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SOPHIE

Give me a break. 

When I agreed to be Lance’s fake date to that party, I hadn’t anticipated on it ending with him going back to his ex. Maybe I jumped to conclusions about how his night went. He didn’t take her back after all, but it doesn’t help when she shows up again. Or when his mother is convinced that she’s the one who’s just right for him. 

I can’t escape how he feels just right for me. 

We’re already getting close, living together and being semi-responsible pet owners. It’s so easy to envision us being a real couple forever. 

I wish he could’ve been stronger and stood up for me when his mother finds out that I’ve been doing a lot more than cleaning the house—or trying to. But it all comes down to what I should dream for, and what I can lose when I have a chance for my big break. 

Lance

Talk about a lucky break. 

When I clammed up at the idea of my ex preying on me, it backfired. Maybe I was too weak to stand up to her since I loathe confrontations. Sophie gets me though, and she understands me like no other. Not even my mother, who seems stuck on wanting the wrong woman to be her daughter-in-law.

I’m stuck on how I can keep the right woman this time. 

We click and collide, over cars, vet visits, and how she won’t disappoint her grandfather. 

I wish she could have faith in us when my mother threatens to fire her. But it all boils down to what I’ve been dreaming about for so long, starting a family and being truly happy with the woman who needs to decide if this is the moment we break away from all the expectations holding us apart. 
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Sophie

Mara gazed at Lance with a knowing smile. She would know him better than me. They were together for months, sharing a lot more time as boyfriend and girlfriend. Vivian had not only approved of Mara as a partner for her son, but she’d also selected her for him. And he’d put up with her all that time just to play along with the agenda to settle, to look less like a forever bachelor. 

Without a blink, she stared at him. If I could believe in the phenomenon of ESP or some weird, freaky shit like that, I would’ve assumed she was projecting her orders for him to snap to.

“Lance, baby.” She giggled lightly. Not a cackle, not an actual laugh. That cutesy, little giggle that all women used to show they weren’t too stuck-up all the time. “Did you hear me?” 

I looked back up at him, wondering how he couldn’t have. No one else was talking out here in the garage and tented area adjacent to the garage. Music hummed in the distance background from the big party, but we were spared from the speakers out here. 

There was no way he hadn’t heard her. I sure did. I was aware of what she wanted. 

“I said I’m here to take you back, baby.” She advanced another foot, totally disregarding my presence. Lifting her hand, she stroked her fingertips down his sleeve. 

Th audacity of this woman!

Anger rose within me, and I clamped my lips shut tight to avoid lashing out. A growl remained trapped in my throat. My fingers stayed clenched tight in fists as I warred with the urge to find my backbone and retaliate. 

Possessive and frustrated, I struggled with this need to show her she was overstepping so, so many boundaries. 

How dare she just show up and tell him how it was going to be? 

How dare she ignore the fact Lance was here with me, another woman? 

But...he’s not. 

With a sinking sense of dread and hurt, I realized what she was seeing through her eyes. Her ex—whom she apparently wanted back now—with his maid. Not a date. Not competition. Just his housekeeper, the hired help. 

When Viv ranted to Liv about how Lance had to be mocking her by asking me to this party, it stung, but only for a second. Mara dismissing me like I was invisible had the impact of a sucker punch to the gut. 

No one will ever think we’re together. Deep down, despite all the obstacles, that was what I truly wanted. It wasn’t a matter of feeling like I’d accomplished something by being with him. It wasn’t an issue of being a rebel and going for the unreachable. Lance and I just fit. I hadn’t planned it, but my boss was looking like the right man I’d been looking for all this time while I’d been finding the wrong ones. 

“Lance?” Mara tilted her head to the side, smiling wider at him as though his stunned status was silly.

Mouth hanging open, brows hiked up high, he stared at her like he had completely lost the ability to speak, 

His silence was do damning. So telling. 

He had yet to say a single thing, and that was an answer in and of itself. 

“I’m here to take you back,” she repeated. Each time she said it, it lost the inquisitive tone and sounded more like a declaration. She wasn’t asking him to consider taking her back, she was telling him that he was. 

Immediately speaking up and shutting her down was what he should’ve been doing. But all he was capable of was staring at her, dumbfounded. 

“Excuse me?” I said, even though my voice was much quieter than I wanted it to be. Still breathing through the surprise of finding her here, I failed to be any louder, like I wanted to be. 

She didn’t react, not even glancing my way. Like a boss, she stared at her object and didn’t deviate. 

I looked her over, trapped in this stupid need to be quiet and defer to her. Merely standing here, and tell Lance what she wanted after they’d broken up, she represented a force of nature. We had to look at her because of the audacity of what she said. We couldn’t move past her with her blocking our way to the Mustang. She commanded our attention, and while she had mine, I had to resist cringing. 

She was gorgeous. A bombshell like a Bond girl, a looker like a porn star, and a mystery like Jessica Rabbit. This was what Viv wanted for him. A hot woman draped in a sleek designer dress, sporting so much jewelry that she likely should be walking around with a security camera. Bold and knowing she looked good, aware that she had the pedigree and polish to belong with someone like Lance Thomas. 

Up until a couple of minutes ago, Lance wouldn’t have even looked her way, so focused on me. So into spending time with me that he preferred us to be alone together, out of here. 

“Lance?” I turned toward him slightly, trying to prompt him to face me and break this eerie stare-down that she’d instigated him to fall into. 

He didn’t react. Not to flinch. No movement of recognizing that I was even there. 

And that settled it. I would not be anyone’s second best, dammit. I refused to hang around and wait for someone to decide if I was worthy of their attention. I’d had his, unequivocally, for almost a month and a half now, but one look at his ex in this glamorous dress, and he was a goner. 

For her. 

“Screw this,” I muttered. 

My mind was made up. He could stand around with his mouth hanging open like that while he waited for any words to come. But I wasn’t. His shock was understandable, but only to a degree. Only to an extent of my patience that was sorely, horribly spent and lost now. 

I wouldn’t wait on him. Hell, I wouldn’t depend on him and seek his answer or opinion about taking his ex back. He was giving me an answer. By not instantly telling her to get lost, he’d given me his answer. And it wasn’t to stick with me. 

Stepping to the side, I held my head up high and walked away. It killed a little chunk of me, it cut at my soul, to walk away from them and turn my back to him, but I couldn’t risk my integrity and self-worth to stand around and wait for him to come to his senses. 

Screw you. 

Biting my lip, I left the garage. He could stand there and dilly dally about her all he wanted. He could look like a mute idiot, suckered by a sweet-talking woman all he wanted. Every second he did, he was showing me how little he ever could’ve cared about me and about making something work between us. 

“Come on, baby. Let’s just go home,” she cooed. 

I cringed, glad my back was to them so they couldn’t see my reaction. 

Home? 

The mansion I was trying so hard not to consider my home? I’d been living there for almost two months now. I’d been sleeping in his bed. We had pets. We were playing house without meaning to, and she had the gall to call it home?

“Ohhh, don’t you dare. Don’t you dare bring her back there when I’m there,” I growled, hurrying out of the garage and picking up my pace. 

Hearing any more of their plans—her plans—would break me. 

I stopped short at that thought. My body reacted to the mental halt that idea gave me. 

Break me? 

No, that wasn’t right. It couldn’t be. 

How could Lance getting back with his ex break me? 

I hadn’t given him anything. 

So, we’d been fooling around. We’d been diving into a mess of having a good time with each other. He claimed that he wanted to make it real between us, but after hearing his mother and great-aunt at the party, it seemed like he’d never get the balls to speak up and choose me in front of them. He had the idea to bring me to the party as a way to introduce Viv and Liv to what it looked like when he was with someone who made him happy, yet he was still tongue-tied and gaga over the sight of his former flame all dressed up and looking good. 

I hadn’t given Lance my heart. I hadn’t even committed verbally for anything long-term, too intimidated to give up this job and the means with which I could pay for Grandpa Joe’s rent. 

Lance couldn’t break me. He sure as hell couldn’t break my heart when he didn’t have it. 

“And he won’t,” I mumbled to myself, walking forward again. 

It seemed like he wasn’t even in the market to be open to anyone else. It was clear he didn’t want to be forced into dating and meeting other women to keep in his life. And with how instantly Mara had rendered him speechless, it seemed he wasn’t eager to have me in his life. 

“Good riddance, then.” I walked faster, wishing I could run. 

We sprinted out of the party to get away as quickly as possible, and in these heels, my legs were aching. The need to just go fueled me to pause, remove my shoes, then adopt something closer to a jog. 

Nearing the enormous building where the party still raged on, I tried to skirt around all the windows and avoid anyone intercepting me. 

The golden light shone out this far, but once I let my eyes adjust to the darkness, I found my way. Under the navy-blue darkness, I reached the main road out of here. 

It wouldn’t be a five-minute stroll to get back to the little maid’s quarters at the Thomas home where Lance had tricked me into imagining a wonderful forever that seemed right out of a fantasy. But a little walking wouldn’t kill me. With every placement of my bare feet in the grassy side of the road, I had that much more time to think. To react. To over-analyze and dwell and try to let Mara’s return sink in my mind. 

He won’t actually bring her back to the house, right? 

Once he snapped out of the shock of seeing her and realizing what she said, he’d remember that I was the other person currently living at his place. 

He’s not going to forget about what we did in that coat room that quickly, is he? 

I didn’t know how he could be so hasty to move on from the torrid, naughty quickie we’d shared in that room not even an hour ago. 

What time is it? 

I didn’t stop walking but glanced at my phone. I still had it on silent from when I put it in that mode at the party. I didn’t want to put it back on yet, because if there were no calls or texts or any other forms of an explanation from Lance, this feeling of disappointing hurt would morph into downright agony. 

All right, so a little walking wouldn’t kill me, but a lot—of walking could ruin my shoes and irritate my bare feet. I alternated between shoes and barefoot the whole walk back to the mansion. 

The second I reached the grounds, I sighed with relief. Staring up at the behemoth of a building, I frowned and wondered if Lance and Mara had beaten me here. Their drive would’ve taken a fraction of the time it had taken me to walk. 

No lights shone from inside the house. 

I didn’t spot the Mustang out front, and the exterior light attached to the garage—that would stay on from the motion sensor for at least a half hour—it seemed like they hadn’t decided to come back here. 

So...they went back to her place? 

Or what? 

Copper yipped from inside the house, detecting that one of his owners had come home. Maybe he could smell me through the windows we’d left open. Or maybe his little puppy hearing was that damn good. 

Either way, it looked like it was up to me to let him out and tend to business as usual. 

Lance could be back with Mara—as usual. 

But I’d need to find my way back to my old usual. Without him and in that guarded mindset of not letting anyone in ever again. Especially not my boss, who never should’ve gotten close at all. 
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Lance

Mara bought that dress a month before the deal breaker that saw her flouncing out of my life. Seeing it on her now was the trigger that threw me back to all those memories I’d rather forget. 

The fights, the arguments. Her constant nagging and scolding to pay attention to her. To listen to her and for the love of anything holy, concentrate! My questions of what she wanted from me that I wasn’t already providing. 

My mother raised me with a silver spoon. So had Mara’s parents. Aunt Liv. Many others in my circle. I had been born into a wealthy family, and I had to want for nothing—ever. The same went for Mara. She was a well-off socialite who never lacked anything, yet when we dated, she never, ever could be happy and content. 

If I wasn’t paying her enough attention, then I was smothering. 

If I wasn’t showing her enough appreciation, then I was patronizing. 

If I wasn’t doing my best to be social for her sake, then I was trying too hard to be liked. 

It took me far too long to realize it, but Mara simply didn’t know how to be happy. 

I sure hadn’t pleased her, hence why we broke up. And seeing this dress was a visual I hadn’t wanted or needed as the last example of my failure to make her impossibly happy. 

I’d only seen this black dress in a picture. The designer had taken a photo of it on a mannequin, and I barely gave it a glance. What was I supposed to say? I was a guy. It looked like black saran wrap on a headless dummy. 

And I never made it to see it on her in person. Because that was the night I chose to pick up the Duesenberg instead of going out with her. That was the occasion I “blew off” that pushed her to break up with me. 

Over and over, she’d nagged and scolded for me to be on time at the restaurant before going to the art gallery with her artist friend and her friend’s husband. It was a black-tie event, a one-of-its-kind opening of the strangest, ugliest artwork. Even if it wasn’t on the same date as the pickup for the Duesenberg, I wouldn’t have counted on having a good time. Double dates were so awkward, a chore in competing to see who was the better couple or the most adoring partner. 

I told Mara I would come but would be running late. It wasn’t like I could pick up the Duesenberg at any old time, and I’d had that acquisition in the making well before I’d met her. But late ended up meaning absent. One thing led to another and I simply missed the date. It had me “missing” her, too, since she broke up with me that very night because I chose “some old car” over her. 

I didn’t see that dress on her that night, like she’d planned. 

But seeing it on her now only emphasized how little I wanted to see her at all. 

“Lance.” She smiled, that practiced slight one that she had to rehearse in front of the mirror to make sure it resembled a smile and not a cringe. “Say something.” 

Already, she was impatient with me. Demanding something of me. Requesting me to do something according to her will. 

I couldn’t help that I was thrust back down memory lane like this. That seeing her in that specific dress could shove me back to thoughts and recalls of a time I never wanted to remember again. Hearing her nagging and whining in my head, I froze and tried to let myself take faith in the fact that she’d never have the privilege of controlling me like that again. 

“Huh?” I blinked, snapping out of the weird reverie that she’d sparked me to experience. 

I’d run into her a couple of other times already. She’d been so catty and clearly confrontational that it didn’t take any energy to want to get away from her. 

This time, in this dress that was a symbol of the night we’d finally broken up, she seemed more pleasant. Friendly, even. 

“What?” I furrowed my brow, not really caring if she was in a good mood or bad right now. She ceased to matter like that. “What—” I turned, frowning as I looked for Sophie. 

Where is she? 

She was just right here...

Mara laughed. Again, like her slight and publicly polite smile, this giggle was a forced sound. “Oh, Lance. Some things never change.” 

“Actually, they do,” I argued calmly. I’d changed my mindset about love and settling down after meeting Sophie. Letting that terrible singer into my life had changed me from wanting to “play along” with my mother’s plans to standing up for what my heart wanted. 

Just maybe not tonight. 

I couldn’t wait to get home and talk with Sophie about what we overheard my mother telling my great-aunt. I wouldn’t stand for her to feel less than because of my mother’s harsh words. 

But where is she? I’d zoned out down memory lane for too long, so deeply thrown back to bad memories with Mara, that I hadn’t noticed Sophie walking away. 

“I mean some things never change with you not listening when I’m talking.” 

Rolling my eyes, I gestured for her to move aside from my car. “Yes, of course. All hail to the princess when she’s speaking. When you open your mouth, silence and complete attention are mandatory of the world.” 

“Oh, stop,” she teased, again in that forcibly pleasant tone that I knew was fake. I’d seen the real her, the whiny, demanding version of her. 

“I’m not that bad.” 

“Yes,” I replied dryly, “you are.” 

“I just like to be heard when I’m speaking.” 

“And obeyed. And respected. And on and on and on.” 

She crossed her arms but still smiled, like I was being cute. “Well, doesn’t everyone?” 

“Sure.” I put my hands in my pockets. “But you do it with the obsession of being a dictator.” 

“Funny, Lance. Very funny.” She lowered her arms and held her hand out at the Mustang. “Come on. Let’s go.” 

“Go?” I looked around for Sophie again. “I’m not going anywhere with you. Where...” 

“Of course, you are. You don’t have a date and—” 

“I do.” I frowned harder, looking for the woman I’d come with, the only woman I wanted to leave with. “Sophie?” 

“That maid girl?” She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be silly.” 

“I’m not being silly.” I stepped away from her, assuming Sophie might have spotted another fine-looking car in here that she wanted to check out. 

She knew me. She got me. And she didn’t need to be the center of attention like Mara, able to give me space to handle this unfortunate blast from my past until I could resume my night with her. 

“Soph?” I looked and looked, spinning only to find that Mara had followed me. 

“Let’s go, Lance.” She bumped into me, using that as an excuse to hug me. 

Holding her back at arm’s length, I shook my head. “Go with you?” I shook my head. “That’s a hard pass, Mara.” 

“You don’t mean that.” 

And now we’re on to the gaslighting phase... “Yes, I do.” 

“If anyone’s going home with you tonight”—she traced her deep-red manicured nail down the front of my shirt—“it will be me.” 

“No.” I dodged her touch again. “It won’t.” 

“Lance, you can’t mean that.” 

“I do.” Frustrated that I couldn’t find Sophie, I rubbed my brow and scowled at my ex. “Why would you—” No. Don’t feed the beast. Engaging her in a conversation that would inevitably turn into an argument was just another way for her to stay persistent and try to get what she wanted. But I had to send her away. I didn’t want her bogging me down while I looked for Sophie. “Why would you even want to come home with me? You broke up with me, remember?” 

And I’m not in any mood to think about putting up with you in my life again. 

“Well, yeah. But maybe that was a mistake.” 

I shook my head. “No. It wasn’t.” 

“Maybe it was.” 

I shook my head harder. “No. Us ever trying to be a couple was a mistake.”

“You don’t mean that—” 

I held my hand up. “Stop telling me what I feel or want or think.” 

“But you don’t. You can’t. You cannot stand there and tell me that you don’t miss me.” 

I leaned forward, smiling as I got in her face and stared right into her eyes. “I don’t miss you.” I stated it clearly and slowing, enunciating every syllable so she’d catch it all. 

“But I do!” she protested. 

“I doubt that.” I stepped back, needing more space from her. 

Where the hell is Sophie? Once more, I looked around for her. “Soph?” 

“I do miss you. I met your mother at the house the other day and I’m just so surprised at how our little break—” 

“Break up,” I corrected. 

“—has encouraged you to clean up a little. Not be such a slob and loner.” 

“Wait. My mother saw you at my house?” When? It had to have been when I was out of town, but Sophie would’ve told me about that. 

“Yes. She asked me to talk, and you have really made progress on that old dump, making it look like a home, Lance. A responsible man, not a bum.” 

“No.” I held up both hands and shook my head. “I’m done with this conversation. I’ll be damned if you forget that you broke up with me. I’ll be even more damned if you think you can act like I haven’t moved on or that I could ever want you back. We’re done, Mara. El fin. Over. Finished.”

She huffed as I moved toward the Mustang. “Moved on? To what? To who? That trampy little maid?” 

“She’s not a maid.” I
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