivy. Give me one second.”

      “I’ll be here,” I tell her, and she quickly gets up and disappears out of view of the camera.

      Grabbing my bag off the floor, I take out my water bottle, placing it on the desk, then dig through it for my cell phone and check it to make sure there are no missed calls or texts from my mom. There aren’t any, but then again, she was out late last night with my aunt. The two of them went into Manhattan to watch The Lion King on Broadway, so who knows when she will even be up. Since she got to New York, I’ve hardly heard from her, just a text or a call to check in. But besides that, I’ve only really kept track of her through social media, where she’s been posting all the things she’s been doing on her trip.

      “Okay, I’m back.” Christy appears on the screen, holding Ivy against her chest, and my heart instantly melts at the sight of the tiny pink bundle in her arms. “Sorry, I figured I had at least fifteen minutes before she was up again.”

      “Don’t apologize.” I watch her adjust Ivy in her hold and then flip down the top of her tank.

      “Ouch.” I cringe when Ivy latches onto her nipple and Christy flinches.

      “Tell me about it. My nipples are so raw they ache. I do not get how those moms breastfeed for years, even long after their kids have teeth.” I take my eyes off her feeding daughter and focus on her tired but happy ones.

      “It’s supposed to be the best thing for her.”

      “Millions of babies have flourished without breastmilk. She will be fine when we transition to the bottle in a few weeks.” She takes her eyes off Ivy once again to look at me. “Plus, it will be nice for Jack to be able to take over nighttime feedings for a while. I mean, don’t get me wrong—I love being a mom. But I could do without feeling like a milk factory that’s on-call twenty-four hours a day.”

      “I bet,” I agree, because I can’t imagine being the sole source of nutrition and care for a tiny human.

      “Okay, enough about me and my boobs. Tell me how you’re feeling and what you need to know.”

      “I guess the first thing would be, how am I supposed to answer a call when it comes in?” I ask, and she laughs, then fills me in on how to properly answer the phone, how to transfer a call, and what I need to say when responding to emails.

      By the time I hang up with her, I feel a little more confident that I’ll be able to handle things. But that feeling only lasts until I open my inbox and see there are over fifty messages waiting for me.

      Lord, it’s going to be a very long few weeks.
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            Righty Ho

          

        

      

    

    
      With a latte in one hand and my bag in the other, I push through the front door of Ellis Technologies at 6:50 a.m. The ten minutes I have to spare will leave me just enough time to scan my badge and drop my stuff in my office before I have to track down Jace for the morning meeting.

      One thing I’ve learned over the last few days is the guy never stops moving. He’s always on the run, going from one meeting to the next. And although that works for me, since it means I don’t have to spend much time in his presence, it’s also annoying constantly searching for him when I need an answer to something. I swear, I’m going to pick up a tracking device this weekend and slip it into his pocket without him noticing so life will be a little easier.

      “How’s it going, Mike?” I ask as I make it to the front desk, where he’s sitting with a coffee of his own and a smile on his face.

      “Tomorrow is Friday, and I’ll be on vacation for a week. So I’d say good.”

      “Lucky you.” I listen to him laugh as I scan my badge. “Are you doing anything fun during your time off?”

      “My wife and I are taking our daughter to Disney.”

      “That’s exciting. Is it her first time?”

      “Second, but the last time we took her, she was two. Now, she’s seven, so it will be a different experience.”

      “I want to see pictures when you get back.”

      “You got it,” he says as I start to walk off, then I stop and spin to face him.

      “You don’t happen to know where Jace is this morning, do you?”

      “I saw him on the cameras going down to the basement not long ago. You can try there if he’s not back in his office.”

      “The basement?”

      “Yeah, you take the elevator on your floor down to Level B, and it will let you off right there.”

      “Awesome, thanks.” I give him another smile, then head up the steps to go to my office.

      Not seeing Jace at his desk, I drop my stuff off, then take my coffee with me and walk right back out the door, saying hi to people who are standing around as I pass them on my way across the building to the elevator. Since my second day, when I showed up dressed as casually as everyone else, there have been no more odd looks or whispers about who I could be—thank goodness.

      In the elevator, I press the button for the basement, and it only takes a couple of seconds for the doors to open back up. When I step off, I do a double-blink. The room is huge, dark, and stuffed full with dozens of couches and televisions.

      “Hello?” I call out into the darkness, which seems even darker with the walls painted black. I get no response except for my heart speeding up. “This isn’t a scary movie, Penny,” I reprimand myself as I look around.

      When I spot the soft glow of a light toward the back of the room, I head in that direction, then stop. I find Jace sitting on the edge of a couch with his elbows on his knees and his fingers working frantically on the controller in his hands as he stares at the TV in front of him, a pair of headphones on his head.

      Since he’s distracted, I take a moment to study him in his element. I found out early on during my first day that Ellis isn’t a run-of-the-mill tech company. It’s actually a gaming business. And Jace—long before he went to college to learn how to create games—actually used to have a video gaming channel on YouTube, where he did nothing but play games and record himself doing that.

      Apparently, there is big money to be made in playing games online for other people to watch, and he was one of the first to get in on that craft when he was just a teenager. Now, the games he creates are played by millions of people around the world, and his gaming platform is one of the most popular out there. Kids and adults sign up and do what he did to make money, gaming for others to watch, or compete with other players in huge competitions that happen monthly.

      The guy is smart, really smart, taking something he loved doing and making it bigger and better. He’s also seriously handsome; the only thing knocking him off the hotness scale for me is his personality. I mean, I hate to judge someone only after a couple of days, but so far, his attitude leaves a lot to be desired. Though I’m sure there are tons of women who don’t care about that, so I doubt he’s hurting for female attention.

      “Are you just going to stand there and stare at me?” he asks without looking at me, and I barely avoid rolling my eyes at the blunt question.

      “Maybe.” I take a step closer, then glance over at the TV to see what he’s playing. On the screen, it looks like some kind of war is taking place on another planet, and he’s in charge of killing anyone who crosses his path, using a sword twice the size of his elf-looking character. “I came to find you to see where the meeting is going to be this morning.”

      “The meeting is canceled.”

      “Oh,” I say, and he looks up at me quickly before focusing back on the TV.

      “I need you to clear my schedule through this afternoon. I’ll be out of the office most of the day.”

      “Right,” I mutter, trying not to be annoyed that I’ll have to call or email probably a hundred people before I’ve even properly caffeinated. “Should I reschedule everyone for next week, since your calendar is blacked out Friday?”

      “I won’t be here next week. I’m out of town.” He curses and rips off his headphones, tossing them and the controller carelessly aside. “Did you not look at the calendar?”

      “No, not for next week.”

      “Of course not,” he grumbles, scrubbing his hands over his face.

      “In my defense, I wasn’t sure I’d make it through this week without quitting or getting fired, so I didn’t want to get ahead of myself.” I shrug, and he pulls his hands from his face to give me a look that is filled with a whole lot of disbelief. “What? I’m just being honest.”

      “All meetings that need to be rescheduled from today will have to be put off until I get back into town. I have a big deal I’m working, and it needs my undivided attention until then.” He pushes up off the couch, and I notice he has dark circles under his eyes, like he hasn’t slept for days. I wonder if they’ve always been there but just hidden by the glasses he normally wears.

      “Righty ho, Ranger Joe,” I mutter under my breath, and he grunts in response before stepping around me. With no choice but to follow him, we make our way back toward the elevator, then stand there in awkward silence after he presses the button.

      “What deal are you working?” I blurt, needing something to fill the quiet as we step into the elevator.

      “If I told you, I’d have to kill you,” he says, and my head flies his way so quick it feels like I gave myself whiplash. “I’m just kidding.” He holds up his hands.

      “I know, but I can’t believe you just attempted to joke with me.” I take my eyes off him when the doors open, but I don’t miss the sour look he gives me before I step off the elevator.

      “Penny,” he calls out, and I turn to look at him, realizing he’s stopped a few feet behind me. “I’ll be back here this afternoon, and we’ll go over what’s going to happen next week with me out of the office.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I plaster a sugary-sweet smile on my face, then I head for my office with pep in my step, knowing I won’t have to deal with him in person for an entire week.

      Lucky me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Wake-Up Call

          

        

      

    

    
      The ringing of my phone pulls me from sleep, and I open my eyes, finding my room dark. My heart instantly starts to pound with worry as I fumble around for the device I left plugged in next to my bed. No one but my mom would be calling me before the sun is even up, and she would only call if there is something wrong.

      Before I even have my cell fully in hand, I slide my finger across the screen and answer with a breathless “Hello?” putting it against my ear.

      “Penny, it’s Jace,” my new boss’s deep voice rumbles in my ear, causing confusion to wash away the worry I felt seconds ago.

      “Jace?” I rub my tired eyes. “What time is it?”

      “Five.”

      “Five?” I repeat, sure I heard him wrong, because there is no reason whatsoever that he should be calling me at five in the morning on the weekend.

      “I need you to meet me at the airport in an hour.”

      “What?” I push up to my elbow and turn on my bedside lamp as he sighs.

      “I need you to meet me at the private airport just outside of Modesto in an hour.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll explain why when I see you.”

      “So you want me to meet you at the airport, but you’re not telling me why I need to do that until I get there?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s Saturday.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t work on Saturdays, Jace.”

      “Now you do. See you when you get here.” He pauses. “And pack a bag with enough clothes for the week.” He hangs up before I can tell him where to shove it, and I pull my cell away from my ear and glare at the device in my hand like it’s all its fault.

      “He’s insane if he thinks I’m actually going to meet him,” I grumble to myself before I drop my phone on my bedside table and turn out the light. After fluffing my pillow, I lay my head back down… then grit my teeth as I picture Paris slipping right through my fingers.

      I doubt I could find another job that would pay me as much as I’m making now in the next week, and if it took me a week to find another job, that would be a whole week of money I’d be missing out on.

      With a curse, I toss back the blanket and sit up on the side of the bed before I flip on the lamp. Grabbing my phone, I dial the number that just called me and wait.

      “Yes,” Jace answers on the third ring.

      “What kind of clothes do I need to pack?”

      “What you’ve been wearing to the office this week should work.”

      “Right.” I hang up before he can hang up on me again and hope he hates it as much as I do.

      I get out of bed and go get my brand-new bright-pink suitcase from my spare room and rip off the tags before rolling it back and lifting it onto my bed. I never travel—or I’ve never traveled to anywhere I’d need a suitcase—so until I started planning the trip to Paris, I didn’t own one. Now, I’m glad I purchased this bad boy when I saw it on sale, or I’d be showing up with a backpack and a garbage bag full of stuff.

      As I pack shorts, jeans, leggings, and T-shirts, and a couple summer dresses I wonder where we’re going and why Jace needs me with him. Thursday, when he came back to the office and we went over what would happen while he’d be gone, he didn’t bring up the big deal he’s working. And yesterday, while I was rescheduling meetings, I took a peek at his calendar for next week. Sure enough, it was blacked out with no information about what his plans are. So I really have no idea what is going on, but I do know someone who would.

      Once I’ve got enough clothes for the week, I close up my suitcase and head to the bathroom with my cell. I stand at the sink with my thumb hovering over Christy’s number and glance at the time. I doubt she would be thrilled with me phoning her at five thirty in the morning on a Saturday, especially after she told me the last time we spoke that Ivy has been keeping her up all night.

      With a shake of my head, I set my cell aside, then check my reflection in the mirror and take in my red-rimmed eyes that are a ramification of my late night. Because I knew I didn’t need to get up for work, I took a long bath, drank a huge glass of wine, then stayed up way too late watching a documentary on the volcano that destroyed Pompeii years ago. It was very interesting, but now I regret binge-watching TV for six hours instead of going to bed.

      With a groan, I grab my toothbrush, then go through my morning routine before putting on my glasses, since I can’t wear my contacts. I get dressed in a pair of shorts, a tank, and an oversized hoodie. Shoving my feet into my flip-flops, I make sure my apartment is secure, then take my suitcase out to my car, dump it in the trunk, and get in behind the wheel.

      I reach the small private airfield in less than fifteen minutes, and nervousness fills the pit of my stomach as I park in one of the many empty spots in the lot. The feeling has nothing to do with traveling alone with Jace and everything to do with flying.

      Or at least that’s what I tell myself.

      I tighten my ponytail, then grab my purse off the seat next to me and get out of my car. After a couple of tugs, I get my bag free from the trunk, then I drag in a deep breath as I roll it toward the simple-looking steel building.

      As I reach the door, a woman wearing a fitted blazer and skirt with heels steps outside and smiles at me. “Penny?”

      “Yes.” I stop in front of her, and she reaches out, taking the handle of my bag from my grasp as she speaks.

      “I’m Donna. Mr. Ellis is waiting for you on the plane. If you come with me, I’ll scan your license into the system, have you sign a couple of documents, then walk you out to meet him.”

      “Oh, okay.” I step inside the building when she motions for me to walk ahead of her. As we make our way across the glossy concrete floors, I look around the expansive space with a counter taking up the front portion. The rest of the open room is filled with fancy chairs, tables, and a kitchen, where pastries and coffee are set out.

      “Would you like to get something to eat or drink?” she asks when we get to the counter, and my stomach churns at the idea of putting something inside it.

      “No, thank you.” I dig through my purse for my wallet, then hand over my ID card.

      “All right, this should just take a couple of minutes.” She takes my card and places it into a machine that almost immediately spits it back out the bottom.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” I ask, trying to see the computer she’s looking at, and she lifts her eyes to mine.

      “Wenatchee.”

      “Wenatchee?” I repeat, having no clue where that is.

      “In Washington.”

      “Washington state?”

      “Yes.” She laughs. “Did you really not know where you were going?”

      “I didn’t even know I was going on a trip until an hour ago.”

      “Seriously?” Her eyes widen.

      “Seriously.”

      “Well, I don’t have all the details here, but I know a rental car is waiting for you at the airport there, so you’ll be driving somewhere after you land.”

      “Great.” I take my card back, and she gives me a sympathetic look.

      “I’m going to have you sign a couple of documents, then you’re all set.” She flips the computer screen around to face me, and I quickly scan over the two documents that look simple enough before using my finger to scribble out my name at the bottom. When I’m done, she flips it back around and grabs the handle of my bag. “I’ll take you out.”

      With a nod, I walk with her to a set of glass doors, where I can see a small but very expensive-looking plane waiting just feet away, with the stairs down and two attractive men in suits talking near the steps. My knees start to feel like Jell-O when we step outside, then my heart starts to pound when Donna stops us in front of both men, who are wearing tags attached to their suit jackets that state they are pilots. Neither of them looks much older than me, and they both look like they spend more time in the gym than they do flying, which is a huge concern.

      “Ms. Beaver, I’m Tom, and this is my copilot, Henry. We’ll be flying you and Mr. Ellis this morning,” Tom says, holding out his hand, and I take it with mine that I’m sure is shaking.

      “Nice to meet you both.” I take Henry’s hand after letting go of Tom’s. “So have you guys been flying long?” I ask, and they both share a knowing smile.

      “We flew in the Air Force together for five years.”

      “They are some of the best. You’re in good hands.” Donna gives my arm a reassuring squeeze before passing my suitcase off to Henry. “While they get your bag loaded, you can head aboard. Mr. Ellis is waiting for you.”

      “Right.” I wipe my clammy palms down the front of my jean shorts and say a quiet thank-you to Donna before I start up the steps to Jace.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Kidnapped

          

        

      

    

    
      Have you ever had that feeling in the pit of your stomach, like a warning bell that something huge is about to happen? Also because you don’t know if it’s good or bad, you just keep moving forward.

      That’s exactly what I feel as I step through the small doorway of the plane and enter the dimly lit cabin. Looking to my left, I see the cockpit is open, allowing me to see the millions of buttons and switches just beyond the two chairs, then turn to the right. Sitting in the second row is Jace with his head down and his brows drawn together in a deep frown. Looking behind me to the door, I find Donna standing at the bottom of the steps, and as soon as our eyes meet, she gives me a thumbs-up.

      I return the gesture, then drag in a breath and turn back toward Jace, finding him no longer frowning at his lap but at me.

      “If you complain about me being late, I swear I’ll get right back off this plane,” I bite out, and he shakes his head.

      “You look freaked. Are you okay?”

      “No.” I walk toward him and sit in the seat across the aisle from his. “I’ve never flown before.”

      “You haven’t ever been on a plane?” He looks doubtful, and I roll my eyes.

      “After my dad died, my mom’s priority was keeping a roof over our heads. Taking trips never fit into her budget, and since I’ve been older, I’ve always driven to wherever I’ve wanted to go.”

      “How old were you when your dad passed?”

      “Four.” I wrap my hands around my bag in my lap. “So are you going to tell me why you need me with you on a trip to Wenatchee, Washington?” I change the subject, because Lord knows I do not want to share sob stories about my life with him.

      “Well….” He clears his throat, suddenly looking nervous, which only peeks my curiosity.

      “Mr. Ellis, Ms. Beaver, we’re going to be closing the door and should be off the ground in about ten minutes,” Tom says, boarding the plane with Henry right behind him.

      “Thanks, Tom,” Jace replies, and I start to inwardly panic as the light from outside is cut off when the door is pulled in and latched, cutting off my only way to escape. “Hey, it’s okay,” he tells me softly, and I look down when I feel warmth curl around my fingers and stare at his much larger and tanner hand wrap around mine. “We can take a car if you need, if this is too much.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I need the practice,” I tell him, lifting my eyes to his.

      “Practice?”

      “Never mind.”  I grip his hand tighter when the plane begins to move… and then start to panic when he gets up out of his seat.

      “What are you doing?” I gasp, looking between his now empty spot and him.

      “Relax, I’m just gonna get you buckled in.” He squats down in front of me and takes my bag from my grasp, placing it on the ground before sliding his hands down my hips. I’d like to say my body does not react to him being so close while touching me, but my nipples pebble and my breath catches in the back of my throat. When the lock of my seatbelt clicks into place, he lifts his head, and our eyes lock. “Now you’re safe.”

      Why do I suddenly feel like that’s totally not true?

      “Thanks.” I clear my throat, and he gives me a grin that catches me off guard. I know he’s a good-looking man; I knew that from the moment we met, though if he were a jerk but smiled at me like this all the time, I would not give one fricking flip how rude he is.

      He stands and takes his seat, and I expect him to… I don’t know… maybe ignore my existence? But instead, he leans across the aisle toward me and takes my hand in his once more. So distracted by his touch—besides a dip in my lower stomach as the plane lifts off the ground—I don’t notice anything else.

      When the plane is in the air and evens out, Tom’s voice comes over the intercom, letting us know the flight is going to be about six hours and should be smooth most of the way.

      “You asked why you’re here.” Jace lets go of my hand, and I focus on his face.

      “Yeah.”

      “I have a proposition for you.”

      “A proposition?”

      “I need you to pretend to be my fiancée for the week.”

      “What?” All the blood rushes from my head, making me feel lightheaded.

      “My mom has been on me for the last year to settle down, and I don’t have time for a relationship nor to deal with her and her million-and-one questions or suggestions this week. I need something to distract her while I close the deal I’m working, and what better distraction than me showing up with my new fiancée?” He pulls a box out of his pocket and flips it open, showing me a way-too-huge diamond ring. “Ouch! What the fuck?” he yelps.

      “I needed to know if this was a dream.”

      “You’re supposed to pinch yourself, not me.” He glowers in my direction as he rubs his arm.

      “I’m not going to give myself a bruise you idiot.” I look around and realize there is no way to escape this insanity. We are literally in a tin can in the middle of nowhere. “You’ve kidnapped me.”

      “What?” He sounds horrified.

      “You have me on a plane with no way to leave.”

      “I didn’t kidnap you.”

      “This feels a lot like kidnapping, Jace!” I shout, and he reaches over, covering my mouth with his hand.

      “Stop saying I kidnapped you,” he growls, and I glare at him. “I’ll give you fifty thousand dollars.”

      My eyes widen. With that amount of money, I could pay off my mom’s medical bills and my student loans plus have a little left over.

      “You’re serious?” I whisper after pulling his hand away from my mouth.

      “Of course I’m fucking serious.”

      “You want me to pretend to be your fiancée for a week for fifty… thousand… dollars.”

      “Yes.” His jaw clenches.

      “I don’t get it. Why are you asking me?”

      “You weren’t my first choice.”

      Ouch.

      “Thanks,” I say sarcastically.

      “Look, the girl I hired got food poisoning. She informed me this morning before I called you. I couldn’t think of anyone else I’d be able to trust on such short notice.”

      “You trust me?” I huff out a laugh.

      “Christy trusts you, and I trust her with my life.”

      “Are you sure the girl you hired got food poisoning and didn’t just blow you off because she decided no amount of money is worth putting up with you?” I raise my brows.

      “Trust me, she didn’t blow me off. Not like that anyway,” he says smugly, and my nose scrunches in disgust.

      “You’re so gross.”

      “Hmm,” he mutters, then asks, “What do you say?”

      “So, I just have to pretend to be your fiancée for a week and keep your mom away from you so you can work? Nothing else?”

      “Nothing else.” He holds the box with the ring out toward me, and my heart starts to pound. Could I do it?

      Should I do it?

      I look at the ring, then him.

      I know I shouldn’t. There is no way I should even pretend to be his fiancée, but that money could help out my mom and me. And it’s one week. You can do anything for one week if it’s worth it. Right?

      “Penny?”

      “Don’t rush me. I’m thinking,” I bite out, and he holds up his hands. Closing my eyes, I press my lips together, knowing I should say no, but greed gets the best of me. “All right.” I let out a breath and meet his gaze. “I’ll do it.”

      “Really?” His shoulders relax, and I nod.

      “Yeah.”

      “Great.” He hands me the box, and I take out the ring that is so gaudy it has to be fake. Or I hope it is anyway.

      “Hopefully it fits,” he says, watching as I slide it on.

      I have to use a little extra force to get it over my knuckle, but once it’s on, the fit is almost perfect. Actually, I’m surprised I could even get it on at all. I’m sure whoever he had chosen to be his fake fiancée for a week was not considered plus-size by today’s distorted beauty standards.

      The weight of the metal and stone feels foreign, and as I hold up my hand, all I can think is, It looks ridiculous. “Who picked this thing out?”

      I look over and notice him pulling papers out of a bag that looks like a briefcase. “Becky.”

      “Food poisoning girl?”

      “No,” he mutters distractedly as his phone starts to ring. Looking at the screen, he sighs, then glances at me. “I have to take this.” He stands, then hands me a stack of papers before moving to the back of the plane.

      I look at the first page that has some information about him, then set it aside and look down at my hand, wondering what the hell it is I’m thinking.

      Oh, I know. I’m an idiot!

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Faking it

          

        

      

    

    
      I startle awake when something cold touches my cheek and sit forward, blinking up at the man standing over me. It takes a couple of seconds for the fog to clear and to remember why Jace is above me and I’m not home in bed.

      “You fell asleep,” he says, taking a step back, and I look past him and see that Tom is opening the door of the plane.

      “We landed?”

      “About five minutes ago.” He lifts his briefcase from his seat. “Grab your bag. Our car is already waiting for us.”

      Without a word and still a little out of it, I pick up the papers he handed me earlier and put them in my bag before I unhook my belt. I follow him past Tom and Henry, thanking them before I carefully take the steps down off the plane. When my feet land on the tarmac, I take in the rolling hills off in the distance and draw in a deep breath.

      “Are you coming?”

      “Yes.” I pick up my pace and meet him at the back of a navy-blue Jeep that is parked near an open hangar. “Is this your car?” I ask him when he opens the trunk.

      “Why would I have a car in Washington?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you come here a lot and need something for when you visit.”

      “Did you look over the papers I handed you?”

      “I—” I start to tell him no, but Tom rolls up with our bags right then, and Jace’s attention goes to him. As the two of them talk about our return flight that will happen next Sunday while loading our bags into the trunk, I walk around to the passenger side of the Jeep and open the door.

      It takes me a minute to get my bottom in my seat, and as soon as I do, I open my bag and start to take out the papers to see what’s on them but stop when my phone rings.

      When I see it’s my mom calling, I get lightheaded, and my heart begins to flutter inside my chest. For the first time in my life, I think about not picking up her call, but I know that if I don’t answer, she’ll worry.

      With a curse, I slide my finger across the screen and put the phone to my ear. “Hey, Mom,” I greet, hoping she doesn’t hear the panic I’m trying hard to hide.

      “Hey, sweetheart. Is everything okay?”

      “Oh yeah, great.” I look over at Jace as he easily slides in behind the steering wheel. When his eyes land on my face, I hold a finger to my lips in a silent plea for him to be quiet. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, just sitting around with your aunt, drinking coffee. We’re going to head to the mall this afternoon to do a little shopping,” she says as Jace starts the engine of the Jeep.

      “That’s fun.”

      “What are you up to?”

      “Um….” Oh, Lord. I hate lying to my mom, but if I tell her what I’m actually doing, she will be on the next flight back to San Francisco. “I’m just hanging out.”

      “Please tell me that you haven’t been sitting around watching TV all day?”

      “I’m not. I promise.” I fiddle with the handle of my bag. “I’ve been keeping busy.”

      “All right.” She sighs, sounding like she doesn’t believe me.

      “So how have you been feeling? Are you taking all your meds?”

      “Yes, Mother.” She laughs. “Stop worrying about me.”

      Like that’s going to happen. “All right.”

      “I miss you.”

      “I miss you too, Mom.” I turn to look out the window. “Have fun with Aunt Lucy today.”

      “I will. And please, Penny, do something fun.”

      “Okay.”

      She hangs up after a quiet goodbye, and I rub my lips together.

      “Where’s your mom?” Jace asks, and I look over at him.

      “In New York, visiting my aunt.”

      “Are you two close?”

      “Very.” I nod. “So how far is the drive?”

      “We should be there in about fifteen minutes.”

      “Fifteen minutes?” My stomach muscles tighten. I don’t know why I assumed we would have longer before we got to our destination. “Is your family already there?”

      “They are.”

      “Wait.” I shake my head frantically. “Don’t you think we need to come up with a plan? I don’t even know anything about you besides where you went to school and what your job is.”

      “You didn’t read the papers I gave you?” he asks, glancing over at me with an annoyed expression.

      “No.”

      “That’s why I gave them to you. That way, you’d know about me and the story of ‘how we met,’” he says, finger quoting with one hand, the other staying on the steering wheel, and I seriously have the urge to punch him in the arm.

      Digging them out of my bag, I flip to the second page, because the first is just some basic information about him. As I read the first paragraph, I feel my nose scrunch. “We met at a gaming convention and had our first date at In-and-Out Burger.” I snort. “Did you make this up?”

      “Yes.”

      “How about we met through a friend and had our first date at a coffee shop?”

      “You can’t just change the story.”

      “Well, since I’m not going to be able to memorize all this crap in the next fifteen minutes, we need to change it.” I flip through the pages and shake my head. “There is nothing about me in this.”

      “What?”

      “You have all kinds of information about you here, but there is nothing about me.” I look over at him. “Did you even know anything about food-poisoning girl?”

      “What is there to know?”

      “I’m just going to pretend you’re joking.” I fold the papers in half and tuck them back into my bag. “Okay, some stuff about me. I went to USF. That’s where I got my Master’s in Teaching. I wanted to be a high school history teacher but decided to start out teaching younger kids.”

      “You’re a teacher?” he asks, his tone one of shock, and I look over at him in just as much disbelief.

      “Yes, Jace. I teach first grade.” I shake my head. “Now be quiet and listen.”

      “All right, all right.” I catch a half smile flit across his lips, and I ignore how much I like it.

      “I live in Modesto about two blocks from my mom. As I told you, my dad passed away when I was four, and my mom has never remarried. My favorite cuisine is Indian, favorite color is yellow, and favorite song is forever ‘Sweet Child o’ Mine’ by Guns N’ Roses.”

      “Seriously?”

      “What? You don’t like that song?”

      “I’m just surprised you do.”

      “Why?” My eyes narrow.

      “You look like your favorite song would be something by Taylor Swift.”

      “I love Taylor, so I’m not going to be even a little offended by that statement.” I shrug, and he laughs.

      He actually laughs.

      “All right. Is there anything else?” he asks, snapping me out of my shock that he does, in fact, have a sense of humor.

      “About a million things, but we don’t have time, so it’s your turn.”

      “It’s on those papers you just shoved into your bag.”

      “I’m asking you.”

      “Fine. I went to NYU and moved to San Francisco when I launched my first video game, which was Crimson Son. My parents are still married and have been together for thirty years. My favorite food is In-and-Out Burger, favorite color is black, and favorite song is ‘Believer’ by Imagine Dragons.”

      “Relationships?”

      “Had a serious girlfriend in college, but she couldn’t deal with me working all the time and cut her losses.” He looks over at me. “You?”

      “I was engaged my last year of college, but my ex couldn’t deal with sleeping with one woman, so I cut my losses.”

      “Dick,” he mutters, and I nod, because I couldn’t agree more.

      Silence descends over us, and unlike other times I’ve been with him, I don’t feel the need to fill it as I watch us drive through a valley of trees and take an exit for Wenatchee Lake. When we pull off the highway, a gorgeous lake surrounded by trees and mountains comes into view. It’s beautiful, like something you’d see on a post card.

      “Have you been here before?” I glance over at him as we pass by residential streets that lead to homes along the water.

      “Every year since I was a kid, our annual family reunion is always here,” he says, and alarm bells start to go off inside my head.

      “But that’s not happening this week, right?”

      “No, it is.”

      “Oh my God!” I cry out in disbelief. “You want me to lie to your whole family?”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It is! I mean, it was already a big deal lying to your parents, but now you want me to lie to what… a dozen people?”

      “One hundred and thirty-six,” he says under his breath, but I still hear the number so loudly I’d swear he yelled it.

      “I think I’m going to pass out.” I lean down and tuck my head between my knees, forcing myself to slow my breathing as I feel a panic attack coming on.

      “It’s going to be okay.”

      It’s not. It’s totally not going to be okay. This was stupid, and I don’t know why I even agreed to do this. I squeeze my eyes closed.

      “Hey.” His warm, heavy palm lands on my back, and he starts to rub it in circles. “Breathe.”

      I am—or I thought I was. I take in a gulp of air and urge my heart to stop racing. “This is going to end horribly.”

      “Look at me.” I shake my head, and his hand stills, then I feel his fingers on the back of my neck. His touch causes goose bumps to tingle down my spine.

      Jerking my head up so I can get away from his hand and whatever the hell that was, I look at him and realize he’s pulled over to the side of the road. “I need to go home.”

      “Penny.”

      “Seriously, Jace. This is dumb. Just tell your mom you need to work and that you have no desire to settle down. She’ll respect that.”

      “I’ve tried, and she won’t.”

      “Well, try again.” I toss my arms in the air. “Plus, don’t you think your mom is going to be more upset when you tell her that your fake engagement is off?”

      “No, she’ll feel bad for me when I tell her that you ended things, and then she’ll understand why I don’t want to search for another relationship.”

      “Wow, you have this all planned out.”

      “Yep.” He shrugs.

      “If this goes bad—”

      “It won’t,” he cuts me off before I can say it’s on him, not me. “It’s one week, and it will be over before you know it.”

      Seeing the desperation in his eyes, I inwardly groan, then whisper, “Okay, let’s go meet the family.”
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            Umm… what?

          

        

      

    

    
      We pull onto a dirt road less than five minutes later, and before long, a two-story home with a red roof, gray-blue siding, and white shutters comes into view. It’s one of the nicest houses I’ve seen since we’ve been driving, and it looks big enough for a family with a dozen kids. There are also a multitude of smaller homes similar in color in a long row along the edge of the water.

      He parks under a wooden deck, and as I unhook my belt, he does the same.

      “Ready?” he asks, looking over at me after he shuts off the engine and opens his door.

      The truth is, no, I’m absolutely not ready, and I’m pretty sure this is the stupidest thing I have ever done in my life. But instead of saying all that, I say, “Yep,” and push open my door.

      Once my feet are on the ground, I pull in a breath of fresh air that is much cooler than back home and walk to the trunk, where he’s already pulling out our bags.

      I try to hype myself up as he lifts both our suitcases off the ground and walks toward a set of stairs, reminding myself about what I learned when I was in theater as a kid, because my acting skills are going to be needed over the next few days. But no matter what I do, I still feel unprepared.

      When we reach a deck that overlooks the lake, I want to stop and take in the view of the tree-covered hills and the water, but a sliding glass door opens, and chaos ensues.

      “My baby!” an adorable, petite woman with shoulder-length blonde hair cries in happiness, rushing toward Jace. I stand back and watch the two of them embrace, and I can’t help my smile as she rocks him from side to side and chatters quickly about how thrilled she is he’s arrived.

      Feeling heat hit the side of my face, I look over and find an older gentleman and a guy who looks almost identical to Jace standing in the open doorway, watching me like I’m an alien from another planet.

      As I try to decide if I should introduce myself, I hear a gasp come from the woman, then a warm hand engulfs mine, startling me.

      My eyes fly to Jace’s face, but he’s not looking at me. His attention is on his mom, whose eyes are wide on mine when I glance back at her. “Penny, I’d like you to meet my mom, Janelle. Mom, I’d like to introduce you to my fiancée, Penny.”

      “What?” she shrieks, and the echo of her voice bounces off the hills around us, causing birds to take flight like something out of a movie.

      I don’t know what I expected to happen next, but when she bursts into tears, I’m half-tempted to toss myself over the balcony to the ground below.

      “Mom, calm down. You’re freaking Penny out,” he mutters, wrapping his arm around her shoulders, and she nods, then focuses on me.

      “I’m sorry.” She wipes at her wet cheeks. “I just…. I’ve been waiting forever for this day.” She steps toward me and takes my free hand. “It’s so nice to meet you, Penny.” Her face softens, and I hate myself, because I can see how happy she is and know that feeling is only going to be temporary.

      “Nice to meet you too.” I smile, then gasp when her arms are suddenly around me and she’s squeezing me tight.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” she asks her son while rocking me like she just did to him.

      “Because he always has to do something to get attention,” the guy who looks like Jace says, and I meet his gaze over his mom’s shoulder and watch him lift a dark brow like he’s daring me to disagree.

      “Stop it,” the man next to him grumbles, and Janelle lets me go only to grasp my left hand and lift it up. As she “oos” and “ahhs” over the ring on my finger, Jace goes to the older gentleman and hugs him.

      “This ring is so…”

      “Obnoxious,” I say without thinking and cover my mouth with my hand, and her eyes fly up to mine. “Sorry.” My muscles bunch, then instantly relax when she smiles.

      “I was going to say pretty, but it is rather large.” She looks back over her shoulder at her son. “Did you ask for the biggest ring in the store?”

      “I wanted it to be obvious she was taken,” he replies, meeting my eye, and my cheeks warm. Lord, if this weren’t fake, I would totally swoon over that statement.

      “Well, no one is going to question that,” his mom says happily.

      “Can I meet our soon-to-be daughter-in-law now?” the man who must be Jace’s dad requests, and Janelle smiles up at him as she takes a step back.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Ellis.”

      “Daniel.” He ignores my hand that I’m holding out and gives me a hug that is just as tight as his wife’s was. “It’s so nice to meet you, Penny.”

      “You too.” I smile when he lets me go and look for Jace, but I find him distracted by his phone ringing in his hand.

      “I’m sure you’re used to that by now.” I tip my head back at that statement and come face-to-face with one identical to Jace’s. “I’m Brice, Jace’s twin.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too,” he mutters, grabbing both suitcases and turning with them to go inside.

      “Come on, let’s get you settled. I’m sure you must be exhausted after traveling.” Janelle takes my arm and urges me into the house.

      “I slept on the plane, so it wasn’t too bad,” I tell her while we walk through the kitchen, then down a hall toward a set of stairs, behind Brice, who still has a hold of our bags.

      “Did Jace sleep or work the entire time?”

      “Umm… I think he worked,” I mutter, watching Brice open a door and carry in both bags, leaving them just inside the door before taking off up the steps next to it.

      “I hope this works for you two.” Janelle ushers me into the room that has a bed smaller than my queen-size back home, and my knees shake as I realize what’s happening. “There are a couple of extra pillows upstairs. I’ll grab those for you before bed tonight.” Janelle wanders to the bedside table, flipping on the lamp there. “And you just let me know if you want an extra blanket or two. Are you all right? You’re looking a little pale, sweetheart.”

      Blinking, I focus on Janelle’s face that is suddenly right in front of mine. “Yeah.” I shake my head. “I’m fine, totally fine. This is great! So, so, so great. I don’t think it could get any wors— I mean better,” I correct myself quickly. “I don’t think this could get any better.”

      “Well, okay, great.” She looks around the room, then waves out her hand. “That’s the closet. There are a few hangers, but let me know if you need more.” She points at another door. “The bathroom is through that door. Jace’s grandma will be sharing it with you two when she gets here this evening, so make sure you lock it when you’re in the shower, since the rooms connect.”

      “Lock the door—got it.” I nod, then look at Jace when he steps into the room.

      “Everything okay?” he asks, coming to where I’m standing and placing his hand against my lower back, the warmth of his palm seeping through my hoodie and tank top.

      “Great, your mom was just showing me around our room.” I turn to the side, forcing him to stop touching me.

      “Thanks, Mom,” he tells her, not seeming even a little surprised he and I will be sharing a bed for an entire week. Then again, why would he be? If I actually thought about it, I could have guessed that’s how things would be. I mean, it’s not like many parents nowadays would force their kids to sleep separately from whoever it is they’re dating until they’re married.

      Damn, those really were the good ol’ days.

      “Well, I will let you guys get settled. I’m going to get some stuff for lunch set out, so whenever you’re ready, feel free to join us in the kitchen.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Ellis.”

      “Janelle.” She pats my arm before she leaves the room, shutting it behind herself.

      Once she’s probably out of earshot, I spin on Jace and shove my hands into his chest, pushing him back a step. “Seriously?” I hiss.

      “What?”

      “You know what,” I hiss again.

      “Is this about the bed?”

      “Yes, Jace.” I toss my hands into the air. “This is most definitely about the bed.”

      “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

      “Damn straight you will.” I fall to my ass on the side of the bed and put my face in my hands.

      “My parents already like you.”

      “That’s because I’m awesome.” I fall to my back and look at the ceiling.

      “But there is one thing we need to talk about.”

      “What’s that?” I ask, feeling the bed dip right before his face is suddenly hovering over mine.

      “Every time I touch you, you get all jumpy or pull away. If you keep doing that, they’re going to know something is up.”

      Shit, he’s right. Totally right.

      “I’ll do better,” I assure him quickly, then jerk my head to the side when his fingers make contact with my cheek. “Obviously, I need to work on it.”

      “All right.” He moves out of sight, then next thing I know, he grabs my hand and tugs me off the bed, forcing me to stand.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We’re going to get you used to me touching you.”

      “This is dumb.” I turn to get back on the bed, but he grabs the loop of my jean shorts and pulls me back to facing him.

      “Close your eyes.”

      “Jace.” I sigh.

      “Just close your eyes.”

      “Fine.” I do as asked, then flinch when I feel his fingers on my cheek.

      “Relax.”

      “Okay.” I shake out my hands and bounce on the balls of my feet. “Try again.”

      This time, I feel his fingers on the side of my neck, and my pulse jumps at the contact, but I don’t move. Then his fingers that are rough against my skin drag down my neck. I don’t know if it’s my eyes being closed or the sound of his breathing mixed with mine and the smell of his cologne seeping into my senses, but suddenly this whole thing doesn’t feel as innocent as it did just a couple of seconds ago.

      “Good?”

      “Yes.”

      Oh God, is that my voice sounding so breathy as his finger slides down to my collarbone? When my nipples start to pebble and my lower stomach clenches, I open my eyes but avoid looking at him as I take a step back. “Welp, that totally did the trick. Thanks for the lesson.”

      I spin around and book it to the bathroom as quickly as my legs will carry me, then lock myself inside and lean back against the door, wondering what the hell I’ve gotten myself into.
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      When I emerge from the bathroom ten minutes later, the room is empty, thank goodness. I think about climbing into bed and sleeping until this is all over, but my stomach growls, reminding me that I haven’t eaten today. It takes a few more minutes to convince myself to leave the room and face Jace once more.

      Who knows what he’s thinking about my reaction.

      Hopefully, he’s not thinking about it at all.

      I open the door to the bedroom, and the moment I step into the hall, a tiny body crashes into my legs, making me stumble.

      “Sorry,” a cute little boy-voice says, then before I can even accept the apology, a flash of blond hair runs through the doorway of the kitchen and around the corner. I follow behind him and find the kitchen empty except for two people—the little boy, and he’s sitting on the lap of a gorgeous woman with the same color hair as his.

      As she holds him, her eyes come to me, and I smile.

      “Hi, I’m Penny.” I don’t know what it is about the look she gives me, but I instantly know she’s got her guard up.

      “Jace’s fiancée?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So Brice wasn’t lying.” She glances down at my hand with the ring on it, and it takes all my power not to hide it behind my back. “How long have you two been together?”

      Crap, Jace and I should’ve totally gone over that question. We really suck at this. “Um, well….” I start to make something up about time and how it means nothing, but my words are cut off when the little boy jumps out of her arms and begins to dance in circles.

      “I need to pee, Mom. I need to pee, I need to pee…” He spins around and around, holding his tiny hand over the front of his jeans and I could hug him for being the perfect distraction.

      “Shit.” She quickly stands and looks around like she’s panicked.

      “There’s a bathroom in our room,” I tell her, and with a nod, she picks up the boy and runs out of the kitchen with him in her arms.

      Now, with the kitchen to myself, I go to the counter that is covered with bags of chips, cookies, and a platter of sandwiches. As I’m making myself a plate, the sliding door opens, and Jace and Brice step in, each of them carrying two suitcases, followed by Janelle, Daniel, and an older woman with purple hair. Not dark or bright purple, but a silver purple, like a shade of lavender, that somehow looks elegant on her.

      “Boys, just put those bags in Grandma’s room, and we’ll deal with them later,” Janelle orders her sons before turning her attention to me. “Mom, this is Penny, Jace’s fiancée.” She waves her arm out then up and down in my direction, looking like Vanna White showcasing the grand prize on Wheel of Fortune.

      “She’s his fiancée?” The woman scoffs, and even if I can’t be surprised by her doubt, I’m still a little offended. I mean, I might not be a supermodel, but I think I’m pretty and have some great qualities—the first being my winning personality, the second, my ass.

      I have a great ass.

      Not that she can see that right now.

      “Mom!” Janelle hisses.

      “What?” She looks at her daughter, who is giving her a dirty look. “Fine.” She focuses on me. “It’s nice to meet you, Penny. I’m Janet.”

      “Nice to meet you too.” I force a smile.

      “I’d like to take a nap,” she announces loudly, as Daniel makes his way toward where I’m still standing next to the food, and he sighs audibly.

      “Okay, let’s get you settled. Maybe you’ll be in a better mood when you wake up,” Janelle scold, then looks at her husband, who just started to grab a plate for himself. “Honey, will you go up and get a few more blankets while I get Mom to her room?

      “Sure,” Daniel says, then his eyes come to me and start dancing with mischief. “Hopefully, she’ll suffocate herself with them while she’s sleeping.”

      I snort. Even if it is inappropriate, it’s still funny. He chuckles, then sets down his plate and leaves the kitchen.

      Alone once again, I take a bite of my sandwich, then watch Jace walk through the doorway.

      “Everything okay?” he asks, stopping in front of me.

      “Your grandmother seems delightful,” I tell him, and he smirks, taking a chip off my plate. “Also, we need to talk about how long we’ve been dating. The woman with the little boy asked, and I didn’t know what to say.”

      “A couple of months.”

      “Seriously?” I roll my eyes. “So we’ve been dating a couple of months, and we’re already engaged?”

      “When you know, you know.” He takes my sandwich from my hand and starts to put it in his mouth.

      “Hey!” I stop him quickly by grabbing his wrist. “That’s mine. Get your own.”

      “You won’t share with your soon-to-be husband?”

      “No,” I say, and he bends his head down and takes a bite anyways.

      “Want some?” He holds the sandwich out to me.

      “Ewww, no. Now it has your cooties on it.”

      “Come on. You know you want a bite of my meat,” he taunts, putting the sandwich near my face and making me laugh.

      “You’re an idiot.” I listen to him chuckle and watch him shove the last bite in his mouth, as the energy in the room seems to shift and get heavier.

      Turning, I find the blonde woman from earlier standing near the open doorway watching us.

      “I need to go make a couple of phone calls,” Jace tells me, then the next thing I know, his lips are on mine in a kiss that is over before I can even blink. “I’ll be back.”

      “Uh… yeah. Okay.” I watch him walk off, taking his cell out of his pocket, and I rub my tingling lips together.

      “I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself.” The blonde comes over to the counter, picking up a paper plate. “I’m Brice’s wife, Haylee.” She looks over at me, and I don’t know what she’s looking for, but it’s obvious she’s waiting for me to react.

      “Awesome. And the little boy?”

      “Dash. He just turned three.”

      “He’s cute.”

      “He is,” she says, then her head tips to the side. “Has Jace mentioned me?”

      Oh goodness, now what?

      “Mentioned you?” I ask, hoping that playing stupid works in my favor.

      “He and I dated for a while in college.”

      My mouth drops open.

      She’s the “cut her losses because he worked too much” girl. Oh, Lord.

      “I only bring it up, because I don’t want things to be any more awkward than they already are.”

      “Oh.” I wave out my hand. “This is not awkward at all. Not even a little. At least, not for me. I mean, if you’re the one who’s slept with both Jace and Brice, I’m sure that’s totally weird for you, being around them both.” I close my eyes and beg myself to shut up. “I’m sorry,” I whisper when I can finally meet her gaze. “I’ve always had a horrible habit of rambling when I’m uncomfortable.”

      As she stares at me unblinking, I shift on the balls of my feet. I thought I was uncomfortable before, but now I know what that word really means.

      I’m so going to kick Jace in the shin for this. He should have told me that his ex-girlfriend was here and that she married his twin brother and had a kid with him.

      Okay, first, I might give him a hug, because even thinking about him watching his brother marry the woman he was probably in love with causes unwanted sympathy for the man to hit me right in the chest. That had to suck big-time.

      “It is weird,” she says quietly, finally breaking the silence, and my body deflates like a balloon. “I had no idea I would end up falling in love with Brice. It just kind of happened.” I watch her draw in a deep breath. “I’m glad Jace has you now, and I really do hope the two of you are happy.”

      “Thank you,” I say, because what the hell am I supposed to say? Jace hired me to be his fake fiancée, because he doesn’t want another serious relationship and he’s still obsessed with work. Oh, and we just met a few days ago. “I’m gonna go outside for a bit,” I tell her, and she nods.

      Taking my plate, including a new sandwich, with me, I walk out the back door, then down the stairs to the yard. Spotting a dock that leads out into the water, where there is a boathouse attached, I walk to the end of it and take a seat, resting my plate on my lap. As I take in the view and eat my lunch, my mind constantly travels back to Jace and why I’m here.

      Did he really want me around to keep his mom off his back, or is it too difficult for him to be around Haylee and his brother, alone and without a distraction? I imagine it is. Then again, what the hell do I know? I hardly know the guy, and I definitely don’t know the kind of relationship he and Haylee had. I know he said she cut her losses because he worked all the time, but he obviously let her go, so did she even mean that much to him?

      Really, I don’t need to know the answers to those questions.

      I’m only here to help Jace and to make fifty thousand dollars so I can take my mom to Paris and pay off her bills and a few of my own.

      Jace Ellis’s emotional wellbeing is not my concern.

      Right?

      Right.

      But heck if I don’t know if I’m lying to myself.
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      With the house quiet when I go back inside after I’ve eaten, I grab my phone from my purse and take it with me to the deck. On the screen, there are about a dozen missed calls from Christy, including a few texts. A rock settles in the pit of my stomach as I open up the messages from her. Each letter is capitalized, letting me know she’s yelling at me, and all of them are asking if I’ve lost my mind.

      Not wanting anyone to overhear the conversation I need to have with her, I take my phone with me down to the dock and dial her number as I stare at the house above me. That way, I won’t get caught off-guard if someone does come outside.

      “Please tell me that Jace was just messing with me and that you are not currently wearing a ring he gave you and about to spend the week with him and his family!” Christy yells into my ear as soon as she picks up.

      “Well…” I wrap my arm around my middle. “What happened was—”

      “He offered you money,” she cuts me off. “I got that much from the message he left me at five this morning. A message I didn’t get until after one, because I stupidly thought he wanted something for work, and I do not work on Saturdays, so I ignored it. I had no idea he was calling to tell me that he was taking one of my best friends out of the state and forcing her to pretend to be his fiancée.”

      “He’s not forcing me.”

      “I know, but he’s using the fact that he has money to get what he wants, so he kind of is in a billionaire way.”

      “I can pay off my mom’s medical bills with the amount of money he’s giving me,” I whisper, closing my eyes. “She doesn’t talk about it, but I know those bills hanging over her head is a stress she doesn’t need.”

      “Penny,” she whispers back, “I get why you’re doing it. I totally get it. But I’m worried about you.”

      “Don’t be.” I open my eyes, and when I do, I find Jace standing on the deck with his phone to his ear and his eyes on me. “I’m safe, and it’s just one week. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “You could fall in love with him.”

      I snort. “That’s never going to be a problem.”

      “I’ve known Jace for five years, and I’ve seen firsthand the amount of hearts he’s broken without even trying.”

      “I bet he has, but I’m not an idiot. Even if this situation makes it seem like I am.”

      “Promise me that you will not let your soft heart get involved. I know you, Penny. I know you are always trying to rescue everyone. But Jace is…. He’s not the kind of man you can save.”

      “I don’t try to rescue everyone.”

      “When I thought I couldn’t get pregnant, you offered to carry a baby for me and Jack. And when that guy you work with had to get on the donor list for a kidney, you went to see if you’d be a match. And I know she’s your mom, but you were at every appointment, surgery, and treatment with her since the day she was diagnosed.”

      “Anyone would do those things.”

      “No, they would not. No one would do all those things, but you would. I know if I needed you to carry my sweet girl, you would have done it. And you would have given up a kidney for someone else too. It’s who you are.”

      “None of that matters.” I let out a breath as Jace starts down the stairs of the deck. “I know this isn’t real. I’m not really marrying Jace… or even dating him! As soon as this week is over, our deal is done and we will both go back to life as we knew it.”

      “Okay, I’m trusting you to not get yourself hurt.”

      “I’m not going to get hurt, but I appreciate you looking out for me.”

      “Always, I love you.”

      “I love you too, and I promise that everything will be okay.”

      “Okay, and if it’s not, I’ll just kill Jace.”

      “No killing necessary.” I laugh, then whisper, “Jace is coming, so I’m going to get off the phone.”

      “Okay, we’ll talk soon.”

      “Soon,” I assure and hang up, and Jace raises a brow as I tuck my cell into the back pocket of my jean shorts.

      “Who was that?”

      “Christy.”

      “She finally checked her voicemail?”

      “Yeah.” I wrap my arms around my middle. “Is everything okay?”

      “The kid and Grandma are down for a nap. Dad’s getting stuff together to go fishing with Brice, and Mom’s in the kitchen with Haylee, trying to figure out what to make for dinner,” he replies, ticking everyone off on his fingers.

      “Are you not going fishing with your dad and your brother?’

      “No, that’s not really my thing.”

      “Is it that, or is it because you don’t want to spend time alone with your brother?” I dig my nails into my palms as penance for my nosiness, because I do not need to know the answer to that question. “Don’t answer that.”

      “So who told you about Haylee?”

      “She did.” I glance over at him. “You also could have told me that the ex-girlfriend you mentioned was going to be here and that she married your brother and had a kid with him.

      “It was in the notes.”

      “Of course it was.” I roll my eyes. “Were you going to give food-poisoning girl longer than a plane ride and a fifteen-minute drive to get all her facts straight?”

      “She had a month.”

      “I guess that’s good. Not very helpful now… but good.” I pull off my hoodie and take a seat on the end of the dock, then look up and watch him hesitate before he walks over and takes a seat next to me. “So where is everyone else?”

      “What?”

      “The hundred and thirty-six people who are supposed to be here. Where are they?”

      “They get in tomorrow. Mom likes to come a day early.”

      “Got it.” I lean back on my elbows and close my eyes, letting the sun warm my skin. “So is there anything else I should know about?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. A secret baby? Old feelings still harbored for your ex? A revenge plot you’ve secretly planned to get back at your brother?” I peek one eye open and look over at him and find his on my chest. Ignoring the internal heat I suddenly feel in my cheeks and lower stomach, I sit up. “I’d just like a heads-up if this weekend is going to turn into a game of Clue.”

      “You have a wild imagination.”

      “I work with kids, so it comes with the territory.”

      “There’s no secret baby, and I’m good with my brother and Haylee.”

      “Okay, but it must be difficult to be around them every year for a whole week,” I say quietly, knowing I’m doing exactly what I told myself I wouldn’t.

      “This is the first year I’ve come since they got married.” He turns his attention to the water, and I expect that to be the end of it, so when he continues, I hold my breath, afraid he’ll stop talking. “I was pissed when I heard they were together, but they’re actually happy, so I’m over it.”

      “You can be happy for them and still be angry.” I nudge his shoulder with mine, the same way I would one of my kids when I’m trying to get them to open up about their feelings. “Were you and her together for a long time?”

      “Almost four years.”

      “So… a long time,” I surmise.

      “I planned on marrying her.” He huffs out a laugh.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It is what it is.”

      “Yeah.” I let out a breath, at a loss for what to say. I can’t imagine being in his shoes, and I can totally see why his mom would want him to find someone. Not only would it make things easier for everyone else, but it would make it easier for him to be around them if he had a woman he was in love with.

      “Have you ever gone jet skiing?” At that question, which seems to come out of nowhere, I turn to look at him.

      “What?”

      “Jet skiing. Have you ever gone?”

      “No, I can barely swim.”

      “Go get your swimsuit on.”

      “What swimsuit? I didn’t know we were coming to your family’s lake house. I thought I was helping you with work.”

      “I’m sure my mom has something you can borrow.” He stands, then pulls me up with him, leaving me without a choice but to go with him.
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      Bright floral prints are not for everyone, and even if you’re short, that doesn’t mean you’ll necessarily fit petite-sized clothing. I find this out as I look at myself in the mirror.

      Tugging at the top of the suit Janelle was kind enough to let me have, I try to cover my cleavage that is spilling over the top of the heart-shaped bust, but that does nothing but drag the bottom half of the suit up my ass crack.

      Turning to the side, I bite my bottom lip and wonder if I should have chosen one of the other bathing suits she tossed at me as soon as Jace asked her if I could borrow something. Now, it’s too late. This one, which was new with tags still attached has now been up close and personal with my lady bits. And even if she wouldn’t care about taking it back, I would definitely feel awkward.

      “Penny.” Janelle knocks, sounding concerned. “Is everything okay. How does it fit?”

      “It’s…. Well….” I give myself one more glance in the mirror. “It’s covering the most important parts.”

      “Pardon?” she calls out, and I sigh before opening the door so she can see for herself.

      “Oh.” Her eyes widen as they take me in, then she steps toward me and hovers her hands over my D chest before letting them fall awkwardly to her sides. “You’re a little more… well-endowed than I am.”

      “I should tell Jace we’ll go tomorrow,” I whisper, trying to adjust the top that will not adjust unless I suddenly gain magical powers that can enlarge random objects or produce more fabric.

      “No, no.” She starts to shake her head frantically. “It looks lovely on you, and Jace is waiting for you down at the dock. Tomorrow, I can run you into town to get something else, but this will work for now.”

      “I don’t know.” I shift on my feet and watch her grab a towel off the bed before handing it to me.

      “Just wrap yourself up in this, then when you get to the dock, you’ll be putting on a life jacket anyway. It will be fine.”

      “Okay,” I give in and wrap the bright-pink towel around my body while she watches.

      “Much better.” She smiles proudly, then spins for the door, only to stop and turn to face me once more.

      “I also need to say thank you.”

      “Thank you? For what?”

      “For being kind to Haylee.” She fiddles with her fingers, a sign that lets me know she’s nervous. “I know it’s probably strange having the ex-girlfriend of the man you’re going to marry here, but she really is a sweetheart, and I do hope that with time you two can become friends.”

      “I hope so too,” I say quietly, because I know that’s what she needs to hear, and it’s also what I would say if this thing between Jace and me were real.

      I learned early on in life how quickly people can be taken away from you, and with my mom’s illness, I learned how precious life truly is. There is no time for a grudge that you might end up regretting when it’s too late to make things right. And even if I do believe Jace has a right to still be angry about what happened between his brother and Haylee, that situation has nothing to do with me. They’re all adults who need to sit down and have a conversation that has most likely never taken place.

      “I really like you, Penny.” She pats my arm, then turns around and heads out of the room, calling over her shoulder for me to have fun.

      With no choice, my towel wrapped tight around me, I head to the boathouse and find Jace waiting, just like Janelle said he would be. Only she didn’t tell me that he would be shirtless and that I should prepare myself mentally for seeing him half-naked. As he’s distracted by whatever it is he’s doing on one of the large jet skis inside the small building, I take in his well-defined abs, the V that disappears into his black swim trunks, along with the tattoos that cover his torso and muscular arms. No guy who’s made millions off playing video games should look like him. Heck, no guy should have a right to look as good as he does, period.

      “Are you okay?”

      Jumping at that question, I come out of my perusal and meet his gaze, knowing my cheeks are probably red from being caught checking him out. “Yep, great.”

      “Nervous?”

      “No, why would I be nervous?”

      “You mentioned not being the best swimmer.” He bends to pick up a bright-red life vest before he walks toward me.

      “Oh, I’m not, but I know the basics that should keep me alive if I end up in the water,” I say as he stops in front of me, so close I can see the swirls of blue mixed with green that make up the color of his eyes.

      “All right, drop the towel, and let’s get this on you.”

      “I can do it.” I hold the towel a little tighter with one hand, and he raises a brow but hands the vest over.

      Making sure the towel is tucked tight, I slip on life jacket, then attempt to latch the clips, but the towel keeps getting caught, making it difficult. Well, that and whoever designed the stupid thing did not think about women who have breasts wearing it.

      “Stupid thing,” I groan, getting aggravated.

      “Let me help.” He moves my hands out of the way, then in one quick move, the towel is falling to my feet and his eyes are locked on my chest. “Jesus.”

      “They’re boobs. I’m sure you’ve seen a million of them.” I slap my hand against my cleavage in an attempt to cover up—not that it does much to hide anything.

      “Well.” He clears his throat. “They’re nice.”

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, and he lifts his eyes to mine. “You did not just say that.”

      “I’m a dude. It would be wrong if I didn’t notice and appreciate that you have a nice rack.”

      “Don’t be a douche,” I grumble, then gasp when he pulls me forward by the straps of the life jacket, clicking the first buckle into place.

      “Tomorrow, I’ll take you into town to get you a different suit.” He hooks the second. “I don’t need anyone else checking out my fiancée’s tits.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why not? If they were mine, I wouldn’t want to share them.”

      “Can we just go? This is getting weird.” I sigh, and he grins a grin that has me second-guessing my decision to be alone with him. Then again, my reaction to him on a physical level has me second-guessing a whole lot of things.

      “All done.” He lets me go and grabs his life jacket, quickly putting it on, then with the ease of a man who has ridden a jet ski a few times in his life, he climbs onto the machine and straddles the seat. “Let’s go, cupcake.” He starts the engine.

      “Cupcake?” My lip curls, because ew.

      “I’m trying it out. I think it would be good if we have pet names for each other.”

      “No, thank you.” I hesitate a moment before I place one foot behind his on the ledge of the craft, then swing my leg over. Of course, the swimsuit goes right up my bottom during the move, so I have to take a minute to adjust the fabric before I sit on the seat behind him.

      “Every couple I know, they have nicknames for each other.”

      “We are not going to be one of those couples.” I roll my eyes as I try to figure out what I should hold onto, because touching him doesn’t seem like a very bright idea.

      “Whatever you say, sweetheart.” He reaches back and grabs both my wrists, then tugs them around his waist. “Hold on.”

      I do, mostly because I don’t have a choice. One second, the jet ski is just bobbing in the water, and the next, it’s taking off out the open door so fast that my hair is flying behind me.

      I listen to his laughter mixed with the sound of my screams as he spins us in circles before straightening out and speeding farther away from the house.

      As he navigates us across the lake, I take in the beauty of the area and the houses scattered here and there, some hidden back in the woods surrounded by trees, others nestled close to the water’s edge.

      “It must have been amazing spending summers here as a kid,” I yell over the sound of the motor as the jet spits water out behind us.

      “It was. Do you want to see the house we used to rent?” he asks, and my fingers flex on his waist.

      “Sure.” Without another word, he drives for about ten minutes across the lake before he slows to a stop and cuts the engine.

      “That’s it.” He points at a small house close to the bank, the color scheme reminiscent of the house we are staying in now. “There was no electricity or even a bathroom when we stayed there, but it was one of the only places my parents could afford.” I hear the smile in his voice. “When I got my first big paycheck I tried to buy it, but the owner wasn’t interested in selling.”

      “So you built something bigger.”

      “Eventually. It took a few years to be able to afford the land I purchased, along with the main house and the cabins, but it was worth the wait. Especially when I gave my parents the keys.”

      “That was sweet of you,” I say quietly, and he makes a grunting sound in response before looking at me over his shoulder.

      “Are you ready to drive us back to the house?”

      “No.”

      “Too bad.” He stands, then dives into the water, causing the vessel to rock from side to side. When he pops back up a couple of seconds later and pushes his wet hair away from his face, I scowl down at him.

      “I’m not driving.”

      “You are.” He swims to the back end and climbs on. “Scoot up.”

      “No,” I refuse, and he sighs before shoving my hips forward and forcing me to the front of the seat.

      “Grab the handles,” he orders, settling in behind me.

      I want to refuse again, but I don’t, because this position feels much more intimate than the last, and I need a reason to get my body away from his. I should not find my fake fiancé so attractive, especially after some of our previous interactions, when he’s been so short to the point of being rude.

      Once I have my hands in place, I listen closely to what he says to do next, then slowly take off. I don’t know what he thinks about on the drive back to the house, as his large hands settle on my thighs, but all I keep repeating over and over in my head is, I hate his touch.
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      Completely exhausted after my shower, I walk right to the bed and lie down with wet hair and all. The culmination of getting up early, spending time on the water, a late dinner, and then S’mores afterward has made my body and my mind feel like they’ve been put through the ringer.

      When the bedroom door opens, I don’t even bother opening my eyes. I can sense it’s Jace without even looking. I listen to him shuffling stuff around, then a couple of minutes later, I hear a door close and the shower turn on. And that’s the last thing I register before I pass out.

      “Why are you on the floor?” At that screeched question, which I know is not a part of the dream I was having about Jace and me doing unspeakable things, my eyes fly open and I find Janet standing in the open doorway to the bathroom. Blinking at her shadowy figure outlined by the light behind her, I wonder if maybe I am still dreaming, and now this is a nightmare.

      “Grandma,” Jace groans from the foot of the bed, and my heart melts a little, because even with me asleep with no way of knowing, he still went to sleep on the floor like we agreed.

      “Why is my grandson on the floor?” Janet asks, and I know that question is directed at me.

      “Why are you in here?” I ask stupidly, and she looks frazzled for a moment, then shakes out of it.

      “I got turned around in the bathroom. I thought this was the door to my room. Now answer my question.”

      “Penny was upset and needed some time alone,” Jace tells her, and my jaw drops open. He did not just say that.

      “Time alone?” She scowls at me. “Do you think your marriage will last very long if you tell your husband to sleep on the floor every time you get upset?”

      “I—”

      “It won’t,” she cuts me off. “In my day, we dealt with our problems, then went to bed as a couple would. We didn’t get in a huff, then sleep separately. What exactly do you expect to solve with the way you’re acting?”

      “Well—”

      “Nothing,” she cuts me off again. “You’ll solve nothing. Now, Jace, get in the bed with your fiancée and talk things out. The two of you have a lot of growing to do if this is going to work out. Not that I expect it will.” She leaves, slamming the door behind her.

      Falling to my back, I stare at the dark ceiling and wait, but when Jace doesn’t make a sound or a move to come to bed, annoyance curls in the pit of my stomach.

      “You do realize that if she comes back in here and you’re not in bed with me, I’m the one who’s going to have to deal with her wrath, right?”

      “I can’t hear you. I’m sleeping,” he says quietly, and the humor in his voice does nothing but make me more annoyed.

      “Come to bed, Jace,” I bite out, throwing a pillow in his direction.

      “All right, all right, you just had to ask.” I hear him moving around, then see his shadow before the bed dips.

      “You couldn’t think of anything else to say when she asked why you were sleeping on the floor?” I hiss while I scoot to the edge of the bed as far away from him as I can get, which isn’t far, because the bed is so flipping small, and he’s so fricking giant.

      “She caught me off guard.”

      “Seriously?”

      “What? It sounded believable.”

      “So make me the bad guy. Right. You couldn’t have said you’re a dick and upset with me, so you decided to sleep on the floor?”

      “Even if I’m pissed, I wouldn’t choose to sleep on the floor if a woman is in my bed, doll, so my explanation was more believable.”

      “Whatever,” I huff, shoving pillows between us. “Just stay on your side of the bed.”

      “Did you just build a pillow fort between us? Afraid you won’t be able to keep your hands off me?” I hear the smile in his voice, and I roll my eyes.

      “Yes, I’m very concerned I might strangle you in my sleep.”

      “Strangle, hm? I like a little breath play.” He chuckles, and I bite back a smile, because seriously, this guy is too much.

      “Just go to sleep.”

      “Okay, love muffin.”

      “And stop with the nicknames.” I lie back down and drag my blanket up over my head, hoping I’ll be able to go back to sleep quickly.

      “I will when I find the perfect one,” he says, sounding thoughtful, and I sigh.

      “You’re annoying. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “No,” he replies, and I’m sure he’s not lying.

      “That’s because everyone else is afraid you’ll fire them.”

      “Probably, but you’re not.”

      “Nope,” I confirm, then feel the bed move.

      “Night, Penny.”

      Letting out a breath, I close my eyes, then whisper, “Night, Jace.”
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        * * *

      

      I know even before I open my eyes that I’m in trouble. Or maybe I knew that subconsciously last night when Jace got into bed with me. The pillow fort I built to keep us separated is long-gone, and now we are both in the middle of the bed.

      He’s behind me, my head pillowed by his bicep, and his other hand is cupping my breast while his groin presses into my bottom.

      I squeeze my eyes closed, trying to ignore the fact that my body is on fire and that his cock feels seriously huge pressed up against my ass.

      I already knew he was hot. I did not need to know he is so well-endowed.

      Needing to get away from him, I quickly untangle myself from his hold and get out of bed. He doesn’t wake up, which is a relief. I don’t think I’d be able to look at him again if he saw my face right now. I’m sure with one glance he’d be able to read all the dirty thoughts going through my mind.

      Stealthily, I go to the bathroom and lock both doors before I turn on the cold water. I splash some on my face, hoping to cool my overheated skin and wash away the lust still fogging up my brain. It’s been years since I’ve felt even a hint of desire, and the last thing I need right now is for my body to take over all my rational thoughts.

      And worse, in this situation, I don’t even have a way to work out this pent-up sexual frustration on my own.

      Lifting my head, I look at myself in the mirror and remind myself I can do hard things. That’s something I tell my kids all the time and something I need to remember now more than ever.

      After brushing my teeth, I open the door for the bedroom and find the bed empty. I don’t know where Jace is, but I can smell coffee coming from the kitchen, and that’s all the motivation I need to put on a bra and leave the room. When I get to the kitchen, it’s empty except for a shirtless Jace, who is focused on his phone sitting on the counter while he holds a cup of coffee in one hand. I think about leaving and coming back with a shirt, for him to cover up. No one, especially not me, needs to see him in all his glory this morning, not after waking up like I did.

      “Good morning, snuggle bunny,” he says without looking at me, and heat spreads up my neck to my cheeks. Does he know he was playing the role of big spoon this morning?

      He couldn’t. He was asleep, wasn’t he?

      “Morning.” I shift on my feet when his gaze hits mine.

      “Coffee?” he asks, turning to lean back against the counter with his mug in his hands.

      “Please.” I walk toward him, and his eyes move over my hair that I know is a wild mess after sleeping with it down while it was still wet.

      He takes his eyes off me and turns to one of the higher cabinets, grabbing a mug from inside. “Creamer, sugar?”

      “You don’t know how she takes her coffee?” Janet asks, making me jump, and I inwardly groan. “You two are hopeless.”

      “Morning, Grandma.” He sends a charming smile in her direction, and she rolls her eyes before walking over to give him a kiss on his cheek.

      “Did you sleep okay?” She pats his arm.

      “Yep, Penny apologized right after you left, so we both got a good night’s sleep.”

      Oh my God.

      “Your advice was life-changing.” I smile when she looks at me.

      “Maybe there’s hope for you after all.” She tips up her chin in approval. Or dismissal. With her, I have no idea.

      “I hope so.” I keep my smile in place, and she huffs before looking at Jace.

      “Make me a cup of coffee, darling. I’ll be outside,” she orders, then walks out the back door, leaving it open.

      When I’m sure she’s out of earshot, I get close to Jace, and he tips his head down to me. I ignore the fact that my stomach dips when my chest presses into his, and I lift up on my tiptoes, placing my mouth as close to his ear as I can get. “I’m going to cut off your testicles when you’re sleeping.” I give him a sugary-sweet smile when I fall to my flat feet, and he chuckles like he thinks I’m joking, when I one hundred percent am not.
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      “You’re a cheater!” I cry dramatically as I race Dash down an aisle.

      “No, you’re old.” He giggles, running faster, and I listen to his mom and grandma laugh from behind us.

      “I’m not old. You’re old.”

      “I only three,” he says three like free, making me laugh.

      “Ugh, you won again.” I give him a high-five when we both come to a stop, then lift him up off the ground so he can’t run away again while we wait for Haylee and Janelle to catch up with the two of us.

      “Thanks.” Haylee grins, taking him from me when she reaches the end of the aisle.

      “Any time.” I watch her smother his face with kisses that make him giggle, and I smile.

      “So how many grandkids are you and Jace going to give me?” Janelle asks as we all continue to walk.

      “Oh.” I bite my lip. I should have known this question would come up. After all, she does believe I’m her son’s fiancée, and that is something a normal couple would have talked about before ever getting engaged. But still, like everything else, I didn’t prepare for it.

      “I don’t know. Maybe two.” I shrug, figuring two is a good, even number.

      “I can accept that, but make sure one is a girl. I want a granddaughter.”

      “I’m not sure we get to decide that, but I’ll do my best.” I look over at Haylee when she laughs and hate that she is close enough to hear this conversation.

      I mean, from what I’ve gathered, she is totally over Jace, but this whole thing is still weird. And that’s part of the reason why this morning over breakfast, when Janelle told me that Haylee and Dash would be joining us for a trip into town so I could get a swimsuit, I considered coming up with an excuse as to why I could no longer go.

      I didn’t want to make things uncomfortable for anyone, myself included. But then I saw the look on Janelle’s face and knew I couldn’t do that to her. Plus, with Jace busy with work, that would leave only Janet to keep me company at the house. And I’d rather walk over hot coals barefooted and covered in tarantulas than spend time alone with that terrifying woman.

      “Have you and Jace talked about how long you’ll wait before you start trying?” she asks, dragging me from my thoughts, and I shake my head.

      “You have time.”

      “Lots of it,” I agree maybe a little too quickly.

      “Penny, the suits are over here!” Haylee calls out, saving me without even knowing it, and Janelle and I follow the sound of her voice across the store.

      While Haylee chases Dash around and Janelle wanders off down an aisle with coolers and pool toys, I flip through the rack of suits.

      It takes me longer than it should to find two options, because all the larger sizes are gone and what’s left, not many women I know could fit into. I take both of them to the dressing room and try them on, finding that neither is great. One looks like a plain black suit from the front, but the back of it is cut high, really high, leaving half my ass exposed. The other, which I normally wouldn’t wear because it’s a bikini, has a high waist, so it’s not so horrible. But it’s the top that makes it not my favorite suit in the world. My breasts are still very exposed, but they’re more covered than they were yesterday.

      Figuring I’ll get both, that way I’ll at least have two bad options, I leave the dressing room, where I find Janelle sitting on a huge box and waiting for me.

      “I found the most perfect raft for tubing.” She smiles proudly, and I glance down at the box and see a sticker of a giant yellow duck with people sitting inside it.

      “It’s a fuck, fuck, fuck!” Dash chants, running up to his grandma, and I try not to giggle as Haylee closes her eyes.

      “Did you find a suit?” Janelle asks me, hopping off the box.

      “I did. I hold up both of them. There weren’t a lot of options, but these should work.”

      “Then this was a successful trip,” she says happily as she begins to push the box down the aisle with Dash helping her.

      “Should I run up and get a cart?” I ask, bending to help her push.

      “No, if I have a cart in here, I’ll end up with a whole bunch of stuff I don’t need.”

      “You mean like a giant duck?” Haylee asks, and I laugh.

      “This is a gift for everyone.” She looks at her watch when it starts to ring.

      “That’s Daniel. He’s probably calling to let me know people are starting to arrive.” She presses a button on the side of it, then calls out, “Hey, honey!”

      “Your sister is here.”

      “Great! Tell her that I should be back in about twenty minutes.”

      “Okay. Also, your mom would like to talk to you.”

      “I—” she starts, but before she can get another word out, Janet comes over the small speaker.

      “You left me. I didn’t know you were going into town.”

      “I thought you would like to rest before everyone started showing up.” She meets my gaze and cringes, when Janet continues.

      “If I wanted to rest, I would have said that. You didn’t even mention going to the store.”

      “Sorry, Mom, my service is bad. You’re breaking up. I’m going to have to call you back.”

      “Janelle, don’t you dare hang—”

      She presses the button on the side of her watch, cutting off the rest of her mother’s sentence.

      “I love my mom,” she assures me, and I nod, because I’m sure she does. I’m also sure she wouldn’t mind locking her in a room somewhere for the rest of eternity. “Jace mentioned your mom is in New York visiting your aunt.”

      “She is.”

      “I can’t wait to meet her. Daniel and I will have to plan a visit in the fall.”

      Oh, Lord.

      “Yeah, that would be awesome,” I say, knowing I will be long-gone by that point.

      “We’ll make it happen.” She smiles happily, and guilt gnaws at my stomach.

      Duck.
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      We don’t go back to the house right away. Instead, we drive through a coffee hut on the side of the road, and each of us gets an iced coffee. Well, except for Dash; he gets a kid’s Icee that I’m sure will have him running in circles as soon as we get back home. We also stop to pick up bait worms for Daniel from a small shop in town after he sends Janelle a text.

      When we pull into the driveway for the house at a little after one, I expect there to be a couple more cars, but I couldn’t have even imagined what greets us.

      Staring out the front windshield, I’m sure anyone seeing me would think I’m witnessing the zombie apocalypse by how wide my eyes are. Dozens of vehicles are now parked up and down the road that leads to the other smaller homes, which match the color scheme of the main one where we’re staying. And at least a hundred or more people are out walking around, some on the dock, some in the water, and kids are running around playing with squirt guns. Women have beach chairs sitting at the lake’s edge, where they are tanning, and men are half-dressed, with beers in hand. I even notice a few people setting up tents under the shade of the woods.

      I shouldn’t be surprised, since Jace did tell me there would be a hundred and thirty-six people here for this week’s festivities, but thinking of a hundred and thirty-six people and seeing them milling about in one area are two different things.

      “It looks like almost everyone has arrived,” Janelle says, sounding happy as she navigates around cars and kids so she can park behind Jace’s Jeep.

      “There are more people coming?” I whisper.

      “I know it probably seems overwhelming, but you’re going to have the best time.” Haylee reaches forward and pats my shoulder from the back seat. “There’s lots of family challenges and competitions. The whole week is like summer camp.”

      “Competitions?” I look at her over my shoulder.

      “Did you ever have a day in school where you competed against other classes?”

      “Yeah.” And we still have Field Day at the school I teach at too.

      “It’s like that, except all the extended families compete against each other. There’s a talent show, chili cook-off, scavenger hunt, trivia, and all kinds of stuff. Janelle and her sister plan this week all year long, and it’s a blast.”

      “And now we have two more people on our team.” Janelle reaches over to squeeze my arm, and I send her a smile. I’m not going to be the one to tell her that I doubt very much that Jace will be involved in anything happening this week.

      “Uh-oh. Eva does not look happy,” Haylee says as a woman with wild gray hair, wearing a flowing floral summer dress, hustles in our direction with a sour expression.

      “She probably had a run-in with Mom.” Janelle looks over at me. “Eva is my sister.”

      “Got it.” I unhook my belt and hop out, taking my coffee and shopping bag with me.

      “I’m going to lock our mother in a box at the bottom of the lake,” Eva announces as soon a Janelle has her door open, and I hear Haylee laugh from the back seat before I slam my door closed.

      “She’s been in a mood since she got here,” I hear Janelle tell her sister while I open the back door to help Haylee get Dash out.

      “When is she not in a mood?” Eva asks, then hisses, “She told me that I look like a witch from a kids’ storybook. Don’t smile. It’s not funny!”

      “It’s a little funny,” Janelle counters, then calls out my name.

      “You’ve been summoned,” Haylee says through another laugh, and I hand Dash over to her once she gets her feet on the ground. “I’m going to take him in and see if I can get him to take a nap.”

      “I’m not tired,” he tells her while he attempts to wiggle free, but she locks her arms around him.

      “Then we will just have a rest.” She kisses his head as she walks off toward the house, and I head to the trunk, where Janelle and her sister are attempting to maneuver the box out of the back.

      “Penny, I’d like you to meet my sister, Eva. Eva, this is Jace’s fiancée, Penny.”

      “It’s—”

      “What?” Eva cuts me off and looks between Janelle and me. “Jace got engaged?”

      “He surprised us with the news yesterday.”

      “Holy shit, he’s here?”

      “He is,” my fake future-mother-in-law confirms.

      “I told you!” Eva cries, tossing her hands in the air before focusing on her sister. “What did I say?” she asks, only to answer her own question. “I told you that Jace was going to find someone and that she would bring him back to life.” She focuses on me and grabs my free hand. “And here you are.”

      “Eva thinks she’s a psychic,” Janelle tells me.

      “I don’t think I’m psychic. I am physic.” Eva glares at her sister, then her expression softens when she turns to meet my gaze. “It’s so nice to meet you, Penny.”

      “It’s nice to meet you too.”

      “Oh goodness.” She lets me go and claps her hands together. “This week is going to be fabulous.”

      “Did anyone think to bring me a coffee?” At that question from Janet, who is making her way toward us, Janelle stops trying to get the box out of the trunk.

      “The doctors told you that you’re not supposed to have too much caffeine, Mom.”

      “This is America. They have decaf.”

      “Mom, not everyone is thinking about you every second of the day,” Eva says, and Janet’s face gets red like it’s going to explode.

      Oh goodness, indeed.

      “I’m just…” I take a step back when Janet turns her glare in my direction. “I’m just gonna go see if I can find someone to help with the box.” I spin around and walk as quickly as I can toward the house.

      When I slide open the back door, I find Daniel in the kitchen with a donut halfway to his mouth.

      “Hey, Janelle needs your help getting a box out of the trunk.”

      “What did she buy?” he asks, and my nose scrunches.

      “You’ll see.”

      “Jesus, she cannot be trusted to go shopping at warehouse stores,” he mutters before heading out the door, shoving the entire donut into his mouth.

      Smiling to myself, I walk into the room Jace and I are sharing and stumble to a stop when I find the room dark and him on the bed with his elbow covering his eyes.

      The position is one I’ve found my mom in more than once, and it causes my heart to pick up speed. I hang my bag on the hook on the back of the door and set down my coffee before I walk over to the bed. Standing over him, I hesitate before I touch the back of my fingers to his forehead that I’m relieved to find is cool to the touch.

      “Oh,” I gasp when he captures my wrist in his large hand.

      “How was shopping with Mom, princess?” he asks, meeting my gaze, and even in the low light of the room, there is no missing the pain in his eyes.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Headache. Did you find a suit?”

      “Did you take something for your head?”

      “No.”

      “Will you take something if I bring it to you?”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I found two. Now, will you take something if I bring it to you?”

      “Yeah,” he says, and I wiggle my hand in a silent demand for him to let me go, but he doesn’t. “Were you okay with Haylee?” His eyes search mine, and I shake my head, caught off guard by the concern in his tone.

      “Of course.”

      “All right.” He releases me, and I walk around the end of the bed and into the bathroom, where I grab the bottle of Tylenol out of my toiletry bag.

      “Do you get headaches a lot?” I ask, shaking out two pills as I go back to the bed.

      “On occasion.” He holds out his hand, and I drop them into his palm, then pick up the bottle of water he had on the bedside table.

      “How’s the deal going?”

      “It’s stalled,” he answers after swallowing down both pills.

      “Stalled?”

      “It’s all part of negotiations. It’s like a game of chicken. We have to wait to see who is going to crack first.”

      “That sounds annoying,” I mutter, and his lips tip up.

      “It is.” He lies back down, and I shift on my feet, at a loss for what to do with myself. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “It’s something.”

      “Fine. Now that everyone is here, I don’t feel comfortable going outside, and your grandma is around, and I don’t really want to be alone with her.”

      “So hang out in here with me,” he replies easily, and I look at the bed, then him. “I won’t bite.”

      “You need to rest.”

      “So rest with me.” His hand shoots out like a snake, making me squeak, then the next thing I know, I’m tumbling over his big body and lying next to him with my head on his bicep. “Better?”

      Absolutely not. I try to move, but his other arm wraps around me.

      “I just need to lie here until the pills kick in, and then we can go out on the jet skis.”

      “Can you let me go?” I huff, trying to push his heavy arm off, but it doesn’t budge.

      “Will you stay if I do?”

      “Yes,” I give in, and he releases me.

      “Everyone is here?” he asks as my heart starts to slow, and I roll to my side, taking my pillow with me so I don’t have to use his arm.

      “I don’t know if it’s everyone, but it’s a lot of people. I met your aunt Eva. She seems really nice.”

      “She is.”

      “She said she’s psychic and knew you’d find me.” I can’t hide my smile, and he dips his chin down to look at me.

      “She said that?” His lips tip up again.

      “She told your mom that you were going to find someone and that they’d bring you back to life.”

      “Damn, so I’ve been dead?” he asks with a chuckle, and I laugh.

      “Apparently.”

      “No pressure for you then.”

      “None at all.” I study his handsome face, and then ask quietly, “Have you missed being here with everyone?”

      He doesn’t answer for a long time, so long that I start to think he won’t. So when he quietly says, “Yeah,” my chest gets heavy. Without thinking, I reach out and touch his jaw, and as I start to pull it away, his hand captures mine again, and he holds it against his chest as his eyes close.

      I think about pulling away, because I know that’s what I should do, but I don’t. I leave my hand where it is and close my eyes as the beat of his heart thumps against my fingertips.

      This situation is getting sticky—at least for me. I didn’t think it was possible to like Jace, but I’m starting to enjoy his company and his sense of humor way more than I should.
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            That’s Worse

          

        

      

    

    
      “How long does it take to put on a swimsuit?”

      At that question shouted at me through the bathroom door, I turn and glare at the wood between Jace and me.

      “Do not rush me,” I bite out while I untie my hair from the bun I had it in, and it falls over my shoulders and hides the tops of my breasts, making me feel a little less exposed.

      “It’s been over fifteen minutes,” he complains, and I roll my eyes at my reflection as I pick up my folded clothes from the counter next to the sink.

      “It hasn’t been fifteen minutes.” I push open the door and step into the bedroom.

      “Oh fuck, it’s worse,” he groans, and I swing my head toward the bed, where he’s sitting.  “You are not wearing that.” He stands in all his shirtless glory while I rest the pile of clothes on the dresser. At least I’m getting used to seeing him half-dressed. “You said you got two suits. Where is the other one?”

      I narrow my eyes on his, which are roaming over my chest, the strip of exposed skin between the bikini top and the high-waisted bottoms, and then down to my thighs that I know are not perfectly toned, dimpled in spots instead. “Do not look at me like that, Jace. I already feel self-conscious enough without the help of your comments and the look on your face.”

      I mean, sure, in the fitting room at the store, I didn’t think the suits I picked out were amazing, but I had thought I could at least pull them off. Now, with his gaze on me, I have the urge to cover up.

      And I hate that.

      Every day, I try to teach my kids that people won’t remember if you had on the coolest new clothes or if you were skinny or fat. Those fleeting thoughts come and go in the blink of an eye. But how you make others feel when they’re in your presence will stick with them long after you’re gone.

      “Fuck me.” He scrubs his hands over his face. “I’m half-tempted to let you think you look hideous, just so you’ll change.” He lets his arms fall to his sides, and my heart begins to race when I recognize the look in his eyes for what it really is.

      Appreciation.

      Maybe even desire.

      “You’re—” He cuts himself off with a shake of his head. “That color brings out your pretty green eyes, and with your hair down….” His hands ball into fists, and his jaw flexes before he clips out, “You don’t need to change.”

      Oh my God, it can’t be safe for my heart to be pounding like it is. And why are my insides twitching? “Th—” I clear my throat in hopes I sound more normal and less breathy. “Thank you.”

      “Are you ready?”

      No, not after that, whatever that was. I mean, he didn’t exactly tell me that he thinks I’m beautiful, but he also kind of did without the precise words. Oh Lord, I’m so screwed if I’m reacting to some lame statement like that.

      “Yes.” I duck my head and turn for the door, slipping on my flip-flops before I swing it open.

      “There you two are,” Janelle greets, walking through the back door, as we step into the kitchen. “I was wondering if you were ever going to come out and join the land of the living.”

      “Jace had a headache,” I tell her quickly, not wanting her to think we were doing something we definitely were not doing, and her head flies his way.

      “Are you okay?” Concern laces her tone.

      “Penny gave me something and took care of me.” He slides his arm around my waist and kisses the side of my head. My body reacts to the contact, and I start to lean into him, then realize what I’m doing.

      “Of course she did.” She smiles happily, looking between us. “So what are you two up to now? Aunt Eva and I have chairs set up. You two can join us? I just came in to get us both a drink.” She goes to the fridge and comes out with two skinny white cans.

      “Maybe when we get back. I’m gonna take Penny out on the jet ski and stop down at Burt’s to grab a burger if he’s still open.”

      “That sounds fun. Don’t forget that tonight is the welcome barbeque and bonfire.”

      “We’ll be back before then,” he assures, ushering me to the door before sliding it open for his mom and me.

      When we step outside, I look down at the dock and the beach from the deck and wonder what I’ve gotten myself into. Music is playing, kids are running around everywhere, adults huddle in groups or hang out at the lake’s edge, and dozens of colorful rafts float on the water. It’s chaos, but from the sounds and looks of it, it’s the best kind.

      “Come on. I want to introduce you to a few people before you two take off,” Janelle says, linking her arm with mine before urging me down the stairs, leaving me no choice but to go with her.

      When we get to the bottom step, I know for the first time in my life what it must be like to be famous.

      Okay, maybe not famous. But it feels like everyone—and I mean every single person—has their eyes on Jace and me. Even the kids stop running around to watch us walk by.

      “Are you okay?” Jace asks, touching his fingers to mine.

      “Of course she’s okay. She’s with family,” his mom tells him while dragging me toward a group of women gathered near the water.

      After that, it’s all a blur. I’m separated from Jace, who gets swallowed up by his family members who haven’t seen him in years. I don’t know how many people Janelle introduces me to, nor even remember their names as she drags me from one group to another, but I do know it’s exhausting suddenly being the center of attention.

      “Oh my God, your ring is just stunning,” a woman says, holding my hand up to inspect my ring. She’s about my age, and I believe Janelle introduced her as Jace’s cousin Sammy before she got pulled away.

      “Thank you.”

      “And you’re a teacher?” the pretty brunette next to her asks, looking me over.

      “I am.”

      “How did you land Jace?”

      “Mel!” Sammy gasps, then her eyes come to me. “Ignore her. She’s my best friend, but sometimes she doesn’t know how to filter what comes out of her mouth.”

      “It’s just a question.” Mel shrugs. “I mean, I saw the last girl he was dating on IG, and she was a model.”

      “You mean you were stalking Jace and sniffed out the girl he was dating?” She rolls her eyes before turning her attention back to me. “Mel’s been coming with me to our family reunion since we were like ten, and since then, she’s been in love with Jace.”

      “I’ve never been in love with him. I’ve just always thought he was hot,” she tells me, and I rub my lips together. I mean, I could be offended and even annoyed by her honesty, but since I get why she would be fascinated by him and confused as to why he would be with me, I shrug it off.

      “I’m going to steal my fiancée, if that’s okay?” Jace’s deep voice rumbles, sending relief through me, then his warm hand slides around my waist. “Are you ready to take off?”

      “Yeah.” I tip my head back to meet his gaze, and his fingers bite into my skin, causing my breath to catch in the back of my throat.

      “You two are so cute,” Sammy whispers.

      “Yeah, cute,” Mel adds, and I catch Jace’s expression become annoyed before I turn to look at Sammy.

      “It was nice meeting you.” I then glance at Mel. “I’m sure I’ll see you two around this week.”

      “Absolutely.” Sammy smiles, while Mel stares at Jace.

      “Later,” Jace mutters, grabbing my hand and leading me away without another word.

      After earlier, I didn’t think I would be looking forward to the two of us being alone again, but now I’m more than ready to get out of here and away from everyone else.

      “Thanks for saving me,” I tell him when we get inside the boathouse, and he lets my hand go.

      “I would have earlier, but every time I got a step closer to you, someone else would come up to talk to me.” He walks back toward me, holding one of the life vests that had been hanging on the handle of the jet ski. When he hands it to me, I start to put it on but only get it over one arm before the rumble of a motor vibrates the building. Then a jet ski comes around the corner with a solo rider.

      Even without being able to see the guy’s eyes behind his sunglasses, I can tell he’s good looking, and it’s not because his body is tan and he’s obviously muscular. No my observation is based solely on the thickness of his dark hair, the cut of his jaw, his full lips, and the arch of his nose.

      As soon as he comes to a stop, a very attractive grin forms on his face, and he slides the shades covering his eyes up into his hair. Yep, definitely good-looking.

      “Mom said you were here, motherfucker.” He jumps off his seat onto the dock in one swift move, then rushes Jace, giving him a bear hug. I stand back and watch the two of them embrace, then smile when the guy’s eyes come to me. “Shut the fuck up.” He lets Jace go so he can point at me.

      “Ian, this is my fiancée, Penny. Penny, my cousin Ian.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Ian repeats, dropping his eyes to my hand. “Mom said you were engaged, and I told her she was smoking something. When the fuck did this happen?”

      “A couple months ago,” Jace tells him, and I know in that instant that Ian isn’t buying it. The look on his face changes from playful to serious, and when his eyes come to me, they are filled with suspicion.

      “We just got engaged a couple days before we came here for the reunion. We’ve been seeing each other for a few months.” I glare at Jace. “Or maybe I thought we were together when we actually weren’t.”

      “A few months? I thought you were dating that chick Anna a few months ago.”

      Ugh, that information should not annoy me as much as it does. First, because I didn’t even know Jace a few months ago, and second, this is not real!

      “Anna was before me,” I cut in so Jace doesn’t have to come up with something, because Lord knows what would come out of his mouth. “We met right after they broke up.”

      “You’re moving kind of fast, don’t you think?” Ian looks at his cousin. “You just started dating, and you’re already engaged?”

      “Don’t worry. We plan on having a very, very long engagement,” I assure him to try to put his mind as ease.

      “Not that long,” Jace says, and I sigh in exasperation. “Just saying, princess. I don’t plan on waiting a year to make you my wife.”

      Okay, he’s used it twice now, and I really hate that nickname more than all the rest of them.

      “You’re going to have to.” I cross my arms over my chest—or try to. The task is much more difficult with the lift vest in the way.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” he tells me, then gives Ian a look that would have me kicking him in the nuts if this was real.

      “No, we will not.”

      “We will.”

      “We won’t.” I glare at him, then my eyes widen when he drags me forward by the straps on my life jacket.

      “We will.”

      “We will not.”

      “Will.” He ducks his head and presses his mouth hard against mine, and I inhale a startled breath that causes my lips to part. Lifting my hands, I press them against his chest to push him away, but his hand moves up to wrap around the nape of my neck, holding me hostage.

      I tell myself that this is for show, that it’s not real, as I melt into the kiss. Then the tip of his tongue touches my inner bottom lip, and I reach out with my own and taste him. He tastes like mint and sunshine, and his hard chest feels good against my soft body. So good that a whimper of need escapes, and he groans in response.

      Oh God.

      My eyes that had fallen closed spring open in realization, and I push away from him, panting for breath while my heart races.

      Glancing quickly over at Ian, I know I messed up, because he doesn’t look any more convinced. Actually, he looks confused as he glances between Jace and me. Like he just witnessed something he shouldn’t have.

      “We… We should go.” I step toward Jace and close the awkward distance between us, and as our eyes lock, I realize he looks just as stunned as I feel. Like he wasn’t planning on that happening either.

      “Yeah.” His voice is gruff as he focuses on his cousin. “We’re gonna head out. We’ll have a beer tonight.”

      “For sure,” Ian mutters.

      I latch the clasps on my life jacket and get on the jet ski, half-tempted to just take off on my own. To get as far away from this situation, from Jace, and the memory of that kiss as I can. But of course I can’t do that without looking like I’m running, so I wait for him to get on the seat in front of me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Appropriate PDA

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hold on,” he orders, pressing the throttle, and I grab onto him as we shoot out of the boathouse, then quickly remove my hands from his waist and latch onto the seat behind me. “I said hold on,” he barks over the sound of the engine and water shooting out behind us.

      “I am.”

      “Hold on to me.”

      “I’m fine!” I yell back and hear him curse before the jet ski begins to slow to a stop. When he woke up this afternoon, he told me that we were going to a food truck that took up residence on a dock near the head of the lake. But I can still see the house and everyone from where we are.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We need to talk.” He cuts the engine, and my heart that had started to go back to a normal speeds up. I want to tell him that we don’t need to talk, but after that kiss, a serious conversation is in order. “Come here.” He reaches back for me, and I shake my head.

      “I’m good.”

      “Penny, don’t be childish,” he clips, and for the first time since getting on the plane with him, I remember what a jerk he can be.

      “I’m not childish.”

      “Then come here.”

      “I’m right here. If you want to talk, start talking.”

      “I’m not going to break my neck to have a conversation with you.” He stands, and I hold on for dear life as the craft tips to the side. Then my breath catches when he straddles the seat facing me, locking my legs in with his knees.

      I glance around. Once again, I’m trapped with him and have no way to escape. “You keep kidnapping me.”

      “Jesus, I didn’t kidnap you,” he growls, and I look around.

      “I’m stuck on a small object in the middle of a lake. Where am I going to go?”

      “If you wanted to get away, you could swim.”

      “Or I could just shove you into the water and take the jet ski back to the dock.”

      “You could try,” he taunts, and when I let go of the seat, his eyes flash. “I dare you.”

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      “Christ, you make me insane.” He scrubs his fingers through his hair, looking as annoyed with me as the day we met. “Now, about that kiss.”

      Heat spreads up my neck to my cheeks at the mention of it, and I shake my head again. “That kiss should not have happened. I get why it did. I mean, a normal couple might kiss like that when bickering. But we are not a normal couple, and it’s more obvious now than it ever was before that we need boundaries.”

      “Boundaries,” he repeats, and I nod.

      “Yes, boundaries, so that doesn’t happen again. Ever… again.”

      “What would you suggest the boundaries be?” he asks, and I look down at my thighs that feel suddenly hot and find his hand there, his fingers imprinting themselves into my skin.

      “No touching.” I push his hands away.

      “So I can’t touch my fiancée.” He gives me a disbelieving look. “How’s that going to work this week?”

      “You can rest your hand on my back, hold my hand, and kiss the side of my head or my cheek if you need to.”

      “If I need to.” He chuckles, and I let my head fall back on my shoulders.

      “Appropriate PDA, Jace, and nothing more,” I tell him—and myself, because I should not know how huge he is, what he tastes like, and I really should not have his heartbeat memorized like it’s my new favorite song. “Now are we on the same page?”

      “Sure,” he says easily.

      “Great.” I let out a relieved breath.

      “Except…”

      “Oh, Lord, now what?”

      “If you were really my fiancée, Penny—” He stands, and I tip my head back as he towers over me, then lean back when he leans in. “I wouldn’t accept just holding your hand and kissing you on the cheek. Fuck appropriate PDA.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He doesn’t answer. He maneuvers himself around so that he’s facing the handlebars once more, then his eyes meet mine over his shoulder. “Hold the fuck on to me.”

      I do immediately, and as soon as my hands are wrapped around his waist, the motor starts back up, and we’re off.

      We arrive at a long dock with a few boats and jet skis tied to it what seems like forever later, and Jace slows down and drifts into an empty spot. Once he comes to a stop, he hops off and hooks us to a post, then reaches out for my hand. I take his and awkwardly make my way onto the dock, then slip off my life vest, passing it over to him and ignoring the way my stomach feels when his eyes get stuck on my chest.

      When he has both our jackets tucked away safe, he takes my hand in his, and we walk toward a trail that leads into the forest, where I can hear music playing and smell what can only be described as heaven. The closer we get, the louder the music becomes, and before long, we step into a clearing where there is a food truck parked with picnic tables set up under the canopy of trees.

      There’s not hundreds of people about, but there are more than a couple dozen, most of them our age. Some look like teenagers, but everyone is dressed similar to Jace and me.

      “What are you going to get?” he asks when we reach the food truck, and I look over the menu, but it’s difficult to focus on it when I swear all my concentration is centered on my hand that is still being held tightly by his.

      “I don’t know. What are you having?”

      “Burger, chips, soda.”

      “I’ll do the same.” I shrug, and he walks us to the window, where an older couple is working inside the truck. After we place our order, I dislodge my hand from his and grab each of us a soda from a cooler, then follow him to an empty table.

      “Did you come here a lot when you were a kid?” I ask, looking around when we’re seated across from each other.

      “When we had the money to, Brice and I would come here for lunch.”

      “And to pick up girls,” I say, noticing that more than one woman is checking him out.

      “And to pick up girls.” He smirks, and I can’t help but smile. He’s a good-looking man now, and I bet he was the same as a teenager.

      “I bet you guys drove your mom crazy.”

      “A little.” He reaches across the table, and I lean back when his finger gets near my face. “Hold still.” His fingers move under my eye, across my cheek. “Make a wish.”

      “What?” I go cross-eyed trying to see what’s between his large fingers.

      “It’s an eyelash. Make a wish.”

      Oh.

      Closing my eyes, I start to make the same wish I’ve made since my mom was diagnosed, then remember I don’t need to do that anymore.

      “Damn, you take wishes seriously.” I hear the smile in his voice as I come up with a new wish, then lean in and blow the lash away. “What did you wish for?”

      “I can’t tell you,” I say, then look over my shoulder when our number is called.

      “I got it.” He gets up and walks over to the truck, and I watch every single female around sit up a little taller. Even the teenage girls who have no business looking at a man his age point and giggle amongst each other.

      He doesn’t notice any of them, or maybe he’s just so used to being the center of attention that it doesn’t faze him anymore. Really, I can’t imagine being him, having everyone constantly seeking my attention or approval. When I first met him, I would have sworn he loved it, loved having everyone constantly bending to his will, but now…

      Now, I don’t know what to think about my fake fiancé.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Screwed

          

        

      

    

    
      “Aunt Penny, do you want this one?” Dash asks in his sweet little voice, holding out a brown—to the point of black—marshmallow on the end of a stick in my direction. I don’t know who told him that he should call me Aunt Penny, but the first time he said it this evening, I almost passed out.

      I knew going into this that I would have to lie, but it feels really wrong to lie to a kid. Especially one as sweet as he is. Heck who am I kidding I hate lying to everyone.

      “Sure.” I lean forward in my seat, careful of the red solo in my hand, and take the stick from him. As soon as I have it in my grasp, he’s on the move back to his grandma, who’s been loading his sticks for him. So far, he’s had twelve failed attempts at browning the perfect marshmallow for his consumption. Or maybe he’s just ruining them all on purpose so he can continue to play with the fire that Daniel started when the sun began to set. My guess is the latter.

      “Where is Jace?” At that question from Janet, I look in her direction.

      “He’s inside, working.” I wrap the sweater I have on tighter around my shoulders.

      “He doesn’t want to spend time with his fiancée and his family?” She gives me a disapproving look, like it’s my fault he’s not around.

      “He said he’ll be down. He’s just got something big going on at work right now that he’s been trying to focus on,” I tell her, then take a sip of wine.

      Okay, not a sip, a gulp. And it’s not really wine—it’s some concoction that Janelle and Eva made. Whatever it is, it’s delicious, and I’m already a little tipsy. Not that I’m complaining. Since Jace and I got back this afternoon, he’s been MIA. I want to be annoyed with him for ditching me to work, but this is what I signed up for, so I’m sucking it up and making the best of it. And honestly it could be worse.

      Hearing people laughing, I look toward the beach and see that Sammy, Mel, Ian, his brother Troy—who looks almost like his twin but is a year younger than him—and Ryan—who isn’t related to anyone but a friend of Troy’s—are all starting up a game of volleyball.

      “Penny, come join us,” Sammy yells when she catches my eye.

      “Oh no, it’s okay.” I wave her offer off.

      “You should go join them,” Janelle urges, and damn but if one look from her doesn’t have me giving in.

      “All right.” I place my cup on the ground next to my chair and get up. “I should warn you guys that I probably won’t be any help. I was the kid in high school who was in band and theater, not in sports,” I say as I walk toward the volleyball net, and everyone laughs.

      “That’s okay.” Sammy grins at me as I take up a spot in the back behind her and Mel.

      “You’re up first.” Ian tosses the ball to Ryan, and he serves it over the net toward Sammy, who sends it right back over, and Troy just barely keeps it off the ground. It heads for Mel, and she jumps up with her arm in the air and knocks it down over the net, right between both guys, where it lands at their feet.

      “Zero to one.” Sammy dances and claps, making me laugh.

      “No more taking it easy on them, guys,” Ian says, and I roll my eyes, because that is such a dude thing to say.

      Sammy serves next, and Ryan keeps it off the ground with ease, sending it over and I realize as it’s in the air that it’s coming right to me. Holding my hands together, I start to go for it, but before I can, Mel steps back in my space, bodily moving me out of the way, and sends it flying back over the net.

      “Sorry,” she chirps without looking at me, which doesn’t do her any good, because Troy power-hits it down over the net at her feet. I want to laugh, but since that’s a point for them, I don’t.

      As the game carries on, I start to feel like I did when I was nine and my mom signed me up for softball and I got put in the outfield, where I spent every game picking flowers out of boredom.

      “Mel, you could at least let Penny try to get it,” Troy bites out when Mel goes for the ball in front of me again but fails and lands on her hands and knees.

      “She said she’s not good at this game,” she huffs, dusting herself off. “I’m trying to help her.”

      “Or you’re showing off.” Ryan shakes his head, and her cheeks turn red.

      “Okay, lets switch up teams,” Troy suggests when the guys win, then his eyes come to me. “Penny, you come over here. Ian, you take her spot.”

      I want to say no, that I’m going to sit this game out, but Ian is under the net, pushing Sammy to the back, before I can. I walk around the net and start to take up the same spot I was in on the other side, but Ryan shakes his head at me. “No, you’re up front.”

      “So you want to lose?” I ask, and he chuckles.

      “You’re up first,” Troy says, placing the ball in my hands, and my eyes widen.  “You’ve got this babe. Just get it over the net.”

      I doubt I’ve got this. Still, I step back and hold the ball up with one hand and hit it with the other. It shockingly goes over the net, and Ian sends it back toward Troy, who blocks it and sends it crashing to the ground on their side of the net, giving us one point. Troy serves, and when it goes to Mel, she looks at me, and I know that she no longer cares that I said I suck at this game.

      She sends it flying toward me, and I thankfully block it before it can take me out, and it heads toward Ian. Like she did to me, she steps in front of him to get it, but with his bulk, she’s unable to move him out of the way. And so he doesn’t accidentally punch her in the face, he lets the ball fall, and it lands on the ground, giving me a point. Okay, it’s a point for our team, but it feels like a victory for me, so I jump up and down.

      “Good job, Penny!” Sammy cheers, and Mel glares at her. “What? She did good.” She shrugs and laughs.

      “You’re up, babe.” Troy tosses me the ball, and now high off victory, I do exactly what I did before, but this time the ball hits the net and flies back at me. I fumble to catch it but don’t, and it rolls under the net.

      “My turn.” Mel picks up the ball and tosses it in the air before punting it in my direction with so much force that the sound of her hitting it ricochets through the air. I don’t stand a chance as the ball flies at me, and I don’t have time to cover my face before it’s smashing into my forehead and the bridge of my nose.

      “Oh no,” I breathe when a gush of warm liquid seeps between my fingers and my eyes start to water.

      “Shit.” Troy rushes over, pulling off his T-shirt and shoving it against my face.

      “I think I’m done playing,” I tell him, holding the fabric against my bloody nose, and he chuckles.

      “Let’s go get you some ice.”

      “Penny, are you okay?” Sammy jogs up to me, followed by Ryan and Ian, as Troy ushers me toward the bonfire.

      “Yeah.”

      “Does it feel broken?” Janelle asks worriedly with Eva at her side wringing her hands together.

      “I don’t think so.” I assure her even though I have no idea what a broken nose actually feels like.

      “Sit and I’ll bring you some ice,” Troy says gently, and I take a seat in the chair I left behind earlier.

      “You stay with her I got the ice.” Ian pats his brother’s shoulder and jogs off.

      “Sorry about that,” Mel says, coming up to stand next to Sammy.

      “It’s okay.”

      “Tip your head back,” Janet orders hovering over me at my side, and I do, then almost gag when I feel blood slide down the back of my throat.

      “Let me see.” Troy squats down in front of me grabbing my wrist. Slowly he pulls the shirt away, and his eyes roam over my nose and the rest of my face. “It’s slowing down.”

      “That’s good, right?” I ask pressing the fabric back against my nose.

      “Yeah babe that’s good.” He grins.

      “What the fuck happened?” Jace barks, and I peek around Troy’s shoulder and find him storming in our direction.

      “Mel smashed her in the face with the volleyball,” Troy says, standing, and Jace turns his head her way and gives her a look that has me panicking even though it’s not directed at me.

      “It was an accident,” I tell him quickly, then add, “And totally my fault.”

      “Right.” He takes Troy’s spot in front of me and bends down so his face is in mine. “Let me see,” he demands, and I slowly pull the cloth away and watch his jaw twitch.

      “I’m okay.” I wipe under my nose with a clean spot on the shirt and am relieved when I don’t see much fresh blood come away.

      “Here, put this on it,” Ian says, joining us once again, and he passes Jace over a bag of ice.

      “Thanks.” I cringe, then look up at Troy and hand him his tee. “Sorry about your shirt.”

      “It’s all good.” He takes it from me, then my eyes fly up to Jace’s face when he grabs my wrist and tugs me up out of my chair.

      I figure we’ll be leaving, so I start to open my mouth to say goodnight to everyone, but the next thing I know, he’s taking my seat and dragging me down onto his lap.

      “Jace.” I try to move.

      “Stay,” he growls against my ear while his arm bands around my waist.

      Oh my God.

      “Here’s a fresh drink for you.” Janelle hands me a new Solo cup filled almost to the brim.

      “That will help with the pain.” Eva winks, and I take a huge gulp, then look at Jace when he rests his hand on the side of my face.

      “You better not have a bruise,” he grumbles, placing the ice gently on my nose, and I sigh, wondering what the hell is wrong with me. I should not find that annoying statement endearing, just like I should not like sitting on his lap.

      I’m so screwed.
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      Swimming through the sleep that took me down almost the minute my head hit the pillow last night, I stop breathing when I realize my predicament. The pillow wall I built is long-gone, and the two of us are tangled together in the middle of the bed once again.

      Where this whole cuddling thing is coming from is something I just do not understand. I never wrapped myself around my ex, even after sex, and I sure didn’t sleep with my head on his chest with my arm and leg thrown across him like I was afraid he’d disappear. Then again, he never slept with his hand down the back of my pants with a handful of my ass either.

      Unlike yesterday, this entanglement is going to be a whole lot more complicated to get out of without waking up Jace, and as I’m trying to figure out my first move, I feel his fingers twitch, then his chest rises on a deep breath.

      Oh God, he’s awake. I know it without knowing it. So I do what any sane person would and decide to pretend I’m asleep. He doesn’t move for a long time, so long I wonder if I was wrong, so long that I start to panic, then his hand slides slowly out of my pants. With my heart pounding, I feel his warm lips touch the edge of my hairline, causing my heart to give an extra little thump. Then with ease, he dislodges me from his side and tucks the blanket around my shoulders after getting off the bed. When I hear the bathroom door shut and the shower turn on, I release the breath I was holding and open my eyes.

      I don’t know what that was. He wasn’t annoyed that we were cuddling and didn’t seem in a hurry to get away from me. And that kiss—what was that? Why would you kiss your pretend fiancée’s head when she’s sleeping and when no one is around to see you do it?

      Hearing my cell phone ring from where it’s plugged in on the dresser, I scramble out of bed to answer it, then start to panic when I see my mom is video-calling me. I’ve talked to her a couple of times over texts the last couple of days, but she’s been so busy running around with Aunt Lucy that we haven’t been able to have a phone call, which has worked for me.

      Looking around, I wonder what I should do. She doesn’t know I’m out of town, and I’m not even ready to explain this situation to her—not that I might ever be. Moving to the blank wall behind the door, I stand with my back to it and slide my finger across the screen.

      “Hey, Mom.” I smile at her pretty face and am more than a little relieved to see she has more color in her cheeks than the last time I saw her.

      “Hey, honey.” She smiles, then immediately frowns. “Are you just waking up?”

      “Yes.” I glance at the clock on my cell. “It’s only after seven for me, remember? Different time zones.”

      “Oh yeah.” She laughs. “You’re up early then.”

      “I’m taking your advice and trying not to spend all my time watching TV.”

      “Good for you.” I watch her step outside and see the blue sky above her as she sits down. “So what have you been doing?”

      “A little this, a little that.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Cupcake, toss me my towel. I forgot to grab it,” Jace calls after opening the bathroom door, and I swear my stomach drops into my toes as I watch my mom’s jaw fall open.

      “Cupcake?” Mom whispers, and I cringe at the ridiculous nickname as I quickly grab Jace’s towel from the end of the bed and throw it toward the bathroom. “Thanks.” He shuts the door after catching it, and I slide to the floor.

      “You have some explaining to do, young lady,” Mom hisses, and I close my eyes.

      “I will explain, but not right now,” I say quietly, and her eyes narrow.

      “Why not right now?”

      “Because it’s way too complicated to explain over the phone.” I turn down the volume so that anyone walking by outside the bedroom door won’t hear.

      “Are you in trouble?”

      “No.” I shake my head franticly. “Not at all. I just….” Oh Lord, what do I say? “I got a job, and that’s my boss, Jace. I’m with him right now at a work thing,” I whisper.

      “Your boss.”

      “Yes.”

      “And he needs you to give him a towel, and he calls you cupcake?”

      “Like I said, it’s complicated.”

      “Is this like one of those new sex things?”

      “What?” I can’t help the hysterical laughter that bubbles out.

      “I read an article where people meet up to have sex and role play.”

      “Oh my God, Mom! Ewww, no. That is not what this is.” I feel my own face get hot. “He’s my boss, and he needed my help this week.”

      “You got a job?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why did you get a job? You’ve always loved having the summer off. Are you okay? Did something happen?”

      “Nothing happened. I just thought it would be good to get out of the house like you suggested.”

      “Do you want coffee?” Jace asks, stepping out of the bathroom in nothing but a pair of basketball shorts, then his eyes come to where I’m sitting on the floor. “What are you doing down there?”

      “Talking to my mom.” I look at her on the screen. “Can I call you back?”

      “You don’t have to get off the phone with your mom,” Jace says gently, and I wonder how I got myself into this situation. Oh, right. I’m a money-hungry, greedy idiot.

      “Let me see him,” Mom urges, and I don’t want to—really don’t want to—but I still turn the phone in his direction.

      “Hi, Mrs. Beaver.” He gives her one of his charming smiles, and I swear I hear her sigh.

      “I feel at a disadvantage,” Mom says, then adds, “You know of me, but this is the first I’m hearing of you.”

      “Penny.” He makes a tsking sound. “Always so full of secrets.” He winks at me, and I glare at him while I hear my mom laugh.

      “She has always been good at keeping things to herself,” Mom agrees, and I turn the phone back around.

      “Well, now you’ve met. Can I call you when I have a few minutes this afternoon?”

      “You better.”

      “I will. I love you.”

      “Love you too, and nice meeting you, Jace,” she calls out.

      “You too, Mrs. Beaver.” Dropping my phone to the ground at my hip, I cover my face with my hands.

      “You never told me that your mom was sick,” Jace says softly, pulling my hands from my face, forcing me to look at him. The expression on his face almost has me climbing into his arms. It’s soft and filled with a warmth that I wouldn’t expect from him. Then again, there’s a lot of things about him that I wouldn’t expect.

      “She’s not.”

      “Baby, I know what someone who’s gone through chemo looks like. Grandma was sick a few years back.”

      “She was?” I ask, and he nods.

      “My mom finished her last treatment a few weeks ago, and she’s cancer-free now. I mean, she has to go for some monthly treatments when she gets back from visiting my aunt just to make sure the cancer doesn’t come back, but no more chemo.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, and he reaches out, touching the bridge of my nose. “No bruise.”

      “Thank goodness.” I touch where he had and find it’s still a little sore.

      “How about some coffee?” he asks, and as I start to nod, a horn blasts, making me jump.

      “What was that?” I glance back at the window behind me.

      “It’s Monday.” He stands and holds out his hand. “Today, the competitions begin.”

      “Did I just enter The Hunger Games?” I watch him laugh, then he holds up two fingers and brings them to his lips. “You’ve seen that movie?”

      “Of course I have.” He leads me out of the room and into the kitchen, where everyone is up and about.

      “Oh good, you guys are awake.” Janelle walks over and takes hold of my face, then she smiles at me after finding me bruise-free. “Are you ready for the fun to begin?” She leans up and kisses Jace’s cheek.

      “I’ve got some work to catch up on, so it’s gonna be you guys and Penny until this evening.”

      Darn, that news shouldn’t upset me as much as it does.

      “All right, honey,” Janelle says, not even attempting to hide the disappointment in her voice.

      “Here, cupcake.”

      I turn my attention to Jace, and he passes me a cup of coffee that’s made just the way I like it. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, cupcake.” He dips his chin and kisses the side of my head, just like he did this morning when he didn’t think I was awake. And just like this morning, my heart does an extra-happy little thump.

      Darn but I’m so screwed.
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            Let The Games Begin

          

        

      

    

    
      There have been more than a couple of times in my life when I’ve asked myself what I’m doing and how I got where I am. But these last few days, that question to myself has come up more times than I can count.

      After breakfast this morning, I found out that one of the first competitions each family would participate in was called Save the Kids. Of course, I asked questions, like why do the kids need to be saved, and what are we saving them from, but Janelle just laughed and assured me that all would be answered once the game began. All I needed to know was whoever won would get a trophy. And no, not a hypothetical trophy, a real one… in the shape of a canoe.

      Which brings me to now, standing waist-deep in water behind Janelle, Daniel, Brice, and Haylee with a rope in my grasp. Our goal is to pull a canoe filled with kids toward us and past the finish line faster than the team next to us, and whoever does it first wins. Then we do it over and over until one of the extended families that are here walks away with the trophy.

      And on the last day, the family who wins the most events gets to take home a giant trophy that’s been around for years and years and is more valued than the Stanley Cup amongst this group of people.

      “Are you ready?” Janet asks, dragging me from my thoughts, and I find her looking at me over her shoulder.

      “Totally ready.”

      “We got this.” Haylee laughs, sending me a smile from her place behind Brice before turning back to face the boat when someone shouts, “Ready!” 

      With my eyes glued to the dock I watch Janet walk out to the middle of it and hold up what looks like a can with a red cup on the end of it in the air. “Let the games begin!” she hollers, pressing the button, and a horn sounds.

      As the person in the back of our group of five, I tighten my hold on the rope and begin to tug with all my might. The kids on the boats laugh and cheer as we pull them toward us, and with two guys in front on each side, the boats fly through the water. The whole thing is such a blur that I don’t even have time to think about what I’m doing before the horn sounds again and we are proclaimed the winners of the event. Or the winners of this round—whatever. I jump up and down and hug Janelle, who giggles and bounces right along with me.

      “Good job.” Haylee gives me a high-five. “I told you it’s fun.”

      “It is,” I agree as we wade through the water so another group of people can take our spot.

      “Jace is missing out,” Janelle says quietly, and I let out a breath. I wish I could force him to participate, but I doubt I could make that man do anything he didn’t want to.

      “His loss.” I bump my hip into hers. “And maybe he’ll hear all the fun we’re having and come join us.”

      “He hasn’t participated since he was in high school.”

      “Really?” I take a seat on a bench next to her.

      “When he started up his video channel, he didn’t have time. Then he went to college and had less time, and you know what it’s like now.” She gives me a sympathetic look. “That’s why I’ve been so happy to see he’s made time to take you out on the jet ski and to spend time with you.” She leans into me.

      “He loves it here and has told me that he’s glad he came.” Okay, he didn’t actually say that, but he also kind of did. And honestly, I’d say just about anything, because I hate the look on her face right now.

      “I just hope now that he has you he’ll slow down. Money is important, but it’s not the most important thing in this world.”

      “You’re right; it’s not.”

      “I’ve seen him act like his old self more this trip than I have in years, so you must be doing something right.” She wraps her arm around my shoulders and squeezes me into her side and I dig my nails into the palms of my hands.

      “Janelle, can I get some help?” Eva calls, and she sighs before getting up and looking down at me.

      “Be right back.”

      “I’ll be here.” I watch her walk away, then focus on the new group that is out in the water and laugh as some of the kids bend over the side of the boat to help move them faster.

      “Hey, Penny.” I hold my hand up to block the sun and smile at Troy as he walks toward me.

      “Hey.”

      “How’s the nose this morning?” His eyes scan my face and I shrug.

      “No bruise, but still a little sore.”

      “It’ll probably be like that for a couple of days.” He takes the seat next to me. “So Sammy mentioned you’re a teacher.”

      “I am. I teach first grade.”

      “I teach ninth.”

      “You do?” I don’t know why that information surprises me so much. Maybe because he doesn’t look like any teacher I ever had. “What class do you teach?”

      “Science.”

      “Really? My goal was to teach History in high school.”

      “It’s not your goal anymore?”

      “I don’t know. At first, I just wanted to take some time getting my feet wet in the school system before I went all the way. Now, I get nervous every time a friend tells me a horror story about one of their students at the high school.”

      “It’s not as scary as people make it out to be. Most of the kids are good. I mean, there’re always a couple who act out, but I was one of those kids, so I try to take it easy on them.”

      “So you’re one of those cool teachers who everyone loves.”

      “I try to be.” He chuckles, and I laugh. “Where do you work now?”

      “In Modesto. You?”

      “In Stockton,” he replies.

      “You’re in California?”

      “Born and raised. Ian and I grew up there. He moved away after college, but I found my way back.”

      “Where did you go to college?”

      “Florida State.”

      “Ah, so you spent four years partying.” I smile when he laughs.

      “Penny, we’re up again,” Janelle tells me as she begins making her way toward the water.

      “I’ve been summoned.”

      “Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” I send him a smile, then follow my group out and get in line behind Janelle.

      When the horn sounds, I know what to expect, so I start to pull along with everyone else, only I don’t expect the dirt on the bottom of the lake to now be mostly slick quicksand after so many people have stood where I am. My feet slip and slide in the sludge, and the grossness of it between my toes is almost enough to have me letting go of the rope and giving up.

      When I see that the other team’s boat is almost to the finish line, I pull harder and slip and go under, accidently trying to drag in a breath, which makes me panic even more. Kicking my feet and using my hands to reach the surface does me no good. The rope that had been gathering at my feet has somehow wrapped around me and holds me hostage. Just when I wonder if this is how I’ll die, I’m lifted up out of the water.

      “Penny, are you okay?” people ask from all directions as I cough and try to catch my breath.

      “Give her some fucking room,” Jace bites out, and I blink up at his wet face.

      How did he get here? When did he get here?

      “I’m—” I cough. “—okay,” I tell the crowd gathered around me and try to smack Jace’s chest for being short with everyone, but there’s not enough force behind it for him to even take notice.

      “You took ten years off my life.” Janelle holds her hand to her chest. “I didn’t even know you went under until Jace was diving into the water.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m just glad you’re okay.” She touches her hand to my wet hair, then looks at her son. “I’ll get you two some towels.”

      “And I’ll get you some water,” Haylee adds before following after Janelle.

      “You can put me down.” I look up at Jace, who still has me held against his chest.

      “I could, but I’m not going to.” He starts to carry me out of the water toward the bench I was sitting on earlier. I don’t even bother trying to fight him; it’s obvious from the look on his face that he’s already annoyed with me.

      “Are you okay, Penny?” Troy asks as Jace sits down with me held on his lap.

      “Yeah, I just slipped, and then the rope wrapped around me,” I explain lamely.

      “Your guy got to you before I could even get off the bench,” Troy says, patting Jace on the back. “Where did you even come from?”

      “Here you go, Penny,” Haylee cuts in before Jace can answer the question I’d like the answer to, and I smile, taking the open bottle of water from her.

      “So did we win?” I ask after taking a sip.

      “That doesn’t fucking matter.” Jace glares at me.

      “We actually did win,” Brice says, and Jace sends him a murderous look. “Just saying.” He shrugs, not at all affected.

      “At least there’s that,” I mumble, and Troy laughs, but Jace continues to glower at me, obliviously finding nothing funny about this situation.

      “Here you two go.” Janelle comes over, handing me two towels, and I maneuver myself off Jace’s lap even though his hold on me tries to tighten. Once I’m sitting on the bench next to him, I start to dry my hair, then feel my eyes widen when he takes his cell out of the pocket of the shorts he has on.

      “Please tell me that’s waterproof,” I whisper when he places it on the bench between us.

      “It is.” He kicks off his shoes and takes off his socks, making me realize he jumped in to rescue me while still fully dressed. That information does something funny to my chest but I ignore it.

      “I thought you were working?” I say when everyone wanders off.

      “Is that your way of saying thank you for saving your life?”

      “I would have been okay.”

      “Yeah babe, I’m sure fucking Troy would have been all too happy to save you.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask, feeling my brows drag together.

      “Nothing.” He shakes his head, lifting his shirt over his head. Darn but when will I be immune to seeing him shirtless? I have never been a huge fan of tattoos—not that I have anything against them; they’ve just never been my thing… until him.

      “Are you gonna sit the next round out?” Haylee asks when a horn sounds, and I drag my eyes off Jace’s body to look at her.

      “N—”

      “Yes,” he cuts me off, and I turn to glare at him before I look back at her.

      “No, I’m okay to join.”

      “Cupcake, you are not—”

      “Going to be told what to do?” I interrupt with a nod of my head. “You’re right. I’m totally not going to do that,” I say, and Haylee giggles.

      “You almost drowned!” he growls.

      “I’m fine, and if you’re so worried about me, you can join us.” I stand up, and he lets out a string of curse words as he launches himself up off the bench.

      “Where’s the rest of your suit?” he bites out as he attempts to wrap his towel around me.

      I bat him away and point my finger at his chest. “Remember the conversation we had about you making me feel self-conscious?”

      “Your ass is out.” He scowls down at me, and I look around. Every woman out here is dressed in a swimsuit similar to mine, some with even less material and way more showing.

      “I’m not wearing less than anyone else.”

      “You’re not theirs.”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him that I’m not his either, but I can feel people watching us, and I know if they are watching, they are listening. “You’ll just have to get over it,” I grit out through clenched teeth before I storm off toward Janelle, who’s talking to Eva.

      “Is everything okay?” Eva asks, reading my expression as I join them.

      “Just peachy.” I force a smile, and she looks over my shoulder.

      “Ah, Jace saw your swimsuit.”

      “What’s wrong with her swimsuit?” Janelle asks, looking me over. “I think that suit looks very flattering.”

      “Did you see the back, sweet sister?” Eva asks, and heat travels up my neck to my cheeks. “Don’t be embarrassed.” Eva grabs my hand. “You look awesome. Men just tend to become Neanderthals when they are in love.”

      “He’s not—” I cut myself off, because I was just about to say he’s not in love with me. “—always a Neanderthal.” I sigh, and Janelle laughs, linking her arm with mine as we make our way to the water.
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            You Only Live Once

          

        

      

    

    
      Lying in bed, I stare at the dark ceiling and silently beg for my mind to shut down so I can sleep. It’s not that I’m not exhausted. My body is tired after the events of the day, and even my brain needs a break from overthinking. Still, I can’t seem to drift off. And having the man—who happens to be the reason for all my problems—next to me, sleeping peacefully, isn’t helping.

      This morning, Jace didn’t immediately go back up to the house to work like I figured he would after our confrontation. No, he stuck around and even joined in each time we had to go out in the water again. And although he didn’t complain out loud, I could tell he was annoyed, which only made me more annoyed with him.

      Then, when all was said and done and the winners were proclaimed—winners who were not us, by the way—I wandered off to sit alone, because I needed to have a talk with myself. Needed to remind myself that Jace and I are not in a real relationship, so whatever issues he has are not mine and vice versa. Only, my reprieve didn’t last long. Sammy joined me, along with Troy, and then Jace came over to let me know he was going back up to work.

      Before I could even say “okay, have fun by yourself,” he grabbed my face and kissed me so hard my lips hurt after he pulled away.

      The kiss wasn’t like any of the others he’s given me. It was filled with what I could only describe as anger, and it confused me more than the rest.

      After that, I didn’t see him for the rest of the day, not even for dinner. But more than once, I would feel someone watching me, and when I’d glance up at the house, I’d see his shadow outlined in the upstairs window.

      Like… what the hell was that about?

      Now, I’ve been lying awake for the last… I don’t know how many hours, after pretending to be asleep when he finally came to bed. And the fact that he’s able to sleep like he doesn’t have a care in the world only bothers me more.

      Wondering if some fresh air will help me clear my head, I get out of bed, then grab my sweater from the back of the door and leave the room. The house is quiet and dark when I step out into the hall, and I tiptoe into the kitchen and quietly slide open the back door. Putting my sweater on over my sleep shorts set, I walk down the steps and head toward the water. With everyone asleep, the silence washes over me, and the feeling that has been sitting in the pit of my stomach all day starts to fade away.

      When I reach the end of the dock, I take a seat, then lie back and look up at the night sky. The stars seem even brighter with the moon just a sliver in the sky and all the lights shut off, and even though the sound of people around has no effect on your sight, as far as I know, it’s like I see them more clearly being out here alone.

      When I hear footsteps on the wooden planks I’m lying on, I tip my head back to see who’s coming, and my stomach muscles tighten when I spot Jace walking toward me.

      Great.

      He doesn’t say a word as he takes a seat, and I don’t either. Then he lies back in the same position I’m in.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” He asks after a minute and I let out a long breath.

      “No.” I sigh.

      “What’s keeping you awake?”

      “You,” I say without thinking, and his fingers that are just touching mine twitch.

      “Why?” he asks after a long moment, and I shake my head.

      “So many reasons.”

      “Name them.”

      “First, the comment about my swimsuit was out of line. Then, you acting put out that you had to join in with your family, even though no one was forcing you. And… And that kiss you gave me before you disappeared.”

      “I was a dick to say anything except you look amazing in that swimsuit,” he says quietly, and my muscles tighten. “And I wasn’t put out that I was spending time with my family. You scared the shit out of me when you went under and didn’t come right back up. I was worried the whole time after that it would happen again.” He pauses. “And… I’ve seen the way Troy is around you.”

      “Troy?” I turn my head to look at him, wondering what Troy has to do with anything.

      “His eyes are constantly tracking you, Penny.”

      “You’re seeing things.” I roll my eyes.

      “I bet you get hit on all the time and have no fucking clue it’s happening.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Right,” he mumbles.

      “I don’t,” I repeat—for good measure and because I don’t want him to have the last word. “And Troy is so not my type.”

      “What is your type?”

      You.

      Oh my God, where the hell did that thought come from?

      “I don’t have one,” I say quickly, sitting up, and he sits up with me.

      Swinging my legs, I look down at the dark water.

      “Have you ever gone skinny-dipping?”

      “What?” I let out a laugh as I look over at him, the change of subject catching me by surprise.

      “Have you ever gone skinny-dipping?” he repeats.

      “No.”

      “Let’s go.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Of course I am.” He stands up and strips off his shirt over his head.

      “What are you doing?” I glance around.

      “Are you coming?” He drags his shorts down over his hips, and my breath sticks to the back of my throat as I take in all of him. And I do mean all… of him. “My eyes are up here cupcake.” He tsks, and my cheeks heat. “Come on!” he calls out before diving into the water, and I jump up to my feet and search for him.

      “Jace?” I call out when he doesn’t come up after a couple of seconds. “Jace!” I start to panic and look around, but there is no one out here to help me.

      “You’re still dressed.” He appears suddenly grabbing the edge of the dock, and I hold my hand against my pounding heart.

      “You scared me.”

      “Come in. The water’s nice.”

      “I don—”

      “You only live once Penny,” he says, and darn if that statement doesn’t do the job.

      Since I was little, my mom has always said, “You only live once, Penny, and no one gets out of this world alive, so you better enjoy each moment you have here.”

      “Fine.” With my heart pounding, I take off my sweater as he watches, then I start to lift my tank but stop when I feel his eyes burning into the exposed skin of my stomach. “Turn around.”

      “All right.” He laughs, turning away from me.

      I get undressed faster than I ever have in my life, then I jump into the water and don’t even have a chance to panic before his arms are around me and he’s pulling me against his warm body. “You’re a liar. It’s freezing!” I gasp pushing my cold, wet hair out of my face.

      “You’ll get used to it. Hold onto me,” he orders before swimming us farther away from the dock.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I say quietly when he stops swimming.

      “It’s fun to be bad.” He smirks, and all I can do is shake my head.

      “How many girls have you said that to?”

      “None.” His fingers spread out over my back, and I press my chest into his, relishing in his warmth. When I feel the length of him harden against my belly, my insides twist into a knot.

      “Jace.”

      “Penny.” His fingers slide up my spine, causing goose bumps to spread across my skin like a tidal wave.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Thinking about kissing you.”

      “We shouldn’t,” I whisper, looking into his eyes, and his gaze drops to my mouth.

      “I think we both know we want to.” He leans in and brushes his bottom lip across mine.

      “That doesn’t mean it would be smart.”

      “This might be the smartest thing I have ever done in my fucking life,” he says, opening his mouth over mine, and I fall into the kiss with ease, tipping my head to the side.

      Our bodies mold together as our tongues tangle, and I do what I’ve wanted to do for days and slide my fingers into his thick hair. When his mouth leaves mine, I let out a disappointed whimper, then moan when his teeth nip the skin of my neck and travel down to the tops of my breasts.

      “Fuck, I’m obsessed with these.” He lifts the top half of my body out of the water with such ease that I wonder if he can touch the bottom out here. Then his warm lips wrap around my nipple, and everything outside of his mouth on me ceases to exist.

      Circling him with my legs, I let my head fall back to my shoulder and dig my fingers into his flesh, relishing in the feeling of him taking full advantage of our lack of clothing and the darkness surrounding us. I should have known he’d be good at this…

      Although I shouldn’t know how good he is at this.

      My mind is a muddled mess, and like he knows I’m overthinking, his mouth finds mine once more, and I stop thinking all together. Instead, I let everything go and just soak up his taste and the way his warm skin feels against mine. How someone can be so hard but so smooth is a conundrum I doubt I’ll ever figure out.

      When there is a giggle and a splash, I pull away from him with wide eyes and my heart pounding.

      “What was that?” I pant.

      “Someone had the same idea as us,” he says quietly, and I try to search the dark to see who it is.

      “Ian, you’re going to get us in trouble!” I hear a woman cry, and my eyes widen even more.

      “I think that’s Mel, and obviously she’s with Ian,” I say, holding tighter to him as he begins to swim us silently toward the dock.

      “Probably, they’ve been hooking up for years.” He grins at my frown. “What?”

      “She said she had a crush on you. Or at least Sammy told me that. She just told me that she thinks you’re hot.”

      “And?”

      “How can she have a crush on you and hook up with someone else?”

      “First, I’m here with my fiancée, so she knows she doesn’t stand a chance. And even if I weren’t here with you, she’s not my type.”

      “She’s beautiful.”

      “No, you’re beautiful. She’s average.”

      “Yeah right,” I mumble, and he stops swimming.

      Placing his finger under my chin, he looks me in the eye… and ruins me.

      “Between your curves, that hair, and your personality, Penny, there’s no competition.”

      Darn, he’s good with words, and that is bad. Really, really bad. The last thing I need is to fall for my fake fiancé.

      “Do you think we can get out of here without them knowing?” I ask, because changing the subject and pretending his statement had no effect on me is the smart thing to do right now.

      “Depends on how quiet you can be,” he says, sounding… frustrated?

      “Very, if it means no one else sees me naked.” That comment gets me a wicked smile that has my toes curling.

      “I’ll get you to the shore on the opposite side of the dock, then grab our clothes and meet you over there.”

      “Okay.” I help as much as I can until my feet hit the bottom, then I keep my body hidden as he swims off. I watch him from my vantage point when he grabs our clothes, then almost laugh as he swims back toward me with them held over his head. How Ian and Mel don’t see him is anyone’s guess. Then again, from what I can hear, they are completely distracted by what they are doing.

      Once he’s back to me, I take my clothes and stand so I can get on my tank top, then I walk farther out of the water to put on my shorts. My teeth start to chatter as the cool air hits my damp skin, and Jace gives me a worried look.

      “Let’s get you inside.” He helps me put on my sweater, then wraps his arm around me, and I burrow into his side to soak up his warmth.

      “I think I heard something,” I hear Mel say, and I freeze in place and look up at Jace with my heart pounding.

      “There’s no one out here. Don’t stop sucking,” Ian groans, and I can’t stop the giggle that bubbles out.

      “Oh my God, there is someone out here!” Mel cries, and I burst out laughing and run toward the house as fast as I can, with Jace holding my hand.
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            Done For

          

        

      

    

    
      Shivering, I step through the sliding glass door before Jace and wait for him to shut it behind us. The house is just as quiet as when I left, so I make sure to keep my footsteps light as we walk across the kitchen and down the hall. I’m sure no one would question the two of us being awake or even wonder why we’re both sopping wet. Still, even thinking about coming across his mom or dad when I know my mouth is swollen and my nipples are still tingling is enough to give me heart palpitations.

      Closing the door behind us when we get into our bedroom, his big body presses into my back, then his lips touch my ear. “Shower.”

      With my teeth still chattering, I nod, and he walks around me toward the bathroom while I stop to grab some fresh clothes from my bag along with my towel.

      I step into the bathroom a moment later as he’s turning on the shower, and I freeze in place when I realize he’s naked. With the light on, I can see everything much more clearly than I could outside.

      Oh my goodness.

      “Umm.” I start to back up, and he turns to face me, his eyes scanning mine.

      “We’re just showering, so get that freaked-out look off your face, Penny,” he whispers, taking the stuff out of my hands and tossing it to the counter.

      “Together?” It’s such a stupid question, but still, I feel like I need verification.

      “Grandma is right there. If we do anything more, she’s gonna wake up and come pounding on the door.” He drags my sweater down my shoulders, and I let it fall to the floor. “It’s just a shower.” His hands move to the bottom edge of my tank top, and he waits, putting the ball in my court. Biting my lip, I nod, and then the backs of his fingers skim up my stomach as he lifts it over my head. My nipples that are already hard tighten painfully under the cool air and his gaze, and even knowing I shouldn’t be doing this, I slip off my shorts.

      I step into the shower before him, and the hot water is almost painful against my sensitive skin, but I’m thankful for the distraction as he encloses us in the small space. Closing my eyes, I let the water run over me, then blink my eyes open when I feel his front press to mine, his hands in my hair, and I smell the scent of my shampoo.

      We’re both silent as he washes my hair for me and conditions it, and neither of us say a word as his soapy hands roam over my body, and mine return the favor.

      I know were standing at the edge of a line neither of us should cross, but I get so lost in the lust that has been wrapped around me for days that it’s difficult to remember why we shouldn’t step over it. I don’t know who kisses who first, but our mouths find each other, and his heavy weight presses me against the shower wall. Like earlier, I relish in the feel of his body against mine, and when he grabs my breast, a whimper of need slides up the back of my throat and down his. Then his large palm moves between us, and my hips jerk as he uses two fingers to spread me open.

      “Oh fuck,” he groans quietly, dropping his forehead to my shoulder when he finds me wet.

      Aching and on edge, I press down on his hand, and he plays with my clit with such precision I know if he wasn’t holding me up, I’d be on the floor of the shower. When two thick fingers slide inside me, his mouth covers mine once again, consuming my moan, and my insides tighten.

      Losing it, I wrap my hand around his thick length and squeeze as I pull upward, then slide back down. With his breath mingled with mine, the two of us work each other over like we’re in a race to see who can get the other one to orgasm first.

      My scalp starts to tingle, and my breathing stops when his thumb circles my clit, and just like that, I’m done for. With my core pulsing around his fingers, I feel his hips jerk against mine and warmth splash against my belly.

      Out of it and now thoroughly exhausted, I can’t even help him clean us up, and I’m totally useless when we get out of the shower. Thankfully, he doesn’t seem to mind helping me dry off and get into my pajamas.

      As he’s putting on a pair of boxers, I fall onto the bed and pull the covers up over my shoulder, swearing I hear him laugh. Through my closed lids, I see the light go out, and a moment later, I feel the bed move as he gets under the covers with me.

      “Come here,” he whispers, pulling me against his chest, and I curl into him like a sleepy kitten. “You seem okay.” He slides his hand up the back of my top.

      “I’m sure I’ll stress myself out about what happened tomorrow, but I’m too tired to do that right now.”

      “I have a proposition for you.” His hand slips down the back of my pants, and he palms my ass.

      “If you offer me money to sleep with you, Jace, I swear your mom will never find your body,” I say tiredly, and he laughs.

      “You and I both know I don’t need to pay you to sleep with me, Penny.” His fingers dig into my skin. “You want to sleep with me, and I want to fuck you, which is why I suggest we let the cards fall where they may.”

      Burrowing my face in his ribcage, I think about what he’s suggesting. Like everything else I’ve done this week, it would probably be stupid to agree to go along with him. Then again, what’s the point of fighting it when any defense I’ve built up has been blown to smithereens without him even trying?

      And that’s my last thought before I fall asleep without responding.
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            Karma

          

        

      

    

    
      “Can someone explain to me why all the women are currently sitting down by the lake, covered in mud?” Daniel asks, stepping into the kitchen through the sliding glass door, and I look at Janelle when she laughs.

      “My cousin Meredith swears that yesterday after she got some mud on her face, her skin was smoother than it’s been in years. She told everyone about it this morning, and now they are all trying it out.”

      “You women are fucking nuts,” he mutters, shaking his head.

      “Women are fucking nuts!” Dash shouts his agreement from the table, and I giggle at the oh-shit expression on Haylee’s face.

      “Sorry,” Daniel says to Haylee, then he looks at Dash. “We don’t say that, bud.”

      “Okay.” Dash sighs like he’s put out.

      “How’s the chili coming?” he asks, walking to the stove where Janelle is standing.

      “I think we got a real shot at winning this year.” She smiles at him over her shoulder, and he kisses the side of her head. “I just need to add in the jalapeños once Penny is done cutting them up, and then we’ll let it all simmer until it’s time to eat.”

      “It smells delicious,” he tells her, then he looks between Haylee and me. “Where are those sons of mine?”

      “Brice went on a hike with Harper,” Haylee answers without even looking at him, and his gaze comes to me.

      “Jace is still working.” I shrug, assuming that’s the truth. This morning when I woke up, he was not in bed with me, and when I went to the kitchen, he wasn’t there either. Eventually, I asked Janelle if she knew where he was, and she told me that he was in her library upstairs. Curious—first, because I had no idea she had a library, and also just needing to see him for myself—I made him a cup of coffee and found him exactly where she said he would be.

      But since he was standing at the window on the phone with his back to me, I didn’t bother him. I placed the coffee on a table and left before he even knew I was there. Or maybe the truth is I left before he could dismiss me like I’m not important. Because I already feel like I’m not, especially after what happened last night and him not even sticking around for coffee this morning.

      I just keep reminding myself that just because he gave me an orgasm and told me that he wants to sleep with me, it doesn’t mean things are different. This isn’t some kind of fairy tale or one of the books my mom became so fond of while going through her treatments.

      Whatever. I’m not going to overthink it. I’ve kept myself busy all day by helping Janelle get ready for one of today’s competitions, which is a chili cook-off, and tonight there will be a game of trivia that I’m looking forward to joining in on.

      “All done.” I pass Janelle the cutting board, then go to the sink to wash my hands. When my fingers start to burn under the warm water, I turn up the cold and kind of start to panic, because the burning doesn’t get any better. It actually gets worse.

      “What’s wrong?” Janelle asks, and I look at my hands that are turning bright red.

      “My hands feel like they’re on fire,” I tell her, and my eyes fly to Daniel when he curses. “What?”

      “You didn’t wear gloves.”

      “What?”

      “The oil from the jalapeños can cause burns. You’re supposed to wear gloves.”

      “You didn’t tell me that we were supposed to wear gloves.” Janelle grabs my hands and pulls them up to her face to inspect them.

      “Everyone knows that,” he says, and she gives him a look that has him holding up his hands. “Let me get some alcohol.”

      “She doesn’t need to get drunk right now. We need to go to the hospital.”

      “I’m not giving her alcohol to drink. She needs rubbing alcohol to take the oil from the peppers off her skin.” He sighs.

      “Oh.” She nods. “Okay, let’s do that.” Her eyes come to me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I lie, because she seems more freaked out than I am, and my fricking hands are on fire.

      “Here.” Daniel comes back into the kitchen with a small towel and a bottle of rubbing alcohol. “Hold your hands over the sink.” I do, and he soaks both my palms with the liquid and I rub them together, then he soaks the towel with more alcohol, leaving me to scrub them with it. Some relief comes pretty quickly, which I’m highly thankful for, but under my ring, it’s redder and more irritated than the rest of my hands, so I pull it off and scrub where the metal held the oil against my skin.

      “I think you’re going to have to leave that off until the redness goes down,” Janelle tells me, taking the ring from me and placing it on the window ledge. “Do your hands feel any better?”

      “They are definitely better than they were.” I look at Daniel. “Thank you.”

      “Any time, but girl, I really need to ask if you’ve always been this accident prone. First, the ball to the face, then almost drowning, and now this?” He looks me over. “Maybe we need to dress you in bubble wrap.”

      “There does seem to be a pattern.” Janelle sighs.

      “Hopefully, nothing else happens.” I smile at the two of them but honestly wonder if this isn’t karma coming back to bite me on the bottom for lying to them and everyone else.

      “Why does it smell like a distillery in here?” Janet asks, stepping into the kitchen.

      “Penny had a little accident,” Janelle tells her, and she looks at me.

      “Another one? What happened now?”

      “We didn’t know you’re supposed to wear gloves when you’re cutting up jalapeños,” Janelle answers before I can.

      “What do you mean you didn’t know that? Everyone knows that,” she says, and I watch Daniel give a ‘See? I told you so’ look to Janelle.

      “Anyway, you woke up late, Mom. Did you sleep okay?” Janelle asks her, and my muscles bunch when her eyes lock on mine.

      “I was sleeping fine, then something woke me up around one, and I couldn’t fall back asleep after that.”

      Oh my God, my ears start to burn hotter than my hands ever did, and I start to duck my head to get out from under her gaze, but instead, I turn to glare at Haylee when she giggles.

      “Sorry.” She pretends to cough when everyone looks at her. “I had a tickle in my throat.”

      “What woke you up?” Janelle asks, starting a fresh pot of coffee, since it’s now after twelve and the one from this morning is long gone.

      “I don’t know, but it sounded like a dying cat.”

      “Oh my God.” Haylee laughs, and I swear I’m half-tempted to run out the door and toss myself over the balcony.

      “Really? That’s strange. I haven’t seen any cats around here,” Janelle says while I start washing the dishes like I’m being paid to make sure they are good enough for royalty to eat off of.

      “You don’t need to wash the dishes, Penny. They can just go in the dishwasher,” Haylee calls out, and I wonder how I ever thought I could like her, when it’s obvious she’s evil.

      “Thanks,” I say, glancing in her direction, and she shoots me a huge grin.

      “Any time.” She stands, picking up Dash. “I’m going to take this guy up for a nap.”

      “No nap.” Dash tosses his head back and starts to kick. “I’m not tired.”

      “Okay, we won’t nap. We’ll just watch Bluey.”

      “Okay,” he says happily, wrapping his arms around her neck, and she rolls her eyes.

      “What time are we eating chili?” Daniel asks when they leave the kitchen.

      “I think everyone agreed on five. The tables are already set up, so we just have to transfer it to the crockpot when it’s done and take it down.”

      “All right, then I’m gonna take the boat out.” He looks around the kitchen. “Anyone want to go fishing?”

      “I’ll go,” I say when no one else offers to join him.

      “Really?” He eyes me doubtfully.

      “Sure, I haven’t fished before, but I’ve always wanted to try.”

      “All right, then let me get the poles ready, and you can meet me at the boathouse when you’re done here.”

      “Okay.” I watch him head out the door, and I feel Janelle get close.

      “You don’t know it, but you just made his day.”

      “Good,” I say quietly, and her face softens, and she touches the side of her head to my shoulder.

      “I’ll finish this up. You go get on some shoes.” She ushers me away from the sink, and I dry off my hands before I head for my room.

      When I get back to the kitchen a few minutes later, it’s empty, but I find Janelle and Janet sitting on the porch, so I say goodbye to the two of them, then head down the stairs. And as I walk toward the boathouse, I swear I feel eyes on me, but I don’t turn to look to see if I’ll find Jace watching from the upstairs window.

      Even though I really, really want to.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Dick

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you got another one.” Sammy laughs as I start to reel in my line.

      “We should enter you into a fishing competition.” Ian grabs the net off the seat where he rested it earlier.

      “It’s just beginner’s luck,” Mel grumbles, and I don’t even look at her. Or maybe it’s I can’t look at her after what I heard last night.

      “You sound like a hater.” Troy takes the net from Ian and leans over the side of the boat to help me bring the fish in.

      “Are you gonna remove this hook?” Daniel asks me from where he’s reeling in his own line, and I shake my head.

      “No, I’ll let you do it,” I tell him, and he laughs.

      “Gonna do you like I did my boys. You wanna fish, you gotta bait your own hook and take the fish off.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Me, sharp objects, a slippery fish, and lots of water might be a recipe for disaster.

      “This is true,” he mumbles, and I laugh as Troy brings my fish onto the boat. I step back as it starts to flop around at my feet, but I don’t jump around like I did the first time, since I learned earlier the boat might be big, but it’s still wobbly in the water when you’re screaming and running around.

      “Are we keeping this one or tossing it back?” Ian asks while removing the hook from the fish’s mouth.

      “Toss it. If we come home with an entire cooler full of fish, Janelle might kill me.”

      “Got it.” Ian leans over the side of the boat and waits for the fish to swing its tail before he lets it go.

      “Do you want to toss out your line again?” Ian asks, and I look at Daniel, since he’s the one in charge, and he looks at his watch.

      “I think we should probably start heading back.”

      “Yeah, my mom is probably wondering where we are,” Sammy says from where she’s been sunbathing next to Mel since they joined us on the boat.

      When Daniel and I were getting ready to take off, Ian, Troy, Sammy, and Mel were pulling back in after taking out the jet skis, and when they heard we were going fishing, they decided to join us. It’s been fun and more relaxing than I thought it would be, but still, I’m starting to get hungry. And honestly, I’m ready to get my feet back on solid ground.

      “All right, I’ll start packing stuff up.” Sammy gets up, and I help her put our soda cans and water bottles into a trash bag while the guys put away all the fishing gear. When we’re done, I take a seat next to the captain’s chair and soak in the view as we drive back toward the house. It takes about fifteen minutes for us to arrive, and after Daniel parks in the boathouse, we all help him clean up, and the guys unload all the gear before helping us girls off.

      When Troy holds out his hand to me, I take it and start to step over the side of the boat, but I stumble and fall against him when Sammy gasps, “Did you lose your ring?”

      “No,” I tell her, just as Troy asks, “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I right myself, taking a step out of his space, and start to walk up the dock, only to come to a stop when I spot Jace standing next to the wide-open doorway with his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes on me.

      Great.

      Even with him not saying a word, I can tell he’s annoyed.

      But you know what? I’m annoyed with him too, so whatever.

      “Hey, Jace.” Mel sashays past him with Sammy, and I barely avoid rolling my eyes at her back.

      “Man, you should have joined us. Your girl caught five fish,” Troy says, picking up the cooler and heading out the doorway, with Ian carrying our garbage bag.

      “She’s a natural,” his dad adds, and the pride in his voice does something funny to my chest.

      “I didn’t even know you were leaving the house,” Jace remarks, tucking his hands into the front pockets of his shorts, not taking his eyes off mine.

      “You were working,” I say, picking up the fishing poles so Daniel doesn’t have to bend down to get them.

      “It would still be nice to know what my fiancée is up to.”

      “Maybe if you’d stop working so much, you’d know that information,” his dad inserts, and I hold my breath, because he doesn’t sound as easygoing as he normally does. In fact, he sounds irritated. “Just because you want to spend your life sitting in an office or in front of a screen doesn’t mean everyone else in the world does.”

      “Dad.”

      “Yeah, I know, I know. You have to work.” Daniel shakes his head and takes the poles from me, meeting my gaze. “It was fun, kid.”

      “It was.” I smile. “Thanks for letting me tag along.”

      “You’re welcome to join me any time,” he says, and I know I’ll take him up on that offer.

      When he leaves the small building and I’m alone with Jace, I wait where I am, because I can tell he has something on his mind, and I’d rather just get this over with.

      “Why did I find this in the kitchen?” He pulls my ring—or his ring—out of his pocket and holds it out between us. “And why were you hanging out with Troy when I’ve told you how I feel about him?”

      I stare at him as I try to figure out what to say and how I should react. If this were real, if he were my fiancé—hell, even my boyfriend—his questions would piss me off, especially after he’s ignored me all day. But this is not real, so not acknowledging how pissed I really am would probably be smart.

      “I was helping your mom with the chili by cutting up the jalapenos. I didn’t know you’re supposed to wear gloves, so I had a reaction to the oil. My hands were on fire, and under the ring was irritated, so your mom put it on the window ledge for me. I should have put it in our room, but I forgot about it.” I draw in a breath. “As for Troy,” I whisper his name in case he or anyone nearby can hear us, “I didn’t invite him. Your dad invited everyone to join us when we were leaving. Should I have gotten off the boat when he got on?”

      “Are your hands okay now?” he asks without answering my question, and I hold them out in front of me.

      “All better,” I say, and he begins to close the distance between us.

      I brace as he gets in my space and hold my breath as he lifts my hand and slides the ring back on my finger. When he stares at it, moving it back and forth with his thumb, I take my hand from his.

      “I’m a dick.”

      “You really are,” I agree, holding my hands up between us and pressing them into his chest when he tries to get closer. “Admitting that you’re a dick is not an apology.”

      “I’m sorry.” His eyes roam over my face. “I know I need to get over how I feel when Troy looks at you or touches you. And I shouldn’t have assumed you taking off the ring was your way of trying to get back at me for not being able to spend time with you this morning.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” I tell him, and his hand settles on my hip.

      “I know. I was just pissed when I saw you leaving with everyone.” He slides his hand around to my lower back, the move pulling me closer. “Thank you for bringing me coffee.” He leans down, brushing his nose across mine, and my eyes slide closed.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Sucks,” he says quietly, nibbling my bottom lip.

      “What?”

      “I planned on doing wicked, wicked things to you this morning, but I got a phone call early and had to take it. And that call led to another one and another one.”

      “I understand.”

      “Do you?” He leans back to meet my gaze, and somehow, I know the way I answer is important. Maybe more important than it should be, given our situation.

      “Yes,” I say after a second, and he dips his head to the side and takes my mouth in a deep kiss that makes me forget all the annoyance and frustration I’ve felt since I woke up to him gone this morning. I melt into him and press my chest into his to soak up his touch like it’s a drug I’ve been denied for far too long.

      He presses his lips to mine one last time before he pulls back, and my lashes flutter open. When our eyes lock, I don’t know what he’s thinking, but I do know the look on his face causes warmth to wrap around my insides.

      “So you caught five fish?” he asks with a smile, and I laugh, dropping my forehead to his chest.

      “Yes.”

      “I wish I could have seen that.” He slides his fingers into my hair at the side of my head.

      “It was awesome.” I tip my head back his way.

      “Did Dad make you bait your own hook?”

      “No, Ian did that for me, and he took the fish off too.”

      “Dad must really like you if he didn’t make you do the dirty work.” He smiles while his eyes stay locked on my hair that his fingers are still tangled in.

      “I think when I started jumping around the boat when the first fish was brought onboard, he realized I wasn’t cut out for that task,” I admit, and his head drops back to his shoulders as he laughs.

      “I really wish I could have seen that.”

      “You don’t,” I assure him, and he grins at me.

      “Mom was impressed you offered to go out with Dad.”

      “Your dad is….” I look past his shoulder when I realize where his fondness for his dad is coming from. Having grown up without my father since I was four, I didn’t miss him, but I missed the idea of him and how things could have been. In the photos I have of him, he seemed happy and devoted, and Mom has told me since I can remember that he loved being my dad. I’ve just always wished I had even a few memories with him. And more than once in my life, it would have been nice to have him to lean on. “You’re lucky you have him.”

      “Penny,” he says quietly, and I shake my head, because my eyes are burning along with the back of my throat. “Come here.” He wraps his arms around me, and I let him hold me against his chest.

      It takes me a couple of minutes to get control over my emotions, and once I know I’m all right, I lean back and look up at him. “Is it time for chili yet?”

      “Are we not going to acknowledge what just happened?” His eyes roam over my face.

      “Basically.”

      “All right.” He sighs. “I’ll let you off the hook this time.” He kisses my forehead, then wraps his arm around my shoulders. “Let’s go get you some food.”

      We step out of the boathouse and walk down the dock, and as we reach the shore, I can see that the cook-off has begun. People are walking around with bowls in hand and the note cards Janelle printed out. And along a table that is probably twenty feet long are crockpots that are plugged into a multitude of extension cords, and in between each are bags of chips and different toppings.

      After we each grab a score card, we dig in. Sadly, our group comes in second place when all is said and done. But that loss doesn’t seem to matter to anyone later that evening when I lead our group to a victory at the trivia game, and we walk away with a trophy that I accredit to all my hours of watching history shows.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Car Warranty

          

        

      

    

    
      With the early-morning sun just beginning to fill our room, I hear my phone ring quietly from where it’s plugged in on Jace’s side of the bed and lift my head off his bicep. Not wanting it to wake him when I find he’s still asleep, I push up to my hands and knees and carefully maneuver myself half over his body and reach for it. I don’t recognize the number when I check the screen, but I definitely recognize the feel of Jace’s hands when they curl around my hips.

      My eyes fly to his, and my heart starts to pound when I see the look on his face. It only pounds harder when he adjusts me so that I’m straddling his waist right over his hard-on.

      “Answer your call.” His hands move up the tops of my thighs, and it takes all my concentration not to drop my phone.

      “Hello,” I answer, sounding breathless to my own ears, and he smirks.

      “Your car warranty is about to expire,” an automated voice informs me, and I quickly hang up the call.

      “You don’t want a new car warranty?” he asks, moving his hands up to palm my breasts under the oversized shirt I slept in last night.

      “The one I have is still good.” My hips rock forward over his cock when his fingers tug at my nipples.

      “Warranties are very important to have,” he tells me, and I nod my agreement, because talking is not an option—not when his large palm has made its way down my stomach and his thumb has slid under the edge of my lace panties, zeroing in on my clit. I bite my lip to keep from moaning when he starts to circle that overly sensitive bundle of nerves, and I revel in the feel of his muscular chest under my hands.

      “Jace.” His name slips from my lips on a quiet cry when he stops.

      “You’ll get my fingers back.” He sits up and tugs my shirt off over my head, making me suddenly aware of just how bright it is in our room, even with the blinds closed. “I want to see all of you while I get you off.” His hands band around my wrists, holding them prisoner at my sides when I try to cover up, and heat from his gaze roams over my chest and belly. “I think you get that I’m obsessed with your body.” He lifts his hips into mine. “Feel how fucking hard I am? Do you know how many times I’ve got myself off just thinking about you?”

      Heart pounding, I search his eyes for a lie but don’t see one. The idea that he’s attracted to me is still something I can’t truly comprehend, but it’s obvious he is. I can see it in his gaze, feel it between my legs, and tell by the way he’s holding himself so still, like he’s afraid I’ll deny him his favorite treat.

      “Okay,” I whisper, and when his hold on my wrists eases, I place my hands on the tops of my thighs and wait to see what he’ll do next.

      “Good girl.” Fingers slide across my stomach, making my muscles twitch, then they move to my breasts, and his eyes follow as he circles my nipples, making them impossibly harder. When he sits up and nips one then the other, it’s a miracle I’m able to keep quiet. My body is literally on fire. My nerve endings are shot, and I’m a sopping-wet mess.

      I roll my hips against his, and he grabs my ass, holding me down on his erection, not allowing me to move as he takes full advantage of our position. I wouldn’t think it’d be possible to orgasm from having my nipples sucked, licked, and nibbled on, but my vision starts to go blurry, and my insides contract, but that release I need seems to be just out of reach.

      “Jace.” I tug at his hair, not above begging at this point, and he looks at me.

      “Jesus.” He moves his hand around my back, then slides it up into my hair, pulling my face down to his. When our mouths lock together, he rolls me to my back and settles between my legs. This new position is one I could get used to, and I take full advantage.

      My hands roam over his warm, smooth skin and then down the back of his boxers before sliding around so I can wrap him in my fist. He’s so hard that he feels like steel, and my hips lift into his, wanting—no, needing—to feel all of him inside me.

      “Oh God,” I moan against his mouth when he slides the lace of my panties to the side and he circles my clit, groaning. I come in an instant, my pussy pulsing in tandem with my heartbeat, still seeking more.

      “I should clean up this mess I made,” he whispers against my lips, and I blink, trying to clear the haze of desire, not sure what he’s talking about. Then he pulls from my grasp and works his way down my body with open-mouthed kisses, taking my panties off and tossing them to the floor. Then his big shoulders shove my legs apart, and his mouth is on me with an almost animalistic growl.

      Pressing my head back into the pillow, I close my eyes and latch onto his hair while his fingers dig into my flesh, holding me open so he can devour me. Just when I’m unsure I’ll be able to take any more, he slides two thick fingers inside me and pulls my clit into his mouth.

      I come again, biting my lip so hard I taste blood, and the orgasm is like nothing I’ve ever felt before. My entire body tingles, my thighs shake, and I swear I black out. His warm lips kissing my belly draws me back to reality, and my lashes flutter open as he crawls up my body. His mouth covers mine before he rolls so that I’m straddling his waist once more. Breath hitching, I take in our new position and look down at him, wondering when and how he got out of his boxers without me noticing.

      “Grab a condom out of my wallet in the drawer,” he orders gruffly, grabbing my hips, and even boneless from the two orgasms I had, I find the strength to lean over and do as he asked.

      Handing him the condom, I lean back and watch him rip it open and slide it down over the angry-looking head and length, feeling a little panicked about the size of him. He’s huge, and that’s not an exaggeration. Not only is he long, but he’s thick.

      “Come here.” He grasps my hip, and I lean up on my knees as he grabs the base of his cock, holding it in position. Slowly sinking down on him, my eyes fly to his when he growls low. “How the fuck are you so tight?”

      “It’s been a while.” I grab hold of his shoulders and wiggle my hips. “I think you might be too big.”

      “Fuck,” he hisses through clenched teeth, and I drop my mouth to his shoulder and bite down to keep from crying out when he gets impossibly deeper. “You’re going to make me come before I’ve even gotten inside you.” He grabs my hair at the back of my head and pulls. I meet his gaze, and in one look, I can see he’s holding on by a thread. “Take me, princess.”

      I press down on his lap, and my head falls back to my shoulders, a moan escaping my parted lips without permission once I’m fully impaled on his length.

      “Your little pussy is so fucking hot and fucking snug, Penny.” His words sound like praise, and damn me for basking in them. He leans back, taking me with him, and our mouths find each other as my hips roll and twist against his. Between his mouth, his hands roaming and squeezing, and the feel of finally having him inside me, it’s difficult to stay focused, so I drag my mouth from his and sit up. With my hands planted firmly against his chest, I look down at where we’re joined.

      Oh my God.

      “You look gorgeous taking all of me.” He cups my breasts, squeezing them together. “One day, I’m going to fuck these, then I’m going to come down your throat.” My core clenches tight as the image of him doing just that fills my mind. “You like that idea?” He chuckles. “My dirty, dirty princess, show me how dirty you can be. Touch yourself. Show me how you like it.”

      No way.

      I shake my head, and he takes my hand and brings it to his face as he sucks two of my fingers into his mouth, swirling his tongue around them. Then his eyes stay locked on mine as he places them on my clit that is overly sensitive. I bite my bottom lip to keep from screaming, sure I’ll wake up the whole house if I give in to the urge. When he lets my hand go, I take my fingers off my clit and move them down, spreading them around his length.

      “Jace,” I whisper, and he sits up, taking my mouth in a deep kiss before leaning back to whisper against my lips.

      “If we wouldn’t wake everyone in this house, I would flip you to your belly and fuck you while spanking this ass.” He grabs one cheek, squeezing. “But since I can’t do that, I need you to stop playing and ride me.”

      With my mind spinning, I watch him lie back and only hesitate a second before I begin to rock my hips into his, giving him what he wants, while taking what I need. His expression contorts with a look of tortured pleasure, and his hands hold onto my hips so tightly I’m sure I’ll be bruised.

      I chase after the orgasm I feel building, and just when I fall over the edge, he captures me behind my neck and pulls my mouth down to his. He thrusts his hips up into mine quickly before holding my hips tightly against his.

      Breathless and sweaty, I fall against his chest, and his arms circle around me. I know I should put some distance between us, because sex and cuddling afterward is something that lovers do, and that’s not what this is. But my muscles feel like mush, and my eyes are heavy, like I haven’t slept in days.

      “I’ll move in a second,” I whisper more to myself than to him, still trying to catch my breath, and his hand slides up my spine, then wraps around the back of my neck.

      “You won’t,” he whispers back, and the feel of him kissing the top of my head is the last thing I remember before I fall back asleep with him still inside me.
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            Oh No

          

        

      

    

    
      With my bare feet tucked under me and a magazine about fishing forgotten on my lap, I watch Jace talk on the phone across the room. Since he’s speaking Japanese—a language I didn’t even know he knew until about fifteen minutes ago—I have no idea what he’s saying. But I don’t need an interpreter to know he’s not happy.

      His easy smile from earlier today is long-gone and replaced by that stoic look he had the first time I met him. I hate that look.

      When his eyes focus on me and his expression softens, my belly melts, and I drop my attention to my magazine. I was surprised this morning after breakfast when he asked me to come hang out with him while he worked, but I agreed, because the alternative was overthinking everything I’m trying not to think about. Not that being in his presence is helping me with that little problem. I mean, he is the reason my emotions are a tattered mess.

      I had no idea going into this that I would end up genuinely liking him, but I do, and the chemistry between us is something I’ve never experienced with anyone else, but those two things don’t really matter. Do they? On Saturday, which is just a couple of days away, we go back to reality, and every time I think about that, I start to feel sick.

      “Are you planning on becoming a fisherman?” His question drags me from my thoughts, and I look up to find him sitting behind the desk with his phone forgotten on top of a stack of files.

      “Fisherwoman, and maybe.” I shrug. “It’s relaxing.”

      “I know something else that can relax you.” He grins, and my ears get hot. “Princess, are you blushing?”

      “You’re so annoying, and I hate that nickname.”

      “Hmm.” He gets up and walks toward me slowly, and darn if my nipples and other parts of me start to tingle as he gets closer. When he’s standing over me, he bends, placing a fist in the couch next to my hip and the other on the arm of it as his face gets close to mine. “You didn’t seem to mind me calling you princess this morning.”

      “Well… that was this morning.”

      “So I can use it when I’m inside you. Noted.” He smirks before pressing a soft kiss to my lips. “What do you say we get out of here?”

      “Are you done working?” I glance over at his phone that just happens to start ringing.

      “For now.” He keeps his face an inch from mine. “Do you want to go into Wenatchee? They have a few historical sites we could visit?”

      “Really?” I ask, sounding far too excited.

      “Since you knew all the answers to all the questions last night, I figured history is your thing.”

      “It is.” I smile, and he laughs, dropping one more kiss to my lips before he tugs me up off the couch. “Go get dressed, and I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

      “Yay.” I lean up without thinking and kiss the underside of his jaw. “I’ll be quick.”

      With a bounce in my step, I go to our room and dig through my bag for something to wear, then strip off my T-shirt and the bike shorts I had on.

      I slip on my simple white maxi dress and head for the bathroom, taking my hair out of the bun I had it in, deciding to leave it down and run a few pumps of hair tamer through it so it won’t look so wild. I then grab my makeup bag and quickly add some bronzer and blush along with mascara.

      When I’m finished, I grab my jean jacket and am just about to put on my sandals when I hear raised voices coming from the kitchen.

      “Oh no,” I whisper, recognizing one as Jace and the other as Brice. “This can’t be good.”

      I swing open the door and start to rush down the hall, but a hand bands around my wrist, stopping me before I can reach the kitchen. I spin around to tell whoever it is to let me go, but freeze when Daniel says softly, “This fight is long overdue. You need to let them hash it out.”

      “But—” I start, but he cuts me off.

      “Trust me, Penny. This is a longtime coming.” He tugs me back with him toward the stairs away from the yelling, then urges me up the first one. “Go wait in the library with Janelle.”

      Biting my lip, I glance toward the kitchen one last time, then nod and walk up the stairs, jumping every time there is a loud noise. When I reach the library, I open the door and attempt to smile when I find Janelle curled up on the couch where I was sitting earlier.

      “Close the door, sweet girl, and come here.” She pats the couch next to her, and I reluctantly do as she asked, then wrap my arms around my waist as I walk to where she’s sitting. “One thing you’ll learn rather quickly if you ever have sons is boys are not good at talking about their emotions. They let everything bottle up until it’s too late, and then they explode all over the place.” She rubs my arm when there is a loud bang. “It sounds worse than it is.”

      “What started it?” I look over at her.

      “Brice lost some money on a bad investment, and he mentioned that he might have to sell their house. I told Jace about it in passing, and he decided to step in and offer him what he lost.”

      “So Brice is mad that Jace offered to give him the money he would need so he wouldn’t lose his house?”

      “I think you and I both know there is more to it than that.”

      “Yeah.” I sigh. “I know.”

      “Both my boys, God love them, are idiots. Brice, for not talking to his brother, and Jace, for thinking that shoving money someone’s way will make things better.”

      “Jace’s heart is in the right place,” I defend, because really, if anything, Brice should be thanking him for the offer, then apologizing for being a jerk. Not that he shouldn’t have fallen in love with Haylee, because sometimes things happen and you can’t stop how you feel. “Where are Haylee and Dash?”

      “Out with Eva.”

      “At least there’s that.”

      “At least there’s that,” she agrees. “Haylee would be sick if she knew the two of them were fighting,” she whispers, and I know she’s right. But I also know you can only avoid the elephant in the room for so long before it tramples you.

      We fall into silence, and I wonder what is going on downstairs, because now it’s quiet, then my pulse skitters when the door is opened, and I jump to my feet when Daniel pokes his head inside.

      “You two can come out now.”

      “How much furniture did they break?” Janelle asks like she’s asking about the weather.

      “A couple of chairs.”

      “Do I need to get my shoes to go to the hospital?”

      My eyes widen at that question.

      “Not this time,” he says, then looks at me. “Jace told me to let you know he’s gonna have a beer with Brice but will be back.”

      “Oh, okay. Yeah.” I nod relieved the two of them are actually talking and that the fight didn’t make things worse.

      “Were you two going somewhere?” Janelle asks as we head down the stairs.

      “We were gonna go into Wenatchee to see some historical sites.”

      “That sounds fun. I’ll take you if you want.”

      “Oh, no, that’s okay.” I shake my head, stopping at my bedroom door. “I think I’ll hang out until Jace gets back.”

      “All right, well, you’re welcome to join me down by the lake if you get bored. The kids have the sac race and tug-o-war this afternoon.” She rubs my back before heading to the kitchen, and I let out a breath before I turn to look at Daniel.

      “Was Jace okay?”

      “He might have a shiner, but he’s all right,” he says gently, then nudges me toward my door. “Go rest. He’ll be back soon.”

      “Okay.” I nod, then without much of a choice, I open the door and walk to the bed. I fall to my back and stare at the ceiling, knowing two things for certain. One, the knot in the pit of my stomach isn’t going away until I can see for myself that Jace is still in one piece, and two…

      Men are so weird.
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            Time Out

          

        

      

    

    
      With Jace and Brice still not back after hours, Haylee and I sit cross-legged in the grass with a group of girls surrounding us. All of them are watching with excitement and fascination as we braid together daisy chains using the flowers they brought to us. The first one I made while Haylee and I talked, I gave to Dash, and after he ran to show his cousins and friends, chaos descended on me in the form of little girls. So Haylee, who is a quick study, started helping me out.

      Not surprisingly, Haylee was worried when she arrived home to news that a fight had taken place between her husband and Jace, and she immediately came to make sure I wasn’t upset with her about what happened. After explaining I thought both men were idiots, the relief on her face let me know just how worried she was about how I was feeling.

      I’m sure that another woman might have felt upset that her fiancé was fighting over his ex, but Jace isn’t really my fiancé, and even if he were, I know the fight had less to do with Haylee and more to do with his brother’s lack of respect. I’m not saying Jace would have liked Brice telling him that he had feelings for Haylee when the two of them got together, but I can almost guarantee he would have been able to accept it if the conversation had taken place.

      Instead, he felt like everyone was keeping a secret from him. So not only did he have to deal with the fact that his brother was in love with the woman he thought he would eventually marry, but he had to deal with his family not telling him about it. And even if I get why they did what they did, I still think it’s wrong. The truth always comes out at one point or another, so it’s usually easier to deal with things head-on and face the consequences.

      When the daisy chain I’ve been working on is done, I hold it up, and the little girl who has been waiting for her turn leans forward so I can place it on her head like a crown.

      “Do I look like a fairy princess?” she asks with a toothless grin, making me smile.

      “Yep.” I tap her nose, and she shoots to her feet. “I’m going to show my mom.”

      “Okay, but walk, don’t run,” I call to her back, using my teacher voice, and she slows down to a jog, making me laugh.

      “Who’s next?” I ask, and a cute blonde holds up her hand. “All right.” I weave together her crown, and when I’m done, I put it on her head, and another girl takes her place. By the time Haylee and I are finished with all of them and they’ve wandered off to join the game of tug-o-war that has started, my fingers are cramped, but I still have a pile of daisies next to me, so I decide to make a crown for myself.

      “The guys are back,” Haylee says quietly as I place the flowers on my head, and I turn to watch Brice and Jace walk in our direction. “You’re right; they are idiots,” she whispers when they get close enough for us to see that Jace now has a dark line under his left eye, and Brice is sporting a cut above his upper lip.

      “Told you,” I mumble, relieved that besides what I can see, neither of them seems to have suffered any major damage.

      As they descend on us, the two of them share a small smile, and I almost roll my eyes, because they look like the boys in my class do when they know they’ve done something stupid but are not sorry about it.

      “So are we all okay now?” Haylee asks, getting to her feet, and I hold my breath when she looks at Jace.

      “We’re good,” he says softly, and she rubs her lips together before looking at her husband when he grabs her hand.

      “How about we leave Dash with Grandma, and the two of us go for a ride into town to get something to eat?” Brice suggests, which I’m guessing is code for “we should talk.”

      “All right, while you make sure your mom is okay with that, I’ll change,” she says quietly, then her eyes come to me, and she gives me a soft smile before she wander off.

      “I’ll see you two later at Capture the Flag,” Brice says before heading to where his mom is and I look up at Jace, finding him looking at me with a curious expression.

      “What?”

      “You look beautiful.” He walks over and takes a seat behind me, and my insides flutter. “How pissed are you?” He bends his knees at my sides and rests his wrists on top of them.

      “Not even a little pissed.” I turn to look at him over my shoulder, then reach out without thinking and touch my fingers to the bruise under his eye. “Do you both feel better now that you’ve beaten each other up?” I ask, and he chuckles, grabbing my hand to kiss my fingers.

      “We talked after.”

      “Did you use actual words, or did you just drink beer and call it good?”

      “There was a lot of grunting, but we got a few words out.”

      “Good,” I say quietly, and he pulls me back against his chest and wraps his arm around me.

      “Sorry our day didn’t pan out.”

      “That’s all right. I’m glad that you got to figure things out with your brother.”

      “Me too.” I feel his lips near my ear. “So tell me about the flowers.”

      “Oh.” I touch my head. “Haylee and I were making daisy crowns for all the girls, and I had some flowers left over.” I start to take it off, but he grabs my wrist.

      “It’s cute. Leave it.”

      “Okay.” I let my hands fall to my lap and look over at his aunt when she calls our names, and I notice she has her phone pointed in our direction.

      “Got it.” She smiles, looking down at her screen.

      “Did she just take our picture?”

      “Yep,” he says easily, then asks, “Did you talk to your mom today?”

      “We texted a little earlier. She and my aunt were going to Ellis Island with my grandma.”

      “Is she still worried?”

      “No, not really.”

      Actually, I’m a little surprised by my mom’s total okayness with everything. I mean, the day I called her back after she FaceTimed me, she had a lot of questions about what I was doing. Why didn’t I tell her I was getting a job? Who is Jace? But by the time we got off the phone, she was all right and has been since then, which is a surprise. Then again, I didn’t tell her that I was pretending to be my boss’s fiancée while at his family reunion.

      “Have you been to New York?” he asks, dragging me from my thoughts, and I peek back at him before focusing out on the water.

      “That’s where my parents grew up. When I was two, my dad got a job working on the Golden Gate Bridge, so he moved us to California. Mom thought about moving back after he passed away, but she didn’t want to uproot me from everything I knew, when I was already dealing with a huge change.” I let out a breath, then say softly, “Really, I don’t think she wanted to leave the house she and Dad bought together.”

      “How did your dad—?”

      “A car accident,” I answer before he can finish. “He was on his way home from work when it happened.”

      “I’m sorry.” His lips touch the side of my head, and his hold on me tightens.

      “It’s okay.” I close my eyes, feeling my throat get tight, not because thinking about my dad makes me sad, even though it does, but because when this is all said and done, even knowing it’s just pretend, I’m going to miss being with him like this.
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            Capture the Flag

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay, so our team needs to make it to these three locations,” Brice whispers, pointing at three spots circled on the map that is illuminated by Haylee’s flashlight. “I think Jace should distract the other teams while you girls work your way around, gathering ours flags, and I’ll stay here to protect ours.”

      I look around the dark woods we are standing in, feeling unsure about this plan. I’ve always been a little scared of the dark, but being out here makes that fear even more apparent. Still, I can’t admit that I’m the scaredy cat in the group or that I’d feel better if Jace were with me.

      “I think that sounds great,” I say quietly, and Jace, who’s standing behind me, squeezes my waist like he knows I’m unsure.

      “All right, once you two get the flags, meet us back here, and we’ll all head to the beach together,” Brice says, folding up the map and handing it to Haylee, who tucks it in her pocket.

      “Umm…” I look around my group. “I don’t want to sound like an idiot, but how exactly will we remember where ‘here’ is? We’re in the middle of the woods.”

      “We’ll leave a flashlight on the ground under a tree nearby so it’s illuminated,” Jace suggests, and although I’m not sure it’s the smartest plan, since other people will be able to see it, I don’t really know if there’s another option. In order for our group to win this challenge, we all have to make it to the beach together with our flags without being tagged by an opposing team member.

      “Five minute warning,” I hear Daniel yell into the woods from wherever he is, and adrenalin and fear begin to pump through my veins.

      “Are you okay?” Jace asks as Haylee and Brice wander away to place a flashlight under a tree.

      “No.” I turn to face him. “But apparently I’m doing this anyway,” I say, and he grabs the sides of the black hoodie I have covering my hair and uses it to pull me toward him.

      “Stick with Haylee, stay hidden, and move fast. I’ll be nearby and try to block anyone I see coming your direction.”

      “All right,” I whisper, and he dips his face close enough that I feel his warm breath against my lips.

      “One minute!” Daniel shouts.

      “Be safe.” He kisses me, and I sink against him like I always do when his lips are on mine.

      “Ready?” Haylee asks, and he plants one more swift kiss on my mouth before he lets me go.

      “Ready.” I reach for her hand and hold it tight. When the horn sounds, the two of us take off.

      One thing I learn quickly is that running through the woods in the dark sounds as stupid as it is. During the day, I’d likely twist my ankle, tripping over something I could see in my path. So almost zero light, fear, and no real athletic ability is a recipe for disaster as I trip over tree branches and my own feet.

      “I think I hear someone coming,” I whisper, tugging Haylee with me toward a large tree, and the two of us duck behind it. Listening, I search for the sound I heard before, but it’s difficult to make out anything over my heart pounding in my ears and our heavy breathing.

      “Maybe it was Jace.”

      “Maybe.” I look around the side of the tree to see if I can spot any kind of movement, but I don’t see anything. Then again, that doesn’t mean much.

      “Do you see that tree over there?” she asks, and I look to where she’s pointing.

      “Yeah.”

      “I say we run for it and see if that draws anyone out.”

      “Okay, yeah. Sure.” I try to hype myself up, and she takes off before me. I follow behind her as quickly and as quietly as I can, hearing nothing but twigs and leaves crunching under my feet. When I get to the tree, I blink, because tied around it is a yellow ribbon that leads to a tree a few feet away, and hanging between the two are three flags, each a different color.

      “Oh my God.”

      “What?” Haylee asks, glancing around.

      “Look.” I point, and she gasps, then her eyes widen as we hear two people start talking quietly nearby, probably whoever is supposed to be watching the flags.

      “Now what?”

      “I don’t know.” I peek around the tree but don’t see anyone. “We could just go for it. I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?”

      “We get caught,” she mumbles.

      “Well, the alternative is standing here all night.”

      “True.” She peeks around the tree. “All right, you go first, and I’ll follow.”

      Ducking low, I take off as quietly as I can, and as I’m passing the row of flags, I reach out and grab ours, then keep going, because I don’t want to be too close if the person notices one of the flags are missing. At the third tree I stop behind, Haylee catches up to me and takes the flag from my grasp, waving it above her head.

      “That seemed way too easy.”

      “That’s because they weren’t watching to see if anyone would come up behind them,” she whispers as we run toward another tree. “Hopefully, the next team will do the same.”

      “Hopefully,” I agree, already out of breath again. Damn but I really need to use the stupid gym membership I bought myself back in January when my New Year’s resolution was to get in shape. “Do you remember what other landmark we’re supposed to look for next?”

      “Well, that was the yellow team, and their landmark was supposed to be an oversized tree with hanging branches. I think the blue team is a huge boulder, and the red team is a stream.”

      “Okay, so we need to look for a boulder or a stream?”

      “Yes, but if we’re on the backside of the sites, then I’m not sure we will see either of those things.” She stops me by grabbing my hand when a branch breaks nearby.

      Swallowing, I look around, but I can’t see more than a few feet in any direction. When I hear another branch break, I’m half-tempted to yell out “who’s there?” but I doubt Haylee would be very happy if I gave away our position. Plus, that’s exactly how every single female dies in every scary movie ever made.  “I really hate this,” I whisper.

      “Let’s just keep moving,” she whispers back.

      Hand in hand, we move through the woods, and after a couple of minutes, I notice a light in the distance—not a huge light, but like someone has a flashlight on. The two of us slow down and keep ourselves hidden behind tree after tree as we move closer to the light. Then we freeze when a woman screams at the top of her lungs. At first, I don’t know what to think, but then I spot Sammy running after someone with a flashlight in her hand. I think it’s Troy, but it could be Ian; it’s hard to tell.

      “I swear I’m going to kill you,” she screams, chasing him, and I look at Haylee.

      “Do you think she was the one protecting their flags?”

      “I bet you she was,” she says excitedly, and the two of us take off on a jog toward where Sammy and Ian were running from. When I see a red ribbon with one flag hanging from it, I want to shout in happiness, but my excitement is thawed when Haylee screams at the top of her lungs, “Run!”

      “No fucking way,” I hear Sammy cry behind us, and Haylee grabs my hand, pulling me with her over the uneven ground. We fly through the ribbon like it’s the finish line at the end of a race, and I can hear it flapping in the wind as footsteps pound on the ground behind us.

      “Got you,” I hear Jace say, and I glance back over my shoulder and catch a glimpse of him just before he tags Sammy.

      Screaming, she falls to her knees, throwing her hands into the air, and I fight back the urge to laugh at her dramatics.

      “Sorry, Sammy!” I yell over my shoulder in her direction.

      “Liar.” She pouts, and I giggle as Jace runs up to join us.

      “Hey, cupcake.” He bends to press a swift kiss to my lips. “How many flags did you guys get?”

      “Two.” I detach the one we just got from the ribbon it’s still stapled to. “So we have to find one more.”

      “Nope.” He pulls a flag out of the pocket of his hoodie. “I lost you two for a bit and ended up near the stream, where I found this.”

      “So we just need to find Brice,” Haylee says happily.

      “Yep.” He takes my hand, and I hate to admit I feel a whole lot safer having him with me. “Let’s just hope no one tagged him out.”

      “I’m going to be so annoyed with him if that happened,” Haylee grumbles, then she stops and holds her hand up.

      “What is it?” I ask, moving to her side.

      “I don’t know.” She looks around. “I swear I heard something.”

      “There’s the flashlight.” Jace points, and I search through the dark and spot the flashlight a few feet away lying on its side, no longer illuminating the branches above but instead sending a stream of light across the ground.

      “So where’s Brice?” I ask, turning in a circle.

      “Look up,” I hear Brice call out, and a second later, I hear a thud and see his tall shadow appear in front of Haylee, who had wandered toward the flashlight.

      “Were you hiding up there the whole time?” she asks him, laughing.

      “Yep.” He chuckles, then looks in our direction. “Are we out of the game?”

      “Oh my God, you have no faith in us.” Haylee hits his chest while Jace reaches for my hand.

      “I have faith in you, baby. It’s Penny that I don’t have faith in.”

      “That’s a little rude.” I glare hard in his direction, hoping that even if he can’t see it, he can feel it.

      “Cupcake, you do have some pretty bad luck.”

      “You’re right, and it started when I met you, so I should probably do something about that.” I look up at him. “Like get rid of the source of it.”

      “You’re never getting rid of me.”

      “Mmhmm,” I hum, and his hand tightens around mine.

      “Shit,” Brice bites out when we hear people shouting, and I know in an instant that it’s another team running toward victory.

      Without a word, all of us take off jogging, and when we break through the trees, I see Mel, Ian, Laney—who is Eva’s daughter who showed up yesterday, because she’s a nurse and couldn’t get time off—and Troy come out of the woods a few feet away from us.

      “Oh no.” I start to run faster, and the people who were gotten out along with everyone who’s been waiting while we played start to cheer us all on as we run toward the dock.

      “Come on!” Janelle yells, waving her arms in the air as she jumps up and down, and I go as fast as I can, which isn’t very fast at all. Actually, it feels like one of those dreams where you’re trying to run as fast as you can, but no matter how much effort you put in, your legs are too heavy to really get any momentum.

      “Pick them up!” Brice shouts, and I don’t know what he’s talking about until Jace is spinning around to face me. In the next instant, his shoulder is in my belly and I’m hanging upside down over his back.

      “Put me down!” I scream at the top of my lungs as he runs full speed, and I hear Haylee yelling the same thing along with me. Since I can’t see anything, I don’t know when we reach the finish line, but soon, everyone begins to cheer, and I’m jostled around before being placed upright on my feet.

      “We won.” He laughs, hugging me so tight my breath leaves on a whoosh, and even though I want to be pissed at him for tossing me over his shoulder like a useless sack of potatoes, I can’t. His happiness is infectious, and like an idiot, I realize I’ve completely fallen for him.

      Darn.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Talented

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh God,” I whimper, and Jace’s hand covers my mouth.

      “You have to be quiet, princess,” he whispers, his warm breath against my ear. Locking my eyes on his in the mirror, I nod, feeling frantic as his fingers curl against my clit and his hard cock slowly fills me from behind.

      When I came inside to change into my swimsuit so I could hang out by the lake with Janelle and Haylee, I wasn’t expecting him to come downstairs and ambush me in the bathroom while I was naked. I had a plan in place to put some distance between us today, and my plan was working. I woke up before him and untangled myself from his hold, and then I kept myself busy by helping his mom get ready for the talent show tonight, which is the final event of the reunion.

      And with him working, I thought I’d be safe, that I wouldn’t have to see him again until this evening.

      But the second I was naked, he opened the door, crowded me against the sink, and started whispering dirty things against my ear. Just like that, my plan to do the right thing, the smart thing, went right out the window, and like an addict, I started practically begging him to have his way with me.

      “Good girl.” His hand leaves my mouth and his teeth nip my ear. “Now tip that ass back, princess. I want to get deep in there.”

      Oh God, I lift up on my toes and do as he asked.

      His growl of approval sends a tingle down my spine, and my eyes slide closed, cutting off the sight of him behind me. His heated gaze watches us in the mirror, while mine is on his tattooed arms crisscrossing over my body, a total contrast to my creamy unmarked skin. Panting, shaking, and on edge, I wrap my fingers around the edge of the counter. I don’t know how much longer I can hold out. Part of me doesn’t want to let go, to tip over the edge, because when that happens, this moment will be over, and I’ll have to go back to lying to myself for my own damn good.

      “Look at me, princess,” he orders quietly against my ear, and when I shake my head, he slides out of me almost completely, leaving just the tip of his cock at my entrance. My eyes fly open, and when they lock on his in the mirror, I hold my breath. “Watch.” He cups both my breasts in his big hands. “Feel.” He slowly slides back inside me, and my breath stills as he bottoms out, hitting a part of me that causes pleasure and pain.

      “I could live inside your snug little pussy.” His teeth rake down the side of my throat, and my muscles tighten around his cock. “You like that idea?” I feel his smile against my skin as my head drops back to his shoulder. “I can’t wait to fuck you properly,” he grits out, pushing his hips into mine over and over, each thrust sending me closer toward the edge of release.

      “Jace,” I whimper, getting close to falling apart, and his hand wraps around my throat.

      “Do you want to come?”

      I nod, and one of his hands slides up to my jaw so he can turn my head toward him, and his other hand moves down over my belly and between my thighs. As his tongue slides between my parted lips and I kiss him back, his fingers swirl over my clit. My hips jerk, my legs get weak, and stars start to dance behind my closed eyelids.

      Until him, an orgasm was just a release, but each time he sends me over the edge, I feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience. His lips leave mine, and he covers my mouth with his palm as he picks up the pace and fucks me hard, lifting me off my feet on each upward thrust.

      I come, crying his name, and feel his thrusts become erratic as he uses me to get himself off. Completely drained, I fall forward against the counter in front of me when he stills, sure that I would have ended up on the floor if he didn’t keep a hold of me.

      “Christ, Penny,” he hisses as my core continues to contract around his cock like it’s not willing to let him go just yet. “Your pussy is going to be the death of me, princess.”

      His lips trail down my back as he slowly slides out of me. Turning me in his arms, he wraps them around me, holding me tight against his chest, and I close my eyes as I listen to his heartbeat thunder against my ear, the tempo matching the beat of my own.

      “Are you okay?” His fingers smooth my hair away from my damp forehead, and I look up at him.

      “Yeah,” I say quietly, and the soft look in his eyes unravels a little bit more of the shield I built around my heart like it’s nothing more than a loose string on an old sweater.

      “Are you hungry? I was thinking we could take the jet ski out and go get lunch?” He forces me back a step, then reaches around me, turning on the water for the sink.

      “Oh.” I jump when a warm cloth is suddenly between my legs. Oh goodness, things were so much easier when I thought he was a jerk. “I was going to spend some time with your mom and Haylee since we leave tomorrow.” And I really, really need to put my plan back into action, because even thinking about us going our separate ways has me wanting to rub the spot over my heart.

      “All right, while you hang with the girls, I’ll see if my dad and Brice want to do something.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.” He hands me the bottoms of my swimsuit. “I can suck it up and fish for a couple of hours.”

      “I’m sure your dad would like that.” I grab the top of my suit and put it on while he deals with the condom.

      “What’s the plan for tonight?” he asks, putting on his shorts.

      “Your parents are performing that song from Dirty Dancing, and Dash is doing some magic tricks with his parents.”

      “What are we doing?”

      “What?” I drag my eyes from his abs.

      “Are we performing?”

      “No.” I feel my brows drag together. “I told your mom it’s not really your thing.”

      “Did you want to do something?”

      “I don’t have a talent.” I shake my head.

      “You do.” His eyes roam over me and darken. “But it’s not one that I want to share with everyone.”

      “You didn’t just say that.” My cheeks get hot, and he chuckles.

      “You’re cute when you blush, princess.”

      “Stop calling me that.” I step out of the bathroom when he opens the door, and before I can even make it a couple of steps, he spins me around, then pushes me back onto the bed. When he comes down on top of me, my pulse picks up speed, and I look up at his handsome face. “What are you doing?”

      “Verifying something.” He bends his head and nibbles down my neck to the tops of my breasts, then pulls down the cup of my suit. When he draws my nipple into his mouth, my back arches, and my fingers dig into his biceps. “Are you my princess?” he asks after letting go of my nipple with a pop, and I shake my head. “Hm.” He moves his hand up my thigh, and his fingers play along the edge of my bottoms.

      “Jace.”

      “Right here, princess,” he whispers, skimming his finger under the elastic and over my sensitive clit. “My dirty little princess is already wet for me.”

      “I hate you.”

      “You don’t.” He moves up my body, placing his face close to mine. “You l—”

      “Penny, are you okay?” Janelle knocks on the door, cutting off whatever he was about to say, and my eyes widen like I’m sixteen and got caught making out with my boyfriend by his parents.

      “Yes.” I shove him off me and quickly adjust my suit like she can see through the door. “I’m just finishing getting changed.”

      “Okay, we’ll see you outside.”

      “Yep, I’ll meet you out there.” I glare at Jace when he rolls to his back and places his hands behind his head like he doesn’t have a care in the world. “I’m so going to kill you in your sleep.”

      “I didn’t do anything but prove a point, cupcake.” He sits up.

      “Have fun with your dad.” I slip on my flip-flops and walk around the bed.

      “Penny,” he calls when I start to open the bedroom door, and I look at him.

      “Yeah?”

      “I want a kiss goodbye.”

      “What?”

      “I want a kiss goodbye.”

      “Too bad.” I open the door wider, then squeak when he spins me around to face him.

      “Kiss me,” he demands, ducking his face closer to mine.

      “No.”

      “Oh, Jesus, just kiss him. I’ve had to listen to you two do worse,” Janet grumbles as she walks by our open door, and my mouth falls open in disbelief while my entire body gets hot from humiliation.

      “Grandma, stop embarrassing Penny!” Jace shouts over the top of my head, and I squeeze my eyes closed.

      “Stop using the bathroom like it’s your personal whorehouse,” she shouts back, and Jace laughs.

      He laughs… like it’s funny.

      Oh…

      My…

      God.

      “This is not funny,” I hiss, and he grins.

      “It’s a little funny, princess.” He grabs my face and plants a kiss on my lips. “I’ll see you later.”

      “You won’t, because I’m going to go in search of a magical portal to take me away from this place.”

      “Good luck with that.” He smiles and kisses me again before nudging me out the door.

      The jerk.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Consequences Be Damned

          

        

      

    

    
      I might not have found a magical portal yesterday, but I did however find a way to quell my embarrassment with the help of margaritas that were more tequila than margarita mix. But with the sun now shining brightly through the blinds we obviously forgot to close last night and my head pounding, I’m seriously regretting my decision to drink my cares away.

      “Good morning, dancing queen,” Jace whispers against my ear, and I groan as an image of me dancing last night flashes through my mind. A memory that I really hope is nothing but a leftover snapshot from a nightmare and not an actual event.

      “Please tell me that you didn’t let me get on stage last night at the talent show,” I whisper, covering my head with my pillow.

      “Let you? I didn’t let you do anything. You told us that you were going to perform one of the dance routines you learned when you were on drill team, and you wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

      “I was kicked off drill team after the first week, because I accidentally kicked the captain in the face.”

      “That’s bullshit,” he says, sounding put out on my behalf.

      “Three times.” I squeeze my eyes closed when he pulls my pillow from my grasp.

      “You kicked her in the face three times?”

      “Yes.” I peek one eye open and find him smiling at me.

      “You took home the talent show trophy last night, so you can post that on your social media and show those chicks they fucked up kicking you off the team.”

      “I think I’ll keep that achievement to myself,” I mumble, and he leans in, touching his smiling mouth to mine.

      “You’re really flexible, cupcake. I feel like you’ve been holding out on me.”

      “Oh my God, shut up,” I whisper, knowing my face is probably cherry-red.

      “It was hot.”

      “I hate you so much.”

      “You don’t.” He rolls out of bed, and I notice he’s fully dressed. “Everyone is having breakfast.”

      “What time is it?”

      “After ten.”

      I sit up, then look down when his eyes drop to my chest and flare.

      “Where’s my shirt?” I drag the sheet up over my breasts.

      “You decided you wanted to sleep without it last night, because you couldn’t get comfortable.”

      “And you let me?”

      “Like I would argue with you about that?” He scoffs.

      “What if there was a fire?”

      “There wasn’t.”

      “But what if there was?” I quickly get out of bed and start to look around for something to put on.

      “Then I would have given you a shirt.” I catch his grin as I’m tugging my shirt down over my head, and I roll my eyes.

      “I’ll be out after I brush my teeth.” I turn for the bathroom and expect him to leave, but he follows me and leans against the doorjamb. “What time is our flight?” I ask around my toothbrush.

      “Two,” he says absently as his phone starts to ring, and he pulls it out of his pocket, looking at the screen. “I have to take this. I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

      “Sure,” I mumble, and he walks off to answer the call.

      I take a few minutes to get myself sorted out so I won’t look as hungover as I feel, then leave the room.

      When I step into the kitchen, all eyes come to me, and I don’t know who starts to clap first, but soon everyone is doing it while laughing.

      “Thank you,” I groan, pulling out one of the folding chairs that were brought inside after the boys' fight, and I take a seat next to Haylee.

      “How are you feeling this morning?” Janelle asks, handing me a cup of coffee.

      “All right. Unfortunately, I didn’t drink enough to completely forget everything that happened last night,” I say, and everyone starts to laugh.

      “You put on quite the show.” Janet smiles behind her coffee cup, and I rub my lips together. I don’t know when I started liking the old lady, but over the last week, I’ve grown fond of her, even if she is one of the rudest, bluntest people I have ever met in my life.

      “I can’t wait to see what you come up with next year.” Haylee bumps her shoulder into mine, and I force a smile, because the reminder I won’t be here next year sucks.

      “Help?” Dash asks, placing his coloring book in front of me, and I pick him up to hold him on my lap. As we start to color, Jace steps into the kitchen, and his eyes come right to me, then move to Dash.

      “Are you trying to steal my girl, little dude?” he asks, and Dash doesn’t even bother looking at him as he answers with a quick, “Yes.”

      “You need to get your own.”

      “I have my own.” He turns to look at me. “Right, Aunt Penny?”

      “Right.” I run my hand over his soft hair, and he grins at me before he hops off my lap to go to his mom.

      “So,” Janelle starts, looking between Jace and me as he maneuvers me so he can sit in the seat and place me on his lap, “Dad and I talked, and we’ll be coming to visit at the end of next month, if that works for you two.”

      Oh no. My heart twists painfully inside my chest, and that feeling only intensifies as she continues.

      “I thought that while we are there, we could do some of the fun tourist stuff we haven’t had the chance to do and spend some time with your mom.” Her eyes twinkle as they land on mine. “Maybe even do a little wedding planning.”

      “That works,” Jace says, covering my hand with his, and I realize then that I was digging my nails into his thigh.

      “Good, I can’t wait. It will be so much fun.” She smiles, going to the stove, asking over her shoulder, “How many pancakes do you want, Penny?”

      “I’m okay, thank you.” I take my hand from Jace’s and press it into my stomach, which feels sick.

      “You should eat, cupcake. It might help with the hangover.”

      “Maybe later.”

      “All right.” I feel his lips touch my shoulder, and that feeling in my chest that I’m trying to ignore gets worse. A week ago, this all seemed so simple—get in and get out… fifty thousand dollars richer. What I didn’t expect was to have one of the best experiences of my life or to fall in love with Jace’s family and the make-believe life we’ve been living.

      God, I’m an idiot.

      “I should shower and get packed up,” I say quietly, looking over my shoulder at Jace.

      “Okay, I’ll be in to pack up my stuff in a few minutes.”

      “Sure.” I get up, and Janelle sends me a smile before I take my coffee and leave the kitchen.

      After my shower, I start to pack all my stuff and clean up the room, and Jace comes in to get his things together and helps me. By the time we’re done, it’s close to one and time to go, so he carries our stuff out of the room, and everyone decides to walk us out to say goodbye.

      Standing at the back of the Jeep Jace rented, I watch him load my bag into the trunk, and then with a deep breath, I turn to face his mom. As her arms wrap around me in a tight hug, the tears I’ve been attempting to keep at bay all morning spill over. I hate goodbyes, and this one seems worse than most.

      “No crying.” She leans back to look at me, grabbing my face in both her hands. “We’ll see you in a few weeks.”

      “I know.” I use the sleeve of my sweater to wipe away the wetness from my cheeks.

      A move that is pointless, because the moment Daniel hugs me, I start to cry again.

      “When we come visit, you and I will go fishing,” he says softly, giving me a tight squeeze before letting me go.

      “I’d love that.” I sniffle, wiping my cheeks again before I hug Haylee.

      “When you get a second, accept the friend request I sent you this morning,” she says, rocking me from side to side.

      “I will.” I let her go, then hug Brice quickly before I pick up Dash. “Be good.”

      “I can’t promise that.” His arms tighten around my neck as I laugh, and with one last kiss to his cheek, I place him on his feet and look at Janet.

      “Well, come on. Let’s get this over with,” she orders, holding her arms wide, and I walk into her embrace with a smile on my face. “I wasn’t sure at first, but I think you two are going to be just fine,” she whispers against my ear, and those stupid tears fall harder.

      “Thanks,” I whisper back, then wrap my arms around my middle as I watch Jace say his goodbyes to everyone. When he’s done, he takes my hand in his, and starts to walk me to the Jeep.

      “Hold on, hold on.” Eva shouts and we both turn and watch her run our direction with a trophy that is about as big as she is. “You can’t leave without this.” She holds the trophy out to me.

      “Oh I couldn’t.” I start to shake my head no, but she shoves it in my arms leaving me with no choice but to take hold of it.

      “We all agreed that you get to keep it for the year.” Janelle laughs and I look though everyone gathered around us, then down at the stupid trophy I’m holding, and burst into tears.

      “Oh no.” Eva whispers and the trophy is taken from me so that Jace can turn me in his arms and wrap them around me.

      “It’s okay cupcake.” Is it though? I don’t think it is. “She doesn’t like goodbyes.” Jace says over the top of my head and I know everyone is probably looking at him like what the hell is wrong with her?

      “I’m alright.” I drag in a breath and wipe my cheeks.

      “Are you sure?” He asks as his fingers go under my chin forcing it up so I don’t have a choice but to look at him.

      “Yeah.” I nod and without a word he shakes his head then leans down to kiss my forehead.

      “Sorry.” I face Eva and her face goes soft before she gives me a hug.

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Okay.” I take in a shaky breath when she lets me go then Janelle hugs me again.

      When she lets me go Jace takes my hand in his and walks me to my door while his dad puts the trophy in the trunk.

      “Hey.” He cups my cheek after I’m seated, and I meet his gaze.

      “I’m alright,” I lie, and he gives me a soft smile that says he knows I’m lying, before touching his lips to mine and shutting the door.

      When he gets in behind the wheel, I wave out my window to everyone watching us, then let out a long breath. It’s done. It’s all done, and now I don’t know what to do with myself, or even what to say to Jace. “Thank you for the orgasms and the week with your family” sounds beyond stupid, and there is no way I even want to talk about the money, because honestly, I don’t even want it anymore. And if he brings it up, I’m liable to throat-punch him.

      Really, I feel like I need to take a few days to sort out my emotions with wine and lots and lots of ice cream.

      “I want you to come home with me,” he says, breaking the silence that has settled between us, and I look over at him. “Or we could stay at your place, but since my house is closer to the office, the commute Monday will be easier.”

      “You want me to stay with you?”

      “Yeah.” He reaches over for my hand and wraps his fingers around mine.

      “At your house in San Francisco?” I ask just to confirm.

      “Yeah.” He laughs, glancing over at me while squeezing my hand. “Are you all right?”

      Am I? I don’t know what’s happening, and I’m too chicken to ask him straight out, because damn if living in denial isn’t easier than him telling me that he just wants to sleep with me a few more times.

      “Cupcake, you need to talk to me. I don’t know what’s going on inside your head, and I didn’t take the mind-reading class while I was in college.”

      “I don’t have any clean clothes, and I need to check my mail.”

      “All right, tonight, we’ll stay at your house, and tomorrow, we can head to mine after breakfast.”

      “Okay,” I agree before I even know what I’m saying, because, like a glutton for punishment, I’ll take any opportunity I have to spend time with him consequences be damned.
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            Denial is not a river in Egypt

          

        

      

    

    
      With Jace right behind me, I put my key in the lock for my door and push it in after turning the handle. Switching on the light, I stand back as he carries our bags inside, then I close the door behind us and flip the night latch into place out of habit. Even though I slept on the plane while he worked, I’m still exhausted from traveling.

      Or maybe I’m drained from the emotional roller coaster I went on today.

      Either way, I want nothing more than to eat something, shower, and curl up in bed with him.

      “This is cute.” He looks around, and I take in what I’ve seen every single day for the last six years. My small living room with a couch I got for a steal from Ikea, my entertainment center that holds all my prized history books along with the plants kids have gotten me over the years, and my TV. With the kitchen just steps away and divided by only a half wall, I know he can see my open-face cabinets and all the dinnerware I’ve purchased from flea markets around the city because I’ve been convinced more than once that I’ll get home and find out I own a cup or a plate that should be in a museum somewhere.

      “Thanks.” I walk to my bedroom, which is just a few steps away, and flip on the light there before I kick off my shoes and take off the sweater I wore over my dress, tossing it onto the end of my bed.

      When I walk back into the living room a minute later, I find him looking at some of the photos I have on the walls, and he smiles at me. When he told me that we would stay at my place tonight, I didn’t think about how weird it would be having him in my space amongst all my things.

      “How long have you been living here?”

      “Six years, give or take a few months.” I move to stand next to him, and with the ease of familiarity, he draws me in against his side, and I look up at him. “When I graduated from college, I moved in with my mom, but after I got a job, she told me that she was going to charge me almost triple what I would pay for a mortgage or rent anywhere else.” I laugh at the look he gives me. “I know it sounds like she was being harsh, but it was her way of forcing me to spread my wings. I needed it; otherwise, I would have lived with her forever, and she knew that.”

      “So you have an issue with change?”

      “No.” I frown at him. “I just….”

      Darn, I do have an issue with change.

      I hate change more than anything, which is why I stayed with my ex even when I knew he was a dirtbag. And why I haven’t moved over to the high school to teach history when it’s been a dream of mine, and why I haven’t done a dozen other things I’ve wanted to do over the years.

      “That doesn't matter.” I walk to the kitchen, ignoring his quiet laughter as he follows, and I open the drawer where I keep the menus for the restaurants near me. “I moved in here, and I’m saving for a house that I will likely never be able to afford, because let’s be honest. I’m a teacher and have no way to pay a million-dollar mortgage in this area. But—” I look up at him. “—I will, however, have some money saved for when I retire one day, so there is that.”

      “There’s that.” He walks up behind me and wraps his arms around my middle. “What are we eating for dinner?"

      “Your choice. Chinese, Indian, pizza, or there’s a Subway just down the street. What are you in the mood for?”

      “You.” He nibbles my neck.

      “Chinese it is, since they deliver,” I say, and I feel his lips smile against my skin.

      “Sounds good.”

      Turning in his arms, I look up at him, and as his gaze roams over my face and that familiar soft look fills his eyes, I want to ask what he’s thinking, but fear keeps the question trapped in the back of my throat. “I should start laundry and run out to check my mail.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “You can order dinner for us.” I lean up, touching my lips to his, then scoot around him.

      “What do you want?” he asks, pulling out his cell phone from his pocket.

      “I don’t know. Surprise me.” I grab my suitcase from the living room and roll it into the kitchen, to the cabinet where my stackable washer and dryer are located. As I fill the machine, he places the call for dinner and is done by the time the washer is running. “Do you want to walk with me down to my mailbox?” I ask as I slip on a pair of the sandals I keep next to my door.

      “Sure.” He shrugs, and I grab my keys from the table next to the door.

      When we get outside, I wish I would have brought my sweater with me. The air has cooled since the sun set, and even if it’s not cold, I still feel the chill against my bare skin. Like he knows what I’m thinking, he wraps his arm around my shoulders and tucks me close to his body.

      Since my mailbox is down at the bottom of a long row of stairs, it takes a few minutes to maneuver them, as we’re stuck together like conjoined twins, but there’s no way I’m letting go if he isn’t.

      When we reach the bottom, I open my mailbox, and I groan. The small metal slot is stuffed full of fliers, magazines, what I’m guessing are a dozen pieces of junk mail, and a few bills.

      Jace takes everything from me once I have it all out of the box, and as we turn to head back to my place, Ben—who lives in the apartment next to mine with his husband Frank and his pup Mini—walks toward us on the sidewalk.

      The curious look on his face as he glances between Jace and me has me biting my bottom lip and getting nervous. Since I’ve lived here, I’ve never had a guy over, so I’m sure he’s got a million questions, even if we are only neighbors and not the best of friends.

      “Hey, Ben,” I greet, squatting down to give Mini some attention when she starts to dance around on her short back legs.

      “Hey, Ben?” he repeats, sounding disbelieving, and I look up at him. “Woman, where the hell have you been?”

      “Umm…” I stand and glance up at Jace. “I was away for the week.”

      “Obviously,” he huffs, looking Jace over before focusing on me. “Frank was going to call the police tomorrow if you didn’t come home. He convinced himself that you were going to be on an episode of one of the crime podcasts he loves so much.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about leaving a note or something.”

      “A note.” He laughs. “We’ve lived next door to you for two years, and you keep Mini when we’re away. We should have your number.”

      “You’re right,” I mumble, then look up at Jace and explain. “Ben and his husband Frank live next door to me.” I wave my hand out to Ben.

      “I’m gathering that, cupcake,” he says, then my eyes fly to Ben’s when he gasps.

      “You’re getting married?” He grabs my hand and drags me a step toward him. “Holy shit, this rock is huge.”

      Oh my God, how did I forget about the stupid ring? For days, it felt foreign on my finger, but now it’s just there like an extension of me.

      I tug my hand free from his hold, which is not an easy feat. “Oh no, I—”

      “We just got engaged,” Jace cuts me off before I can make up a lie, and I hold my hand against my stomach and look up at him, feeling faint. I still don’t even know what is going on between us, so him saying we are engaged to someone outside the bubble of his family is too much.

      Way too much.

      “Really?” Ben looks between us, and I shift on my feet. “Frank is going to love this; he’s always talking about how we need to find someone for you, but most of the men we know are…” His head twitches from side to side. “You know.”

      “Yeah,” I say quietly, and Jace maneuvers all my mail under one arm so he can pull me into his side like one of the straight men Ben doesn’t know is going to show up, toss me over his shoulder, and run off with me.

      “We should have a drink to celebrate,” Ben says, then adds, “I have a bottle of champagne I’ve been saving for the right occasion, and this is it.”

      “We’d like that,” Jace inserts before I can politely turn down his offer. “We just got home and ordered dinner, but if you—”

      “That’s perfect,” Ben cuts him off before he can finish whatever he was about to say. “Frank will be home at eight. We’ll meet you two in the garden at eight-thirty.” He looks between the two of us. “I’m going to finish taking Mini on her walk, then I’ll send Frank a message to let him know about our plans.”

      “That sounds great,” I tell him, and he gives me a wide grin before walking off, calling for Mini to follow.

      “So we’re having drinks with my neighbors tonight to celebrate our engagement,” I say as we head back up the stairs to my place, and Jace smiles down at me.

      “Yep.”

      “You do remember we are not actually engaged, right?”

      “You still have the ring on.”

      “Yeah, because…” I start to explain I forgot about it, but before I can finish, his phone begins to ring. When he lets me go to take it out of his pocket, the expression on his face tells me he’s less than pleased when he checks the screen.

      “Sorry, I have to take this.” He stops at my front door and passes me the stuff in his hands. “I’ll be in there in just a minute.”

      “Sure.” I accept a quick, distracted kiss from him, then let myself into my place and leave the door unlocked so he doesn’t have to knock.

      While he’s outside, I take a few minutes to sort out the mail, then transfer all the stuff to the dryer when the washer is done. I’m just starting to water my plants when he comes inside, carrying four familiar-looking bags that are stuffed full.

      “I may have gone overboard,” he explains, reading the look on my face.

      “Did you order the entire menu?” I follow him to the kitchen.

      “I got you options.” He starts taking things out of the bags, and it’s hard to ignore that my heart has melted into a puddle of goo at his feet.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Just Call Me Delusional

          

        

      

    

    
      Champagne has always gone right to my head. Even on a full stomach, the bubbly liquid has the ability to make me feel like I’ve done a dozen shots of vodka. Which is why after two glasses I’m feeling happy, relaxed, and a little tipsy. Or maybe those emotions are due to my placement on Jace’s lap while we chat with Frank and Ben in the middle of the garden between our apartments. Of course I’ve talked to the two men over the last couple of years, but it’s always been in passing or when they’ve asked me to keep Mini for them when they go out of town for the night or a weekend here or there.

      I never knew how funny they were or how sweet the two of them are as a couple. Now I wish I would have taken the time to get to know them.

      “How long have you guys been together?” I ask Ben when Frank leaves him with a kiss so he can go into the house to get another bottle of wine.

      “Four years. I had a crush on him for a year before we got together, but at that time, I didn’t even know he was into men, so I kept it to myself. Then one night, we were out with friends, and he asked if I was ever going to make a move.” He grins. “I kissed him right then and there, and we’ve been together ever since.”

      “I love that,” I whisper, getting teary-eyed.

      “What about you two? How long have you been together?” he asks, and darn it, I should have known I was opening myself up to being questioned by asking him about his relationship.

      “Not long,” Jace answers before I can. “But I knew the minute I saw her that I had to have her.”

      “You did not,” I blurt without thinking, meeting his gaze over my shoulder.

      “I did.”

      “You didn’t even like me.”

      “No, I instantly wanted to fuck you, and since at that time you were working for me, that didn’t work for me,” he says, and I search his gaze. Holy cow, he’s telling the truth. Here I assumed the attraction was only ever one-sided.

      “So you’re… what… the principal at her school?” Ben asks, and I turn his way. I totally forgot he was here.

      “I was covering for a friend at Jace’s office. He works in tech in San Francisco,” I explain but leave out that he actually owns the company.

      “What are you guys talking about?” Frank asks, carrying a bottle of red wine toward us.

      “Penny was explaining how she and Jace met.”

      “How did you two meet?” he asks, taking a seat, so I tell him what I just told Ben, and he looks between Jace and me. “But you haven’t been together long, have you?”

      “No.”

      “No, but it feels like I’ve known her forever.” Jace kisses the side of my head, and I melt against him.

      “So when are you getting married?”

      “Oh.” I tense, because this is where things could get really sticky. “We haven’t set a da—”

      “Next summer, or maybe in the fall. I want Penny to have time to settle into being engaged. I caught her off guard when I asked her to marry me, and I was lucky she agreed to that. If I rush her into taking my last name, she might run away, and I can’t risk that happening.”

      “She looks pretty content.” Ben smiles at Jace, then focuses on me. “If you want any help planning your big day, I know people who work in the industry, and I’d be happy to get you in touch with them.”

      “We’d appreciate that,” I say quietly, and Jace gives my waist a squeeze of approval.

      And just like that, I’m living back in the land of delusion, because everything in me wants to believe this is real.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Irrational

          

        

      

    

    
      Following behind Jace’s surprisingly ordinary Jeep, one that is almost identical to the one he had waiting for us in Washington—only this one is black with a few more upgrade—I flip on my turn signal after his lights up. As we get closer to San Francisco, a ball of anxiousness starts to grow in the pit of my stomach. Last night and this morning, having him in my space, felt surprisingly normal after I got over the initial awkwardness. But now, I’m moving into unfamiliar territory, and as much as I’d like to say I’m ready for this, I don’t know that I am. Then again, a week ago, I wasn’t ready to accept the fact that he and I were sharing a bed, and now I can’t imagine not going to sleep or waking up with him each day.

      My cell phone rings, dragging me from my thoughts, and when I see Christy’s name appear on my dash, my finger hovers over the button on my steering wheel. This morning, I spoke to my mom, and since Jace was right there—and made it known he was there by shouting “hi!” and shoving his face in front of my phone so she could see him—I was left with no choice but to explain that he and I are kind of seeing each other. Though, when I said that, he didn’t look very happy, but what was I supposed to say? My mom, for her part, was visibly happy, even excited that I was taking a chance on a man again, and she said she looks forward to meeting him when she gets home.

      But Christy is not my mom. I know she won’t be happy that I’m letting my guard down and doing what Jace suggested last week, letting the cards fall where they may. No, she will likely tell me that I’m an idiot, especially after she made it clear on multiple occasions that I should not get attached. Each time she messaged to check in on me while we were away, she would always add Do not fall in love with him, Penny at the end of each text. At first, I thought she was being ridiculous, because I had no intention of falling for Jace. But as the week wore on, I knew I should take her warning to heart.

      Not that it did any good. I mean, look at me now, following Jace to his house, where I’m staying for at least a few days, since he asked me to pack a bag to hold me over until next weekend.

      Taking a deep breath, I cancel the call and make a silent promise to explain things to Christy when I’ve worked up the courage to ask Jace what exactly it is we are doing. I just know that right now is not the time to tell her what’s going on or to hear her opinion. I’m already in my own head about this situation; I don’t need her making me more confused, even if I know she would be coming from a place of love for me.

      As Jace drives us closer to the beach, where the houses seem to grow in size with each block, the ball in the pit of my stomach grows along with them. When he flips on his signal and stops, I stop with him, then he turns into a private driveway, and I watch, not breathing, as a huge double gate opens up. I pull in behind him, park in front of one of four garage doors, and stare at the house above me. From here, it’s all harsh angles but with giant trees bent over the roof edges, adding a softness to the tall structure.

      When there is a tap on my window, I take my eyes off his house and look up at Jace through the glass, feeling more out of place than I ever have in my life.

      I should have known that with Jace being a billionaire he wouldn’t live in a small, comfortable house like the one I grew up in and that he would pick a house most couldn’t even dream of affording. Still, I didn’t think about that.

      “Are you going to get out of your car?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell him honestly, and he motions for me to roll down the window.

      “What’s going on, cupcake?” He leans toward me in the car.

      “You live in a mansion,” I blurt, glancing at his house quickly. “I know I should have guessed you would. I mean, unless you’re Warren Buffett; he still lives in the house he bought for like thirty-something thousand dollars a million years ago.” I frown. “Though I’m sure he also owns islands and properties all over the world too, so now I don’t know why I used him as an example.”

      “This isn’t a mansion.”

      “I’m pretty sure it is,” I disagree, glancing back at the house.

      “It’s only seven thousand square feet.”

      “My apartment is eight hundred, and if I measured, I bet it would actually be less than that.”

      “Penny, get out of the car.” He sighs.

      “I—”

      “You’ll be fine.” He opens my door and hits the button for my window to roll it up before he reaches across me to unhook my seatbelt.

      “Jace.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t let you get lost.” He pulls me out of my seat, then he cups my face in his hands once I’m standing in front of him. “I’ll get us some walkie-talkies if it will make you feel better.”

      “Don’t be annoying.”

      “I’m not the one acting irrationally.”

      “I’m not acting irrationally,” I bite out as he maneuvers me out of the way so he can shut my door.

      “You are, but it’s okay. We’ll go inside, and you’ll see it’s just a normal house.”

      “Mansion.”

      “Whatever,” he mutters, grabbing both our bags from his trunk, and I grab the trophy. “Come on.”

      Reluctantly, I follow him to a set of double doors, and when they’re opened, all I can do is stare. I would have assumed the doors led into the house, but of course they don’t. Beyond them are a huge garden, a pool, and stone pavers that lead to a set of steps, and beyond all that are arches and pillars like something you’d see in Rome. There is even a lion's head made from some kind of stone spitting water into the pool, creating a tranquil sound.

      “This is beautiful,” I tell his back as he walks past the pool toward the house. “I bet everyone loves coming over when you have a party.”

      “I don’t have parties, and besides my family, no one has been here.” He opens the doors to the house, and once again, I’m stunned. Just steps away from the front door are glass windows that put his view of the Golden Gate Bridge from his office to shame. I walk to the window without thought and rest my hands on the glass, looking out over the bay and the beach below.

      “You live here?” I whisper when he steps up behind me and wraps his arms around my middle.

      “I do.”

      “Do you ever go down to the beach?” I ask when I see a couple walking on the sand below.

      “I don’t, but we can.” He kisses the side of my head. “Come on and I’ll show you around.”

      “Okay.” I reluctantly pull my eyes off the view and take his hand.

      The house is large and way bigger than one person needs, but each room is decorated so perfectly that I don’t feel like I’m in a show home. It’s warm and welcoming and nothing like I expected. Or maybe I should have, because Jace is nothing like I expected he would be.

      “And this is the master.” He steps into the room before me, and I take in the stone floors, the fireplace, and the windows that look out over the bay. Besides the bed and two chairs, there isn’t any furniture, but there is a large walk-in closet, and in the bathroom, a soaking tub sits in front of glass windows, and a sauna big enough for two fills one side of the room.

      “Are you still freaked out?” He turns to face me and starts walking me backward to the bed.

      “No, and I wasn’t freaked out.”

      “Cupcake, you were ready to drive away and leave me in the dust.” He smiles as I fall to my back on his soft mattress.

      “Well, I’m here now.” I tangle my legs with his, and he smooths his fingers down the side of my face.

      “You are, and now I have you all to myself.”

      “You had me all to yourself this morning,” I remind him as his hand moves to slide up my outer thigh.

      “Trust me, I didn’t forget about that.” He bends his head down to kiss me, and I lift up to meet him halfway. “What do you want to do today?” he asks, pulling back just enough to pose that question.

      “Go down to the beach.”

      “We can do that.” He kisses me again, and before long, we’re an entangled, sweaty mess with our hearts pounding and our heavy breathing filling his room.

      And later that evening, after eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches while sitting on the counter in his kitchen, he takes me down to the beach, where we walk hand in hand as the sun is setting. It’s magical and one of my favorite moments with him.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Messy

          

        

      

    

    
      Waking up with a man going down on me is nothing I’ve ever experienced in my life, but with Jace’s face between my thighs and my ass in his hands as he devours me, I know what a narrow, sad life I lived before him. The fabric of the sheets twists in my fingers, and I raise my hips higher, wanting more because I’m greedy. When he starts to use his fingers, I know I’m done, that even if I want to hold back so I can keep experiencing the joys of his mouth, there is no way I can physically stop the orgasm that is coming.

      “Oh God, Jace,” I cry, attempting to clamp my legs closed, but he holds me open and draws my clit into his mouth. My breath catches, and electricity fills my veins as my core starts to contract when he pushes me head-first into pure bliss. As I come back to myself, I feel his lips trail up over my pubic bone and my stomach, and my eyes open when I feel his breath against my chest.

      “Morning, princess.” He smiles up at me.

      “Morning.” I giggle and drag my fingers through his rumpled hair as he latches onto one nipple. Lifting my hips into his, I feel the hard head of his cock bump my entrance, and my breath catches in anticipation of having him inside me as he groans, letting my nipple go.

      Moving over me, he takes my mouth in a deep kiss, then he sits back on his knees, and I watch him rip open a condom and slide it down his hard length. The sight of his muscles bunching under his tattooed skin is enough of a vision to have me panting.

      “Get on your belly, princess,” he orders gruffly, and as soon as I’m in position, his heavy body presses mine into the bed, and his knees open me up wide. His fingers slide between my legs, and my hips buck, then the head of his cock is there, and he’s sliding inside me. Like always, I feel overwhelmed, like it’s too much but will never be enough. Slowly, so slowly, he starts to fuck me, and I slide my hands above my head and press back and into him on each thrust.

      When his hand comes down hard on my ass, I gasp in surprise while my core tightens around him.

      “Fuck, princess, you look so pretty spread open for me like this.” His hips pick up speed, and his hand comes down on my other cheek. The sting of pain and pleasure sends a tingle from my scalp to my toes, and I moan loudly, then whimper when he lifts me to my knees and starts hitting something deep inside me that I didn’t even know existed until him.

      “Jace.” I grab hold of the headboard for support, and he curves his body over mine, then wraps his arm around my chest and pulls me up. Impaled on his cock, I can do nothing but dig my nails into his skin as he pounds into me, lifting my knees off the bed each time he raises his hips. Sure that I’m going to black out, I turn my head toward him, and he kisses me, thrusting his tongue between my lips. I kiss him back… or try to. Honestly, my body is so overwhelmed that it's hard to focus on his mouth and what his cock is doing at the same time.

      “You’re fucking soaking my lap, princess,” he groans against my neck, and I nod stupidly, then jump when his fingers roll across my over-sensitive clit. “You’re close. I can feel your pussy clenching so damn tight around me.”

      “Oh God.” My head starts to thrash from side to side.

      “Do you want to come all over my cock while I come inside you?”

      “Yes.” I do my best to roll my hips. “I want that. Give it to me,” I beg, and he plucks my nipple.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready.” His warm breath brushes across my ear, making me moan. “I fucking love being inside you. I’m not ready for this to end.” He rolls my clit, and my insides contract tightly around him. “Jesus, your pussy is going to be the death of me.”

      “Jace.” I squeeze my eyes closed, because this is it; this is where I die. I swear it feels like my soul is getting ripped from my body as I orgasm without warning. Everything goes black, my consciousness melts away, and sounds I’ve never heard before fill the room. When his hips start to jerk erratically, my orgasm takes on a new life, and I come again, never knowing that was even a possibility. When he groans and holds my hips down on his lap so there is no space between us, my body falls forward, and he falls with me.

      Panting and sweaty with his heart pounding hard against my back, I close my eyes, then laugh when he mutters, “I think you killed me.”

      “Ditto.” I let out a mewl of disappointment when he slowly sides out of me, then rolls to his back.

      “Come here.” He drags me toward him, and I rest my head on his chest. I could sleep for a few more hours, but with the sun coming up, I know we have to get up soon so we can get to the office. “Are you up for taking a shower with me?”

      “No, but I need to.” I lift my head to look at him. “You made a mess out of me.”

      “I did.” He grins proudly.

      “I need coffee.”

      “All right.” He sits up and looms over me. “I’ll grab you a cup after I deal with the condom.”

      “Thanks.” My eyes slide closed as he kisses me, then open when he gets out of bed. I watch him walk into the bathroom, and a minute later, he walks out with the sound of the shower running behind him. And the soft look he sends me before leaving the room still naked has my heart doing funny things inside my chest.

      “If you keep doing that, I’m going to ruin breakfast,” I tell him an hour later as he stands behind me at the stove and takes advantage of the fact that I decided to wear my hair up today, leaving my neck bare.

      “You can’t ruin scrambled eggs, cupcake.”

      “I’m pretty sure you can.” I flip off the burner, and he reaches around me to open a cupboard and get out two plates, and I scoop eggs onto each one as he grabs the toast from the toaster.

      “I’m going to be in and out of the office today with meetings, and my last one is scheduled for six, so I was thinking we could go out to dinner tonight, if you’re good with that.” He takes a seat at the island across from me, and I finish chewing the bite of eggs I just took.

      “That sounds good, but don’t feel like we have to do that. I’m okay with just picking something up like we did last night. Honestly, yesterday, when we left the office, I was tired for you, and I didn’t have a hundred or more people vying for my time and attention.”

      “It’s always like that when I’m out of town. By Friday, things will be back to normal,” he says, but I doubt that’s true. This week and next, every second in his calendar is filled with a meeting, a phone call, or something else. “Also, have you talked to Christy? She said she’s tried to call you, but you haven’t answered.”

      “Oh, yeah. I was planning on calling her today,” I lie, picking up my coffee, and he nods, finishing off what’s left on his plate before picking it up.

      When he takes it to the dishwasher, I do the same with my own and then smile up at him as he presses me back into the counter.

      “Since I’m going to be late tonight, I’ll give you a key so you can come home, and then I’ll catch a cab and meet you at the restaurant. I’ll see if I can get us a reservation for seven.”

      “Shouldn’t I set up the reservation?”

      “No.” He touches his lips to mine. “You just have to show up. I have something I want to talk to you about.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We’ll discuss it at dinner.” He mutters a curse under his breath when his phone starts to ring, and honestly I curse right along with him when he tells me he has to take the call, which means I can’t badger him for an answer to my question.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            I’m an Idiot

          

        

      

    

    
      With a smile on my face after watching a video of Mike's daughter screaming her head off as she rode a roller coaster for the first time, I leave the office and walk across the street to the coffee shop. Grabbing a cup of coffee for myself and one for Jace, I order him a sandwich, then head back across the street. Since we got here this morning, he’s been going nonstop, so like it or not, I’m going to force him to take a break and eat something, even if I have to hold him down while he does it.

      When I get back upstairs, I push the button for his door, and it slides open. As usual, he’s standing behind his desk, probably not even seeing the amazing view out his window as he talks on the phone.

      “I haven’t had the heart to explain things to her,” he says as I step toward his desk, but his next statement has me freezing in place. “No, I’m ending things tonight. The whole thing is taking up too much of my time, and at the end of the day, I know it’s not going anywhere.” He pauses and rips his hand through his hair while I get lightheaded. “You’re right. The idea of this turning into something real has been exciting, but I think we both know it’s never going to work out.” He chuckles. “She’ll be okay. I’ll let her down easy and explain it’s not her; it’s me.”

      Slowly, I back toward the door, surprised my legs are even able to keep me upright. When I somehow manage to escape his office without him turning to see me, I dump the stuff in my hands in the trash and head for the nearest bathroom.

      After entering one of the stalls, I close my eyes and fight back the tears burning the back of my throat.

      I’m an idiot. I knew that before, but it’s even more apparent now. I don’t know how I convinced myself this was something more than it obviously is.

      He’s ending things tonight? That’s why he wanted to go out to dinner, so he could let me down easy in a place where I won’t cause a scene? And it was exciting for him to think about this turning into something real, but it’s taking up too much of his time? Screw him and his stupid, sad existence!

      I deep breathe through the pain in my chest and try to pull myself together. Part of me wants to just run, to go to his house, since I have the key, and pack up my stuff and make it easy for him. But another part of me wants to look him in the eye when he tells me that I mean nothing to him.

      When my cell phone starts to ring, I take it out of my back pocket and stare at Christy’s name on my screen for a moment before I answer and put it to my ear.

      “Hey,” I try to sound normal, but that one word sounds croaked.

      “Hey?” she repeats quietly, then she shouts, “Don’t you dare ‘hey’ me, Penny Beaver! I’ve been calling you for two days now, and you’ve been avoiding me. What the hell is going on?” she asks, and I burst into tears. “Oh God, I’m sorry for yelling at you. I’ve just been so worried.”

      “It’s not that,” I sob and grab some of the toilet paper from the roll next to me.

      “Oh God, is your mom okay?”

      “She’s fine.” I lean back against the door. “I did it. I fell in love with him like you told me not to.”

      “Oh, Penny, you idiot.”

      “I know.” I sniffle, wiping my face. “Please don’t say ‘I told you so.’ I can’t deal with that right now.”

      “I won’t say I told you so,” she whispers, then asks, “Where are you?”

      “Hiding in the bathroom.”

      “At the office?”

      “Yes.” I hear the door open outside the stall, and I whisper, “I have to get off the phone. “Please do not say anything to him. I need to deal with this on my own.”

      “Penny—”

      “Please, Christy, let me deal with him. What he and I have… or had—” I swallow. “—has nothing to do with you. I need to take care of this.”

      “Okay, but please call me or send me a text so I’ll know you’re okay.”

      “I will.”

      “Love you.”

      “I love you too.” I hang up the call, then take a few more minutes to pull myself together before I step out of the stall. After splashing some water on my face, I pull my travel makeup bag out of my purse that I thankfully had with me and fix my makeup—or try to anyways. It still looks like I’ve been crying, but I know I can easily say I’m having an allergy attack, and no one will know I’m a heartbroken liar.

      Before I leave the bathroom, I check Jace’s calendar to see where he is and wait until I know he’s gone before I go back upstairs. I spend the rest of the day working, trying to make sure I do what I can to help Christy out, because after today, I won’t be back. And even though I hate leaving her without a replacement and on such short notice, it is what it is, and I know she will totally understand.

      By the time five o’clock rolls around, Jace still isn’t back, so I stick to our original plan and take his Jeep back to the house. Before I ever overheard his phone call, he told me that he got us reservations for seven-thirty at Acquerello, a fancy restaurant I was really looking forward to going to, because I would be with him. Now, I’m dreading the idea of sitting down across from him in a roomful of strangers, knowing he plans on ripping out my heart.

      When I get to his house, I pack up all my stuff that has ended up in his closet and remove any trace of me ever being in his house, then I start getting ready for dinner.

      Even if I’ll be a blubbering mess by the time the night is over, I pull out all the stops as I get myself ready. I shower, buff myself from head to toe, blow out my hair, then add some big curls, and apply my makeup with the precision of a professional. With a smokey eye, a red lip, and nothing to lose, I get dressed in a body-skimming black silk dress with thin straps that don’t allow for undergarments. I slip on my flip-flops and take all my stuff to my car, then go back inside and do one more walk-through to make sure I didn’t forget anything before I put on my heels.

      At fifteen-‘til, I get a message from Jace just letting me know that he will be at the restaurant before seven-thirty, so he’ll wait for me at the bar and come out to walk with me inside. I don’t respond to the text. Instead, I gather the strength I’m going to need to make it through the evening, leave the engagement ring he gave me a week ago on the counter, and lock the door behind myself.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            I Think I Messed Up

          

        

      

    

    
      Being emotionally numb is something I’ve gotten used to in my life.

      Not that I don’t feel the heavy weight of sadness and anger in painful situations. It’s more like I’m able to flip the switch to my emotions so that no one else can see how much pain I’m truly in.

      I did it when my dad died. Even as young as I was, I remember knowing I couldn’t show my mom how upset I was when she told me he was never coming home, because she would feed off my hurt and hurt more.

      I did it again when my mom was diagnosed with cancer, sitting next to her and holding her hand when the doctor confirmed her worst fear and mine. I shoved down the urge I had to rage about how unfair it was that she would have to suffer for any reason and the fear I had knowing I could lose her.

      And tonight, I’m doing it again, ignoring the pain in my chest and keeping it at bay until this is over and I’m alone.

      I’m sure a psychologist would tell me that my way of dealing with heartache is not healthy, but sometimes you have to do what you can just to make it to the next moment when things will hopefully be a little easier.

      As I walk toward the awning for Acquerello, I draw in a breath and hold my clutch to my stomach, which is churning.

      On the drive over, Jace called, but I didn’t answer. Instead, I sent him a text telling him that I would let him know when I arrived at the restaurant. Of course, I’m not doing that.

      Before I can place my hand on the copper handle that will open the door to the restaurant, it’s pushed out toward me, and a man wearing a tux gives me a warm smile.

      “Welcome,” he greets with a thick British accent, allowing me inside. “Do you have a reservation this evening?”

      “I believe so, but I’m meeting someone at the bar,” I tell him, and he motions for me to walk past the podium to the bar that is just a few steps past the door.

      I spot Jace sitting on a barstool, and like he knows I’ve arrived, his head turns my way. His eyes flare with heat that is difficult to ignore as they roam over my body, and I wish I wasn’t so affected by him. But it makes me feel somewhat better that he seems to not be in control of his reaction either. Even if he can’t see this going anywhere, it’s obvious he’s still attracted to me.

      When he gets up and walks toward me, my heart starts to pound. I’ve never seen him wearing anything but shorts and a T-shirt until tonight, and I now know I was right about him being almost unrecognizable in a suit. And the expensive-looking garment looks good on him.

      “You look—” He takes my hand in his, and it takes all my effort not to pull away from his touch. “—stunning.” His eyes move down my body. “Jesus, Penny.”

      “Thanks.” I use moving my bag as an excuse to get away from his touch. “Sorry you had to wait.”

      “That’s okay.” He frowns. “You were supposed to call so I could walk you in.”

      “I didn’t want to interrupt if you were having a drink.” I glance back to the podium. “Should we see about our table?”

      “Yeah.” His frown stays in place as he rests his hand on my lower back. I hate that I love his touch so much.

      A cute waitress with a pixie cut shows us to our table a moment later, and he holds out my chair for me before taking his seat.

      “So what did you want to talk to me about?” I ask as I make myself busy with fixing my napkin on my lap.

      “So impatient.”

      “Just curious,” I say quietly, then look up at the waitress when she comes over and asks if we’d like a glass of wine or anything else to drink while we look over our menus.

      Knowing I’ll be driving myself home after this, I order water, and he orders a scotch, then when she walks away, he takes an envelope out of his pocket and pushes it across the table toward me.

      “That’s yours,” he says, and I stare at it like it’s a viper ready to strike out and inject me with its poison. “I know we agreed on fifty, but I added a little extra.”

      He added a little extra?

      Oh my God, I’m going to be sick. I lift my eyes to his, and my vision starts to blur. “I don’t want that.”

      “Penny.”

      “No.” I shake my head and shove away from the table so I can stand. “Keep your money, Jace.”

      Grabbing my clutch, I walk as fast as the heels on my feet will allow and shove through the door of the restaurant, hearing him coming up behind me as I walk down the sidewalk.

      “Penny!” he shouts, but I ignore him. “God dammit.” He grabs my arm and spins me around to face him.

      “Let me go.” I try to tug free, but he’s stronger than I am, and his hold is firm.

      “Talk to me. What the fuck is going on?”

      “I don’t want your money. I’m not a whore, Jace.”

      “You know I didn’t give you that money because I think that.”

      “Right.” I get free from him and take a step back. “You could have just been honest.” I toss my arms into the air. “Hell, I would have preferred you telling me that it’s not me, it’s you, instead of having you shove money at me before you tell me it’s just not working.” I start to storm off.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” He gets in front of me and begins walking backward.

      “I overheard your phone call today. You know, the one where you told whoever you were talking to that it was nice pretending that this could be something, but you and I both know it will never work out.”

      “Jesus, you’re nuts.”

      “Fuck you!” I scream at the top of my lungs.

      “Cupcake.” He holds out his hands. “Please listen to me.”

      “No,” I deny, stepping around him.

      “I was talking to one of the members of my board.” He shouts at my back. “I’ve been in negations with a buyer from Japan for my company for the last couple of weeks. Today, after going back and forth on the price, I told her that I was no longer interested in selling.”

      Oh no.

      I stop walking.

      “That phone call had nothing to do with you. Jesus Christ, woman, can you not tell that I’m fucking in love with you?”

      Oh God.

      I turn around and find him down the sidewalk, where he stopped a few feet behind me.

      “You’re in love with me?”

      “Stupidly in love with you,” he mutters, shaking his head.

      “I think I messed up,” I whisper, and his expression softens as he starts to walk toward me.

      “If I heard only one side of that conversation, I probably would have assumed the same thing.” He grabs me around the side of my neck when he’s close enough to touch me. “I get why you were upset. I just wish you would have talked to me.”

      I glance toward the restaurant. “I thought you were breaking up with me. I had prepared myself for that, but then you gave me the check.” I close my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      “Do you love me?” he asks, giving my neck a gentle squeeze, and I open my eyes to meet his gaze.

      “Yes,” I admit quietly, and he drops his forehead to mine. “I didn’t want to fall in love with you, but it just kind of happened.”

      “That’s apparently how it works sometimes, cupcake.” He holds my hand against his chest and rubs my ring finger. “Where’s your ring?”

      “On the kitchen counter at your house.”

      “I don’t like you not having it on.”

      “Jace—”

      “I’ll try to cope if you say no, Penny,” he cuts me off. “But I want you to wear that ring knowing I plan on making you my wife next year.”

      “You…” I shake my head. “You want us to really be engaged?”

      “I told you I’m stupidly in love with you.”

      “I’m just coming to terms with this being real.”

      “And you can continue doing that with my ring on your finger,” he says, and I can’t help but to laugh. “Tell me that you’ll marry me, cupcake.”

      “Maybe I’m as crazy as you are.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, knowing deep in my gut that I’ll never regret saying yes to him.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Just In Love

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting at the desk in Jace’s home office I look over the application I just completed for the high school located just down the block from his house and bite my lip. With the press of a button it will be submitted and I’ll either be accepted or not. And how scary is that.

      “Did you do it yet?” Lifting my eyes off the computer I watch Jace walked towards me looking rumpled from sleep and absolutely gorgeous in all his shirtless glory.

      “Not yet.” I admit when he comes around the desk and turns me in the chair to face him.

      “What’s holding you back?”

      “What if they don’t want me?” I shake my head. “Or what if they do.”

      “What?” He smiles.

      “It’s just all a lot, us being engaged, you asking me to move in, and then me applying for this job.”

      “Do you want to live with me?”

      “I don’t know the view here kind of sucks and you snore.”

      “Cupcake.” He sighs as he drags me out of the chair then takes the seat I was in and pulls me down onto his lap. “If you’re not ready just say it and we will make it work.”

      “I won’t be able to sleep without you.” I whisper as I watch him finger my engagement ring; something he does often, like he can’t believe this is real. “And I want to live here with you it’s just a huge step and adding a new job on top of that at the end of the summer might be too much.”

      He chuckles and lifts his eyes to mine. “You say that you don’t like change cupcake but I have never met anyone more willing to put themselves out there and try something new. You’re braver than you give yourself credit for.”

      “I love you.” I melt against him.

      “Thank fuck.” He kisses me back when I press my lips to his. “Now do you want to submit your application or should I do it?”

      “I’ll do it.” I say quietly. After adjusting myself on his lap I turn back to his computer and hit the submit button on the screen then watch a box pop up that says it’s been accepted. “It’s done.”

      “Good, now can I take you back to bed?”

      “Yes.” I laugh and he stands forcing me up with him. “Oh wait.” I turn to face him when I catch the time on the clock across the room. “My mom is coming home today, we have to be to the airport in an hour and a half.”

      “Then let’s be fast about it.” He ducks shoving his shoulder in my belly and next thing I know the world is upside down.

      “Jace put me down.” I screech.

      “I will when I have you where I want you.” He smacks my bottom hard enough to make me gasp.

      “I’m so going to get you back for that.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” He laughs dumping me on the bed and I don’t even have time to think before his weight is pressing me into the mattress and his mouth is on mine.

      I’m not sure I get him back when all is said and done, but I do walk away with an orgasm so I’m pretty sure I won in the end.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With my leg bouncing nervously, I sit next to Jace in the waiting area at the airport and wait anxiously to see my mom come around the corner. Today, is the day she’s finally coming home from New York, and although I’ve missed her more than she could ever know, I’m freaking out, because there is no way she will miss the giant rock on my finger. And like any parent, I know when she spots it and realizes what it is, she’s going to have a million questions for both Jace and me.

      “Is that her?” Jace asks, and I stand up and look over the crowd of people exiting through a double doorway. When I spot my mom in the crowd, I take off running toward her, and she laughs as she opens her arms to me when she sees me.

      “Hey, honey.” She kisses the side of my head, and I hug her tighter.

      “How was your flight?” I let her go and move us out of the path of people trying to leave.

      “Long. I’m exhausted.” She shakes her head at me when I give her a concerned look. “I’m fine, so don’t start worrying. It’s just a very long flight.” Her eyes move over my shoulder and widen. Turning, I smile at Jace and hold out my hand toward him.

      “Mom, I’d like you to meet Jace. Jace, this is my mom.”

      “You’re much taller than I thought you would be,” she says, and he chuckles as he leans down to hug her.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Beaver.”

      “Oh, call me Mom.” She smiles at him before giving me a wide-eyed look that states clearly she approves.

      “How many bags do you have?’

      “Three, I did a little shopping and had to buy a couple of extra bags.” She takes my hand as we step on the escalator that will take us down to the baggage claim area, and just as we’re reaching the bottom, she lifts both our hands, and my heart stops. “What is this?”

      Oh God, here we go. I knew I should have taken off the ring and left it behind until I could explain to her about Jace and me. But when I suggested that idea to the man behind us, he almost lost his mind, so I decided to take my chances and deal with whatever reaction my mom had.

      “I know I should have asked you,” Jace cuts in as we step off the escalator. “But honestly, the only thing on my mind was getting a ring on Penny’s finger.”

      “You’re getting married?” Her eyes ping between the two of us, and I honestly don’t know what to do with the expression on her face, because it’s a mixture of concerned and elated.

      “Surprise.” My nose scrunches.

      “Are you pregnant?” she gasps, and I take a step back.

      “What? No, we are definitely not pregnant.”

      “Not yet,” Jace adds, and I glare at him. “What? It’s going to happen one day.”

      “We’re not pregnant, Mom. We’re just in love.”

      “Just in love.” She looks between us.

      “Yes,” I say quietly.

      “You’re getting married?” she asks, and I nod, then watch her eyes fill with tears. “Oh my God, you’re getting married!” Her arms wrap around me, and I close my eyes as she rocks me from side to side.

      Maybe I should have known she would be okay with this. My entire life, she’s always pushed me when I’ve needed motivation and supported me when I’ve needed approval.

      “I love you, mom.”

      “Are you sure you’re not pregnant?” she whispers against the side of my head and I can’t help but to laugh.

      “I’m one hundred percent sure.”

      “All right.” She leans back and cups the side of my face and shakes her head before letting her hand fall away. “I want to know everything.” She slides her arm through mine.

      “Okay.” I agree knowing there is no way I’m telling her everything.

      I look up at Jace when he rests his hand against my lower back and we share a secret smile.

      Maybe one day when I’m old and grey I’ll tell our kids the story of how I really fell in love with their dad but for now I’ll keep all of that information to myself even if it’s a love story for the history books.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing in an off-white lace dress in the bedroom Jace and I shared last summer before we even really liked each other, I look over at my mom and sigh. All day, she’s been a blubbering mess, and the poor makeup artist we hired has had to clean her up more than once.

      “Mom, please don’t start crying again,” I whisper, and she attempts to quickly dry her eyes with a tattered tissue she has in her hand.

      “You just look so beautiful.”

      “You really do,” Janelle agrees from where she’s standing, as Haylee and Christy both work on the tiny buttons on the back of my dress.

      “How are you feeling?” Janet asks, then continues, “Getting cold feet?”

      “My feet are nice and warm,” I assure her.

      Really, if I could have married Jace months ago, I would have taken him up on his offer to fly us to Vegas and get it over with. But sadly, his mother and mine would never allow that to happen. Both women took over wedding planning like it was their jobs after they met, and neither of them would be denied making today everything they dreamt it could be.

      The only questions they really asked me were what colors I wanted and who I’d want to invite;  the rest, they took care of.

      Not that I’m even a little upset about that, but between starting a new job teaching history at the high school near the beach house and spending as much time with Jace as his job and mine allow, I haven’t had the energy or the time to plan a wedding—or at least not one as grand as the one I will be attending today as the bride.

      When there is a knock on the door, Haylee steps away to answer it, and a moment later, I hear Dash’s sweet voice say, “This is for Aunt Penny.”

      “You can give it to her,” she says, and I turn to smile down at him.

      “You look like a princess,” he whispers, and I squat down in front of him as he holds out a thin square box toward me.

      “Thank you.” I touch his cheek, and he hugs me quickly before rushing right back out the door.

      Standing up, I open the box and read the note scribbled on a piece of lined paper sitting atop of a daisy chain crown, and tears fill my eyes for the first time today.

      
        
        When I saw you in a white dress sitting on the grass with a circle of daisies in your hair, I knew I was going to marry you, and today is finally the day I get to make you mine.

        I love you, Cupcake.

        Now and always.

      

      

      Folding the note up, I tuck it in my bra and take the flowers carefully out of the box.

      “What did the note say?” Mom asks as I turn to the mirror and place the flower crown on my head.

      “He just asked me to wear this,” I reply quietly, and I see her face soften when I look at her in the mirror.

      “Done,” Christy says, stepping next to me.

      “And just in time. We need to be downstairs.”

      With one final look at myself in the mirror, I take the bouquet that Janelle hands me and step out the door when Haylee opens it. When we get to the kitchen, I wait for everyone to exit before me, then look at my mom when she laces her arm through mine. With my dad not here, I asked that she be the one to walk me down the aisle to Jace, and of course, she agreed.

      “Are you ready?”

      “I should be asking you that question.”

      “I’ve been ready since he told me that he was stupidly in love with me,” I tell her, and she laughs, resting her head on my shoulder.

      “Then let’s get you to your fiancé.”

      Through the open glass doors, I hear the music start up, and with a deep breath, I step through the doorway with my mom, and over the edge of the deck, I can see Jace waiting at the end of the dock under an arch of colorful flowers.

      It takes us way too long to make it to him, and I can see he’s just as anxious as I am to get this part over with as my mom passes me off to him.

      “You look beautiful.” His whispered statement against my cheek is something I hear from him every day but the effect it has on me is still the same as the first time he said it.

      “I love you,” I mouth when he leans back, and he whispers the words back to me.

      As the officiant starts to talk about love and the true meaning of marriage, I hardly register anything he’s saying. I’m completely overwhelmed by the love I see shining down on me from Jace’s eyes.

      And when he kisses me after we both say I do, I know I will always be grateful that Never turned into Forever for us.

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note From The Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope that you loved For nEver. This book was so much fun to write and it will always be one of my favorites, I mean HELLO JACE.

      I hope if you loved it that you will take a couple of minutes to leave a review or to tell a friend and share the love.

      As always thank you for reading I would not be living this dream without all of you.

      XX

      Aurora
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      Aurora Rose Reynolds is a New York Times, USA Today and Wall Street Journal bestselling author whose wildly popular series include Until, Until Him, Until Her, Underground King, Shooting Stars, Fluke My Life and How to Catch an Alpha series.

      Her writing career started in an attempt to get the outrageously alpha men who resided in her head to leave her alone and has blossomed into an opportunity to share her stories with readers all over the world.

      To learn more about her and her books, visit her website or join her reader group on Facebook! Subscribe to her newsletter, so you won’t miss any book news and releases!
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