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      Penelope Fox thought she was applying to be an assistant to billionaire Drew Preston. With her business savvy, she’s hoping she can help Drew’s successful shipping company reach new heights. Too bad the position she applied for isn’t as his assistant: it’s as his young son’s nanny. With her bank account nearly dry, Penny’s desperate enough to take the job. But when Drew is meeting with the owner of his next potential acquisition, the other man mistakes Penelope for Drew’s wife—and to her surprise, she agrees to play along. Even more shocking? The way she’s beginning to feel about this maddening, passionate man.

      Drew learned the hard way to never mix business with pleasure. His ex-wife is proof. But it’s difficult to ignore his attraction to his son’s nanny. There’s more to Penny than meets the eye. She’s as brilliant with business as she is with his son. And with him—in bed. All his orderly lines get all tangled up. Playing along with a fake marriage is one thing. Wishing it was real shakes him to his core.

      As the business deal Drew wanted so badly goes south, so does his fledgling relationship with Penny, leaving him wondering if there can be any pleasure in business without Penny by his side.
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      “Why don’t you and Lisa come over to my place on Thursday night? I’ll have my chef whip up something delicious, and we can talk details on the sale.”

      Drew Preston kept a bright smile on his face. That was one of the rules of business his father had taught him early in his life, when his dad was building the family shipping business from the ground up. Wear the expression you’d want people to see, even if you’re on the phone. They’ll hear it in your voice.

      He needed Jack Holloway to hear an easy confidence today, because Jack’s company—up for sale in a once-in-a-lifetime deal—was the final piece for Drew to pick up for Preston Logistics. After everything that had happened with his ex-wife Susan…

      Drew wasn’t going to think about that now.

      “Oh, sure.” Jack Holloway seemed to follow Drew’s father’s advice, too, because he sounded genuinely excited to come out to Drew’s place. Of course, that could be because Drew’s house was a mansion overlooking some of California’s most beautiful wine country. “Lisa will be thrilled. What time should we arrive?”

      “Six o’clock?”

      “Perfect. We’ll be there with bells on.”

      They ended the call at the same moment Drew’s son Logan laughed in the next room of the office suite, where Drew’s secretary had her desk. His son had the best laugh. What he didn’t have was a nanny. The last nanny had been good—a little goofy, with curly blonde hair that she wore in an enormous bun on the top of her head—but two weeks ago she’d announced that she was headed off to business school, and that had been that. He’d had to interview eight candidates to find her, too.

      The interview with a potential new nanny was coming up in fifteen minutes. Drew added the dinner with Jack and Lisa to his calendar, then stood up to meet Sam, his uncle on his father’s side. He’d been spending time with Logan the last couple of weeks while Drew’s staff vetted candidates for the nanny position, and Drew owed him. It was well within his means to hire a temporary nanny, but Drew didn’t want to switch out Logan’s caretakers more than he had to. The boy was only three. It was hard enough switching back and forth between Drew’s and Susan’s houses.

      But when he got to the door of his office, Sam wasn’t there.

      Logan sat on the leather sofa across the room from the secretary’s desk, pressed leg-to-leg with a woman so gorgeous that Drew’s heart stopped, stuttered, and raced ahead to catch up.

      The light from the window caught in her dark hair as she bent toward Logan, her finger tracing a path on the book she held. The table in front of the sofa had a drawer with books just for this purpose, and Logan had clearly chosen one to give her.

      “Look at that red truck.” Her voice was clear, almost songlike, and Logan glanced up at her with wide eyes before he focused back on the book. “What do you think about that?”

      “I like red trucks.” Logan nodded decisively. “Some red trucks are fire trucks, and they’re loud and fast. We’re going to see a fire truck tomorrow.”

      She flipped the page. “Hmm. A blue boat. Have you ever been on a boat?”

      “I swam in the water.” Logan’s eyes lit up. “Daddy took me to the pool, and I have dinosaurs on my bathing suit.”

      Drew’s heart ached. It had been a couple of months since the last time he’d taken Logan to his favorite pool—an indoor setup at one of the larger gyms in town. He had a home gym and a pool at the house, but Susan had wanted Logan to mingle with other kids, so the two of them had gone in on a membership at the gym when Logan was a baby. Drew had never given it up.

      Logan sat so still for this woman. She had to be the candidate for the nanny position, but she was dressed more like an executive in a gray blazer and pencil skirt.

      They interacted with an ease that he’d rarely seen in Logan. It was a balm on his heart—a bittersweet one. How could his boy be almost as comfortable with this perfect stranger as he was with his own parents?

      How long had he been standing here watching?

      Drew cleared his throat, a smile already on his face. “I hate to interrupt…”

      She looked up at him and boom—there it was again, reverberating like a bass drum in his chest. Those chocolate eyes, that pointed chin—he could picture himself taking it between his thumb and forefinger and tilting her face up toward his own.

      “Hello,” she said, her own white teeth flashing in a smile. “Here, Logan. Check out that lifeboat a minute and let me know what you think.” Logan took the book, putting it studiously in his lap, and the woman stood gracefully. Drew met her halfway across the room, his hand extended to shake. “I’m Penelope Fox. Your uncle—”

      “I had to step out for a minute.” Drew’s uncle rushed back in through the front entrance. “Call from one of my students.” He came across the office and gave Drew a quick embrace. “I left Logan in good hands, and Britta—where’d she go?”

      “Here,” sang Britta from the doorway, a stack of papers in her arms. “Copies are done. Are you headed out?”

      Drew laughed. “Yes. Meeting room down the hall. Are you good, Uncle Sam?”

      “Better than ever.” The older man clapped his hands. “Logan, the playground is calling our names.”

      Logan scrambled off the sofa and put the book carefully on the table. “I want to go on the swings.”

      “We’ll go on the swings.” Sam led him to the door.

      “And the slide.”

      “And the slide, three times if you want.”

      “Four!”

      “Four times, if you want.”

      “Wait!” Logan wheeled around and came tearing across the room toward Drew. He leapt at the last second, landing solidly in his arms. When had he gotten so big?

      Drew hugged his son tightly with a pang. It wouldn’t be very long before Logan stopped doing this. “Love you, buddy,” he murmured into his ear.

      “Love too, Daddy.” The little boy, who had his blond hair and blue eyes, scrambled to get down as quickly as he’d come up. Drew stood him on his legs—they were full-on preschool legs now, losing the softness they’d had when Logan was a toddler—and the boy was off again.

      Not to Sam, but to Penelope Fox.

      Logan ran full tilt into her knees, wrapping them into a fierce hug, and Drew caught a glimpse of her surprised smile as she leaned down to pat Logan’s back.

      What was in the air today—magic? It wasn’t just his plans with Jack that had Drew feeling so optimistic.

      He had to pull it back. This kind of optimism had gotten him into the mess with Susan, which—as he reminded himself daily—had forced him to lay off at least two dozen people while he got Preston Logistics back on its wobbly feet. If he managed to acquire Jack’s business, the company would be solid again. He had to focus.

      Logan let go of Penelope’s knees and ran at full speed back to Sam, who caught him by the hand and called a goodbye as Logan dragged him out.

      “He’s full of energy.” Penelope’s voice had a smile in it, though her expression was more reserved now that Logan had left the room. “You have a sweet boy.”

      “I can’t argue with that.”

      “I bet he’s a hit at the playground.”

      “Oh, usually the center of attention, for sure.”

      Drew was missing something, and Penelope’s presence in the room made it hard to think what it was.

      “Ms. Fox’s resume and application.” Britta stepped to his side and pressed a slim folder into his hands.

      Right. The interview.

      “Right this way, Ms. Fox.” Drew led her down the hallway and into a meeting room with a table for six. Penelope took a deep breath and settled into one of the seats. He took the one across the table.

      God, she was stunning. A faint hint of spring rain and jasmine floated across the table.

      “Penelope Fox. It’s a pleasure to have you here.”

      “It’s good to be here. Most people call me Penny.”

      “Penny.” It felt good just to say her name, but they were in the office, and she might be his nanny. Best to draw a firm line. “Ms. Fox. Most people around the office call me Mr. Preston.”

      “Mr. Preston it is.” She folded her hands on the table and took a deep breath. How could a smile that was so subtle be so confident at the same time?

      Work. Focus on the work.

      “How did you hear about the open position, Ms. Fox?”

      “I’ve been casting a wide net in the area.” She leaned forward slightly as she spoke. “When I saw the posting, I thought the position would work nicely with my experience.” Penny ran through some of the highlights, and Drew picked up her resume so he could force himself to stop looking at her perfect lips.

      He’d read the words on the paper before, but now they struck him in a new light. Yes, there was experience as nanny listed there—but far more experience in corporate work. Penelope Fox was way overqualified to be a nanny. But Logan had liked her instantly. The last nanny search had been exhausting for everyone.

      Hire her.

      “—a lot in common.” She squared her shoulders, smiling at him. “And I’m available to begin work right away.”

      “You’re licensed to drive, correct?” He rifled through the other sheets of paper in the folder. “I wanted to check—”

      A knock at the door caught his attention—Britta. “Ms. Fox’s clearance papers,” she said, hustling across to give them to Drew.

      They were flawless. Not a ticket, not a blemish.

      As Britta slipped out the door, he took another look at Penelope Fox. She looked him in the eye, expectant. Radiant, even.

      “I have a list of questions I’ve prepared about your philosophies, but honestly…” Drew ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m impressed with the way you connected with my son. He doesn’t take to everybody so easily.”

      She blinked, shaking her head as if his comment was a bit of a surprise. “He’s a lovely little boy.”

      “My gut says I should hire you right now and stop the search.”

      Her eyebrows went up. “Now?”

      “We haven’t even scratched the surface of the candidate list for the nanny position.” Drew laughed. “I shouldn’t be telling you that, but there you go.”

      “Yes,” she said quickly. “Right, yes.” Penelope squeezed her hands together. “Well, I can’t say I’d be opposed to it if you offered me the job. I can work nights and some weekend days, too, if it helps.”

      “And you don’t mind several trips a day to the playground?” The suit she was wearing would never work for an outing like that, but if she dressed like this for the interview, she undoubtedly had a wardrobe fit for the world’s greatest nanny.

      A pair of voices at the door interrupted his train of thought. “Guys, room’s occupied.”

      His brothers, Charlie and Archer, stopped halfway through the door. Archer grinned, eyes dancing. “Sorry to interrupt.” They went back the way they came.

      “My brothers,” he said with a tight smile. “You’ll be seeing them from time to time, when you’re picking up and dropping off.

      “Not in the office?” Penny asked.

      “Oh, no. Logan doesn’t spend much time at the office. The last couple of weeks have been an anomaly, with my uncle helping out.”

      “Of course.”

      Hire her. That little voice was a gut reaction to the way she’d been with Logan, and Drew knew from experience that the first choice could be the best one. The way Logan had hugged her…

      “Let’s skip the rest of the questions. Will you do the job to the best of your ability, knowing that my son is the most important thing in the world to me?”

      Her expression turned solemn. “I will.”

      “Then welcome aboard, Ms. Fox. You’re hired.”
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      Bullet: dodged.

      Kind of.

      Who showed up to an interview for the wrong job? Penny did, apparently. She’d come dressed for an office position she could leverage into a brand-new, zero-controversy career in logistics. A fresh start. If she had to climb a few rungs on the ladder at Preston, that would be fine. Start as an assistant, work her way up. She had the explanation down pat for why her skills in the corporate world were actually in shipping—a tight non-disclosure agreement, a boss who was tough to get a recommendation out of.

      In reality, it was a far messier story. Her heart still pounded to think of it.

      None of it had come up, obviously. So that was a small win.

      Penny steered her beater of a car down the long driveway to Drew’s house. The view from the access road had been stunning.

      Fifteen minutes after she e-signed the employment contract on her phone, Drew had called to let her know that the nanny suite at the house was ready. She’d spent one final night in the crappy apartment above an older couple’s garage and loaded her things—there wasn’t much nowadays—into her car. Move-in day. First day at work. Why not take care of it all in one fell swoop?

      Sure, she hadn’t expected to be going to work as a nanny. The moment she’d left the Preston offices, she’d pulled up the job description and her cover letter on her computer. Yep, definitely an office job, though her cover letter did talk about her nanny experience in a “being organized while caring for triplets definitely transfers to being organized while caring for a middle manager” kind of way. Someone must have seen the word “nanny” and sorted her application incorrectly. Well, she’d make it work. At least she hadn’t blown it when, mid-interview, it became clear what Drew Preston wanted from her.

      A job was a job. And if she had to work as a nanny, it might as well be for Drew Preston. Handsome, muscular Drew Preston, with blond hair and blue eyes that had made her forget she was at a job interview for a brief second.

      Shake it off, Penny.

      The real thing to focus on should be slipping her interview information and logistics experience into casual conversation, obviously. She’d have to work her way in from the outside. The inside outside.

      Anyway.

      One last curve of the driveway, and the house came into view.

      And it wasn’t a house.

      It was a mansion.

      “Wow.” The fact that Drew Preston of Preston Logistics lived in a sprawling Spanish colonial-style mansion with a driveway a mile long and a garage the size of Texas shouldn’t have been a surprise, but…it was huge.

      She parked the car and peered toward the massive front doors. Her phone buzzed in the center console, and she picked it up. A text from her friend Tessa—someone she’d met at the yoga studio and one of her only friends in town.

      Tessa: Ice cream? Tonight?

      Penny: Can’t. I got a new job.

      Tessa: A night job?

      Penny: I’ll tell you about it in class.

      She put her phone down in time to see a man in a white polo shirt and black slacks jog down the front steps, a broad grin on his face. Penny stepped out of the car into the California sun as he came around to her.

      “Good morning. You must be Ms. Fox,” he said, extending his hand for her to shake. “I’m Mike, Mr. Preston’s day staffer. I’ll help you with your things and put your car in the garage for you.”

      Mike opened one of the back doors and pulled out the suitcases as if they weighed nothing, when in fact they contained the entire inventory of Penny’s current life. They’d weighed a ton when she packed earlier in the morning. He took the suitcases briskly across the driveway, Penny hurrying to keep up.

      “I’ll get you my number, and then we should be all set. Anything you guys need, I’m your man.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I look forward to—”

      The big doors opened again, and there he was, all six foot something of him, blue eyes finding her right away.

      “Morning, Ms. Fox. Mike, you can take her car in—I’ve got the bags from here.” He bent to take the suitcases from Mike while Penny ignored a fluttery, pleasant feeling behind her breastbone. Those eyes were something else.

      “Hi.” The whole thing had her more than a little breathless. A modern-day butler? If Drew Preston had seen the apartment she’d just come from… “Mr. Preston. Hi.”

      “Come on in.”

      She followed him in through those enormous doors into an even more enormous entryway, the entire thing bathed in golden morning light. The ceilings soared above them, a sea of marble below her. The entry opened into a wide, sunny living room with low furniture, then an open kitchen…the place went on for miles. Music played—a throbbing beat, a melody that matched the sunshine in the room. It sounded like the band Carver Row.

      Logan, the little boy from the office, came careening around the corner.

      “Is it her, Daddy? Is it her?”

      “It’s Miss Penny,” Drew said, dropping a suitcase to ruffle Logan’s hair. He picked it up again with a warm smile for his son. “Let’s show her her rooms, okay?”

      “It’s this way.” Logan pointed up a wide, curving staircase to the second floor. “I’ll show you.”

      The three of them climbed the stairs together, Penny’s heart thumping. It seemed so intimate, to climb up the stairs in her new boss’s house. She’d been expecting something…less intimate. Maybe a room downstairs, or in a guest house. But no—Drew led her to the second floor, Logan running ahead. They made a left down the first hallway, and Logan popped his head out of a doorway midway down. “Come on,” he shouted. “Let’s go!”

      Penny laughed. “Coming right along,” she answered.

      “He’s pretty rambunctious,” Drew said, glancing down at her. It wasn’t quite an apology.

      “I like people with spirit.”

      At the door to her room, Penny took a couple quick steps ahead and made a turn to beat Drew into the doorway…right as he sped up, too. They crashed together, and she put a hand on his chest to steady herself. All that hard muscle…

      “Sorry about that,” Drew said. “I’m usually better at getting things from point A to point B.”

      It was a terrible shipping joke, and she laughed through the heat in her cheeks. “I’m quite the obstacle to navigate around.”

      “Perhaps your deliveries need more white-glove treatment.” Drew winked at her, then pulled the suitcases into the room.

      Had that been heat in his eyes?

      Penny pushed all those thoughts deep down where they wouldn’t distract her from the most essential task of the day: nailing him.

      God. No. Nailing the job. She had to be excellent at this job, otherwise it was back to the garage apartment and struggling to make ends meet. A few bad puns between boss and employee wasn’t really flirting, was it?

      “So, this’ll be your private space,” Drew was saying.

      “This” ended up being a wide, spacious bedroom, complete with walk-in closet and en suite bathroom, all of it sunny and gleaming and bright. It smelled so fresh and clean, like someone had just been through with fresh paint and lemons.

      “Whoa,” she breathed, shooting Drew a smile that felt bewildered. She hoped it came off more as impressed as hell. “When you said nanny suite I didn’t think it meant a room at the Ritz.”

      He laughed again, the sound rich and comforting. “It’s important for you to be close to Logan’s room, which is on the other side of the staircase. And I like to treat my people well.” His gaze held hers for a heartbeat longer than necessary, and…wow.

      His eyes.

      Blue, like the ocean at the coast. The sight of them made her feel the sea breeze in her hair and the salt on her lips. What would Drew Preston look like in one of those breezes, in a classic all-American red swimsuit?

      It wasn’t something she should think about right now. Or ever, really. Not as long as he was her boss and sleeping somewhere down the hall.

      Oh, god.

      His perfect mouth turned down into a frown. “I’d give you more time to get settled in, but I have to head to the office. Are you okay to get started?”

      “I’m more than okay.” Too much? Pull it back, Penny. “Let’s do this.”

      They went back down the stairs, and Drew gave her a whirlwind tour of the rest of the house. Some of the rest of the house. Here was the playroom, with wall-to-wall carpeting, a mini trampoline, and minimalist shelves featuring fewer toys than she’d expected. Drew caught her looking.

      “I read that kids have an easier time with fewer toys, so we really cut down. Now he has his favorites. Don’t lose Mr. Bear, though,” he warned. Penny liked this relaxed side of him. “Mr. Bear goes to Susan’s house with Logan when he goes,” he added, in a quieter voice as the boy ran in a wide loop around the room. “Things are better between the two of us now, but it’s still a big transition to navigate.”

      “I completely understand.” Penny had nannied for a couple of divorced children while she was in college, and it had always been a hurdle.

      “I’m glad.” Drew’s eyes met hers again. “I saw on your resume that you have a lot of corporate experience, but I’m grateful you’ve decided to dedicate yourself to raising kids. Businesses…” He shook his head and laughed ruefully. “Ah, we don’t need to get into what business do to relationships. I’ll let you check out the snacks in the kitchen before I go. Logan usually won’t sit for breakfast for me.”

      “Challenge accepted,” Penny said brightly. But the dodged bullet swung a little closer, looping back. If he thought she was out of the business game entirely, how was she going to bond with him over shipping routes and packaging innovations? Men like him—they were all the same. They’d shelve her in a category and never think she could be multifaceted. Drew’s not the same, a little voice in her head said, but that little voice was wrong.

      In the kitchen, Penny scooped Logan up and set him in a chair high enough to reach the island. “Are you okay to sit here?”

      “Yes!” He chirped. “On my bottom.”

      “That’s right.”

      Logan’s swung his little legs as she met Drew over by the fridge. “Logan, do you like strawberries?” Penny asked over her shoulder.

      “Berries! Yeah!”

      With a confident smile at Drew, she took the plate he offered and made a smiley face out of strawberry slices, which she put in front of Logan with a flourish. The boy chortled at the happy face, then picked one of the slices between his fingers.

      “Strawberries,” Penny raised a single finger. “We need two more things. What’ll they be, Logan? Bagel? Toast? Egg?”

      “Toast!” he cried, three fingers in the air.

      “That’s two. Strawberries, toast…yogurt?”

      “I like chocolate yogurt.”

      She cut a glance at Drew, who looked…impressed. He gave her a discreet nod.

      “Chocolate yogurt it is. Strawberries, toast, chocolate yogurt.” Penny set about finding the bread and the toaster.

      “You have a knack for this,” said Drew.

      She flashed him her most winning smile. “I read an article about supply chain management that I think applies here.” Bam. Insider info, casual conversation. “Planning is the most important step. I’ve found that’s true for small kids too.”

      “Ah, so you have a business mind, too.” Those blue eyes lingered on hers. “You won’t have to worry much about business here. I keep things separate. Very separate.”

      Sigh.

      “Got it,” Penny said.

      “I’m headed out.” Drew stepped closer, and she got a whiff of his skin, his scent. Sunscreen and a hint of cologne. God, he even smelled all-American. “Call if you need anything.”

      “I will.”

      Of course she would, if she did need anything. But Penny had a new plan—find a better job, and fast.
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      “And I said, if it means I get to eat at this restaurant every time I head west, then there’s no way this town is getting left off the map.” Jack Holloway laughed at the ending of his own story, a deep and delighted belly laugh that made it impossible not to join in.

      “Well, you got that route, Mr. Holloway.”

      “He did,” chimed in Jack’s wife, who sat next to him on the couch, hand on his knee. “He got that route and then some. You know, we’ve had a wonderful life because of all that hard work you did in the beginning.”

      “It’s not just a collection of southwestern shipping routes for me. It’s my legacy.”

      “I completely understand.” Maybe it sounded cheesy, but it was true on more than one level for Drew. Getting Preston Logistics back to its former glory would finally close the chapter in which he’d been totally screwed over by Susan, and it would help secure a comfortable future for Logan, not to mention Drew’s brothers. They counted on him to pull this off, too. He felt the weight of that responsibility even now, out on his back deck in the light from another glorious California sunset. It bathed everything in red and orange and made it seem like the three of them were already celebrating the deal…though it wasn’t closed.

      The sound of the sliding door stole his next thoughts completely.

      Drew turned his head toward the sound of running footsteps, and Logan came into view a moment later, his hair wet from the bath, wearing fresh pajamas. A moment after that…Penny.

      “Hi, everybody.” She wore a proud smile on her face, and Drew reveled in it. What had made her smile that way? He had a flash of Penny leaning close in his kitchen, grinning over a funny anecdote from her day with Logan. “We’d have come out earlier, but this one insisted on an extra trip to the playground.” And Logan wasn’t a huge fan of salmon, but Penny didn’t say that.

      “I wanted to show you my book.” Logan tipped the book over the arm of Drew’s chair. “It has trucks.”

      Logan scrambled into Drew’s lap. He hauled the book into place in front of the two of them and opened it to a random page. “This is the red truck.” Logan pointed. “And this—”

      Penny came around to the loveseat where Jack and Lisa sat. “Hi. I’m Penny.” She shook hands with both of them. “It’s great to meet you.” In a lower voice, she added, “I think Logan here wants to impress everybody with his book.”

      “As he should,” said Jack. He left his own seat and planted himself in a chair next to Drew. “Do you mind if I read along with you, Logan?

      “I’m reading the book,” Logan told him with a charming grin. “It has cars and trucks.”

      Logan flipped the page. This one showed a family climbing into a car—a mom, dad, and two kids, all with matching dark hair. “This is a car, and that’s mama and daddy.”

      Lisa stood up to talk to Penny, and the two women stepped closer. Penny chuckled at something Lisa said, then she reached out and touched Lisa’s arm, giving the men a little side-eye.

      “And a blue car,” Logan said. “And mama and daddy ride in there, and daddy drives.”

      “We’ve been talking about cars and trucks all afternoon.” Penny said, that pride shining from her face again. “Logan was matching the pictures in the book to cars we saw outside.”

      Logan flipped through the book, and Lisa and Penny gathered around the chair, Lisa with Jack and Penny at Drew’s right hand. It felt…right, to have her stand there next to him as the sun sank closer to the horizon. Drew resisted the urge to put his hand on the small of her back and pull her closer to the chair. Totally inappropriate. Not now, not ever…

      “I can’t tell you,” Jack said quietly, “how much I appreciate that you’re a family man yourself. It means you understand the business like I do. You know what it means here.” He tapped his chest. “It’s not only an intellectual game when you’re providing for your wife and child.”

      Wife. And. Child.

      The words hit him like three bricks breaking the surface of still water. The hairs on the back of his neck leapt to attention, and Drew shifted Logan on his legs—anything to shake the feeling of being under a microscope.

      Penny had heard. There was no way she’d missed it. He glanced up at her. She still smiled down at them, but she’d frozen in place. The only thing that moved in the breeze were some wisps of hair that had escaped her shining ponytail.

      “The three of you have something very special together, I hope you know that.” Jack’s voice had shorted out like a radio losing contact, but it came back with a laugh. “Oh, of course you do. Family life…” He trailed off. “You get it, son.”

      Penny opened her mouth, and Drew raised his hand to the book and flipped to the next page. The movement caught her attention. He had never looked at anyone with such intensity in his life. Please play along, he begged with his eyes, or at least he hoped that’s what he was communicating. Was his heart even beating? He couldn’t feel it any longer.

      Then she smiled a little wider and gave him the tiniest nod.

      “You’ve done such a good job reading, Logan.” She leaned down to Logan’s level, and Drew caught a whiff of the sunscreen on her skin. She always smelled so warm… “Remember what we said? We’d come see Daddy and his guests, and then we’d head to bed.”

      “Yep.” Logan held up three fingers. “See Daddy. Head to bed.”

      Penny held up two fingers. “Daddy. Bed. Like this.”

      Logan copied her, laughing, and climbed down to the deck. He slipped his hand into Penny’s, and that was the signal, apparently, because Jack got to his feet.

      “It was a lovely dinner, Drew.” He extended his hand for Drew to shake, and he channeled another burst of confidence into the gesture. “And good conversation, too. So kind of you to let us meet your family. We’ll let you get on with your evening.”

      “Walk with us through the house,” Drew said, his heart climbing into his throat again. Now it seemed like a tactical mission, getting Jack and Lisa to the front door without letting him in on the truth.

      Penny brushed past, holding Logan’s hand.

      What would you do if she really was your wife?

      Drew turned to follow her in, catching up in two long strides. Now he did put his hand on the small of her back, feeling her move through her shirt with every step she took. Something inside him sighed—almost a happy growl—and Penny looked up at him, dark eyes brimming with questions. But she also leaned in a little closer, a playful smile teasing at her lips.

      At the door, Penny stayed close, holding Logan’s hand as they waved Jack and Lisa off.
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      There was nothing quite like a silent agreement to pretend to be someone’s wife when it came to sending Penny’s heart racing. It still beat fast and hard as she loaded the dishes from Logan’s dinner into the dishwasher. They’d lingered at the playground, then come back for a quick dinner, and then…

      Then Jack Holloway had mistaken her for Drew’s wife.

      It would have been so awkward if she hadn’t read his expression correctly. Another wave of tension spilled down over her shoulders. It had been a pretty close call, and she’d gone along with it.

      And she had liked it.

      “You don’t have to do that, you know. It’s fine to leave the dishes for Marta.” Drew stood across the island, watching her with a new intensity.

      She made a face as she straightened up. “And leave them sitting all night? No way.” Penny crossed her arms over her chest—over her thudding heart—and leaned back against the kitchen counter. “So.” She kept her voice even, though it threatened to tremble. “What was all that? Besides the fact that your business associate mistook us for husband and wife.”

      A smile quirked the corner of his lips, but he hid it quickly with a palm over his face. “And I didn’t correct him, because the deal is…really important to me. For Preston Logistics, but also personally.” His eyes never left hers.

      “Oh, Drew. I mean—Mr. Preston.” She felt that, deeply. When her own father’s company had been for sale it had kept her up at night, wishing for everything to go smoothly. For everything to be legitimate.

      Of course, it hadn’t gone that way, which was why she was standing in Drew’s kitchen and not still living in Toronto.

      “No,” he said softly. “Call me Drew. You’ve earned the right, after pretending to be my wife tonight. You definitely didn’t have to do that.”

      Oh, but I did. Maybe not technically, but the look in his eyes had gone straight to her core.

      “I didn’t have to,” she agreed. “But I thought there might be more to the story. I’m guessing, by the look on your face, that there will continue to be more to the story. Won’t there?”

      He screwed up his face for a moment. “The deal’s not closed yet.”

      “Okay.”

      “But I’m not going to ask you to keep up with this, if it’s not something you feel comfortable with.”

      Comfortable? Not so much. There had been an element of comfort in his hand on the small of her back, sure…but it was more than comfort. Her mind had fixated on his touch, on the heat of his palm through her shirt, the way he rubbed his thumb up and down as if she really were his wife…

      Heat came to her cheeks in spite of her attempt to channel a cool, casual attitude. Could she be any more obvious? Penny swiped the back of her hand across one cheek. “Honestly, I’m willing to do it. I understand what it’s like to want something to work out.”

      His eyebrows went up, curiosity obviously flaring in his expression, but an ache in her heart warned her away. Coming clean with the whole story—that was mixing business and personal, and it wouldn’t help either of them.

      “I would owe you.” An electric undercurrent tripped under the words owe you and arced across the air between them.

      “I just need to know,” she said, standing up straight. It would be easy to say yes to Drew Preston, no questions asked. But not asking questions—not pushing hard enough—had landed her in this position in the first place. “This is only about keeping up your image as a family man, right? This isn’t a distraction from…you’re not hiding anything about Preston’s finances, right? Because if that’s what it is…” Her stomach turned over.

      “Absolutely not.” Drew took a step forward, looking her straight in the eye. “Preston Logistics is in a great position to acquire Jack’s company. Honestly, it was a knee-jerk reaction back there, and I can go back to him and explain the whole thing.”

      “No,” she said quickly. Maybe it was the result of an ill-advised crush, but she wanted to get closer to him. Literally. That hand on the small of her back had only made her want more. “I had questions, but I…I didn’t mind the roleplay.” Now her face burned. “Anyway, I’ve got a date with Netflix tonight, and he’s a fickle lover.” And now she’d just said the word lover in front of her boss, in his kitchen, after she’d accepted his fake proposal to be his fake wife. “I’ll see you in the morning, Drew.”

      She turned and left without another word, a nervous laugh caught in her throat and adrenaline singing in her veins.
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      The text message from Jack Holloway came early in the morning, just after Drew sat behind his desk, coffee in hand.

      Jack: Our dinner was a five-star experience. Ten! Thank your beautiful wife for letting us intrude!

      Was it gratefulness that came, all in a rush? In an alternate universe, Drew was typing up a reply that included phrases like silly mistake and she’s a wonderful presence in Logan’s life. Things that would soften the blow for Jack while still getting the larger truth across: Drew was a family man, even if he wasn’t currently married.

      But wow, if he was…

      He could not get hung up on Penelope Fox, even if he’d felt like a lottery winner to hear her agree to go along with his charade for the sake of the deal. Under most other circumstances, he would have preferred total honesty, but the itch to buy Jack’s company was embedded deep beneath his skin.

      Drew: It was great to have you. We’ll have to do it again!

      Jack: Set a time and we’ll be there.

      The two of them texted for a few more minutes, making plans for Jack and Lisa to attend a barbecue at Drew’s house in a week’s time. It was going to be a larger event, with more people from across the industry. It was another thing Drew had learned from his father—holding social events could go a long way in the business world. In the past, he’d filed those events firmly in the work category of his life and mind, but now, with Penny…

      The lines would have to blur a little bit.

      Drew leaned back in his chair and sipped at his coffee. He liked it black, piping hot. It was, after a workout in his home gym, the best way to start his morning. But today he could feel the caffeine working against him.

      He hadn’t been able to stop thinking of Penny last night.

      Drew had lingered in the kitchen for quite a while after she went upstairs, half hoping she’d come down again for a glass of water or something to eat. But she never had, so eventually he’d found himself in his upstairs den. There had been something he’d been meaning to do, but his thoughts wandered down to her bedroom, where she was…watching Netflix. When he’d started to speculate on what she might be wearing while watching Netflix, he gave up and went to his own bedroom, shutting the door firmly behind him.

      Yes.

      Concert tickets.

      No matter what was happening at Preston Logistics, Drew was never going to pass up the opportunity to see Carver Row on a US tour. Hell, he wouldn’t pass up seeing them in Europe if the timing was right. And the timing hadn’t been right for the last couple of years.

      Things were better now. Logan was settling in with Penny, relations with Susan were remarkably stable, and he had fallen asleep without looking at the tour dates.

      Next available stop? New York City. Tomorrow.

      Yes.

      What couldn’t he do, honestly? The dinner had been a hit. Penny had been completely charming. Nothing was standing in his way.

      Drew bought tickets with every possible upgrade, backstage passes included, enough to take his brothers along if they wanted to go. He texted his man at the airport to make sure the private plane would be ready for the following morning.

      “Mr. Preston?”

      Britta stood at the door, forehead wrinkled, her usually sunny expression replaced with the hint of a frown.

      That wasn’t good.

      “What’s up?” He glanced at the clock. He had a meeting in a few minutes with a client, a woman named Rachael Hayes. Maybe she’d canceled. “Do we have a cancellation?”

      “The opposite, actually.” Britta glanced behind her. “Ms. Hayes is due to arrive in thirty minutes, and—”

      “Daddy!” Logan burst into the room, toy truck in hand. “Mommy’s sick.”
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      “I’m sorry to come into your office like this. Really. I know you don’t want to mix—”

      “It’s fine. I think you should probably get to the doctor. I’ll have one of my guys drive you—it’s not a big deal.”

      Drew ushered Susan through the Preston Logistics building. She’d parked out back, in the private parking lot.

      “I think that might be best.” She pressed her lips firmly together. “I’m not trying to screw with the schedule. I hope you know.”

      “I do.” He really did. They’d both agreed, when they split up, that keeping a consistent schedule was the best thing for Logan. He pulled out his phone and sent a text. Mike was his go-to guy at the house, but Pete was on standby whenever he was in the office. He’d have the car by the back door before they got there. “I get it, Suze. It’s not a problem.”

      She slowed her pace and took a deep breath. “Do you mind keeping him at your place for the weekend? I don’t think—” Susan made a strange gulping sound that had Drew’s stomach churning too. “I don’t think—”

      “It’s Logan’s home, too, okay? He doesn’t need a reason to stay there. But you need a weekend to recover. I’m going to have Pete take you to the urgent care at St. Lawrence’s.”

      “It’s probably just—just a stomach bug.”

      “Even so.”

      Susan’s face was flushed as Drew helped her into the back of the car, but as he watched, the color drained away and she turned pale and green. “Thanks,” she whispered, then put her hand over her mouth.

      Yikes.

      Rachael Hayes would be at the office in fifteen minutes. It was one thing to leave Logan with Britta for a few minutes in a pinch, but he couldn’t keep doing this to her.

      And even if it was Penny’s day off…

      He took out his phone and dialed her number.
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      “I’m impressed with Preston,” Rachael Hayes said, big green eyes sparkling. “I know it sounds funny to say it like that.”

      “No, I’m glad to hear it. It seems like we’ve worked out an arrangement that can benefit us both.”

      “I totally agree.” Rachael leaned forward, a big smile on her face. “You know, nobody else has addressed my concerns about stopovers on the shipping routes like you have.”

      Pride flared in Drew’s chest. “We’ve worked hard to streamline our process over the years, so it’s encouraging to hear that it’s working.”

      “I certainly feel encouraged.” She laughed, and her earrings trembled with the movement, catching Drew’s eye. Her hair was perfect. Blonde and perfect. Susan had a similar style, when she wasn’t sick. From Rachael’s soft smile and her teeth nibbling at her bottom lip, she felt…a little too encouraged. Back to business.

      “Were there any more details you wanted to go over? I’ve got time,” Drew said, though he could hear Logan bouncing off the walls in the outer office.

      “Nope. I’m ready. Give me that pen.”

      He’d just reached into the holder on his desk for the pen when Penny poked her head through the office doorway. His heart held still.

      She was breathless, radiant, pink cheeks and tousled hair. She never had tousled hair. Penny waved. “I’m here—just wanted to let you know before we took off.”

      Drew hadn’t realized his shoulders were so tense until they relaxed at the sight of her in her yoga clothes. The black capris skimmed her hips and legs in a way that made him wish he could run his hands down every inch of skin the pants were covering, and the tank top—

      He gritted his teeth, then consciously relaxed his jaw. It was too much for the office. Too much for life, really. This version of her—the one with her hair falling around her face, escaping her hair elastic—was achingly attractive. Even more so than the corporate princess he’d met at her first interview.

      “Have we met before?”

      Rachael’s question took him totally off guard, not least because he hadn’t looked at her since Penny arrived. But his brand-new client had twisted around in her seat to look at Penny. “I swear we’ve met.”

      The smile dropped away from Penny’s face, then came back in a slightly less radiant version. “Oh, no. I don’t think we have.”

      “I’m sure we have,” insisted Rachael. “Your face looks so familiar to me. Maybe an industry party?”

      An industry party? For something involving cosmetics or logistics? That couldn’t be. The experience on Penny’s resume hadn’t been so specific. He’d have remembered.

      “I’m sorry.” Penny shrugged. “I must have that kind of face.”

      Rachael waved her off, but Drew was riveted. What was going on?

      He stood up. “I’ll give you a moment with the contract, Ms. Hayes. Shout if you need anything.”

      Drew led Penny out to where Logan waited at the edge of Britta’s desk, hands on the edge, watching her take a message. “I’m sorry about this,” he said in a low voice. “I know it’s supposed to be your day off, but I’m scheduled in meetings all day. It didn’t seem fair to leave Logan with Britta for that long.”

      Penny laughed. “Of course not. A full day in the office for that boy? We’ll be far better off at the playground. And I get it. Sometimes business isn’t the most flexible. It seems that way from the outside, but that’s not always the case.”

      This was, in fact, something Drew often thought about the logistics business. It seemed like one big flexibility game—so many moving pieces—but when you got down to the details, there wasn’t a lot of room for error. Everything was more tightly coordinated than most people realized. “That’s some real business insight,” he said. “You sound like one of my higher-ups at Preston.”

      “Oh, I—” Penny shook her head. “Just something I’ve read about. It’s an idea that applies to pretty much everything, I’d think.” She stepped toward Britta’s desk and bent down next to Logan. “Hey, buddy. You want to head to the playground?”

      “No,” Logan said. “Home. I want to go home.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      She just…rolled with it. Drew had the sense that if they passed a playground on the way back to the house, Logan would change his mind, and Penny would go along with it. Drew didn’t have to worry. He didn’t have to worry.

      The moment she’d walked through the door, things got easier.

      She’d be there for the weekend, too.

      The weekend he’d just booked for the concert.

      Crap.

      With Logan at his house for the weekend, there was no way he could still go.

      Unless…

      The words came out of his mouth before the thought was fully formed. “Do you have plans for the weekend?”

      Penny’s brown eyes swung to his face, eyebrows raised. “Just my…regular nanny schedule.” A quizzical smile flashed across her face.

      “How would you like to spend the weekend in New York City with me and Logan?”

      She blinked. “I didn’t know you were planning a trip.”

      “I bought concert tickets this morning. And then Susan got sick and brought Logan in, and now…” He shrugged. “I’ve already got the jet lined up.”

      Penny’s face brightened. “The jet?”

      “I thought I’d take the private jet to New York tomorrow for the concert tomorrow night. I was going to cancel when the weekend plans changed, but now…” Now that I see how easy it is to rely on you, I don’t see any obstacle. For any of us. “Now I’m thinking it might be more fun if we all go. And the tickets won’t go to waste.”

      “Who’s playing?”

      “Carver Row.”

      “You bought concert tickets for Carver Row’s concert tomorrow just this morning? That’s a little ambitious, don’t you think?”

      Not with you by my side.

      He pushed the thought away and focused on the excitement in her eyes instead. “I think it’ll be fun. Are you in?”

      Penny only hesitated for an instant. “I’m in.”

      “Oh, before you go.” Drew opened his desk drawer and pulled out three velvet boxes. He had taken a wild guess at Penny’s ring size and sent out a personal shopper with very specific instructions earlier in the morning. If they were going to play these parts, they needed all the appropriate props. Nobody would ever believe that Drew Preston had married a woman without even a ring.

      “What’s all that?”

      “If you’re going to be my wife, you need an engagement ring.” He opened the first box, and Penny’s eyes flew open wide. “And a wedding ring. And something else, just to go with it.” The third box contained a necklace with a single teardrop diamond on a platinum chain.

      “This is too much,” she breathed.

      “This is just enough,” he countered, taking her hand in his and slipping the rings on one by one. The fit, to his immense relief, was perfect.

      They both looked down at her hand, admiring the way the diamonds sparkled in the light.

      “Yep,” Penny nodded. “I’m so in.”
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      Spontaneous decisions didn’t usually turn out to be good ones.

      The thought nagged at Drew as they pulled up to the plane waiting on the tarmac, Logan bouncing in his car seat. What had he been thinking, bringing Logan to a concert? Bringing his brother Archer? Bringing Penny? It wasn’t like air travel was a walk in the park for a three-year-old, even on a private jet.

      But Penny hopped out the moment the car had pulled to a stop, reaching back in to unbuckle Logan from the seat. “Lost in thought, Mr. Preston?” She winked at him. “We’ve got a plane to catch.”

      He couldn’t help smiling back at her big smile. She’d tried to play it cool on the ride over, but he could feel the excitement coming off her in waves.

      They boarded the plane, Mike coming along behind with their luggage. Archer came last, his phone in his hand. “I’ve got a couple calls before we take off,” he said, disappearing into the bedroom in the back of the plane. His brother had agreed to come on the last-minute jaunt without a moment’s hesitation.

      “Wow,” Penny said softly as Logan hurtled through the space and jumped onto the sofa toward the middle of the plane. “This is nice.”

      “Is this your first time on a private jet?”

      Penny looked to the side, her eyelashes fluttering down. “I’ve been on one other. It wasn’t this nice, though.” She pressed her lips together. “Okay. Where should we set up camp?”

      “I think Logan’s already chosen our seats for us.”

      “Let’s do this.” She straightened her back, hiked her enormous bag up on her shoulder, and went back to the sofa to sit next to Logan.

      Drew shouldn’t have bothered packing things for Logan, because Penny had it handled. The bag was filled with enough toys to last them for an international flight, much less the six hours to New York, and as the minutes ticked by, he found himself more and more relaxed. After an hour, Archer came out from the bedroom and sat down in one of the seats next to him. Logan dozed on the sofa, and Penny listened to music on her phone. At least, that’s what he thought she was doing.

      “She’s good with him,” Archer said. “How do you like her?”

      “I like her,” he answered, not wanting to give too much away. “She’s bailing me out.”

      “Yeah? Was it that bad with Uncle Sam?” Archer signaled to the flight attendant, who came out and took his request for a Coke.

      “No, not at all. A little chaotic, but not bad. It’s the deal with Jack Holloway.”

      “She’s helping you with that? I can’t believe you’d let her.”

      “It...came as a surprise.” He told his brother about the dinner with Jack and the way he’d mistaken Penny for his wife. He expected
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