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Zachary Knight paced the pavement before the Valley Vibe 105 radio station, rehearsing what he would say to his friend.

His thoughts—and feet—came to a halt when Peyton strutted out of the station, her blonde Afro wig and bronze jumpsuit giving off a sixties vibe. She was gorgeous, and if things were different… Zak shook his head to dislodge the wayward thought.

Peyton didn’t do relationships—as the stream of broken-hearted male friends could attest.

“Peyton.” He waved, bracing himself for the full brunt of her attention. Peyton was a force, and Zak survived their friendship by pretending he was content with it.

“Zak.” She launched herself at him and kissed the air beside his cheeks. “Are you here to buy me breakfast?”

“If you like.” He drew her arm through his and headed for Ruby’s Place, Peyton’s favorite restaurant. He kept their conversation light until they sat at a table on the balcony.

It was their usual spot, giving them privacy and the perfect vantage point to watch the street below.

“What would you like to eat?” He handed her the menu. “Order anything you like—my treat.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Now I know something’s up.” She placed the menu on the table and met his gaze. “What do you want, Zak?”

He took a deep breath and blurted it out. “I need you to be my fake fiancée.”

“You need me to be your what?” Peyton jiggled a finger in her ear as if his words had gotten stuck. “What are you talking about?”

He sighed. “Do you remember I told you about my high school reunion?”

“It’s this weekend, right?”

“Yes. I need you to come with me.”

“As your fake fiancée?”

“Yes.”

“Why would I do that? For that matter, why do you need me to? Just go by yourself as you were planning to.”

“My ex-girlfriend will be there.”

“Ooh.” Peyton leaned forward, her eyes gleaming with mischief. “I sense a story. Was she your high school sweetheart? Were you voted ‘Most Likely to Marry?’”

“Yes, and yes. Alyssa and I…” He rested his elbows on the table and let the memories wash over him. “Our mothers are best friends, so we grew up together. As these things so often happen, as we got older, our relationship changed.”

Cars bleated as they zipped by on the street below. 

“Aww, you fell in love with the girl next door.” Peyton propped her chin on her hand and gave him a dreamy smile.

“Something like that.” For a while, Zak thought he and Alyssa would be together forever. 

“What happened?”

“My dad died in senior year, and my mom… didn’t take it well. I spent most of the year caring for her while trying not to flunk out of school.”

It had been terrifying, as there were times when he wasn’t sure his mom would survive. Or that she wanted to. 

Compassion filled her eyes. “What happened?”

“Alyssa had other priorities. It was also her senior year, and she wanted to make Greenvale High history.”

“Please don’t tell me your ex-girlfriend was a cheerleader.”

“I won’t tell you Alyssa was head of the cheer squad.” He chuckled when Peyton rolled her eyes. 

“Of course she was.” Peyton smiled at the server. “I’ll have the ackee and saltfish with roasted breadfruit.”

“Same,” he responded when the server turned to him. “And we’ll each have a glass of soursop juice sweetened with sugar if you have it. Otherwise, we’ll take orange juice.”

They waited until the server was out of earshot.

“I don’t understand why you need a date. High school was ten years ago. You’re successful. Everything will be fine.”

He raked his fingers over his head. “That’s what I thought too. Until Mom called this morning to tell me how thrilled she was that Alyssa and I would have a second chance. I can’t return alone as our mothers are already planning our wedding.”

“Skip the reunion.” Peyton shrugged. “I’m not attending mine.”

If only it were that simple. 

“It’s also the anniversary of my father’s death.”

She winced. “Okay. Say I agree to return with you. What makes you assume this will work? In most movies, the guy gets back together with his first love.”

“Unless he’s already in love with someone else.” He struggled to keep the truth of his statement off his face.

“True.” She sat back as the server set their meals before them. “Tell her you’re not interested in rekindling a relationship with Alyssa.”

He shook his head. “I tried. They don’t believe me unless I show up with a woman on my arm. I’ll need proof to distract Mom and Aunt Susan from scheming.”

“Won’t your mother know that it’s a lie?”

He squirmed in the chair. “She may already believe we’re dating.”

She gawked at him. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

He ate a mouthful of breadfruit, enjoying the savory flavor with a hint of sweetness.

“Why would she believe that?”

He took his time chewing and swallowing, hoping it would ease some of her annoyance.

“She may have misunderstood our dates.”

He and Peyton were each other’s plus one when an event warranted it. They went out a lot since they attended functions related to their jobs throughout the year.

“Uh-huh. If she assumes we’re dating, why isn’t that enough?” Peyton took a sip of her juice, her gaze never leaving his. 

“For Mom,” he pressed his lips together, hoping for the right words. “As far as she’s concerned, until I ask someone to marry me, I’m not serious about them.”

“Yet she’s plotting your wedding to the girl you dated in high school. Your story makes no sense, Zak.”

He saw her point.

“If things had been different…” If his father hadn’t died, or he and Alyssa hadn’t gone in different directions after high school. “I would have asked Alyssa to marry me. Our families knew that.

“Mom is taking my not being married as a sign that I’m holding out for the right woman, whom she believes is Alyssa.”

His mother was half-right. He was holding out for the right woman, alright, but he hadn’t figured out how to convince the woman across from him to give them a chance.

“Even if I were to agree, we don’t know enough about each other to fake an engagement.”

“Sure we do.” He opened his mouth to prove it to her, but she held up a hand to stop him.

“I don’t know girlfriend-level details about you.”

He grinned. “How are you at cramming for exams?” He wagged his eyebrows. “I make excellent index cards.”

She snickered. “You’re crazy. Say I agree to be your fake fiancée,” she narrowed her eyes at him. “What’s in it for me?”

“I’ll…” His mind raced as he contemplated the level of commitment he was requesting. He was asking for a lot. “I’ll attend your parents’ re-commitment ceremony with you.”

“Nice try, Zak, but I’m not going.”

“Oh?” He leaned closer. “How many conversations have you fielded about that event already?”

She dropped her gaze. “I was planning to make an excuse.”

“Now you won’t have to.”

“Zak,” she twisted a strand of hair around her finger. “You don’t know what you’re asking. I haven’t been home in—”

“Almost two years. Yeah, I know.” 

She rarely talked about her family, and he only knew as much as he did because he’d overheard a conversation between Peyton and her mom. His confident friend had wilted after the conversation and revealed things she wouldn’t have otherwise.

“I can’t imagine not seeing my mom for that long.”

She snorted. “I’m not that lucky.”

“What do you mean?”

“My mother makes up a dozen excuses to visit Orange Valley. She convinces Dad to drive her, and then they drop by.” She made air quotes. “You’d think I’d get used to it, but I can never predict it, so they always catch me by surprise.”

Zak’s gut twisted. Her parents craved a connection with her, but he didn’t say it aloud. 

“Peyt, your parents are expecting you at their anniversary celebration. This way, you get to go home with a handsome man.” He tapped his chest. “I’m talking about me, in case you were wondering, and prove to them you’re thriving even though you didn’t follow the path they would have chosen for you.”

They said nothing for several moments, the clinking of silverware and the bustle of the town filling the silence.

Peyton put her fork down. “I guess I could show them I’m not withering away because I haven’t married and started a family like Racquel.”

There was a hint of bitterness when she mentioned her sister.

“Does that mean you’ll do it?” He held his breath as he waited for her response.

“That depends on how you answer this next question,” she wriggled her fingers. “Where’s my ring?”

He dug the ring box from his pocket and dropped to one knee. “Peyton.” He allowed a hint of his true feelings to show. “Will you be my fake fiancée?”
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Peyton Green twisted the solitaire engagement ring around her finger. It was gorgeous and suited her perfectly. Her mind drifted to the last time she’d worn a man’s ring and the mess her life had disintegrated into.

“Are you listening to us?” Cassandra Pageant’s voice brought Peyton back before she sank into the mire of bitterness and grief that memories of Roger normally triggered.

“Sorry.” She rubbed her eyes and refocused on her tablet screen, pushing aside her persistent regret. “What did you say?”

They used to have a biweekly Monday Girls’ Night, but now had to settle for the occasional too-short video calls around their crammed schedules.

“She asked about your meal with Zak.” Latonya McPherson-Hall smirked. “It must have been wonderful if it’s making it difficult for you to concentrate.”

“Ha-ha.” Peyton rolled her eyes. “Zak and I are just friends. I told you that.” 

Tonya had been dropping not-so-subtle hints about how perfect Zak was for her, but Peyton wasn’t buying it.

Zak was one of her closest friends, especially since Cassie had returned to her hometown in Cinnamon Hill and Tonya was busy being a pastor’s wife and mothering three boys.

“I want a friend who looks as good as he does in a suit,” Cassie teased.

“So you say. I never hear stories about you going out with anyone. Don’t they have any men in your community?”

A shadow flickered across Cassie’s face, and Peyton felt like a heel.

“Cass—”

“I’m not ready to date again.”

Cassie’s last relationship had ended with her in the hospital and her boyfriend in jail.

“I shouldn’t have brought it up.” Peyton touched the ring and took a deep breath before lifting her hand to the device’s camera. “There is something I’d like to tell you.”

The women gasped.

“Is that…?”

“Are you engaged?”

Cassie and Tonya’s words overlapped, and Peyton gave them a moment to speculate about who she was dating and why they hadn’t met him.

“It’s not what you think.”

Cassie angled her head. “You’re not wearing some man’s engagement ring?”

“Yes, and no.”

Tonya held up a hand. “How do you ‘yes and no’ wear an engagement ring? Is this another—”

“No.” Peyton cut in before Tonya could mention Roger. Her friends only knew a fraction of what had happened, and it was enough for them to paint Roger as the scoundrel he was. “Zak and I are fake-engaged.”

Their mouths dropped open, and Peyton hurried to reassure her friends that it meant nothing. She told them the terms they’d agreed to and waited for their reactions.

Tonya was the first to speak. “I don’t know, Peyt. I like Zak, who’d be perfect for you if you give him a chance, but this is a terrible idea.”

“Agreed,” Cassie chimed in. “Someone’s bound to get hurt. Maybe even both of you.”

Foreboding shivered down Peyton’s spine at the tension on her friends’ faces.

“Oh, come on,” she began in a light tone. “What could happen?”

Tonya’s lips pressed into a thin line. “He could get his heart broken.”

“Or he could break yours.” Cassie’s soft comment lingered on the airwaves.

* * *

“We need ground rules.” Peyton settled on Zak’s worn sofa in his tiny living room.

They were meeting in Zak’s apartment to get their stories straight. After some debate, they’d agreed to keep their meetings private to minimize the chances of their ruse being discovered. That’s assuming no one had seen him fake proposing at Ruby’s.

“What type of rules?” Zak handed Peyton a bottle of her favorite sparkling water before settling at the other end of the couch.

“Like, how will we behave in public? How did we end up in a relationship? How did we fall in love?” Her voice quivered on the last word, and she sipped water to play it off.

“Let’s see.” Zak stroked his chin. “In public, we’ll be the happy couple. You’ll be my queen, and I the lucky fellow who gets to spend the rest of my life with you.”

Zak’s deep voice and earnest expression released butterflies in her stomach.

She batted her hands at him, wishing she could dispel the flutter of yearning. “Be serious.”

“I am.” He gave her a charming grin. “Doesn’t every woman long to be the queen of their man’s heart?”

I want to be your queen.

The unexpected thought drifted to her mind, and she buttoned her lips, not wanting the unbidden words to escape.

“What about the rest?”

“You mean why we started dating?”

“Yes.”

“You’re right.” Zak rubbed his forehead. “Mom will want all the details. Let’s stick as close to the truth as possible.”

She nodded her assent because it made sense—fewer things to remember. “How will you respond if someone asks how we fell in love?”

Zak’s gray eyes met hers, an indiscernible emotion swirling in their depths. “Can you blame me? You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, and it’s not just physical beauty. 

“You’re kind, loyal to your friends, and passionate about life. Every man should be as lucky as I am to find such a wonderful woman to spend the rest of his life with.”

Her pulse scattered at his words and his intense expression. 

Relax, Peyton. It’s not real. He’s playing a role; that’s all. 

It took several moments before her heart rate returned to normal.

When her friends suggested someone might get hurt, she objected. She and Zak had been friends for years and never crossed the barrier from friendship into more. She’d been content with their status, but a few minutes of pretending had her speculating about things that couldn’t happen.

Like, what if she and Zak weren’t pretending? What if she was his real fiancée, on her way to meet his family? And what would she do if Zak decided he wanted something real and got back with his ex-girlfriend?
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Zak glanced at Peyton, who sat in the passenger seat of his SUV with a pensive expression. She’d been subdued since he picked her up that morning. He replayed their conversation in his living room—their last one before her mood shifted.

She’d worried about convincing his family and friends they were the real deal. He’d argued that they could do it. 

The engine’s hum served as a backdrop to his thoughts.

Had he revealed too much of his genuine emotions? From their first meeting, Zak had been drawn to Peyton, but she maintained a polite distance. It had taken months of run-ins and casual conversations before she’d loosened up and shown a glimmer of her true self. It had been a gift, one he didn’t take advantage of.

“Earth to Peyton.”

She turned to him with an absent smile. “I’m here. What’s up?”

“Are you ready to meet my mom?”

“That depends,” her lips quirked into a smile. “Does she really care if I know you refused to eat carrots until you were six?”

“You never know.” He’d kept his word and created index cards with what he believed was pertinent information for a couple to know about each other. “Did I miss something?”

“We won’t know until we get there.” She tapped her fingers on the dashboard, nervous energy pulsating off her. “Tell me about your hometown.

Colorful buildings washed in bright sunlight zipped by as he closed the miles between Orange Valley and Greenvale. 

“You’ve never visited?”

“No.”

He considered the tidbits she’d find interesting. “It’s a resort town. Because many hotels are there, most businesses cater to tourism. The most famous one is the Cerulean. Ever heard of it?”

She scoffed. “Along with everyone on Saturn Island.”

The Cerulean Hideaway Resorts were a chain of luxury villas. They had resorts all over the island that catered to the wealthy.

“Well, you’ll get to see one today. I’ll drive real slow when I pass.”

“Ha-ha. Where has this inner comedian been for the past five years of our friendship?”

“Sorry.” He flexed his fingers on the steering wheel. “He comes out when I’m nervous.”

“What scares you the most?”

Having to fake-date you in front of my family and friends when I want it to be real.

“My mom and Aunt Susan.”

“Aunt Susan?”

“Yeah. Susan Morgan.”

“Wait.” She held up a hand and scrolled through her phone. “Is ‘Aunt Susan’ related to Alyssa Morgan?”

Heat climbed up his neck. “Susan is Alyssa’s mother.”

“Your ex-girlfriend’s mother is your honorary aunt?” Her voice pitched upward.

“Didn’t I mention that?”

“No, Zak. You didn’t.” The staccato rhythm of her fingers increased. “I’m glad this is fake.”

His fingers tightened on the wheel as he attempted to predict her response. “Why? Am I such a terrible option that you’d prefer to be alone?”

“No, it’s because if I were your girlfriend, I’d spend the entire trip worrying that you’d leave me for Alyssa.”

They remained silent for the rest of the trip while he stewed over her words. Could he have done more to sever his ties with Alyssa’s family? Was that something a girlfriend would expect? He glanced at Peyton. Would he have to cut ties with the Morgans if they were together?

The scenery shifted, and the distance between buildings widened. He turned off the air conditioning and opened the windows, letting the crisp, ocean-scented air flow through the car.

They were almost at Greenvale. His spine stiffened, and Zak second-guessed his decision to take Peyton home. He indicated the turn onto a familiar street. It was too late now.

“We’re here.” He pulled into the driveway of his parents’ three-bedroom house and turned to her. “Peyton.” 

He was desperate to repair their connection, which had seemed off-kilter in recent days.

“You should greet your welcoming party.” She tipped her chin toward the windscreen.

He swung his head around and groaned. His mother stood on the veranda with a gigantic neon green sign with, ‘Welcome Home, Zachary, my precious boy’ in large block letters.

Streamers and balloons hung from the ceiling and on the wall behind her, making it look like the decorations had exploded.

He closed his eyes briefly against his mother’s display of affection. “Oh, no.”

Peyton snickered. 

“My mom goes overboard.”

“I would never have guessed that.” Amusement painted her words.

“Will you be alright?” His stomach twisted into knots as he pondered his grand plan. 

Perhaps he should have found an alternative to bringing Peyton home as his fake fiancée.

“Of course.” She ran her fingers through the russet strands that fell to her shoulders. “Your mom likes drama—I’ll give her some.”

Zak pinched the bridge of his nose. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

He took a moment to center himself. If he waited too long, his mother would come to him, and the last thing he wanted was for his mom to overwhelm Peyton.

“Let me talk to her first, and then I’ll come and get the door for you.”

She arched a brow. “You told your mom I was coming with you, right?”

Zak cracked his knuckles before he admitted the truth. “I may have decided I wanted it to be a surprise.”

He ducked out of the car before she could respond, cursing himself for being a coward. He should have told his mother he was bringing a date. But he’d been so annoyed at her constant chatter about Alyssa that he’d wanted to prove he could find a serious girlfriend by himself.

Not that it would help this situation when he’d angered his fake fiancée and was about to upset his mother.

He took a fortifying breath before bounding up the front steps, the wood creaking under his weight. “Hi, Mom.”

“Zak.” She dropped the sign and drew him into her arms.

He savored the warmth of her embrace as lavender, the scent he always associated with home, wrapped around him.

“Oh, it’s good to see you.” She pulled back and beamed at him.

“Good to see you, too.” He touched the reddish-purple curl brushing her ear. “This is new.”

She rolled her eyes. “I went in for my usual color and came out with this.” She gestured to her head.

For as long as he could remember, his mom had colored her hair red.

“What happened?”

“Sandy mixed up her colors. I would have dyed it back, but everyone claims the color suits me.”

“It does.” He studied her. “It gives you a space frontier look.”

She giggled, her face appearing more cheerful. “You’re a charmer, like your father.”

He grinned, glad they were at a place where they could mention Boaz Knight without waves of despair.

“I have a surprise for you.” Mischief lit her eyes, and he stiffened.

Was this where she announced that she’d planned his and Alyssa’s wedding? It wouldn’t surprise him. His mother sometimes went off on a tangent when convinced she knew best. 

“I have one for you, too.”

“Me first.” She whistled, the piercing sound loud enough to shatter glass from miles away.

“Mom.” He stuck a finger in his ear. “Next time, give a warning unless you want to pay someone’s hearing aid bill.”

The door creaked open, and Zak spun, his nerves quivering with anticipation.

Alyssa stepped onto the porch, her lips curved into a welcoming smile.

His eyes swept over her, cataloging the changes. How long had it been since he’d seen her? Eight years? Somehow, their visits to Greenvale never coincided—something he’d failed to notice until then. Had she been avoiding him? Or had it been poor timing on both their parts?

Her lean frame had matured into soft curves. Although her yellow dress was more modest than she would have worn in high school, the color suited her, making her medium-brown skin glow. 

Despite the minor changes, she was still the pretty, petite girl next door. Too bad he was no longer the boy in love with her. If only he could convince their parents.

“Welcome home, Zak.”

How should one greet an old girlfriend? Did they hug? Kiss each other on the cheek?

“Thanks.” He held out a hand.

Alyssa slid her palm into his and leaned in for a hug. Zak patted her back awkwardly and ignored his mother’s smug smile. 

Please, God, don’t let Peyton be watching us.
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Peyton stared after Zak as he vaulted up the wide gray steps toward his mother. Had she made a mistake? It was one thing to agree to be his fake fiancée when no one was watching, but could she convince anyone she was in love with Zak?

It wasn’t that he wasn’t good-looking—the man was one of Saturn Island’s up-and-coming male models, so that wasn’t the problem. It was that she’d trained herself not to expect a relationship with anyone.

After Roger’s betrayal, she’d spent years chastising herself for allowing him to deceive her. She survived by focusing on her career and her relationship with God. She had close female friendships and several platonic relationships with her male acquaintances. What more did she need?

Love?

The word whispered through her spirit, but she pushed it away. Love came in all shapes and sizes, and she was content with what she had.

She smiled as Zak bent to hug the diminutive woman—he must get his height from his father. She’d give them another minute, and if he didn’t return for her, she would get out and introduce herself.

Zak spun toward the front door, and Peyton tracked his movement, eyes snagging on the pretty woman who stared at Zak as if he were her entire world.

This must be the ex-girlfriend. She studied them. They would have made an excellent match in high school. Alyssa’s head came to Zak’s shoulder, her golden complexion a lovely contrast to his dark skin.

Zak held a hand toward Alyssa, who stared at it like she didn’t know what to do with it.

“Smart move, Zak,” she murmured with approval, though he couldn’t hear it. 

If they were to convince his family and friends he was over Alyssa, boundaries needed to be set from early.

Alyssa leaned toward Zak, and heat surged in Peyton’s chest, rushing through her body and almost obliterating her vision. She was out of the car and up the stairs before she made a conscious decision to do so.

She stopped beside Zak and glared at Alyssa. “Please take your hands off my fiancé. I don’t share.” She held Alyssa’s shocked gaze until the woman dropped her hand and stepped back.

“Darling,” she rested a palm on Zak’s chest and fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Won’t you introduce me to your friend?”

She bumped his leg with hers when Zak continued to gape at her.

“Oh, right.” He turned her toward the two women and rested his hands on her shoulder. “Mom, Alyssa, I’d like to introduce you to my fiancée, Peyton Green.”

* * *

Peyton sat in an armchair in Carla Knight’s cozy living room. She pretended to be absorbed in scrolling through her phone but was aware of everything, from Alyssa’s furtive glances to the whispered conversation between Zak and his mother a few paces away.

The aroma of well-seasoned meat and cheese wafted around her, reminding Peyton that it had been hours since her last meal.

Alyssa perched on the edge of the sofa, worrying her fingernail as her gaze darted between the Knights and Peyton.

After a few minutes, Zak straightened to his full height. “Fine.”

He stalked over to her and perched on the edge of the armchair. His mother followed at a sedate pace, her face set in stern lines.

“Sweetheart,” Zak took her hand and intertwined their fingers.

A spark shot up her arm, making it hard to focus on Zak’s words. What on earth was happening? She’d held Zak’s hand before and never responded like this. 

“You were right.”

Uh-oh.

She faked a sweet smile and gazed at him with what she hoped was an adoring expression. “I often am.”

A genuine grin flashed across Zak’s face.

“What was I right about this time?”

“I shouldn’t have kept our engagement or the fact that I’d invited you to spend the weekend with me as a surprise.”

“Oh-kay.” She drew the word into two syllables.

“Mom claims the guest room is inhabitable because she’s renovating.” His eyes flickered to his mother.

“I am.” Mrs. Knight folded her arms across her chest and lifted her chin. “I applied a fresh coat of paint this morning.”

With effort, Peyton maintained her calm expression. She suspected that the room wasn’t out of commission. This was Mrs. Knight’s way of telling Peyton she was unwelcome.

“I’ve offered to sleep on the couch so you can have my room but…”

“I’ll stay at a hotel.”

Zak shook his head. “Unless you can get a room at the Cerulean, I doubt any are available in Greenvale.”

A bead of sweat rolled down her spine as she contemplated what that meant for their ruse.

Alyssa’s hand flittered to her mouth before dropping to her lap and back again. This happened two or three times with no comment from the Knights.

“I think Alyssa wants to say something.” Peyton pointed at the woman.

Zak turned to his ex-girlfriend. “What is it, Alyssa?”

“Uhm.” Her voice was softer than Peyton expected. “You can stay with me.”

“No.” Peyton was shaking her head before Alyssa was done speaking. “Zak cannot stay with you.” 

It would defeat the entire purpose of their charade if Zak moved into his ex-girlfriend’s house for the next three days.

She had no intention of staying in this house alone with Carla Knight. The woman was so disgruntled at Peyton’s appearance that it wouldn’t surprise her if Carla did things to ‘encourage’ her to leave.

Alyssa’s smile softened her features, giving Peyton a glimpse of her ‘girl-next-door’ beauty. No wonder Zak had fallen for her. He hadn’t stood a chance between her proximity, her prettiness, and no doubt, lots of parental interference.

“I meant you.” Alyssa met Peyton’s gaze. “I’ll sleep with Hope, and you can have my room.”

Out of the question. She would not spend the next three days living with the woman whose ex-boyfriend she was pretending to be engaged to.

“Thank you, but—”

“Who’s Hope?” Zak’s question cut off her refusal.

Alyssa’s face brightened. “My daughter.”
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Zak dropped Peyton’s hand as the shock of Alyssa’s words registered. “You have a child?”

A hundred questions ran through his brain. How old was her daughter? Who was the father, and where was he? 

Better yet, how did the man feel about Alyssa’s determination to rekindle their relationship?

“Why wouldn’t she have a family, Zak?” Peyton grabbed his knee, the slight nip of her nails bringing him back to the present. “People move on after high school.” She pointed at him. “You did.”

“Right.” He reclaimed Peyton’s hand, her warmth centering him in the present. “I’m surprised Mom never mentioned it.” He scowled at his mother.

“Didn’t I?” Carla feigned confusion and sank onto the couch beside Alyssa. “It must have slipped my mind.”

“Really?” 

She had given him an almost blow-by-blow account of what Alyssa had done since leaving Greenvale after high school, but left out her new family?

“Let it go.” Peyton sang the words between gritted teeth.

She was right. He had no reason to be angry that no one told him about Alyssa’s child. It’s not like he wanted his ex-girlfriend back. This awkward conversation was proof of the lengths he’d taken to stave off his mother’s matchmaking attempts.

He cleared his throat. “Your husband isn’t attending the reunion with you?”

Pain flickered across Alyssa’s face.

“I’m divorced.” Alyssa looked down at her hands. “Jim left after Hope’s first birthday. He claimed he wasn’t ready to be a father and wanted freedom to live his life.”

Her words lingered in the air. Zak detected a trace of bitterness in Alyssa’s voice, but didn’t dare address it.

“Anyway,” Alyssa fake-smiled at Peyton. “My parents won’t mind hosting Zak’s fiancée. We’re practically family.”

He gave Peyton a side-glance, checking her response to Alyssa’s possessive statement. Her show of jealousy on the veranda had surprised—and pleased him. If only it had been real.

“Are there no alternatives?” Peyton’s wide-eyed stare communicated her reluctance.

Zak stroked the back of her hand with his thumb as he considered. He could ask his other neighbors if they had room for Peyton, but she would like that even less. Not to mention the story that would circulate through the grapevine. The community would claim Carla didn’t want to host Peyton, making her visit more uncomfortable.

“No.” His shoulders sagged. Short of returning to Orange Valley, they had no choice. “Peyton, you should—”

She shook her head slightly.

“Do you want me to…?”

Her nostrils flared.

“Alright.” He held out both hands. He’d guessed how she felt about the situation, but he was taking no chances. “Mom, Alyssa, give us a few minutes to discuss this.” He drew Peyton to her feet and hustled her through the back door.

He escorted Peyton across the expanse of bright green carpet grass to the large avocado tree that overshadowed his yard and the Morgans’.

“Please don’t tell me I’ll have to stay with that woman.”

Zak stepped closer to her, aware that anyone in the Morgans’ backyard could overhear them.

“Shh, keep your voice down. Would you prefer if I stayed next door?”

“Are you kidding?” She glared at him. “In what universe is it okay for a woman’s fiancé to move in with their ex-girlfriend?”

The wind rustled the leaves in the tree.

“Uhm?” 

Was that a trick question?

“Oh, yeah, I can imagine it—you would be one cozy family with your future in-laws and stepdaughter.”

Such passion shone in her eyes that Zak glanced behind him to spot who was eavesdropping.

“So, you’re staying with the Morgans?”

Her shoulders sagged. “What choice do we have?” Her eyes begged him to find an alternative, but he had nothing.

“Do you want to leave?”

“No.” She lowered her head. “If we leave now, it would create all kinds of stories, and we would have failed to accomplish the one thing we came here for.”

“Thank you.” He touched her arm. “I’ll come with you.”

Zak followed Peyton and Alyssa into the Morgans’ house. Though it had been years since he’d crossed the threshold, not much had changed. 

The wall behind the forest green sofa had pictures of the Morgans at various ages and doing different activities.

Some brought back memories, but there were also new ones, including some featuring a girl who resembled Alyssa—Hope.

“Alyssa? Is that you?” Susan called from the next room.

“Yes, Mom, it’s me. I have a…” Alyssa’s eyes darted between him and Peyton, “guests.”

Peyton sidled up behind him. “Does she expect me?”

“We’ll find out in a minute.” He adopted an artificial smile.

“Zachary Knight, is that you?” Susan hurried toward him, her arms outstretched. “How long has it been since you entered this house?” She drew him into a hug. “I hope we’ll see you several times this weekend.” 

She winked. “You and Alyssa are old enough that I can trust you to close the door when you visit her in her room.”

Heat crawled up his neck at her insinuations. “Yes. No.”

“Ahem.” Peyton jabbed him, her pointy elbow bumping against his ribs.

He grunted but repressed his yelp of pain. 

“I’ll be visiting Alyssa’s room often, but it won’t be to see your daughter.” He pulled Peyton to stand beside him. “I’d like to introduce you to my fiancée.”

Susan’s mouth fell open, her head swiveling between him and Alyssa. “But I thought you and Alyssa—”

“Carla’s spare bedroom is being renovated,” Alyssa explained. “I told Peyton she could stay in my room, and I’d bunk with Hope.”

Susan frowned. “Isn’t the plan for you and Zak to get back tog—”

“Mom.” Alyssa threw an arm around her mother’s shoulder. “We’ll take Peyton upstairs so she can get ready. Then, when we’re at the Games Night, I’d appreciate it if you’d move my clothes in with Hope.”

“Fine.” Susan’s lips flattened into an almost identical replica of his mother’s earlier expression.

This conspiracy went deeper than he’d expected. Would he regret returning to Greenvale for his reunion?

“Are you hungry, dear?” Susan scanned Peyton. “You look as though you haven’t eaten in a decade.”

Peyton stiffened, and Zak laid a soothing hand on her arm.

“Peyton’s a model. That’s how we met.”

“Of course she is, dear,” Susan responded with a saccharine smile. “I always said Alyssa could have been a model, but she focused on more important pursuits, like motherhood.” 

Susan gave Peyton a scornful look. “But you wouldn’t know anything about that, dear. Some women believe a career is more important than family.”

That’s it. He was ending the charade and taking Peyton back to Orange Valley. She didn’t deserve this ill treatment, and he wouldn’t accept it any longer.

“That’s why finding the right man is so important.” Peyton cuddled against Zak and smiled at him, as if he were the man of her dreams. “Zak understands how important my career is to me, and…” She lay a palm over his heart. “When the time is right, we’ll start our family.”

Zak’s heart thudded against his chest. He forgot they were pretending as Peyton locked gazes with him. This was all he’d ever wanted—a chance to show Peyton how much he cared about her.

Would he ever get the chance?

Susan sniffed. “I suppose you’ll need an hour to primp before you believe you’re perfect.”

“Mom.” Alyssa squeezed her mother’s shoulders. “Be nice.”

Zak silently seconded Alyssa’s request. Susan was usually an even-tempered woman unless it was cheer season. Then, she became as mean as a tiger with a bullet in its paw.

“Fine.” Susan bared her teeth in a feral smile. “Welcome to our home, Priscilla. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay with us.”

Peyton tightened her grip on him and gave him a teasing smile. “Oh, I plan to.”

His eyes zipped between the three women, his spine tingling with dread. There were so many undercurrents humming in the room, he would never interpret them all.

What had he unleashed?
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Peyton’s muscles quivered as she fought against the heat surging through her veins. The nerve of that woman to insinuate that Peyton was starving? What right did the Morgans have to pretend Zak belonged to them and didn’t deserve to be with the woman he chose?

She hid her curled fists behind her until Alyssa tugged Susan from the room and closed the door.

Zak studied her, his brow furrowed. “Are you alright?”

“No, I’m not alright,” she bit out through clenched teeth. 

She paced the pretty peach room, taking in the signs of Alyssa’s presence. Photographs of herself with her family and friends on the wall, toiletries spilled across the dresser, and a familiar flowery scent.

This was probably why she’d been so quick to volunteer her space—so Peyton would have to acknowledge her suitability with Zak.

The thought twisted something inside her, making her want to lash out.

“No wonder you didn’t want to marry into this family.”

Zak’s expression became sheepish. “Susan’s not usually like that. I don’t know why she was so inhospitable.”

“Don’t you?” She propped her hands on her hips. “It’s obvious that Carla, Susan, and Alyssa are working together.” She grabbed her suitcase and flipped it onto its side on the bedside rug. “If they’re trying to scare me away, they’ll have to come at me harder than that.”

“Uhm, Peyton?” Zak placed a restraining hand on her arm. “This isn’t worth getting upset. We’ll return to Orange Valley, and you’ll never see these women again.”

His words should have comforted her, but the tightness in her chest remained.

“They challenged my femininity and hinted that I can’t choose to have a family and a career, too. I owe it to the women who fought for equality to prove that I can be a model and mother if I choose to.”

“You’re not making sense.”

“I know.” She marched him to the door. “Meet me out front in fifteen minutes. Don’t be late. I’ll show these women why I’m your fiancée instead of Alyssa.” 

It didn’t occur to her until after he’d left that she forgot to add the word ‘fake’ before ‘fiancée.’

Contrary to Susan’s belief, models were skilled at quick changes. They had to be because there was little time backstage to change between appearances on the runway.

She was downstairs in nine minutes.

“Oh, Paris.” Susan greeted her with an insincere smile. “It’s so nice of you to be ready in time. I’m sure it was difficult for you to dress yourself.” She widened her eyes. “I watch those model search shows all the time, and I don’t know how you deal with the lack of privacy.”

Peyton ground her teeth but didn’t respond. This woman was Zak’s neighbor. Long after their arrangement ended, his mother still lived next door.

There was a sharp rap on the front door, and she pivoted toward it. “That will be Zak.”

“I’ll get it.” Susan took off for the door at an escalated clip.

Peyton arched a brow and followed at a more sedate pace. The woman was crazy, and Peyton counted the hours until she could say goodbye to her.

“My,” Susan clucked, her tone appreciative. “Aren’t you handsome?”

Peyton’s gaze roamed over Zak, and she had to agree. His silver shirt made his gray eyes appear almost stormy.

“Thank you.” He reached for her, his eyes locked on hers. “You’re stunning.”

She forgot they were pretending and basked in the warmth of his regard, her cheeks heating.

Remember the reason for their visit. He’s playing a role for Susan.

The reminder hurt more than it should have. She cleared her throat and broke eye contact. “You look nice.”

He half-smiled. “Are you ready?”

“I am.” She stepped toward him.

“Oh, you can’t go yet.” Susan grabbed Zak’s arm.

“Why not?”

She and Zak turned to Susan in unison. 

“Because Alyssa’s not ready.”

Peyton angled her head. “Alyssa?”

“My daughter?” Susan adopted a superior expression. “Since you’re attending the same function, it makes no sense to take separate vehicles.”

She and Zak exchanged panicked glances.

“Oh, I was hoping to show Peyton around—”

“Nonsense.” Susan waved a hand. “You won’t have time. Besides, here’s Alyssa.” Susan’s lips curved into a genuine smile. “You look lovely, dear.”

The woman’s love for her daughter was so apparent that Peyton had to look away. Had her mother ever gazed at her with such fondness? She couldn’t remember. Peyton’s stomach twisted into knots with a pang of longing for her mother’s love.

She visualized a calm meadow until the knot in her stomach eased. This was not the time to speculate about her complicated relationship with Hermione Green. No, she had more pressing matters to deal with.

“Wait one second.” Susan dashed into the house.

Peyton turned to Zak. “What—?”

“Mom loves to take photographs for her scrapbook.” Alyssa glanced at Zak with a smile. “Some of our best memories are in one of Mom’s collections.”

Was it normal to feel like your fake fiancé’s third wheel?

Susan returned with a small digital camera. “Stand together.”

Peyton edged closer to Zak, her arm brushing against Alyssa’s.

Susan lifted the camera to her eye and frowned. “Oh, that will never do. Alyssa, stand on Zak’s other side.”

Peyton suppressed an eye roll. She suspected Susan would cut her out of the picture. 

“Zak, put your arm around Alyssa,” Susan directed.

Peyton twisted to peer at him. Would he fall in line with Susan’s demands?

Zak shifted closer to Peyton. “My fiancée wouldn’t like that.”

“Nonsense.” Susan marched over and wrestled Zak’s arm around Alyssa. “Persephone’s a smart girl, not one who gets jealous for no reason.”

Susan was mistaken about her. She was jealous. As much as she and Zak were faking it, she did not want Alyssa touching him and reminding Zak of their shared past.

What was wrong with her?

She plastered her ‘I’m having the time of my life’ smile on her face and snuggled against Zak. She rested a hand on his chest, ensuring the engagement ring was prominent. Let Susan photoshop that out of the picture.

Susan took several shots, muttering under her breath the entire time. In each picture, Peyton pressed herself closer to Zak until she was practically in his arms.

“Enough.” Susan dropped her hand with a pinched expression. “You don’t want to be late.”

Peyton pivoted and stalked down the stairs. That woman would be the death of her. She checked her watch—thirty minutes down, a lifetime’s worth left to go.

“Oh, Zak, help Alyssa down the stairs. Do you remember that time in grade five when she tumbled down the stairs?”

Peyton spun, gaping at the scene. You’ve got to be kidding. Would Susan push her daughter at Zak for the next three days? Or was it a genuine concern for her daughter?

“We wouldn’t want a repeat of that incident, would we?” Susan’s sly smile suggested she knew exactly what she was doing.

Peyton had held back, reminding herself that she and Zak weren’t together. But what happened when he found
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