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“Come here, Marg,” he repeated. “Your boyfriend must be waiting, so let’s do this quickly and get it over with.”

My head snapped back. Excuse me? I followed his gaze. Walter. Still standing there. Watching.

“He is not—” I bit my tongue.

Why was I even explaining myself? I turned back to Garret, irritation flaring. “Garret Henderson, I am not some two-timing person like—”

I didn’t finish.

I didn’t get the chance.

Because in the next second, he was right in front of me. One hand cradling my head—and then—he kissed me.

And just like that...every thought in my head scattered. Because my body? My very traitorous body—was not protesting at all.
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CHAPTER 1
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Marg

Harmony, 2009

It took one glance—one unfortunate, wholly inconvenient glance—for me to decide I did not like him.

Just like that, the confidence I’d been carrying so carefully on my way to the restaurant slipped, and fell straight down to my heeled toes. My blind date—my supposedly manageable, mildly unimpressive blind date—had turned out to be everything I had not prepared for.

Perfect.

Garret Henderson slid off his dark tinted glasses and paused, his gaze sweeping the room with unhurried precision—until it found me. And stayed there.

My breath hitched.

Oh my word.

The phrase rose up, loud and unfiltered, begging to be screamed into existence. Because for one brief, catastrophic second, I was... pinned. That gaze—dark, assessing, entirely too aware—crossed the space between us and struck me clean, nailing me to the wall behind.

Every carefully arranged layer of composure I’d worn into this place? Gone. Stripped without ceremony.

I swallowed, dragging in air that suddenly felt too thin to be useful.

My dress—modest, sensible, intentionally unremarkable—betrayed me by feeling like anything but under his attention. My palms turned damp. I discreetly wiped them against my sides before reaching for my glass, fingers betraying me with the faintest tremble.

Oh brother. This is a disaster.

My thoughts scattered, wild and uncontainable, like horses bolting across open land. I took a sip of water, but my throat had gone stubbornly dry, the liquid doing almost nothing for the dryness.

Catherine Gooding—my best friend—had not been exaggerating. If anything, she had been criminally restrained.

“The Henderson men aren’t hard to miss,” she’d said, attempting modesty right after a very un-modest, very telling shriek.

She should have just said: Prepare yourself. Or don’t go.

I stared at him as he walked toward me, each step measured, unhurried, entirely too confident. Every expectation I’d had unraveled in real time. I had envisioned someone... manageable. A mouse of a man. Quiet. Nervous. The sort who would fold at the slightest pressure.

Someone I could scare off.

I had a plan. A brilliant, time-tested plan. I would put on a performance—just enough dramatics, just enough chaos—and he would take one look at me, recoil in horror, and flee. No harm done. No future complications.

Simple.

Except now?

Now I was the one unraveling. Because this man—this Garret Henderson—looked like he wouldn’t so much as blink.

What if he liked me? The thought slipped in, unwelcome and sharp.What if he stayed?

A cold, creeping panic curled through me as an all-too-familiar image rose to the surface—my mother. Ever accommodating. Ever bending. Shaping herself around my father’s moods and whims while he carried on as though the world had personally appointed him its finest offering to women.

And really—who had ever heard of a handsome man belonging to just one woman?

Not me.

Even scripture had its track record. The beautiful ones were rarely... singular in their devotion. Isaac, perhaps—but Isaac had his own peculiarities, marrying at forty through what could only be described as divine matchmaking outsourcing. Then there was Joseph.

The point was—men like that were rare then.

Now?

Now, when morals seemed to be doing a steady, enthusiastic dive off a cliff?

I exhaled sharply.

My head already throbbed from the sheer volume of my own thoughts—and Garret Henderson had yet to reach my table.

Truly, how long did it take a man to cross a room?

Time stretched, thinned, distorted—until I half-expected a soft-focus filter to descend and a dramatic soundtrack to swell like in my favorite K-dramas. Any second now, a halo might appear over his head, followed by a slow, devastating smile and one offensively perfect tooth glinting in the light.

Get it together, Marg. I murmured it under my breath like a prayer I wasn’t entirely sure I believed in.

He might be... this—whatever this was—but I was still me. The same person who, not too long ago, wanted absolutely nothing to do with marriage. This date was a courtesy. A gesture. The reasonable response to a mother who asked sweetly enough.

Right now, though, I would have preferred my father’s booming demands over my mother’s gentle persuasion. Because I could defy my father. My mother?

That was different.

If I walked away now—without trying—the guilt would follow me. Quiet. Persistent. Eternal. Terrifying.

Get it together, Marg.

And yet my gaze betrayed me, drifting—lingering—taking in details I had no business looking at. The clean lines of tailored navy trousers. The breadth of his shoulders beneath a black shirt, three buttons undone as though restraint were optional. The navy jacket that only emphasized the fact that this man occupied space like he had every right to.

A man entirely at ease within himself.

Oh dear. I fanned my face, subtlety abandoned.

I’m hyperventilating. I am actually about to collapse in public.

Briefly, I considered lowering my head between my knees. Then I dismissed it with appropriate horror. I closed my eyes instead, hoping—against all reason—that when I opened them, he would be gone.

He wasn’t.

If anything, his presence felt closer. Sharper. His gaze—unseen but unmistakable—brushed against my skin, raising awareness in its wake. The fine hairs at the nape of my neck stirred, and I was certain my arms had erupted into goosebumps.

Slowly, I opened my eyes. And met his. A thought, abrupt and defiant, cut through the noise.

Why was it my responsibility to elevate my mother’s standing in her own life? I hadn’t asked to be born into this arrangement. I wasn’t her, no matter how much she wished I could be shaped into a smaller, more agreeable version.

I watched him approach, apprehension tightening something deep in my chest, and forced a smile that felt as though it might crack under pressure.

“Hi, are you Margaret Fletcher? I’m Garret Henderson.”

Of course even his voice had to be like that. Deep. Husky. The sort that suggested bad habits or dangerous charm—or both.

For one fleeting, glorious moment, I considered escape. “I’m sorry, you’ve made a mistake. I’m Catherine Gooding.” I could say it. Stand. Walk out. Never look back.

Freedom.

But he was still watching me, one brow slightly raised, and—I sighed internally—I wasn’t that cruel. So instead, I said, softer than intended, “Yes, I am. Hi... nice to meet you, Garret.”

My voice wavered, but at least it resembled something functional. I took his hand, then glanced at my watch. Thirty seconds. That was all.

Thirty seconds—and it had stretched into something vast and unmanageable.

I sank back into my chair, already cringing at the image I must present. It certainly was not elegance.

He had arrived composed, polished—effortlessly put together.

I, on the other hand, had staged a quiet rebellion and dressed accordingly. Somewhere between intentional sabotage and unfortunate execution, I had landed firmly in witch-adjacent. And with Harmony’s temperamental weather—scorching days, cold nights—my makeup was likely in the early stages of surrender, sliding down my face like the opening act of a zombie apocalypse.

“Shall we order?” he asked.

I nodded quickly. Yes, please. Anything that would give my hands something to do and my eyes somewhere safe to land.

Anything that wasn’t him.

By the time the food arrived, I had already exhausted every safe topic in my head without saying a single word out loud.

Honeys was known for its food—rich, indulgent, the kind that melted on your tongue and made people forget their manners. Normally, I would have been halfway through my plate by now, unashamed and fully committed.

Now?

Now I stared at it like it had personally offended me.

I picked up my fork and nudged a green bean. Dragged it through the mashed potatoes. Poked at it again, as though it might suddenly offer guidance on how to survive this situation.

It didn’t.

My mind, on the other hand, refused to sit still.

Something about this place surfaced—some half-forgotten piece of gossip overheard at the salon while I had been trying not to eavesdrop and failing spectacularly. The restaurant belonged to some young man, barely in his mid-twenties. A passion project. Something to do on the side, because apparently that was the kind of life the extremely wealthy lived.

Lucky him.

Not that it mattered. Knowing who owned the place wouldn’t change anything about my life. We lived in entirely different worlds.

Still, the thought lingered, if only to distract me from the man sitting across from me.

I straightened my back, stiff enough to pass for a decorative pillar, and silently willed Garret to say something—anything—that would chip away at the growing iceberg between us.

Nothing.

Silence settled over the table, heavy and unyielding. He, on the other hand, seemed perfectly at ease. Eating.

Actually eating. As though this wasn’t the most suffocatingly awkward experience known to mankind.

Every now and then, he would glance at me—those long, sideways looks that made my skin prickle.

Honestly, there was no need for him to frown. I was already aware that I was a mess.

I give up.

The words rang loud and clear in my head.

I cannot do this anymore. Not the silence. Not the glances. Not the way my thoughts refused to behave. Before I could lose my nerve, I placed my fork and knife down with more care than necessary, as though neatness might compensate for everything else.

If he wasn’t going to be the villain in this story, then I would.

I cleared my throat softly. “Garret...”

My voice sounded calmer than I felt. That was something, at least.

“It’s been nice meeting you,” I continued, folding my hands together to keep them from fidgeting. “Our families mean well, but I don’t think we’ll work.”

There. Said. Clean. Simple. Efficient.

“Just tell your parents I’m not the right girl for you.”

I held my breath without meaning to, my chest tightening as I watched him. Garret didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he took his time. Deliberate. Unhurried. As though time itself bent slightly in his favor.

He reached for the napkin at his side, his movements precise, almost maddeningly composed, and wiped his hands as though we weren’t sitting in the middle of a quiet, polite disaster.

And then—those eyes. Those infuriating, piercing eyes I had decided—very quickly—to dislike...lifted. And settled directly on me.

***
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Garret

I finally raised my eyes to the woman seated across from me.

Interesting.

Very, very interesting.

Margaret Fletcher perched on the edge of her chair as though it might reject her at any moment—or she might reject it first. Every line of her body held tension. She looked like someone caught between two equally compelling options: bolting for the nearest exit... or fainting where she sat.

I took a slow sip of water, studying her over the rim of my glass.

This was new. No woman had ever reacted to me like this before. And, to my mild surprise, I found that I was enjoying it.

Bravo, Pastor Garret. Truly commendable. It’s official—you’ve crossed into madness. The thought amused me more than it should have.

Truth be told, I wouldn’t have been here at all if I’d had any real say in the matter. Not after the parade of dates my mother had been subjecting me to—each one ending with me making a strategic, and often urgent, retreat toward the nearest door.

Somewhere along the way, I had begun to question the long-standing notion that women were the gentler sex. From my experience, that theory required serious revision.

The ones I had met so far had been... determined. Aggressively so. Entirely focused on securing the coveted title of Mrs. Henderson, with very little regard for subtlety—or dignity.

Frankly, it remained nothing short of a miracle that my clothes had stayed on my body. There had been wandering hands. Bold ones. “Accidental” brushes that were anything but accidental. Legs sliding against mine beneath tables as though proximity alone might seal a proposal. Coy glances that carried the weight of expectation—anticipation, even—as if at any moment I might drop to one knee. And then... 

The near striptease.

I had endured more than enough. Abuse, in its most persistent and creative forms.

It had gotten to the point where I was beginning to wonder if there were any decent women left at all. And just when I had nearly given up—

Here she was.

Except Margaret Fletcher did not look like a woman interested in being courted. If anything, she looked like a warning.

Her makeup was... enthusiastic. Powder layered with a determination that bordered on defiance. Orange lipstick that refused to be ignored. A dress that could only be described as tent-like, as though it had been selected with the sole purpose of discouraging admiration.

Her brows—drawn on with admirable commitment—sat like two ambitious strokes attempting flight, lending her an oddly feline expression.

It was, quite clearly, a deliberate effort. An invitation to stay away. Unfortunately for her, it wasn’t working. Because beneath all of that... I could see it. And from my assessment? She was nearly perfect.

Curiosity, once sparked, is a difficult thing to ignore.

“Why do you think this will not work?” I asked.

Her eyes widened—genuinely startled, as though the question had caught her off guard. “I was given the impression I’d be meeting a junior pastor,” she said, hesitating slightly, “not... this.”

I frowned. “What do you mean, not this? I am a junior pastor.” I folded my arms across my chest, studying her carefully.

She chewed on her lower lip—orange gloss catching the light—before attempting, “It’s just that—”

“I get it,” I cut in, dismissing the rest with a small wave of my hand. “You expected someone shabbily dressed. Someone out of touch. So I gather I’m being judged based on how I look?”

The expression that crossed her face nearly broke my composure. If looks could speak, hers would have said: Have you seen me? And you're talking about shabbiness?

I had to fight to keep my expression neutral.

Thanks to my earlier conversation with her aunt, I was not entirely unprepared. The woman had been more than willing—enthusiastic, even—to inform me that her niece would do everything in her power to sabotage this date.

Which meant I had arrived ready. Ready to meet the “monster.” Ready to ensure she didn’t escape quite so easily.

“No, it’s not that,” she said.

“What is it then, Margaret?” My tone sharpened, just enough.

She inhaled quickly, clearly affected by it, before lifting her gaze to meet mine. There was a flicker of defiance there now, beneath the nerves.

Good. At least she had some fight in her.

Still, I could practically see the calculation behind her eyes. She knew, instinctively, that pushing too far might cost her this battle.

And she had been judging me. That much was obvious. Her type always thought they had me figured out within seconds.

“Pastor Gee...” she began, her voice betraying her with a faint squeak.

One look from me, and she nearly reconsidered continuing.

“It’s not about you,” she tried again. “It’s about me. I want a man who will be faithful. Loyal to the vows he makes.”

The last part softened, almost muttered—but I heard it clearly.

“And you think I won’t be that?” The disbelief in my own voice surprised even me.

She bit her tongue—literally—and I caught the faintest hint of regret flicker across her face.

So she knew she had crossed a line.

Interesting. Still, she pressed on. 

“You can have any girl you want. Girls in your class. Why me?”

There it was. The pout. The uncertainty. The underlying plea to be released from whatever this was. I almost laughed. Instead, I dragged a hand along my chin, considering her.

Everything she was doing—every attempt to repel me—was having the exact opposite effect.

I was intrigued. My thoughts drifted briefly to my mother.

Margaret Fletcher. Daughter of Aaron Fletcher and his third wife. Aaron Fletcher had five wives, if the interviews were to be believed.

A complicated household.

It was after I had told my mother I was done with her carefully arranged disasters, when she had paused—thoughtful—before pulling out that infamous diary of hers.

I had resisted groaning in exasperation. Here I was, telling her I was done, and her solution was another date.

“Perhaps... Margaret,” she had suggested slowly, pen tapping against her lips. “But you should meet her aunt first.”

“What’s wrong with her?” I had asked.

A pause. A sigh. “She’s... a bit childish.”

I had raised a brow, curious despite myself. 

“My son, you’re so unbelievable. Thirteen ‘good girls,’ and you failed to choose one. I never thought I’d have to put her on this list.”

I merely shrugged and pointed out. “Why not? Childish sounds preferable to being attacked across a dinner table by one of the ladies from our church.”

That had earned me a look. A wounded one. Which, coming from my mother, was telling.

That alone had secured my interest.

“Set it up,” I had said.

Now, sitting across from Margaret, I could see exactly what they had meant.

And still—not enough to deter me.

My decision settled into place with quiet certainty. Carefully, I said, “One month.”

Her head snapped up immediately, suspicion lighting her features. “One month of what?” 

“You could call it an arrangement,” I replied evenly. “Date me for a month.”  Not entirely accurate. But close enough—for now.

“Why would you suggest that?” She frowned. “You should be aware by now that I don’t like you.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it.

“The fact that you don’t like me, Marg, is precisely why I think this will work...One month. I’ll prove you wrong. I’m not like the men you think I am.”

She actually snorted. Entirely unladylike—and far more genuine than anything else she had done since I arrived.

That was better.

She studied me with a deepening frown, clearly unimpressed. “Why do you care what I think?”

Ah. There it was. Suspicion, plain and unfiltered.

And then I smiled—crooked, deliberate—and watched as it unsettled her far more than it should have.

“This benefits both of us,” I said smoothly. “You get a front-row seat to the company of a gentleman.”

She scoffed. Predictable.

“And,” I continued, “I get the chance to see whether knowing you better might change my first impression.”

“What do you mean?”

I shrugged lightly. “That you’re judgmental and inclined to think the worst of people.”

Her jaw dropped.
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CHAPTER 2
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Marg

“My little munchkin, you’re back!”

My door burst open before I could even look up properly, and then my mother was on me—arms wrapped tight, her signature floral perfume sweeping the room. 

“How was your date with Pastor Garret Henderson?”

A disaster. The answer rose instantly, sharp and ready. I swallowed it.

Instead, I lowered my gaze to the book in my hands and pretended I had reached a particularly fascinating part.

Mother pulled back just enough to look at me, and of course—she was dressed for one of those evenings. Something skimpy, something calculated, something that said baby, let’s have a little fun.

I frowned. That outfit could only mean one thing—my father’s weekly visit to her suite.

“Your aunt said you’ll get along well,” she continued, settling into the room like she owned not just the space, but the outcome of my life. “My darling girl, a pastor’s wife. Tied to the most influential family. I can already see Dorothy and the others dying of envy.”

Ah.

There it was. Not my happiness. Not my future. A competition.

Great. Just great.

So this was about climbing one step higher than the other wives. Not about me at all. My grip tightened slightly on the book.

Garret’s voice drifted back into my mind, uninvited and entirely too clear. You’re judgmental — he hadn’t said it exactly like that, but he might as well have.

The nerve. Who was he to make that call?

He was the arrogant one. The one with that infuriating composure, looking at people like he’d already assessed and categorized them with those dark, brooding eyes and that perfectly sculpted, aristocratic nose.

Me?

I was kind. Considerate. Thoughtful. If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have even gone on that date. I would have feigned illness and stayed right here, peacefully minding my business.

Suspicion crept in, and I looked up at my mother. “Mom... is Garret actually a pastor?”

She blinked, then narrowed her eyes at me as though I had personally offended her intelligence.

“What a silly question, darling. You would know these things if you removed your head from your books for even a second.”

That stung. It always did.

She sighed dramatically and sat beside me, taking my hand in hers. “Your aunt assured me he’s a good man. Above reproach, if that’s what you’re worried about. Don’t you attend the same church?”

Of course she would ask that. To her, a church was a church. Interchangeable. Identical.

“No,” I said, a little more quietly. “I don’t attend his church. That’s why I asked.”

“He’s perfect for you, isn’t he?” she pressed, her fingers tightening slightly around mine, her eyes softening with something dangerously close to hope. “It’s a step up from the other young men. You said yourself they didn’t share your values.”

I exhaled slowly, slipping my hand from hers before standing. There was no point. There never was.

She heard what she wanted to hear, saw what she wanted to see—and none of it had anything to do with me.

“Can you think of anything else,” I asked, turning to face her, “other than getting your only daughter married as proof that you raised her right?”

Her brow furrowed, confusion settling in as though I had spoken a foreign language. “Like what?”

I stared at her. “Like the fact that I want to go to university,” I said, the frustration finally surfacing. “I want to study psychology. My friends are out there, living their lives—independent, making choices—while I’m stuck here. In this massive house. Surrounded by stepmothers and half-brothers who think I’m incapable of forming a single intelligent thought.”

“Don’t be silly, darling,” she dismissed, waving her hand as though brushing away something insignificant. “Getting married is a noble thing.”

Of course it was.

I could recite the rest by heart.

“High school is enough. This talk of independence—it’s overrated. Give your friends a few years and you’ll see. While they chase this ‘freedom,’ they’ll lose far more. You, on the other hand, will be settled. Secure. And if you still feel like studying later, your husband can always send you to university.”

I stared at her. Really stared. How could someone believe that so completely? She had the means. She could send me herself. But she wouldn’t. Because in her world, my life didn’t begin with me—it began with a man.

A bitter thought surfaced, uninvited. Eve truly did a number on us.

Women—capable, intelligent—reduced to orbiting men as though they were the center of existence. And the worst part? Men adapted beautifully to that arrangement.

Of course they did. Why wouldn’t they? If women treated them like gods, they would act accordingly.

And when they strayed—because they often did—it was easy enough to justify it. A failure somewhere. A lack. Something the woman hadn’t provided.

The cycle repeated itself endlessly. Mother to daughter. Daughter to granddaughter. An inheritance I wanted no part of.

If women stood on their own—truly stood—things would change. Men would have to change. They would be forced to.

The shrill sound of my alarm cut through my thoughts. Saved.

I crossed to the bedside table and switched it off, grateful for the interruption. Behind me, my mother stood as well, and I quickly busied myself straightening the bed.

“Time for me to get ready for work,” I said lightly. Then, glancing at her, I added with a touch of her own tone, “And time for you to get rid of those. We wouldn’t want to disappoint our dear husband, would we?”

I pointed at the rollers still sitting in her hair.

“Margaret Fletcher!” she huffed, stamping her foot. “You haven’t told me how your date went!”

I rolled my eyes. Of course she would circle back.

There was no universe in which I would tell her the truth. Not about the disaster. Not about the things I had said. Definitely not about him.

“I still don’t think this waitressing job is necessary,” she continued with a dismissive shrug. “If your father hears about it, he’ll put an end to it immediately. And if you were with Garret, all of this would disappear—just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.

“Newsflash, Ma,” I said dryly, “Pastor Garret and I are not an item.” And if I had anything to do with it, we never would be. “So let’s not count our chickens before they hatch.”

Besides, my father already knew about the job. I had simply... ensured he kept that knowledge to himself. Creative problem-solving.

Mother snorted inelegantly. “Ten years of trying for a baby, and this is what I get—”

I laughed under my breath, grabbing my toiletries before she could continue. “Exactly what you deserve,” I muttered, already heading for the bathroom. And with that, I shut the door behind me—finally, blessedly alone.

***
[image: ]


Marg

I scowled. Openly. Shamelessly. With full commitment.

My eyes—traitors that they were—remained locked on the couple seated right in the middle of the restaurant like they had paid extra for the spotlight.

I knew I was being unreasonable. Deeply unreasonable. Possibly unhinged. And yet—there I was, mentally carving Garret Henderson into neat little pieces with the precision of a seasoned butcher.

I knew it.

I knew it.

Player.

Fraud.

Pastor my foot.

There he was, seated across from another woman—mere hours after trying to rope me into his ridiculous “one-month arrangement.” Clearly, he had wasted no time moving on, probably forgetting I existed the moment I walked out of that restaurant earlier.

And the worst part? My presence did not bother him in the slightest. Not even a flicker of shame. Not a hint of discomfort. Nothing.

If anything, when his eyes met mine, he simply raised a brow as though I were mildly interesting background decor, and then went right back to charming the life out of his date.

Really?

Was he going to pretend he didn’t know me?

Was I supposed to walk over there and sit in the middle of their table like an unwanted centerpiece just so he could acknowledge that, yes, I was the unfortunate creature he had proposed that absurd arrangement to?

Simone Richards giggled at something he said. Then she reached for his hand—bold, shameless—and he covered it with his, smiling at her like she was the most precious thing he had ever encountered.

I froze.

My mouth parted slightly in disbelief.

A sharp ding from the service bell snapped me out of my spiraling outrage, and I turned sharply, grabbing the tray before my thoughts could get any more violent.

For a brief, vivid moment, an image flashed through my mind—a frog. Pinned. Being dissected.

I walked toward their table with purpose, each step measured, controlled... dignified. I placed the tray down, set their dishes in front of them with practiced efficiency, and pasted on a smile so stiff it could have qualified as structural support. Then I stepped back. Just one more second and I would have been free.

“Miss,” Garret called. Of course he did. I stopped.

“I dropped my fork. Please be a dear and get me another one.”

My hands curled into tight fists before I could stop them. I turned slowly, rearranging my face into something resembling pleasant professionalism. Oh, the pain of that smile. My jaws might never recover.

“There’s no need to apologize. It’s no bother at all. I’m here to serve you.” The words tasted like betrayal.

I clasped my hands politely, turned on my heel, and walked to the cutlery drawer with all the grace I could muster. I retrieved a fork, marched back, and placed it in front of him.

“There you go, sir.”

“Hmm,” he murmured, inspecting nothing in particular. “The water is tepid.”

Of course it was.

And just like that, I found myself in the capable hands of a junior pastor from hell. The requests began—small at first. Then not so small. Soup not hot enough. Water not cold enough. Cutlery mysteriously falling. Again. And again. And again.

Oh, this was deliberate. This was revenge. Well. Two could play that game.

I moved efficiently, silently, professionally—if one ignored the fact that I was mentally plotting his downfall with increasing creativity.

And then—it happened. A single, unfortunate, entirely suspicious stumble on the tiled floor.

Time slowed. The bucket tilted. And I watched—almost dreamlike—as a cascade of ice-cold water launched itself directly toward Garret Henderson’s lap.

Splash. Ice followed. Perfect, glittering cubes of justice.

“I’m so sorry!” I cried instantly, clutching my chest in horror so convincing I nearly applauded myself. “I’m so clumsy—I don’t know what came over me!”

Garret shot to his feet, shock flashing across his face as the cold soaked through his very expensive, very tailored suit.

Ah. There it was. I caught it. That flicker of irritation in his eyes.

Worth it.

Entirely worth it.

Though... if I was being honest, I had been aiming higher. A full drenching would have been ideal. I glanced at my arm, stretching it slightly as though investigating the betrayal. Strange. For a volleyball player, my aim was usually impeccable.

Garret looked at me again—harder this time—and I immediately clasped my hands together, arranging my face into the picture of remorse.

Contrite. Harmless. Innocent.

He said nothing.

Just excused himself and walked toward the restroom.

The moment he disappeared, a ghost of a smile slipped onto my lips. The strutting rooster had finally tasted his own medicine. Suddenly, the day seemed brighter. Lighter. I could have sworn I smelled flowers blooming. Spring, perhaps.

“You did that on purpose.” The voice cut through my moment of triumph.

I turned. Of course. Simone.

I arranged my face into something bland. “Sorry.”

“You did that on purpose,” she repeated, eyes narrowing. “I saw it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The water thing,” she insisted, gesturing vaguely. “There’s no way you tripped on a flat floor.”

“You’ve got it all wrong,” I said smoothly. “It was a mistake. I apologized to Mr. Henderson. If you’ll excuse me, I have other clients—.” Her hand shot out, grabbing my sleeve. “Hey!”

I paused, slowly turning back.

“Margaret Fletcher, you’re not walking away. We’re not done.”

“You might not be done with me,” I said, pulling my arm free, “but I’m very much done with you.” I turned again—and this time she grabbed my arm.

My patience snapped. I looked at her, irritation simmering dangerously close to the surface.

“Are you jealous?” she demanded. “Is that it? You’ve always been jealous of me—and now it must be killing you that I’ve snagged the most influential and eligible bachelor—”

I gasped.

Not because she was right.

But because she was Simone. Still the same. Self-absorbed. Delusional.

Before I could respond, Ralph appeared.

“Ma’am, is there a problem?” he asked, his gaze flicking between us before settling—unfortunately—on me.

“Your staff is rude,” Simone said instantly, releasing my arm and switching to victim mode with impressive speed. “She should be punished.”

“Would you mind explaining what happened?” Ralph asked, his tone careful. “Margaret is one of our best employees.”

I resisted the urge to nod in agreement.

Simone scoffed and launched into her version of events—dramatic, embellished, entirely lacking in accuracy.

I stood there, silently, acutely aware of the few diners in the restaurant who were very much pretending not to listen.

Which meant they were absolutely listening. And storing it. For later.

Double damn.

What should have remained a small, unfortunate accident was rapidly inflating into something far more... theatrical.

Simone had always had that effect.

Once upon a time, we had been best friends. Now?

The thought alone made something unpleasant rise in my throat.

Ever since her family came into money, she had reinvented herself—meaner, sharper, louder. And I, apparently, had become expendable. Proof that she’d only ever been my friend because of my family.

Lucky me.

“I don’t mind if your waitress doesn’t apologize to me,” Simone said finally, her tone sounding like a cat sharpening its claws on a chalkboard, “but she will apologize to Garret.”

Oh. Oh no. She did not just say that.

***
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Garret

I stepped out of the restroom, still adjusting the sleeve of my suit, and immediately noticed the small gathering.

Three people. Tension thick enough to draw attention.

A few patrons glanced over their shoulders, pretending not to stare while doing exactly that.

Margaret Fletcher stood at the center of it.

I exhaled slowly.

The woman had managed, quite impressively, to numb an entire section of my body with that ice-cold stunt. Even now, I could still feel the lingering chill—an unpleasant reminder of just how deliberate that “accident” had been.

Just as I unsettled her... she returned the favor.

I hadn’t expected to see her again so soon. Certainly not like this.

When I first walked into the restaurant and caught sight of her, I had paused—genuinely uncertain. For a moment, I had thought I was looking at her twin.

Her skin—clear, smooth—free from that... enthusiastic layer of makeup she had worn earlier. She had been smiling at a patron, soft and polite, taking an order with an ease that hadn’t existed during our date.

Then she looked at me. And those eyes—sharp, unfiltered, entirely too expressive—confirmed it. Same woman.

I hadn’t been able to look away.

That same strange pull returned—subtle, persistent—as though something unseen had taken hold of my sleeve and refused to let go.

Unsettling.

What was it about her that made me feel... off balance?

Like I was standing on shifting ground instead of something solid?

“Garret.”

Simone’s voice had cut through my thoughts then, her hand sliding over mine. She had asked me something. I hadn’t heard a word. I cleared my throat, forcing my attention back to her. 

Marg laughed lightly at something a patron said before excusing herself, gliding away with
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