
  MORE THAN FRIENDS

Two best friends, one fake marriage and a solemn promise that it won’t get weird—but that was before the kiss that changed everything…




When Nomi Hannon failed to get her brother off on fraud charges, she not only had to live with losing him but the practice they built together. She's not about to lose anything else—least of all the city council election solely because she's short one spouse.




Who better to stand in as her fake husband than her best friend?




After Malone DuMar’s ex-business partner—also his ex-fiancé—stole his corporation, the ex-CEO has no interest in racking up another former anything. Especially not an ex-Mrs. DuMar. But he can’t say no to the one woman who’s had his back all this time.




Surely he can do this one little favor for Nomi.




But neither of them counted on the whole thing feeling a lot more real than it was supposed to. How can their friendship survive falling for each other when neither of them will admit it?
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The prompt, professional delivery of Nomi’s campaign flyers should have kicked off her new dream career with a bang. The glossy pages the copy clerk had just handed her read: "Naomi Hanson for Dallas City Council."


Which would have worked brilliantly, except her name wasn’t Naomi Hanson. It was Nomi Hannon. And none of the flyers were useable.





    "Hi…" Nomi glanced at Copy Guy's name tag and then back up at his
    bored, slightly vacant expression, pasting a smile on her own face that
    would do her high school theater teacher proud. "Alan. These are great.
    Except for the typos in my name. What can we do to get that corrected?"



    "Change fee is seventy-five bucks," he informed her in a monotone.



    Or roughly half of what the print job had cost in the first place. "Okay,
    Alan, that would be no problem if this was a change. But it's not. The
    printer made a mistake. I have the paperwork that shows it should be Nomi
    Hannon. My actual name."



    Alan examined his fingernails. "Any changes are changes. We take all major
    credit cards."



    This was what she got for using a cut-rate copy place to do the printing
    for her precious campaign flyers. But until her first fundraiser, even
    cut-rate meant she'd end up waffling between boiled water and ice water for
    dinner if she had to shell out any more cash.



    Running for city council was supposed to fix her life. Balance the scales
    in a world gone way off kilter after she'd lost her brother, her legal
    practice, and her pride all in one fell swoop. In her gallery of screw-ups,
    she did not have space to feature other people's mistakes. Time to pull out
    the big guns.



    Nomi leaned on the counter casually, a disarming tactic she'd learned as a
    teen from Boston Legal, which she'd practiced over and over. She didn't get
    too much call to haul out her courtroom tricks these days since most of her
    work amounted to little more than research and advice.



    "I don't think we're communicating here, Alan." She nodded at his name tag.
    "How about we add a few letters to your name and call you Altin. Same
    thing, right?"



    He nodded, his eyebrows wrinkling as he seemed to reconsider, and then
    shook his head. "That's not my name."



    "That's true." The little lift she added to the last syllable nicely
    conveyed mild surprise without an ounce of condescension, a feat and a
    half, but she pulled it off because she needed new flyers pronto. "Just
    like Naomi Hanson isn't my name. I can't use these flyers as is, and I know
    you don't want me to pay for something that isn't my mistake."



    She'd done enough of that in her lifetime to earn a big batch of
    karma. It would be great if that started reaping dividends right this
    moment.



    "Change fee is sevent—"



    "I know, Alan." She nipped his argument in the bud with a hand that needed
    a manicure like yesterday. "So we're not going to call it a change. We're
    going to call it a new order, one we're going to put a rush on, by the way.
    And then, when I come to pick up the new flyers, we're going to attach that
    order to the one I've already paid for."



    She held up the receipt with her best Vanna White smile in hopes that she'd
    revealed enough letters to spell success in today's round of
    Nomi's Wheel of Fortune.



    "What do you say, Alan?"



    Either he'd heard the please, please, please she'd silently tacked
    onto the end, or he had a very strong urge to clear his tiny store of
    assertive women because he sighed and pulled out his order pad. Dutifully,
    he took dictation as Nomi detailed the original specs from the receipt in
    her hand.



    "They'll be here next Tuesday," he said flatly. "That's the quickest
    turnaround there is."



    "I'll take it. And these useless flyers that you're going to throw in the
    trash anyway." She patted his hand and snagged the stack of glossy papers
    that she might be able to salvage with a package of mailing labels and the
    printer at her office. "You're good people, Alan. I'll send all my friends
    to see you as a big fat thank you."



    Which wouldn't be hard, since everyone she knew in Dallas lived within a
    stone's throw of the copy place. After selling the Highland Park house she
    could no longer afford, she'd landed at Vivo, a unique community complex
    that included a shared work space, stores, restaurants and a slew of condos
    overhead that meant her friends were never far away.



    Nomi skedaddled before Alan called her out for absconding with the
    misprinted flyers, but really, what was he going to say—"I need a bit more trash to line my recycle bin before I call it a day"?



    The second she cleared the door of the copy shop, she ran straight into a solid male torso that was the identical density of a concrete wall. She hit it, and when the owner of the
    male torso threw up his arms to balance, he knocked hers off and they ended
    up tangled. Falling. Together.



    Male torso, Nomi, and a hundred misspelled flyers hit the sidewalk.
    Definitely not at the same speed though.



    Dazed, she blinked up through the fluttery waterfall of papers landing all
    around her into the horrified expression of Malone DuMar. Who was on top of
    her. On. Top. Of. Her.



    "Are you okay?" he asked in a voice so whiskey smooth it should be illegal,
    his expression darting over her face like a concerned angel. If angels had
    a shock of dark messy hair that fell down into their eyes and a body that
    could make a woman weep.



Not her though. They'd been friends too long for her to think about him like that. At least not until today. Hard not to notice when
    Exhibit A currently covered enough of her to keep her dry in a rainstorm.



    He wasn't moving. He should be moving. "I'll be much better when you're not
    suffocating me."



    Instantly, he rolled away with a sheepish smile. "Sorry. I was too busy
    making sure you weren't bleeding to think about how much I weigh. Are you
    hurt?"



    "Depends. Is it normal for my head to feel like a velociraptor ambushed me
    from behind?" The squishy sensation was probably spilled gray matter that
    no doctor would ever be able to shoehorn back inside her skull and she
    hadn't even gotten a Jurassic Park T-shirt for her trouble.



    Malone helped her sit up, his strong hands holding her steady the same way
    they'd done for years, and she almost turned into his embrace just because
    it had been that crappy of a day. Except they weren't touchy-feely with
    each other. Or rather, he wasn't. She'd be okay with a hug.



    "Only if you don't watch where you're going when you exit a store into a
    busy courtyard." Malone tilted her head to let his gaze rove over her with
    a critical eye, checking for whatever he might deem out of place. "You're
    lucky you ran into someone who will help you pick up this mess. What is
    it?" He fingered one of the flyers, flipping it long ways as he read.
    "Who's Naomi Hanson?"



    Nomi waved two fingers in a smart aleck salute. "Moi. Today's joke
    courtesy of the universe. You know how hilarious it is when someone calls
    me Naomi."



    "Sorry."



    Malone made a face like he sympathized, but no one ever got his name wrong,
    especially when he mentioned his mom had named him after the character who
    owned the bar in the TV show Cheers. That, inevitably, led to a
    long round of squeeing over which episodes were their favorites,
    yadda, yadda.



    Meanwhile, Nomi's head still felt like it had met the wrong end of a meat
    grinder, namely the part with teeth. "I need an aspirin."



    "Want me to carry you to the elevator and tuck you into bed?" he asked with
    a wink, but she didn't dare say yes because he'd do it and never think
    twice about how weird it would be to wind up in the bedroom of a girl he'd
    known since high school.



    Just like it hadn't been weird for him to wind up in what essentially
    amounted to a compromising position. Nomi, on the other hand, couldn't get
    her brain to close the file folder called Suddenly Aware of Malone as a
    Guy.



    "Save it for the ladies," she advised him blithely since she could never be
    sure if he was serious when he made racy comments. They were old friends
    who had somehow wound up in the same place at the same time as adults, but
    they'd never crossed over into googly eyes territory.



    At least not on her side. She valued Malone as a friend, period, end of
    story, and she'd had enough torn away from her already, thanks. Risking the
    loss of her solid oak support beam wasn't happening.



    Ever since her brother Mikel had gone to prison for fraud, Malone was all
    she had, and they clung to each other in a world that had failed them both.
    Well, she'd done most of the clinging, since she'd been the one who'd
    shared a womb with Mikel. Her brother and Malone had been running buddies
    as teenagers but they'd fallen out of touch, likely because of the element
    her twin had started hanging around with. Criminal types who thought it was
    fine to funnel funds into offshore accounts and forget to mention them the
    IRS.



    Malone was her friend. She shouldn't still be kind of fluttery
    inside over what was nothing more than an unfortunate accidental meeting of
    two bodies in motion.



    "So I have to ask." Malone held up one of the flyers, completely
    unconcerned about diving into a nice chat while she still sprawled on the
    little patchy area of grass outside the copy place as the rest of Vivo
    swirled around them. "Why didn't you have these reprinted?"



    "I am." Her smile included more teeth than were probably necessary. "But
    maybe these can get a lovely sticker with my real name and you might be
    persuaded to lay a few on plates at Paulo's?"



    Malone gave her a look. "I'd have to run that by George. I just serve pizza
    and punch out when my shift is over."



    Yeah, yeah. She waved off his reminder that he'd jumped out of the
    corporate world without a parachute, landing at a pizza place, of all
    things, while he sorted through his next entrepreneurial endeavor. Malone
    DuMar, genius inventor of a revolutionary smart bracelet that monitored the
    vital signs of athletes, was slinging pizza. It boggled the mind.



    "I'll come by later." After she'd salvaged the lot with stickers and some
    down-on-her-luck girl magic.



    This was the point when a gentleman would help a lady to her feet, and
    Malone finally clued in on that thanks to her rather loud eye rolling. He
    stood and hauled her up with him as if he scarcely noticed the extra weight
    of a clumsy female.



    "Thanks," she said and bent down to start collecting her hard-won flyers.
    Malone did the same, but his much larger hands held a good number more, so
    it didn't take all that long. "My knight in shining plaid."



    Malone grinned and glanced down at his T-shirt that in no way resembled the
    flannel shirts he preferred, but then it was July. "It'll be plaid shirt
    season soon enough and then you can make fun of my wardrobe all you want."



    It wasn't that she hated his flannel shirts, it was that he should be
    wearing a suit and saving the world. Not serving pizza to ungrateful
    millennials who did their own business deals over the salad course.



    An old argument that wouldn't be resolved today unless she'd whacked some
    of his stubborn out when she'd run into him. Unlikely. And she had her own
    brand of crazy to contend with because she'd voluntarily turned her life
    into a three-ring circus when she'd thrown her name into the hat for city
    council.



    After handing off his share of the now slightly wrinkled glossy pages,
    Malone loped off to start making dough at Paulo's in anticipation of the
    lunch crowd. Nomi had a mountain of a to-do list that wasn't getting
    shorter.



    May it please the court for typos on expensive flyers to be the worst
    challenge of the day. But when she sat down at her desk, the first email in
    her inbox blew the Naomi Hanson fiasco out of the water.



    At this point, changing her name just might be the way to go.
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"Oh, this is not good." Nomi pinched the bridge of her nose.



    In response, Katie Rightmyer glanced up from her laptop. There were two
    empty chairs between them, one for Ivan Anderson next to Nomi and the other
    reserved for Carolina Kline, neither of whom had made an appearance at Vivo
    Community Desk yet this morning. They were both around somewhere though, a
    surety when you lived and worked in a place where you didn't have go more
    than a few steps to get coffee, hit the gym, or eat.



    "Problemo?" Katie asked and immediately shifted her attention back to her
    laptop where her multi-colored fingernails flew across the keys in a
    rainbow of motion. She could multitask like nobody's business.



    "Smear campaign-o," Nomi confirmed with a grim smile at the first email in
    her inbox, which unfortunately wasn't alone. Like tiny little word rabbits,
    the vile things had multiplied all over her digital space.



    Final count—eighteen requests for interviews to capture her response to the
    photograph circulating of city council candidate Nomi Hannon frolicking in
    an unseemly manner with the former CEO of DuMar Technologies. Someone had
    snapped a picture of Malone sprawled on top of her outside the copy place
    and in case she wanted to see it, several of the news outlets had
    cheerfully attached it. It was captioned "When's the Wedding?"



    Her opponent had been all over that, quick to issue his own statement. The
    words distasteful and offensive leaped out at her, along
    with lack of family values and a lovely callout highlighting her
    role in the fraud case involving Mikel Hannon and Hannon Family Partners.
    Of which she got the supreme pleasure of counting herself as all three; a
    Hannon, family, and Mikel's partner in the law firm where all the fraud had
    been going on under her nose.



    "Just your garden variety disaster," Nomi told Katie as she read through
    the text again, in case she'd somehow misread it the first twelve times.
    "Check out this picture and tell me it doesn't look that bad."



    Katie rolled her chair closer and whistled as her gaze roved over the
    photo. "I didn't know you and Malone were a thing."



    Groaning, Nomi rubbed her temples. "We're not. That's not a thing. I ran
    into him on accident and we got, you know, tangled up. It lasted literally
    four seconds, and then he helped me up."



    "Um, I hate to point this out, but he's pretty built. I could see someone
    making an argument that a head-shorter woman had no shot at knocking him
    over." Katie squinted at the photo. "Also, he's kind of looking at you like
    he wants to kiss you."



    "What? He is not." Was he? Nomi's insides did a dance again as she stared
    at the photo, recalling perfectly how he'd stared down at her with what
    she'd have called concern. But then she had gotten all fluttery.
    "We're friends. We have never… I mean, sure I can
    objectively admit he's good looking but that's it—"



    "Nomi, you're not thinking about this like a political candidate," Katie
    interrupted in a maddeningly calm voice because you know, her life wasn't
    falling apart. "And you're protesting too much, by the way. Work on that.
    All I'm saying is that someone with a vested interest in spinning this
    picture in a negative light can and will do so. The question you should be
    asking is not how bad does it look. The question is—what's the plan for
    fixing it?"



    "Stick my head in the sand until it goes away?" she offered hopefully
    because news flash. All the stuff on her brainstorming list of How to
    Combat a Muddy Reputation had gone toward salvaging what little of her
    legal career remained after the trial. "I'm all ears if you have some
    suggestions."



    "What are we suggesting?" This from Eliza Moore who had popped in on her
    way to the salon she owned. She was already dressed to the nines, including
    stilettos that defied all architectural principles and logic. The woman
    would be on her feet for hours.



    "Ways for Nomi to wipe the collective public memory of Dallas proper and or
    dirt on the other guy that can be used to combat a smear campaign," Katie
    responded helpfully. "What's his name?



    "Carl Porter." Nomi pulled up his bio on her laptop and tried not to puke
    on the screen. "Married to the love of his life, two kids so perfect I'd be
    tempted to believe he rented them, and owner of a successful dry-cleaning
    business that has never been tied to the mob. He even teaches Sunday School
    at a non-denominational church in Uptown."



    In other words, a squeaky-clean disaster. The only dirt that dared land on
    Carl happened after he planted azaleas in his beautifully landscaped
    garden. There was a photo of it conveniently placed next to the one of his
    family, in case anyone got confused about whether Carl had hobbies outside
    of being perfect.



    The tight little ball in her stomach might be jealousy, but she'd lie under
    oath if anyone said so.



    Lilith Parker glided in from the courtyard that connected all the shops
    with the shared work space, presumably because she'd just spied Eliza, her
    partner in all things beauty related, lounging around by Katie and Nomi's
    desk. "What's up, party people? Did I miss a memo for a powwow?"



    "Yeah, the invitations are from Naomi Hanson, so you probably tossed it,"
    Nomi muttered. Besides, it was a powwow twenty-four seven around Vivo.



    "Nomi's opponent for city council is a bit of a Stepford husband. Is that a
    thing?" Katie asked the room at large. "Anyway. There's a somewhat
    compromising photo of Nomi and Malone circulating and our friend Mr.
    Stepford is making it sound like she's a Jezebel of the highest order.
    Throw in the history with Mikel and she's in trouble. We need a plan like
    yesterday."



    We.
    Instantly, her friends closed ranks around her, chatting out their
    suggestions faster than a Kardashian went through spouses.



    "If you come by the salon, I'll cut your hair for you," Eliza offered, as
    she sucked down what was likely her fourth latte of the day in her quest to
    single-handedly keep the coffee shop next door, Java by Brydie, in
    business. "I've been dying to get my hands on you."



    Because Nomi had so much wrong with her for Eliza to work with?



Nomi touched her dark, shoulder-length hair reflexively. It didn't look that bad, did it? A few split ends were totally normal after
    switching to a less expensive drug store brand of shampoo and conditioner
    and okay, yeah, she hadn't been by to see Eliza in a few months. Who had
    time? Or the money? Not that Nomi had any intention of bringing up her lack
    of funds as her excuse, not when all of her friends were well established
    in their careers and she…was not.



    "Come on, honey." Eliza stuck one hand on the chair's arm and swiveled it
    back and forth to eye Nomi from all angles as if she'd spied a stray mutt
    who'd dared wander into a pedigreed dog show. "You're going to be on TV and
    doing campaign appearances and stuff as you fight this guy, right? You want
    to be polished."



    "Exactly," Lilith cut in, her attention thoroughly snagged by the mention
    of polish, which was the eternally chic woman's wheelhouse. She perched on
    Nomi's desk, her outrageously slim skirt impeding her ability to balance,
    but she handled it with her usual flair because she had a lot of practice
    managing clothes at the high end of fashion and the low end of comfortable.
    "See Eliza about your hair and then let me work on the rest of you. We just
    started doing this new exfoliating massage that is so great, you can feel
    the toxins leaving your body—"



    "She doesn't need to focus on her skin," Katie insisted with a scowl. "I
    just wrote an article on how few political candidates are prepared to
    discuss issues important to the voters. If she wants to fight back against
    whatever this Carl Porter is saying about her, Nomi needs to brush up on
    the city's challenges, not visit a spa."



    "Hey, there's nothing wrong with our spa." Lilith bristled and bumped fists
    with Eliza when the other woman stuck hers out. "Relaxation is good for the
    soul."



    And that was about enough from the peanut gallery.



    "Thanks for all the suggestions guys," Nomi said in her moving-on
    voice that had always quieted a rowdy courtroom in a flash. Back before
    she'd been barred from the courtroom, of course.



    A brother sitting in jail for fraud was bad enough, but guilt by
    association had spread its tentacles into places she'd never have
    anticipated. And the fact that she'd been the lawyer who had unsuccessfully
    defended him against the fraud charges had iced that career-ending cake
    nicely. The photo might not have made a dent if she didn't already have a
    bad reputation that her opponent had been all too happy to build on.



    A total catch-22. The election was supposed to clean up her reputation.



    "I'm afraid I need more than a makeover or the responses to a few hot
    button issues at my fingertips," she said. "I need a magic bullet."



    "You rang?" Carolina Kline stepped into the community desk area and slung
    her laptop bag into the chair next to Katie's where she sat to pore through
comments her viewers left after watching an episode of Ask Carolina, an enormously popular relationship advice show on
    YouTube. "You're not allowed to solve problems without me. What kind of
    magic bullet do I need to produce?"



    "Yes, dating tips are totally relevant to a political campaign," Eliza
    retorted with an eye roll that only she could get away with since she'd
    been friends with Carolina practically since birth. Nomi was the newcomer
    to the group, but they never treated her like one.



    "My advice is always relevant," Carolina shot back and elbowed Lilith out
    of the way since the woman had encroached on her space, then jerked her
    head at Eliza. "Don't you two have a backlog of unkempt women to beautify?"



    Lilith glanced at her phone and yelped. "How did it get to be nine o'clock
    already?"



    "Same way it does every day. Time warp," Carolina suggested and booted up
    her laptop as Eliza and Lilith scrambled out the door. "Meet us at
    Butterfly Palace for lunch later?"



    Eliza and Lilith both tossed out their RSVPs as they dashed off to open
    Relâcher, which lay just on the other side of Brydie's next door.



    "Now that the riffraff is gone, tell Carolina your troubles."



    She patted her desk encouragingly, but her expression was all shark. The
    woman loved to rip apart a problem, and the scathing commentary she
    employed on her show usually left blood in the water. Though to Eliza's
    point, her expertise lay in the male-female dynamics that went along with
    all things romantic. Not a lot Carolina could do to rewind the clock, but
    if she couldn't talk to her friends, who could she talk to?



    "My opponent dug up this picture and started spreading around how unsavory
    of a person I am. Coupled with Mikel, he's got all the dirt he needs to
    bury me," Nomi said with a sigh. "But it's fine. I'll figure it out. It's
    not anyone's fault I'm running against a distant relation to both Santa
    Claus and Mother Theresa. Unless you've got a brand-new bio in your back
    pocket, there's not a lot I can do to compare."



    "That's exactly what we're going to do." Carolina's eyes went flat and
    glassy as her dorsal fin cleared the water. She was one Jaws
    soundtrack away from being in her element. "You need to get voters out of
    the past and into the present. Give them something to chew on that will
    leaving them smiling instead of looking around for the second course."



    Nomi had to grin. Carolina hadn't even tried to avoid coming across as
    anything other than a predator at the top of the food chain. Must be nice
    to have your place in the world secure. "How do we do that?"



    "Before I tell you, you know the drill." Carolina jerked her head at the
    bumper sticker slapped across her laptop's closed lid and probably half the
    minivans in Dallas. "If you can't handle the truth—"



    "Don't Ask Carolina," Nomi filled in dutifully. Everyone knew the
    slogan, and that it always preceded something you probably didn't want to
    hear. It was how she got you invested in the answer before she gave it to
    you. Psych 101. "Hearing it and agreeing to do it are two different things.
    Lay it on me."



    "You and Malone need to get married."



    Nomi choked on a laugh as Katie gave up all pretense of working and rolled
    her chair over into the middle of the fray. "That's brilliant."



    Say what? Nomi smacked Katie in the arm. "Don't encourage her. I need a
    husband like I need a hole in the head. Actually, a hole in the head would
    be more pleasant."



    Because a man left a hole in your heart, and those didn't heal. Daniel had
    lasted somewhere north of five minutes after the trial, mumbling about how
he needed to reevaluate things. Code for I can't be associated with you anymore. She'd thrown his
    five-carat diamond into White Rock Lake and sent him the video, then
    blocked him from her phone. Her principles had dictated that one—though the
    money would come in handy right now.



    "No seriously." Katie flung a hand at Ivan's desk, the empty one between
    Carolina and Nomi where the man she'd recently started seeing sat. "That's
    how Ivan and I got together. Carolina's advice. Keep an open mind."



    "But I'm not looking for a man," Nomi protested. A cause she could believe
    in? Sure. But marriage wasn't it.



    "No one said you were." Shark-mode ramped up a touch as Carolina drummed
    her fingers on the desk. "I don't mean a real marriage. A fake one. Window
    dressing. Show everyone that you're not a failed lawyer or a hussy on the
    prowl, but a devoted wife who's picked up the pieces of her life with a
    loving husband who isn't afraid of public affection. Paint the public a
    lovely picture of a candidate who can out-Norman-Rockwell her opponent."



    A murky watercolor snapped into focus, gaining bold primary colors and
    sharp lines as she imagined Malone standing by her side at a political
    event. He'd be her plus one at fundraisers. Provide interesting
    conversation at meet and greets. Best of all, he'd give her campaign bio
    stability while drawing attention away from the negatives.



    And it would be Malone. The same guy who'd been in her corner for forever.
    She'd never have to worry about him spilling anything he shouldn't to the
    press—accidentally or on purpose which, after Mikel, was worth its weight
    in gold.



    It wouldn't be real. She could have all the benefits of a spouse with none
    of the heartache.



    That was quite a picture.



    Against her will, she started to like it.



    And that's when her brain woke up. "Why in the world would Malone volunteer
    for something like that? Why would anyone?"



    "You might be surprised," Katie said with a laugh. "I said the same thing
    when Carolina suggested a similar solution to my problem, and Ivan scarcely
    let me get the sentence out before he raised his hand."



    "Well, Ivan's taken," Nomi pointed out without a drop of sarcasm, which no
    one appreciated except her, apparently.



    "Oh, most definitely." The goofy smile that crept over Katie's face put an
    exclamation point on that. "And only one man will do for this fix-it plan."
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Every shirt in Malone's closet smelled like tomato sauce and garlic. It was
    possible the stuff was leaking from his pores.



    Price of admission. When you walked away from the corporate world with a
    check in your pocket as the only souvenir to show for your blood, sweat and
    tears, you either started another company—not happening—or you figured out
    a way to pass the time.



    Surfing YouTube and staring at the wall got old. Pizza gave him an excuse
    to leave his condo, so there was that, and the four-minute commute to the
    northwest corner of Vivo worked for him on many levels.



    Paulo's wasn't bad, either. The stained floor had these unique shell
    patterns stamped into the concrete that he could scrutinize for days
    without finding all the interesting bits that made up the whole. It was
    kind of therapeutic. Better than taking apart the pizza oven in his head so
    he could redesign it with at least twenty percent more efficiency—which
    he'd forced himself to stop doing after the first couple of weeks. Malone
    didn't have to think very hard about how to do his job, and the manager
    wasn't too big of a tool. All wins.



    He jetted by the solo diner in the corner to check on her, careful to wait
    until she set down her e-reader before speaking. She seemed like a serious
    bookworm who wouldn't appreciate being jerked out of the story by a cretin
    in a red apron.



    "How's the Maui Wowie working out for you?" he asked her as he refilled her
    water glass.



    If only he got bonus points for not rolling his eyes at the cutesy names
    someone had assigned to all the pizzas. Apparently Canadian Bacon and
    Pineapple Pizza wasn't a good enough label, so it had been renamed into a
    mouthful of precious. Since when did truth in advertising become
    passé?



    "Not as vile as I was expecting," she said and wrinkled her nose. "I mean,
    pineapple and tomato sauce? Eww. But it wasn't too bad. You may have
    converted me."



    "Music to my ears," he told her with a grin. "There's nothing I like better
    than lukewarm approval of my suggestions."



    She laughed and toyed with her hair in that deliberate way women had. "Join
    me. You can have the other half, since you're such a fan of Hawaiian
    pizza."



    "Oh, I'd love to," he hedged with a disappointed tongue click against the
    roof of his mouth. "But they don't let us socialize while we're on the
    clock. Unprofessional and all."



    He'd bet the balance of his bank account that he could guess exactly what
    she'd say next.



    "Too bad."



    Her gaze skittered over his T-shirt, which he hadn't bought with the intent
    of showing off his biceps, but when he wasn't at Paulo's, he blocked out
    the mess in his brain with five hundred or so forty-pound curls. Sometimes
    he swam fifty laps in Vivo's indoor pool or challenged himself to break his
    all-time pushup record (151 in a row without stopping). When you worked out
    two-three hours a day, T-shirts didn't fit.



    That's why he lived in flannel when the weather permitted. He didn't drive
    himself to the point of exhaustion so women could ogle him. It was so he
    could fall into bed and sleep without nightmares.



    Most days it worked.



    "Maybe we could hit a movie after your shift, then?" she suggested,
    blinking as if it had just occurred to her that they could move the party
    to an alternate location. "My treat. To pay you back for turning me on to a
    new taste sensation."



    "That's a sweet invitation, but if I can be completely honest with you, I'm
    not really dating right now. Bad breakup," he stage-whispered. If he'd read
    her right, she'd ooh and aww over his tender feelings, which usually got
    them off the subject nicely without too many evasive maneuvers necessary.



    "Oh, you poor thing," she gushed. "Want me to beat her up?"



    Bingo.
    He winked. "Thank you, but no, it's not like that. We just weren't meant to
    be."



    Because Camille was a lying, backstabbing betrayer who preferred money over
    ethics and couldn't spell loyalty with a dictionary. Not that he was still
    bitter or anything. In fact, the less he thought about her, the better.
    Looked like a hundred crunches were in order. Stat.



    Malone disentangled himself from the customer without bruising her ego or
    affecting his tip, a feat he wished he could say he hadn't perfected, but
    Vivo sat at a busy intersection in Uptown, drawing clientele from the
    throngs of shops and businesses flung around it in all directions. There
    was never a shortage of women. If he'd been interested in a lively love
    life, this would be nirvana.



    But Malone didn't like his love life to be anything other than absent.
    Which was working for him so far, and that was his goal every morning. Find
    stuff that worked. Put one foot in front of the other. Refuse to buckle
    under when the reality of serving pizza, instead of owning his dream
    company, started feeling more like an elephant riding shotgun in his chest.



    When he clocked out for the day, a long evening stretched out ahead of him
    and he couldn't find even half a problem with it when he saw Nomi leaning
    against the wall outside of Paulo's, one leg bent with her foot flat
    against the brick.



    The smile that graced her face when she saw him caught him in the gut
    sideways.



    "Hey, you," he said as the elephant lumbered off his ribs. "I wondered
    where you were. You said you'd come by."



"And here I am," she said with a flourish, flinging her hands out sideways. Ta-da.



    His grin stretched to take over his whole face. Her effect on him was one
    of the reasons he'd kept in touch with her after high school. "Want to come
    over? I found an awesome documentary on Netflix about killer whales."



    Nomi was the only female in existence he'd utter the word Netflix
    to. Because she knew the score and he didn't have to do anything but be
    himself around her.



    "Maybe." Nomi hesitated, and her smile slipped. When her clear hazel eyes
    sought his, the trouble brewing there sliced through him.



    "You need something? Name it."



    Not an idle offer. There was very little he wouldn't do for her. Within
    reason of course. As long as she didn't ask him to be her partner in a
    startup company, anything else was reasonable.



    Of course, he wasn't in love with her like he had been with Camille. Maybe
    that made a difference?



    "You don't know what it is yet." Nomi pushed her glossy brown hair from her
    shoulders. "Besides, maybe this is too big of a favor. I know you only look
    out for me because of Mikel."



    "Yeah." Or at least he let her think that. It was easier.



    But he'd always liked Nomi better than her twin. They were both lawyers,
    yet nothing alike. Mikel had that sharp, cutting personal style designed to
    eviscerate the prosecution and ensure his clients went free whether they
    were guilty or not.



    Nomi was different. A crusader, who still believed there was some good in
    the world and that it was her job to preserve it. It was sweet. Misguided.
    But so optimistic that he couldn't help but gravitate to her in hopes that
    some of it would spill onto him.



    He desperately needed some of her light.



    The traffic signal changed, and a flood of cars careened down the street
    behind them. She watched them for a beat, oblivious to how antsy this whole
    scene was making him.



    "Sweetheart, cough it up. You can talk to me about anything. You're my
    oldest friend."



    Only friend. The other one was in jail and deserved to be there, so there
    wouldn't be a happy reunion when Mikel made parole.



    Malone's forgiveness muscle had atrophied and died after Camille. No chance
    he'd grow it back anytime soon. "And you're scaring me. Do you need a
    kidney? Blood? Half my brain?"



    Her mouth lifted up into a quirky smile, the way he'd intended. "You only
    have half to begin with. What kind of friend would I be if I took that
    offer? No, seriously. You gave me a place to land after Mikel. It feels
    squicky to ask yet another thing of you."



    He swallowed a sigh. Obviously she didn't get how this friend thing worked.
    "I mentioned that the condo next door to mine had come up for sale. You
    bought it. What heavy debt do you owe me? Because I'll collect, make no
    mistake."



    "The one where I ended up here in the middle of a great group of friends."
    Her eyes got shiny, and that, in turn, put a burn at the back of his throat
    for whatever reason.



    Yeah, Carolina and her brood had taken Nomi under their collective wings,
    which hadn't been an accident. They were good girls with kind hearts who
    hadn't batted an eye when he'd casually mentioned Nomi needed some
    shoulders of the female variety.



    "Good point. I changed my mind. Since you owe me, I insist you tell me what
    the favor is."



    "Okay. But remember you insisted."



    She straightened, and her vibe went from casual to business in an instant
    flat. It was mesmerizing how easily she slipped into her lawyer skin. And a
    little impressive, too. She adopted this air about her as if she had
    everything under control and no detail would escape her attention.



    How
    had she lost the case against Mikel? Because he'd be hard-pressed not to be
    swayed by her face alone. It said I've got this.



    "I need you to marry me."



    He did a double take because what? But the words didn't rearrange
    themselves in his head no matter how hard he concentrated on them.



    "This is the part where you elaborate, Counselor." Obviously it was a joke.
    Except the look on her face put an itchy spot between his shoulder blades.



    "Not for real," Nomi threw out hastily. "Fake. One hundred percent fake. I
    mean the marriage would have to be real, but we'd still be friends of
    course—"



    "Slow down. And maybe start with something that explains why you need a
    husband in the first place. Especially when I'm the husband in question."



    "A picture is worth a thousand words." Grimly, Nomi pulled her phone out
    and tapped at it, then flipped the screen in his direction.



    "Is that—" Well yes, clearly it was a picture of the two of them entangled
    together on the grassy area in the public courtyard of Vivo. "What is this?
    Someone took a photo and posted it on the building's Facebook page or
    something?"



    "Oh, no. Much more fun than that. My opponent is using this as proof that
    I'm damaged goods." Nomi's mouth twisted in a mock semblance of a smile.
    "You know, because I'm related to a felon, I must also be rather easy with
    my affections."



    "What did he say?" The snarl came out automatically, because no one got to
    threaten Nomi and keep their flesh intact.



    "That I can't be trusted with public office because I'm a bad lawyer,
    guilty by association, and single." Her mouth lifted in a ghost of a smile.
    "I can combat two of those at a debate I've already set up, but why not go
    for the trifecta? All I need is you. And for you to show up at some
    functions and act lovey-dovey to help me combat this smear campaign."



    "How will marrying me help that?" he countered before he spit out
    the automatic no that had formed on his lips. This was a whole
    different ball game than sloughing off the advances of a customer who'd
    gotten an eyeful of his shoulders and envisioned taking things up a notch
    or two.



    Except it was Nomi. Who needed help. But marriage? As
    solutions went, it was a little like dropping an anvil on a golf tee to
    ensure it went all the way into the turf.



    "Because it eliminates the tawdriness factor. If we're married, then it's
    not unseemly, right? Plus, your support will help a lot. You can bring me a
    much needed male perspective. Not to mention a potential buffer between me
    and the press if things get a little tense. I need you," she said simply
    and that squeezed at something in his chest that he didn't know was still
    there.



    So Camille hadn't sucked him dry. That was a disturbing revelation. Being
    emotionless had been working for him thus far. "What would I have to do?"



    "Be my plus one at campaign events. Pose for pictures. Gaze at me adoringly
    as you stand by my side when I visit polling places. Nothing hard."



    Not hard for other people. Knock the M off his first name, and you'd be
    left with his preferred state—alone.



    "You sure a fake engagement ring wouldn't do the trick?" he asked hopefully
    because he could throw some money at a problem all day long.



    She was already shaking her head. "I don't think that's enough. I need to
    sell the idea of being family-oriented the same way my opponent is. Apples
    to apples if you will."



    Those were some apples all right.



    Only for Nomi would he even consider this. As a favor. Possibly. Somehow
    she'd managed to stick him right at the crossroads between his unflinching
    loyalty to her and his ravenous need to keep to himself.



    And somewhere in his rearview was a woman who'd ripped his life to shreds.
    He had a perverse need to see Camille's face when she saw the existing
    photograph, plus a dozen more of him staring at his new wife adoringly, as
    if he'd completely moved on and found happiness in spite of her.



    Who better to enter into a fake marriage than someone who had no intention
    of ever being in a real one?



    He lifted his chin. "Keep talking. I'm still listening."
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"How did you talk me into this again?" Malone asked Nomi as she swung her
    front door open the next morning.



    "Hello to you too," she said blithely and stuck her tongue out. They lived
    next door to each other, which made it easy to pop over as needed for extra
    batteries, a roll of paper towels or say, a marriage license. Assuming she
    could get this deal over the finish line. "And I didn't talk you into
    anything other than a cup of coffee."



    Unfortunately. Her courtroom skills were rusty. She'd not only failed to
    sway the jury, but the jury had somehow gotten her to volunteer to pay for
    the coffee as they hashed out the details.



    But then again, it was a really big favor. She appreciated Malone's
    caution.



    "A man's gotta have coffee in the morning," he told her noncommittally as
    he ushered her to the elevator.



    The ride to the ground floor took longer than normal thanks to the early
    hour, which meant they stopped on every floor to pick up men in power suits
    and women in heels on their way to their offices in the Arts District or
    Thanksgiving Square.



    Nomi nodded to a few people she recognized from the gym and the middle-aged
    lady who owned the parking spot next to hers.



    Worked out well that their conversation had been cut short thanks to all
    the new ears. Nomi had absolutely no idea how to be one half of a fake
    couple, but she was pretty sure you didn't start out by blabbing about it
    on a crowded elevator.



    Java by Brydie did hopping business at this hour and it was a solid ten
    minutes until they hit the front of the queue. Brydie, who wasn't much
    older than the slew of college kids she employed, smiled as she caught
    sight of Malone, flipping a shock of blue hair behind her shoulder. "Hey,
    stranger. Haven't seen you in a while. What can I get you?"



    Nomi hid a smile of her own as Malone gave his order. It wasn't his fault
    that Brydie had forgotten Nomi existed. He had a quality that blinded you
    to everyone else. If by some miracle she did talk him into this fake
    marriage insanity, she'd have to get used to the way women worshipped at
    the altar of Malone DuMar. He'd hardly be invisible on the campaign trail
    since she meant to put him front and center. His ability to provide a
    stellar distraction had been one of the many reasons he was the only man
    for this job.



    That, and the fact that she wouldn't do it with anyone else. She'd barely
    reconciled the idea of doing with Malone.



    Coffee finally in hand—black for Malone, naturally, and a caramel macchiato
    for her because coffee should be enjoyed, not endured—she and Malone found
    a quiet corner in the central courtyard near the potted palms that sat
    catty-corner to Butterfly Palace. The courtyard wasn't as private as the
    one for residents only but that one was near the gym and usually packed
    this time of day with yoga mats and lithe figures doing their best downward
    dogs.



    "About this favor," she began, only to be shushed by Malone holding up one
    finger.



    "Coffee first."



    Okay, now he was just making her sweat. "You don't need coffee to hear how
    I think this fake marriage concept should go."



    "Maybe I just wanted to sit here with you and enjoy spending time together
    without talking," he said with a wink.



    And then he gathered up one of her hands in his much larger one, swallowing
    it whole as he sat there drinking coffee without a how-de-do as if they'd
    held hands while sitting on a park bench a hundred times when in fact, they
    had not. Not even once.



    A warm tingle shot across her palm as she stared at their linked hands.
    This tremor of awareness wasn't supposed to happen. Was it? Maybe it was
    just that she hadn't held hands with a man in forever. Any man would have
    frapped her insides in exactly the same way.



    Except it wasn't any man. It was Malone. Plus, the man she had
    been engaged to for real had never ignited a mini-earthquake in her
    stomach.



    "Um…what are you doing?" she muttered.



    "Visual aid," he said like a typical man who can't be bothered to use his
    words when they matter most.



    She'd elbow him but her non-Malone-captured hand held a cup of coffee that
    she didn't want to spill on herself, because that's exactly what would
    happen.



    He must have caught the death glare on her face because he smiled with an
    overabundance of cheekbones that set off a round of fluttering inside, and
    what was that all about? She'd never noticed his smile before. Or rather,
    she'd always had this academic understanding that Malone DuMar was better
    than average looking.



    But they'd never even danced close to this line with each other, not even
    in high school when they'd first met, and nature dumped raging hormones
    into the mix.



    "What kind of visual aid, how to best confuse a simple cup of coffee?" she
    asked.



    "How this is going to go," he said with infuriating lack of detail. "If
    we're pretending to be married. This is what people who are in love do.
    Right?"



    How would she know? She'd thought she was in love with Daniel.



    But Malone wasn't really asking what people in love did. He was asking if
    this was what they would do while pretending to be married. "Sure.
    This is perfect. I could see us getting coffee together every morning, like
    a tradition. We can play that up for the press. It's convenient that we
    live next door to each other in a secure building with no external access.
    No one has to know we don't actually live together."



    He shrugged. "Sounds like we've hashed out the logistics."



    She glanced heavenward for fortification that did not arrive. "You're such
    a guy. We've barely gotten started. I still haven't heard what you want in
    return. You clammed up when I asked last night and shuffled me off with the
    promise of a coffee date."



    "Because I don't need anything in return."



    But he shifted uncomfortably just like he had last night, and she didn't
    for a second believe him. The witness had something on his mind, no doubt.
    The real question was whether she could get it out of him. And whether it
    was something she had to give.



    There was no question that she would leap tall buildings on Malone's behalf
    if he did this favor for her. As long as it was in her power, she'd make it
    happen.



    "That can't be true. If I win the election, I'll have all kinds of new
    contacts in the city. Maybe I'll get some leads on a job opening that I can
    pass along to you," she suggested impulsively. What better way to satisfy
    the quid pro quo than to help him out?



    Malone froze so fast icicles grew in the space between them. "What makes
    you think I need that kind of charity?"



    Even his voice had a layer of frost, but he hadn't released her hand, so
    she automatically stroked a thumb over his. Which of them she was
    comforting, she couldn't quite sort. "Well, first of all, I don't think of
    it as charity. And second, it was just a thought. You know, to help you get
    back on your feet."



    "I'm on my feet," he said shortly and yanked his hand free as if he'd just
    discovered he'd dipped it in nuclear waste. "And I'll stay on them without
    any help. If you have a problem with the fact that I work at a pizza place,
    now would be the time to nip this whole thing in the bud."



    "I…" Have no idea what pile of doo-doo I just stepped in.
    But clearly she needed to start looking where she was going. And hold hands
    with a man more often because wow. Odd how fast she'd gotten used
    to his warmth. "Sorry. That was insensitive of me. Your job is not a
    problem."



    At least it wasn't a problem for her. Would her opponent glom on to the
    fact that her pretend husband made minimum wage and worked with his hands?
    She knew that he'd sold his company for a nice chunk of change, so he
    wasn't destitute by any means. Presumably, he was biding his time, thinking
    brilliant thoughts behind the scenes until he could start another company.



    Definitely she'd play up the entrepreneur-in-conception-mode angle if
    anyone mentioned it, though the press could easily do research into DuMar
    Technologies themselves, hopefully drawing their own conclusions if they
    had an ounce of investigative integrity. In the meantime, the scales were
    still unbalanced, and she couldn't leave them like that.



    "How about we just agree that I owe you. Maybe call in the favor when you
    need legal advice?" she suggested carefully. Malone nodded noncommittally,
    which seemed to be his new middle name lately. Except somehow she'd gotten
    him to agree to commit to a fake marriage. Hadn't she? "So, to be clear.
    You're in?"



    He shrugged, in opposition to his all-in vibe from a moment ago. "It's only
    for a few weeks, right? Until the election?"



    "Maybe a little bit afterward. I mean, I can't just lose a husband without
    staging a messy divorce that won't win me any fans." She'd already thought
    through her response if someone asked where her husband was lately.
    
        Busy. Politics isn't his thing. He's giving me room to find my wings.
    
    Something that didn't make her gag. "But definitely not more than a couple
    of months."



    "But we don't tell anyone it's fake."



    Bless him for cutting right to the chase and for reading her mind at the
    same time. "The fewer people who know the truth, the better. No chance of
    anyone slipping."



    "We might slip."



    "No way. I'm used to being in the public eye and… What?" The look on
    his face arrowed straight to her tummy, flipping it over.



    "You didn't do so well with the hand holding," he reminded her. The texture
    in his tone hooked her and when their gazes collided, his was laden with
    all sorts of heaviness that shouldn't be there. "What's going to happen
    when I kiss you?"



    Her tongue went numb.



    "I took a theater class," she said with confidence. If she could say that
    without her voice cracking or tipping him off that her insides felt like
    they were being run through one of those machines that made sauerkraut, she
    could handle this fake marriage business.



    As long as he didn't keep talking about kissing.



    "My acting skills are top notch," she assured him but she was pretty sure
    she was talking to herself more.



    "Want to put that to the test?" he murmured and lifted two fingers to her
    face.



    A firecracker detonated across her skin as he traced the line of her jaw.
    She flinched. Which only widened his grin, even as he dropped his hand.



    "Yeah, we're going to have to practice that a lot more," he told her with a
    smart-aleck nod. "But with more touching and less cringing."



    "We so do not! We're not kissing each other. Lots of people don't kiss
    their spouses in public. We don't have to be one of those PDA couples."
    Except they did, especially if they wanted to sell the idea that they were
    an affectionate couple, like in the photo. And then his gaze dropped to her
    mouth, studying it so intently that she touched it with her fingers
    automatically. "Is my lipstick bleeding or something?"



    "I was just wondering how on earth you plan to sell the idea that I'm in
    the non-PDA camp when I'm married to a woman with lips like yours. Surely
    any man who got lucky enough to kiss you on a regular basis would do it as
    much as possible, even if he started out completely opposed to any sort of
    public affection."



    The blush that burned her cheeks was so potent, it might as well have a
    couple of neon arrows accompanying it. Look here! Nomi doesn't handle
    compliments well! "Stop saying things like that."



    "Why? You need to believe I've got it bad for you just as much as everyone
    else. That's how we won't slip."



Madness. What was he even talking about? That they'd pretend to each other? "Malone, I think we should cover the most important
    part of this deal. The one thing we haven't mentioned yet. This fake
    marriage cannot affect our friendship. In any way."



    Kissing her friend sounded like a pretty straight path to screwing up the
    one thing in her life that made sense right now. Everything had slid away
    from her with alarming speed—her career, her brother, her fiancé—and
    she refused to do one single thing that threatened her relationship with
    Malone.



    His brows snapped together. "Of course not. That's rule number one. Our
    friendship is important to me, and I have no plans to lose it."



    Relief rushed through her chest so fast she went lightheaded. All this
    flirty banter had confused her, but as long as he could swear that she
    wouldn't be exchanging a fake husband for her real friend, she could manage
    anything else. "Good. Then no more talk of kissing. That's off the table."



    Malone bumped her companionably with his elbow. "Guess this is the opening
    volley of our first fight as a married couple then."
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Malone glanced at his Timex, which he much preferred to the Rolex Camille
    had bought him. Mostly because it lacked her fingerprints.



    He was early to pick up Nomi for their courthouse date and if he strolled
    into the Vivo Community Desk to fetch his lovely bride too much before the
    appointed hour, Carolina would pounce on him like a kickboxing kangaroo.
    She loved to give him grief about anything she could get her hands on,
    especially his love life. Went with the territory in her mind, though he
    didn't run around telling her what kind of pizza to order.



    Except she wasn't sitting at her desk two down from Nomi like she should be
    apparently, because she caught him cooling his heels outside Brydie's,
    which he'd banked on being far enough away from the south entrance to the
    shared workspace to avoid being spotted.



    Would have worked if Carolina hadn't been trolling for a caffeine fix. He
    could man up though. The advice guru wasn't too scary most days.



    Carolina took a sip of her iced latte and eyed Malone with a calculated
    once-over. "What are you doing skulking around here? Oh, that's right. It's
    W-Day. Eager much?"



    Yeah, that was why he'd tried to lay low. Eager wasn't the word that sprang
    to mind on his wedding day. Nerves, that's all, but either way, it was none
    of her business.



    "Carolina." He touched two fingers to his temple in a half salute.
    "Elevator didn't take as long as normal. Nothing to see here."



    "Uh, huh." Her laser sharp gaze missed nothing as she fingered a lock of
    her sleek blond hair as if contemplating something. Likely whether or not
    to eat Malone for breakfast. "Treat Nomi right or else."



    Geez. "Or else what? I get my marriage license revoked?"



    "This whole thing may be fake, but that doesn't make the consequences of
    messing it up less real," she advised him with arched brows.



    "Guess only one of us opted to honor the rule about not telling anyone," he
    commented drily.



    "Please don't insult me," Carolina sniffed. "Whose idea do you think it
    was? Not hers. Nomi doesn't have a devious bone in her body."



    No, she didn't, or he wouldn't be marrying her, fake, real or otherwise.
    She was the only woman he could say that about though.



    "This does have your signature all over it." Carolina fancied herself as a
    puppet master to the lovelorn, jerking the strings of her viewers' emotions
    until they started dancing to her tune. "Since you don't believe in love,
    seems legit that you'd come up with a plan that's a hollow facsimile of
    it."



    She puckered up her lips and blew him an air kiss. "Got it in one. Your job
    is to figure out how to get Nomi across the finish line without busting her
    heart. She's been hurt really badly and needs protecting. Since you and I
    are so much alike, I figured you were the right guy for that."



    He was one hundred percent that guy. But it crawled across his last nerve
    to think that he and Carolina had anything in common. Problem was, he'd
    signed up to be Nomi's fake husband fast enough, and not for all of the
    altruistic reasons he'd pretended.



    Camille needed a good eyeful of Malone's new life, particularly how
    besotted he was over his gorgeous bride, which he planned to convey via
    many graphic displays of public affection. Couldn't get photographed
    kissing his wife if he didn't actually kiss his wife. Somehow he had to
    switch around her thinking on the matter.



    "Me and Nomi have this locked," he assured Carolina. "Since it was your
    idea, and I'm a fan of it, you get a pass on sending us a wedding gift."



    Carolina laughed and socked him on the arm companionably, which was a ruse
    she used to lull you into a false sense of security before she gutted you.
    "I already got you something. Nonrefundable. But thanks for the pass
    anyway."



    Since it was too late to pretend he wasn't here to pick up Nomi with
    fifteen minutes to spare, he let Carolina hook his elbow and drag him into
    the shared workspace. Katie, one of the women in Carolina's brood, glanced
    up from her desk at the head of Nomi's row.



    "Here comes the groom," she said with a smile that told him she was in on
    the secret too. "I always knew you two were meant for each other."



    "We were slow to catch on," he said as Ivan Anderson, an app developer
    who'd recently moved to Vivo, shot to his feet to offer a hearty handshake
    and an enthusiastic congrats that had none of Katie's guile. So not
    everyone had been clued in.



    Not yet anyway. Katie and Ivan had recently started dating, so it was
    probably a matter of time before she spilled the truth late one night. This
    was the problem with secrets that more than one person knew. All the more
    reason to lay a very public kiss on Nomi. Pronto.



    Nomi made a big show of shoving her laptop into her bag and grabbing her
    purse. Before he could blink, she'd said an exaggerated ta-ta, then
    reversed his trek across the workspace, shuffling him out the door faster
    than ice melting on concrete in August.



It was on the tip of his tongue to tease her in Carolina's vein with an eager much? But she didn't so much as pause in the lobby, rushing
    through it at a breakneck pace to the north side parking garage.



    "I'll drive," she said shortly as she dove into the elevator, and he didn't
    mistake it as an offer that was up for debate.



    The doors slammed closed, barely missing his fingers. "I'm not a
    Neanderthal. I have no problems with sitting in the passenger seat while a
    woman drives, especially my wife."



    "I'm not your wife," she shot back, and he'd had about enough of being at
    odds on his one and only wedding day.



    "Hey," he called out as she bolted from the elevator the moment the doors
    opened. "Hold up a minute."



    The brightly lit parking garage clearly highlighted the panic on her face
    as Nomi swung around to face him. His ire faded instantly, and Carolina's
    comments earlier got stuck in his throat. He had a job here and it wasn't
    to play the fake husband. Or at least that wasn't the most important part.



    "What's wrong, sweetheart?" Gently he smoothed back a chunk of dark hair
    that had fallen out of place during her mad dash. "Talk to me instead of
    working out your strategy for breaking the land speed record."



    "What if this is a mistake?" The wild flare of her irises spoke volumes
    about how much this had been weighing on her. "I mean, what am I doing?
Marrying you for real so we can pretend to be married so I can win an election? This is crazy."



    Well, he'd wondered the same thing. Maybe he should have asked more
    questions. But he had his own reasons for agreeing, so he hadn't been too
    keen on opening up anyone's motivations for cross-examination. Probably
    that had been a mistake.



    Oversights, he could correct. "It's not too late to back out. But think
    about it like this. It's just me. I'm not going to hold your divorce
    hostage or sabotage your campaign. That means I can only help, right? I'm
    on your side. We'll do it together. How is it a bad plan to ensure all the
    dominoes are stacked in your favor?"



    Her chest, which had been heaving great quantities of air into her lungs,
    slowed, gradually returning to the realm of normal breathing. "That's a
    good point. I… just kind of freaked out for a minute there. You were
    early, and I hadn't quite prepared myself and then Katie's all, here's the
    groom! Like I should be excited about my wedding day, but I'm a wreck."



    "I was early because I…" Might as well admit the truth,
    "…had a bout of nerves myself. This isn't real. But it is. Neither of
    us has been married before. Society tells us it's a big thing and there's
    this whole industry around the dress and the cake. Of course it feels like
it should mean more than it does. But it's a campaign strategy only, Nomi. Relax."



    And by some miracle, she did. Her entire body lost the frenzied edge,
    softening back into the gorgeous, kind-hearted woman he'd signed up to
    marry. Now he could look Carolina in the eye and tell her without a single
    twitch that he was not only the right man for this job, he was aces at it.



    "That's a good way to think about it," she said with a cleansing sigh. "I
    don't know what's wrong with me. I'm the lawyer. I should have been the one
    to come up with all the good arguments."



    He had to smile. "You work for a local homeless shelter. You can be excused
    for not having your prosecution skills razor sharp."



    "Well, I love helping others who can't afford good legal counsel, but I
    don't love that Mikel gave me no choice," she said with a flat lipped
    sneer. "My resume isn't exactly in order."



    "Which is why we're getting in the car and driving to the courthouse so we
    can get married," he told her firmly and guided her to the number 47 slot
    where her Nissan sat parked. "Everything else is going to fall into place,
    including your bid for city council."



    That was the magic fairy dust his bride needed. Nomi chatted at him the
    whole way as they drove from Uptown to the courthouse in the inner circle
    of downtown Dallas. Parking proved to be a bit of a challenge, as it always
    did in a city with limited public transportation, but soon she'd wedged
    into a spot half a block away. They found the right line to stand in, Nomi
    clutching the marriage license they'd applied for a few days ago.



    That's when his own nerves kicked back in. This was crazy. Nomi
    was chill, not the kind of woman to take advantage of this situation, and
    they'd hashed out a very short prenup that said she couldn't touch his
    money. The benefits of marrying a lawyer. She hadn't batted an eye at
    spelling out the legal reasons she could never be like Camille, who had
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