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      Each book in the Only Us Billionaire Romance series stands alone, so they can be read in any order. But if you haven't already read it, you can get your copy of book one, Only a Date with a Billionaire at elliehallauthor.com/books

      She’s a baker. He’s a boxer. Their businesses are side by side and completely incompatible. But are they?

      Sophie Johansson moves to New York City to be free of entanglements from the past and to prove to herself she can make it on her own. She also wants to fulfill her dream of opening a bakery. Unfortunately, the business next door disturbs the peace she desires.

      The infamous boxer, Teagh Coyle, pounded his way to the top then found himself back at the bottom after an ugly divorce. He starts over in a new city and opens a boxing gym in an effort to remake his life. Then he meets the total knockout next door.

      Soon they’re rivals in business, but it also turns out they live in the same building and keep crossing paths—including with his ex who starts to make life difficult. When Sophie has a close call in the alley behind her bakery, Teagh steps in...and sweeps her off her feet. Literally. But when he needs her help in a time of crisis, a secret from her past comes to the surface, making her feel fragile and unsure if she can trust what’s heating up between them.

      Can they make it through the challenges facing their relationship and win the fight for each other?

      Get it now at elliehall.com
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      She prefers cookies and nights in with Netflix. He's a model and would rather be out on the town. Forced to stage a fake relationship will they keep running toward the past or into each other's arms?

      Emma plans to spend the holidays with a pint of ice cream to beat the breakup blues. But with her bank account bottoming out, she reluctantly takes on a Christmas Day gig at a gym and brings her tin of cookies as a plus one. At first annoyed by the big-shot owner’s flexing, Emma discovers he just might have the muscle she needs to work out her money problems…

      Will’s playboy reputation is taking a serious toll on his growing exercise empire. Forced to fake a stable relationship, the sharp-witted and quirky Emma seems like the perfect quick fix. But as he trots the globe with the gorgeous girl who loves carbs more than him, he’s surprised to find himself sweating every staged kiss…

      With Emma’s financial troubles on hiatus, she hopes to drag out her billionaire hate-love relationship for all its worth. But as their fake feelings turn into truth, lovers from their pasts threaten to blow the whistle.

      Can Emma and Will ditch the charade and add some real weight to their relationship?
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      For Emma Jones, Christmas was not the most wonderful time of the year.

      Not when she was alone.

      Not when she was living on her sister’s couch.

      Not when she had to start her new job on Christmas Day.

      Not when she had a broken heart.

      And definitely not when she was out of ice cream. She let out a long sigh, making a cloud with her breath as she poked through the freezer with its bags of frozen vegetables, boxed pizza, and unidentified bricks of food, hoping for some vanilla fudge ripple, chunky monkey, or cookie dough. Her sister was a baker, surely she had cookie dough ice cream.

      “Emmaline Catherine Jones, what are you doing in the freezer at nine am?” Penny scolded from the doorway.

      Emma startled at the sound of her sister’s voice and in her haste to shut the freezer door, knocked herself in the head. She reopened the door and reached for something cold so she didn’t get a bump.

      “Oh no you don’t.” Penny rushed into the kitchen.

      Penny rented a small apartment in New York City she lovingly referred to as the kitchen closet, so it wasn’t far to go. Her one requirement was the kitchen needed to have plenty of counter space, which she traded for space just about everywhere else. Emma was grateful to be able to stay on her sister’s couch after the company she briefly worked for filed for bankruptcy, but it was even more cramped than usual. Not to mention the Christmas tree and decorations. In the background, L Ryder’s version All I Want for Christmas is You played for what seemed like the millionth time.

      Emma cupped the side of her head. “I was getting ice. You saw that I’d closed—"

      “I saw that you were going for another pint of ice cream.” Penny’s hand was on her hip and she narrowed her eyes at her younger sister.

      Emma tucked her head and responded with a bashful look. “I just wanted to see if I needed to buy ice cream while I’m out.”

      “You’ve gone through two cartons. In two days. Why don’t we bake cookies? Switch it up a little bit.” Penny suggested. “Maybe get off the couch. Go for a run.”

      In the past, a long run helped Emma forget about her worries, but lately, it only provided her more time to dwell on everything that had gone wrong.

      “Then you’re not concerned about my waistline?” She felt the hint of laughter on her lips, a rarity when so often lately she found herself with a frown.

      “No. If anything you could stand to gain a few pounds.” Penny reached for a mixing bowl. It was well known between the sisters that baking helped ease her stress, but Emma wasn’t so sure that was the solution, especially right then.

      “I can’t now. I have to head over to Apex.”

      Clara, their mutual friend, received an amazingly fast response when she asked if there were any openings at the gym where she worked part-time. Apparently, they were desperate.

      “Then we’ll bake when you get home. It’s Christmas, after all.” Penny opened her arms for a hug.

      “Definitely.” Emma nuzzled into her sister’s familiar embrace, desperate for relief from the empty ache in her heart. She wanted something, anything—ice cream, cookies, Christmas carols—to provide relief, the more she reached out the more it reminded her of how very alone she was.

      “There’s a deli with healthy options on the corner by the gym that should be open for lunch.”

      Emma stuck her tongue out at Penny. “Okay, Mom. I’ll make sure I eat my veggies too.”

      Penny wrinkled her nose back.

      “If I were Mom, I’d tell you to find yourself a rich man and that probably won’t happen at the deli.”

      “Or the gym,” Emma chimed.

      Penny was only a year and a half older, but had a maternal softness that Emma appreciated—though not so much when they were younger. Whereas their actual mother was somewhere in the Caribbean with her latest wealthy suitor and could only be relied upon to encourage the girls to marry for money.

      Emma bundled up in her coat, hat, and scarf—all knit by their beloved grandmother who’d passed away. She hated being cold.

      The Christmas carols in the background changed to the Twelve Days of Christmas. Emma and Penny locked eyes and started singing. It was a tradition that whatever they were doing when that particular song came on, they had to stop and sing it in its entirety. They had it memorized and it would be stuck in their heads so over the years they’d change up the words. Then it got out of hand and they’d email each other a sound bite of the song, leave some snippet of the song in a voicemail and the other sister vowed to sing from the first day to the last, five golden rings and all.

      When they got to the final verse, Emma took a deep breath. “Phew. Okay, I have to go or I’m going to be late.”

      Penny glanced at the time and then her eyes widened. “Wait. You have twenty minutes, and I have a great idea.”

      “Can you tell me later? It’s my first day, I want to make a good impression.”

      “The gym is two blocks away. You’ll be fine. Just listen. Plus, it has to do with your new job.” Penny waggled her eyebrows.

      Emma raised hers, unsure what her sister had up her sleeve.

      “Christmas is the most romantic time of the year. Couples out strolling in the snow, kissing under the mistletoe…"

      “Um, yeah. That’s a lovely scene, and if you recall I had that with—" She didn’t want reminders of Everett—the guy who broke her heart and her bank.

      “Did you have that though?” Penny surveyed her sister.

      Emma pulled her hat lower on her head.

      “It’s time to move on. You’ve been sleeping on my couch and eating my ice cream for—" Penny started counting on her fingers.

      “For two days.” Emma shifted from foot to foot.

      “But six months before that, what were you doing?” Penny asked.

      “It was seven months, a week, and two days.”

      “You’re keeping track?”

      “Penny, are you kicking me out?”

      “No, I’m just giving you a kick in the pants. A jump-start…Listen, I want to set you up with twelve dates. It will be like the twelve dates of Christmas, like the song. On the first date of Christmas…" she started singing.

      “My true love? Penny, he—" Emma’s chin trembled at the thought of Everett.

      “If he was your true love, he wouldn’t have—"

      Emma’s shoulders caved and her throat felt thick.

      “I want to see you happy again, or at least not miserable. You shouldn’t be the one suffering. Just give it some thought. You might meet some hot, ripped gym guy. That could be date number one.”

      “But today is Christmas day. Aren’t the twelve days leading up to…?”

      Penny waved her hand dismissively. “Details, details. Did I mention Clara found a Christmas hottie of her own? While you were wallowing in despair—"

      “Hey, take it easy. I fell asleep last night.”

      “Crying.”

      Emma straightened. “This is a difficult time to be alone.”

      “So don’t be alone.”

      Emma didn’t dare say she’d rather be with her ex because even though she couldn’t stop replaying what had happened and wishing things were different, she wasn’t sure if that was true anymore. There was a glimmer of light at the end of the breakup tunnel, but Emma was scared of where it would lead and what it might mean to get over Everett. They’d met in college. He was all she knew. Penny was right. She didn’t want to be alone, but maybe she didn’t want to be with him either. Not really. Not anymore.

      Penny’s voice floated back to Emma. “Clara found herself kissing L Ryder, the famous singer, under the mistletoe. Can you believe it?” Penny gave her a quick recap of the previous night when their good friend, Clara Covington, roped the famous musician into volunteer work at a dog shelter, finding homes for twelve adorable puppies.

      “Maybe that’s what I need, a puppy,” Emma said, brightening.

      “Not a terrible idea, but they don’t allow them here.” Penny glanced around at the apartment.

      “I’ll find my own place soon.”

      “You don’t have to. I like having you here. It reminds me of old times…"

      Emma knew her sister was thinking of before Everett. They’d fallen for each other hard and fast. She didn’t mean for her friendships, cookie-baking dates with her sister, and pretty much everything else to fall away. She also didn’t mean for her relationship to fall apart, but she started to wonder about her stickiness. Did she lack the glue, the charm, the whatever that kept people loyal? Loved?

      “If you dated twelve guys, casually, no strings, for fun, you’d discover what qualities you value, the kind of person you’re compatible with—"

      Emma’s thoughts remained on Everett. In the last months, he’d stuck in her mind like glue. “On paper, he was perfect.”

      “Exactly. On paper. In real life, he was a—"

      Emma opened her mouth to defend him, but felt foolish for having been so gullible to fall for his deception. She thought he was loyal and that they’d loved each other.

      Penny lifted a fierce eyebrow and shook her head. “No! I know what you’re going to say. Everett Craven was a toad.”

      Emma pressed her lips together. “I don’t disagree but I have the right to defend my ability to pick a guy and not be a total failure when it comes to men.” She recounted a few of the previous guys she’d dated before him—there were only a few.

      Penny tilted her head in disbelief.

      “I guess I do have a terrible track record.”

      “Think of it this way, now you know exactly what you didn’t want in a guy. Giving you the opportunity to figure out what you do want.”

      “I just thought Everett was the one.”

      Penny tickled Emma’s nose with the end of her scarf, softening the mood with sisterly understanding. “I know you did, Sis. Cookies later?”

      “Cookies always,” Emma replied, grabbing a box tied with a ribbon to bring to her new coworkers. “I’d better go. See you tonight.”

      Emma and Penny weren’t wealthy growing up, but they were always generous in ways they could, including sharing cookies with anyone who’d eat them. They did an annual cookie bake-off to feed the homeless, donated cookies to school and church bake sales, and generally tried to brighten everyone’s day with sugar, butter, and chocolate. They also had the tradition to bring them to work on the first day of a new job even though it was the last place she wanted to go on Christmas day.

      When Emma stepped outside, she pulled her scarf tighter against the frigid air. The gray sky made her feel gloomier than she already did. She closed her eyes, said a prayer of gratitude that she had a place to stay, her sister, and God’s grace. Then as she waited for the crosswalk signal, the twinkle lights glowed, illuminating New York City with that special Christmas magic she couldn’t deny. A smile hid under her scarf.

      She crossed the street, passing a happy couple, hand in hand. Through the window of a coffee shop, another pair leaned close, but she turned away before their inevitable kiss. The unusual, lonesome feeling dimmed the light inside of her on the otherwise festive occasion. Her smile faded.

      Emma pushed open the glass door of the gym. The strains of beat-heavy music coming from the room was like a blast of humid air. After wiping her feet and untying her scarf, Emma approached the reception desk.

      A woman with a high, blond ponytail greeted her. “Welcome to Apex Gym. Merry Christmas.”

      “Hi, um, I’m the new girl, Emma Jones, here for the job.” She wasn’t sure she could summon that level of perky cheer at nine am on Christmas morning, but she desperately needed a job and was willing to do whatever was necessary. Previously, she’d worked for Everett’s firm but that and life as she knew it disappeared in a single day, leaving her with mountains of debt and despair. She’d found another job, but the company folded after she’d only been there several months.

      “I’m Melody. Nice to meet you. So glad you’re here. Let me go find Joe, the manager.” Melody jogged down a nearby hall.

      Emma waited by the desk. She’d worn leggings and a sweatshirt. Because of the suddenness of the job, she wasn’t sure if there was a uniform or—Melody reappeared and passed her a black tank that had a triangle in the center over the word Apex and the slogan Attain. Build. Crush.

      Joe, the manager, trailed Melody as he scanned his tablet. He bobbed his shaved and shiny head in Emma’s direction. “Glad you could start on such short notice. So many people have been calling in sick. Yeah right, they just had too many holiday jollies.” He clicked his tongue disapprovingly and then consulted a list on the sleek device. “Another girl just left.” He puffed his cheeks and let out a breath. “Let me have you fill this out.” He passed Emma the tablet. “Have you ever worked as an assistant?”

      Emma wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or a bad omen because she’d been Everett’s assistant, which meant she’d gotten him coffee, made copies, and essentially ran the company. “Actually, yes. My last job—"

      Joe clapped his hand on her back. “Excellent. Looks like my Christmas wish came true. You’ll do great. Just finish that up. It’s a month-long position and then we’ll find you something else within the company.” He leaned over Emma’s shoulder while she filled out her personal information, including address and phone number. “Just your last job for the previous work experience will do. Great. You’re a lifesaver, Emma.”

      A mixture of confusion and appreciation flashed across her face because the number in the pay rate box was significantly higher than she expected to earn working at a gym. Joe grabbed the device from her hand and walked away. Over his shoulder, he said, “He’ll be here soon.”

      Emma turned back to the desk and gazed up at an enormous photo print of a set of abs. Rock hard abs.

      Melody sighed and fluttered her lashes as she gazed at the photo. “They belong to the owner.”

      “Huh?”

      “The abs. I’m sure you’ve seen them around town, on billboards, model spreads in magazines, stores. He’s everywhere. Has quite the reputation.” Melody leaned in and dropped her voice. “Despite his health and wellness empire, he likes to have a good time. I’ve been hearing rumors about his partying, clubs, women... Then again, I wouldn’t say no to a night with those abs…" Melody pointed to the print on the wall and went on to tell stories of the gym owner’s lifestyle and rampant spending on everything from gold-plated gym equipment to placing a wager on a small island in the Caribbean during a card game.

      Emma’s thoughts darted to how she preferred the simple, quiet life. The one she’d wanted with Everett: travel, fine dining, theater, art museums...

      Her chest tightened. She’d never told anyone the entire story because it embarrassed her. She’d hardly even let herself think it. Everett had frequent business meetings and often worked late. As his assistant, she kept track of receipts and expenses. She logged a huge bill into the accounting software; a bill she reasoned must have been a mistake on the company card. She’d Googled the payee and discovered it was for a club, one she’d never expect her fiancé to patronize, but certainly could imagine the owner of the gym visiting—if the rumors about his wild lifestyle were true. She already hated him on principle alone. However, Melody and Joe seemed nice enough, even if she didn’t agree with the values of the gym owner. Thankfully, she’d probably never have to meet him.

      “Why don’t you go change into your tank and we’ll get you started,” Melody said, apparently done gossiping.

      “Who works out on Christmas, anyway?” Emma muttered.

      At the same time, the doors behind Emma opened, sending in a gust of cold, winter air.

      She turned around and laid eyes on a tall guy wearing a fitted wool coat. A shadow of stubble lined his jaw and his eyes were as blue as northern ice.

      Her heart stuttered and her mouth fell open. If guys like him worked out on Christmas, she might just enjoy her new job.
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      When Will Wheaton entered the room, people stopped and stared. It wasn’t anything new. He’d be lying if he said he was used to it, but he tried to ignore it. Some people thought he was arrogant. But he’d challenge them to act differently with dozens of eyes on them, day after day. Year after year. He wasn’t used to it by a long shot. Numb might have been the better word to describe how he felt. Making himself numb was the one thing that worked lately—it took away the sting, the glare, the ache.

      The snarky question about people going to the gym on Christmas rubbed against him like salt on snow. “Working out is an act of self-improvement for the body and mind. Are there days you don’t eat? Drink water? Sleep?” There was no such thing as a day off as the owner and operator of a health and wellness empire.

      The girl who’d asked, snug under a knit hat topped with a pom-pom and scarf, shrugged. “Christmas is a time for family, for celebration not working on your six-pack.” She held a brown box tied with string.

      He glanced up at the branding in the gym, his own familiar abs—captured on film and glistening with sweat—, and out the window to his face advertising a luxury brand on a billboard. Will stifled a sigh. He’d attained. He’d crushed. For what? He couldn’t answer that question anymore. Something was changing inside him and he feared that meant the outside might change too: he’d built everything on his appearance and if he didn’t have that then who was he? But he didn’t have the time to think about it. He’d just arrived at the Manhattan location, had an agenda, and a new assistant.

      “Six-pack? More like—" He was about to give a snappy retort about his well-earned muscles when the girl tugged off her hat, revealing bob-length brown hair and bangs that stuck out in all directions from static. His lips lifted toward a smile as the tendrils took on a mind of their own.

      He approached the desk in several long strides as he evaluated the franchise. He’d given attention to every detail, right down to the exact shade of gray tile for his high-end fitness centers. With his name attached to it, he knew, and the quarterly reports proved, that anyone who wanted to work out, look good while doing it, and associate with celebrities in the fitness world would flock for a membership.

      The employee behind the desk opened and closed her mouth a few times, flustered. “We weren’t expecting you until—"

      “Wanted to keep you on your toes,” Will said in his low British accent.

      “I’m Melody.” She batted her eyelashes. “It’s so nice to finally meet you in person. I feel like I already know you—" She glanced at the photo print on the wall.

      He felt like rolling his eyes. They were all the same: goggling after him, longing for what he represented. He turned from Melody to the girl with the static-crazed hair. Customers first. What was she doing there if not to work out on Christmas? “Welcome to Apex, can I help you with—?” He pointed to her hair.

      Emma’s hands flew to her head and her cheeks turned pink. “Actually, I work here too.”

      Clearly, she didn’t have any idea who he was. The anonymity was refreshing like a cool glass of water. She was kind of adorable. He’d be interested, but she’d probably turn out like every other girl who applied to work there: hoping to get five minutes with him or if he could get them five minutes with his agent, to pose with him in the next spread, be seen with him to boost their career, or more intimate, personal interests. He’d had it with shallow, self-serving… Then again, he didn’t do much to keep them from staring. He supposed it was an occupational hazard.

      Melody pulled him from his musings. “Actually, Mr. Wheaton—"

      “You can call me Will.”

      Melody cleared her throat. “Of course, Will.” Her voice went all dreamy. “Will, um—" She gestured at Emma and lowered her voice. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember your name.”

      “Emmaline Jones,” she whispered back and passed Melody a brown box tied with a string. “Those are for everyone who works here. Merry Christmas.”

      “She’s new, just starting today… and she’s your assistant while you’re here.” Melody’s voice tinged with jealousy.

      Emma’s mouth fell open, but it didn’t seem like it was because she was impressed or filled with desire. The hardness in her eyes suggested dislike or perhaps even loathing.

      Confusion plagued Will. He wasn’t used to the frosty reception, but he was ever polite. “Welcome to the team, Emmaline.”

      “You can call me Emma,” she echoed. Her eyes darted to the door as if she wanted to leave but then thought better of it.

      “Right. Well, let’s get started.” Will waited for the customary tour of the gym anytime he visited new properties. This was the ninety-ninth franchise, one of many in the US and the last one to visit over the last six months. Still waiting, Will looked to Emma.

      “Oh, you’re to give him the tour, Ella,” Melody said.

      She swallowed and smoothed her hair. “Emma.”

      Will turned to Emma. “Since you’re new, we’ll postpone it for now. Melody, please direct us to the office we’ll be working out of and we’ll get settled in.” He’d have to talk to the manager later about suitable training for his personal assistant while stateside. Surely, she should at least know where the locker rooms were located.

      “Right. You’ll be on the third floor. The room on the right. It has a lovely view.” Melody winked.

      Emma turned in a circle, looking for the elevator.

      Melody rolled her eyes and pointed.

      Will’s phone beeped as soon as they stepped inside. Yet another message from his agent, urging him to call. He tucked the phone in his pocket, ignoring it for the fifth time that morning. Talking to Jared Wilcox, most likely about the recent blemishes to his brand and image, was the last thing he wanted to do on Christmas morning.

      Jared worked strictly with Will and his modeling career. Jared took time off for several months earlier that year, but now that he was back, dogged Will about getting modeling jobs even though the gym mogul had other responsibilities now.

      The elevator opened to a wide hall with several doors. The office was at the end, complete with a wall of windows, framing the billboard with his image. He snorted. “Nice view indeed.”

      His gaze landed on Emma, standing in the doorway. She was petite and her skin held onto its summer tan. A faint smattering of freckles dotted her nose and her dark eyes reminded him of something savory, rich, delicious.

      “Am I supposed to agree with you or—?” She gazed from the window to him.

      He swallowed and realized he’d been the one staring, at her and not the billboard.

      Emma stood in the doorway. “I’d like to talk to Joe.”

      “Joe?”

      “The manager. I didn’t realize—"

      “There you are. I see you’ve both met. Wonderful.” Joe pressed past Emma and into the vast office. He extended his hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Wheaton.”

      “Will.”

      “I see you’ve met your assistant. Remind me your name.” Harried, he didn’t let her answer and continued. “My apologies for not being at the front desk when you arrived, Sir.”

      “No worries. I was early.”

      Joe rocked back on his heels. “Has everything been suitable so far? To your liking, Sir?”

      Will started to nod, but Emma cut across him. “Actually, Joe, I was wondering if we could talk for a sec.”

      The space between Joe’s eyebrows creased.

      They stepped into the hall. Will sat in the chair, tucked his hands behind his head, and kicked his feet onto the desk, tired from the night before.

      From the hallway, Emma and Joe’s voices rose and fell. He caught snatches of the conversation, including Emma requesting a different position.

      His head jerked back. That was a first. Who wouldn’t want to be with him? His chest tightened. That was the wrong question to ask. He knew the answer well enough. He got to his feet and met the pair in the hall.

      Joe, red-faced, wrung his hands.

      Emma, red-faced, clenched her fists.

      “Is there a problem?” Will asked.

      “No, of course not,” Joe said.

      “Right. It’s just a job,” Emma said through gritted teeth.

      Will turned back into the office and resumed his position in the chair. He closed his eyes, dozing.

      Moments later, the door slammed. He opened his eyes slowly.

      Emma stood opposite him in the Apex gym tank top but not with the accompanying friendly or flirtatious smile most of the girls wore who flocked to work for him.

      “How can I help you, Emmaline?”

      “You’re the gym owner. I’m your assistant. Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?” Her tone was mildly harsh as if she tried to hold back anger. He had to admit it was cute.

      “I would, but I have everything I need.”

      “Then you don’t need my services?” Her eyebrows lifted as if she’d just received a get-out-of-jail-free card.

      “Do you need a job?”

      She shifted from foot to foot as though reconsidering. “Yes.”

      He nodded. “Then, yes, I’ll need your assistance.” He closed his eyes again and settled back into the chair.

      “Can I get you a blanket then, perhaps a pillow?” She scoffed.

      Will smirked. She was feisty. Not a first, but usually it came with flirtatiousness and she definitely wasn’t flirting. He wasn’t in the mood for either. In fact, he’d like her to go to the corner and pick up a burger, fries, and milkshake. However, he hadn’t allowed himself that particular kind of indulgence since he’d signed his first modeling contract. The thought made him hungry and angry, but he’d built the gym and health supplement line, including protein shakes—his empire—on his face, his abs, and charm. Oddly, all of which were failing him right then.

      “Have you had breakfast?” he asked. Maybe she’d break the rules and get him a doughnut at least.

      “Ice cream and cookies.” Her voice came alive at the mention of two of his favorite things in the world, foods he could only taste in memory given his strict diet and workout regime.

      “What?” he asked, confused and wondering if she mocked him.

      “Breakfast. I had two gingerbread cookies and finished off a carton of vanilla ice cream. It had freezer burn. My sister probably had it in there since last year.” This was the most she’d said so far, at least to him.

      “Who has cookies and ice cream for breakfast?” He was suddenly afraid he sounded condescending. Sydney had cautioned him about it often enough.

      “My point exactly. Who wants to workout on Christmas?”

      He was about to answer when his phone rang. He looked from her to it and back again.

      “Do you want me to get you something to eat? Bagel? Croissant? There’s a bakery down the street but I’m not sure if they’re open today.”

      He exhaled sharply. “Uh, no. I’ll have a protein shake.”

      With a sharp shake of her bob-length hair, she whisked from the room.

      He answered the phone. His agent blasted him for a full five minutes, asked him rhetorical questions the way an angry father would for another five—not that he ever knew his own—and then said, “So what are you going to do about it?”

      “Jared, even though you’re older than me, you remember what it’s like to have a little fun. You’re just worried your paycheck is going to get smaller.”

      “We’re going to lose the next deal. Nexxiss wants a clean and sexy health and wellness guru: the epitome of style, luxury, and desire. Not a scruffy, just rolled out of bed after a long night partying schlub recently dubbed the billionaire playboy.”

      His phone beeped with incoming texts from Jared: photos from the night before compromising his squeaky-clean image. Just because the paparazzi took photos of him, didn’t mean they were necessarily accurate.

      Will inhaled sharply. He’d forgotten about the dare with the whipped cream, not that he’d eat the stuff. Everly Corbett hosted a Christmas party in the city and he didn’t want to be rude and decline. However, he hadn’t been there long before the odd sense of loneliness, even in a room full of people, sent him on a long walk to clear his head.

      Jared stepped into the office and slid his phone into his suit pocket.

      “What are you doing here?” Will asked, but not entirely surprised. Will was one of Jared’s few clients and he’d built his agent career around him.

      “We have to land this account, Will,” Jared’s voice was more nasally in person than on the phone.

      “I don’t understand why this is a big deal.”

      “Nexxiss wants you to rep their brand but they care deeply about their customers who value a clean and committed image. We can’t have you hooking up with a new girl each night—"

      “I don’t hook up with—" He was about to defend himself, but had stopped caring about how the media slanted his image. It was as if they were trying to make him look bad. Everyone had cameras and photo editing software. It was a losing battle.

      Jared ran his hand down his pale face. “We’ve all seen the photos. Stop partying and clean up your act. Listen, I can call Veronica. We can patch things up.”

      Will’s voice went cold. “I’ll clean up my image. You will not call Veronica.”

      “Fine. What’s your plan?” Jared asked.

      “I don’t—"

      “Well, I do. Find a nice girl here in New York. Sweet. Wholesome. One without any baggage. Someone you can be seen in public with and not those—" He exhaled, shaking his head. “Go on a few dates. Make it look like the last few reports were blown out of proportion, mistakes you made while in the big city. You need a girl like—"

      Emma reappeared just then with a protein shake in one hand, a muffin in the other, and a scowl on her face.

      Jared pointed. “Someone like her.” He looked her up and down.

      “Emmaline?” Will asked, shocked by what his agent was suggesting.
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      “I said you can call me Emma.” Correcting him was tiresome but of more concern was the strange conversation she’d walked in on.

      Jared plucked the muffin from her hand. “You’re the new assistant? I’m the agent. Jared Wilcox. And this is a no-no for him.” With his free hand, Jared pointed at Will. “No muffins, cookies, cakes, or pies for our man Will. I’ll email you his diet plan. The protein drinks and supplements are disgusting, but—"

      Will cut across him. “We’ve had them third party tested. They’re the highest selling in the nutrition industry. What do you mean they’re—?”

      Jared brushed Will off. “Emma, do you have a criminal record?”

      Her eyebrows squished together. “No?” What kind of question was that? In fact, she’d already answered it on the application.

      “No with a question mark as in yes but you’re afraid to tell the truth or no as in no, I do not have a criminal record,” Jared asked around a mouthful of the chocolate chip muffin.

      “I most certainly do not have a criminal record.” She liked this guy even less than she liked Will.

      “Are you married? Single?”

      She huffed. “Single. I filled out the application. I don’t see how these questions pertain to my job—?”

      “Excellent. What do you like to do? Hobbies? Interests?”

      She shifted uncomfortably. “I like to bake.”

      “Please refer to the diet guidelines only. What else?”

      Earlier that morning, she’d gone from sad, to relieved to have a job, to disgruntled because she wasn’t pleased that her employer was a rich, arrogant party boy. Now she was perplexed. “I like dogs, um, reading and running. I’m very organized, sensible. I aspire to—"

      Jared threw his arm around her shoulders and shoved her toward Will. “She’s perfect. A little short, but she can wear heels.” He stood back as though taking a photograph of them. “It’s all about the image. You look good together. A handsome couple. I am a genius if I do say so.”

      “I don’t understand,” Emma said. She glanced at Will. He was undoubtedly attractive. Model material for sure. The broad planes of his face hid under scruff. He wasn’t bulky like a bodybuilder but sculpted with strong muscles under his suit. Penny would swoon. She recalled a photo spread featuring him from a magazine she’d posted in her college dorm room. Emma glanced at him again to be sure. Yes, it was Will, only his face was freshly shaved, he was paler, and younger then. The thought flitted through her mind that she preferred this version. He was slightly more rugged and had a healthy glow to his skin. But she tossed the idea out of her mind as questions about her current reality resurfaced.

      Will turned to Emma, matching her expression of confusion.

      Jared pinched the bridge of his nose. “Try to keep up. I’m suggesting we stage a fake relationship to keep Will’s career from veering off the rails. Act like a couple, like you’re falling in love for all the world to see. It’ll be easy. Only a kiss.”

      Emma balked.

      “Sweetheart, it’s all smoke and mirrors.” Jared turned to his client. “Will, the health and wellness guru thing is just a fad. But you’ve had a successful modeling career for a decade. Let’s keep it that way.”

      “I work hard to help other people feel good and look good.”

      Jared waggled his finger at him. “You know that I know what’s best for your career. I’ve been doing this longer than you’ve been alive. Now, make it seem realistic for the next month while you’re in the US. Then you’ll break it off because long-distance relationships are hard to maintain. We just have to make sure we get it on camera. Fake. Simple. Done.”

      This time protests rose to Emma’s lips. “This is absurd. I applied to work at the gym. This morning I find out I’m an assistant to a man-child who can’t conduct himself in public and now you’re suggesting—"

      Will’s hands flew to his hips. “What do you mean man-child?”

      “Melody told me all about you.”

      “They’re rumors.”

      “Are they Will?” Jared waved his phone, streaming with photographic evidence of Will’s alleged partying.

      “I was a guest at a party. I left early and was here early because this is my job.” Will’s voice turned icy. “Perhaps I’ve been out more fun than you’d like, Jared, but—"

      “Will, my job is to make sure you uphold your image so we don’t lose—"

      “It’s not like money is in short supply, Jared.”

      Emma huffed. It must be so easy for these men and their money. She just needed a job to get back on her feet.

      Jared leaned in and hissed. “Yes, but money doesn’t buy trust, and that is what we build your image upon. The public buys your products and goes to your gyms because they believe in the good British boy with the tousled brown hair and abs of steel. I created you and that’s why your whimsical little health fetish took off. Have you ever asked why people think you’re a hero? Who they aspire to? In a time when parents shield their children from celebrities because their lives are disastrous or they merely follow because they enjoy a good train wreck, you’re a beacon. Digital media can make or break a career, Will. What goes on the internet stays on the internet. Think hard about your direction.”

      “You sound like Sydney.”

      “Then I’m flattered.” Jared’s voice was dry.

      Emma cleared her throat, wondering what she’d walked into.

      Jared turned to her and smiled. “What’s your number, Good Girl?”

      “My number? Good girl?” she asked.

      “Yeah, how much?”

      Emma held her hands up between them, appalled. “What are you asking me?”

      Jared grunted with annoyance. “Name your amount to go along with this scheme to pose as Will’s love interest for the next month. To make it worth your time. You probably have college debt, uh, a car loan…"

      She blinked a few times, trying to understand. They wanted her to be Will’s assistant and pose as his love interest and they’d pay her.

      It was tempting. So tempting. If she could get out from the debt Everett put her in, she could truly start over. If it meant she could move on without the shadow of the past haunting her with a monthly bill, she’d do it. She squared her shoulders. “Twenty-nine thousand five hundred sixty.”

      “That’s very exact,” Will said wryly.

      “Is there a contract? Something for me to sign?” she asked.

      “I’ll have it to you by the end of the day.” Jared checked his watch.

      Will held his hands up. “So we’re doing this? For real?” He shook his head.

      “Do you have a better idea, lover boy?” Jared clapped his client’s cheek. “Just doing my job so you can do yours.” He turned on his heel and left.

      Silence stretched between Will and Emma until the elevator in the hall dinged, signaling Jared’s departure.

      Will slouched into the chair. “I could really use that muffin.”

      “Jared said no muffins, no…"

      “Apparently, I always listen to Jared.”

      “Do you?” Emma asked, surprised at the challenge in her voice.

      Will’s phone beeped and he checked the incoming message. He drew back the arm that held the phone, closed one eye, and pretended to throw it like a fastball at the billboard outside the window. Then he took a deep breath. “Change of plans. We have to go to London.” He spent the next few minutes texting on his phone. “Jared said it’s fine—the plan should stand an even better chance back home.”

      He was asking her to go to London. “Did you say we?” Maybe she could bow out, get a job at Starbucks and move on with her life. Then again, the twenty-nine thousand dollars plus the salary the assistant job offered was enough to wash her slate clean. She held her breath as though the perfect answer would come when she exhaled.

      His eyes met hers. They were cool, blue, devastating. She blinked a few times, pulling herself from their allure. Only a kiss?

      “Do you really want to do this, Emmaline?”

      She huffed. No one except her grandmother ever called her that, well, and her sister when she got mad. “I don’t know, William. I haven’t had much time to think it through. It’s only 10:30 am and all I’ve had to eat are cookies and ice cream.”

      “Do you make decisions later in the day after you’ve eaten cake and pie?”

      “Watch it or I won’t share.”

      “Ooh. She bites.” A dimple formed in his cheek when he smiled.

      “Only when I’m hungry.”

      Will chuckled. His phone beeped again and then he signed into the tablet on the desk before passing it to Emma. “Jared sent over the contract.”

      “He moves fast.”

      “Too fast.”

      Emma skimmed the digital document. Nothing jumped out at her as being unusual, except for the entire situation. There was a non-disclosure section, meaning she couldn’t tell anyone about the arrangement or about Will and his associates' private lives and business dealings. The agreement also included the cost of her travel, lodging, and several other expenses. Emma closed her eyes, visualizing her debt dropping from five digits to zero. She drew a deep breath and signed with her finger.

      “You really need this job, huh?” Will asked as he pressed the lobby button in the elevator.

      “I really do. Even though I don’t have a fancy agent to draw up documents, you and I need to have a verbal agreement. Don’t ask me questions.”

      “What if I need a muffin?”

      She cocked her hip. “I thought muffins were off limits. I mean don’t ask anything personal.”

      “Why?”

      She leveled him with a glare.

      As they exited the gym, Melody sat slack-jawed under the photo print of Will’s abs.

      Outside, Emma folded her scarf around her neck as Will pulled open the door of a waiting black SUV.

      He told the driver. “Times Square, please.”

      “At least you say please,” Emma mumbled. And he had a really nice voice. A sigh escaped.

      “Are you suggesting I’m inherently rude? I opened the door for you.”

      “No. I—" But she was and knew it. Everett wasn’t a billionaire, but he was wealthy and impolite to the people he referred to as the help. Often, including her even though they’d been together when his company was just a startup. She’d logged long hours to get it off the ground because she knew internet coding better than he did and fixed all his bugs. She was determined to be a partner. But she didn’t have a buy-in other than her effort, sleepless nights, and diligence. What did that earn her? The title assistant. And there she was again, a rich and arrogant guy’s assistant.

      As they turned the corner, she let out a jagged breath. “Why are we going to Times Square? Didn’t get enough of yourself on the billboard?”

      One of his images flashed on the screen high on a building.

      “I didn’t realize we licensed my image to—" His eyes floated to the street level as they passed a souvenir shop. “Here will do,” he said to the driver. “I won’t be long.” Will stepped onto the slushy sidewalk. He turned to Emma, who was still in the SUV. “Are you coming? Or am I not allowed to ask you that question?”
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      The agreement to stage a fake relationship was unconventional and possibly wrong. Fake? Easy? Will was all about that but he sensed the arrangement might become tedious.

      Emma was hot and cold, sweet and irritable, and at times seemed vulnerable and at others invincible.

      “Am I coming?” she repeated. “Yes, you can ask me that. I meant not to ask personal questions. But my answer depends on where we’re going.”

      Will pointed to a souvenir shop with flashing lights in the window.

      “Do you need an Empire State Building keychain? An I Love New York magnet? Perhaps a mug with the Statue of Liberty?”

      “Not a bad idea, considering I suddenly don’t feel very free.”

      “Ouch. Only a few minutes in and we’re already bickering like an old married couple.” Despite having made the comment, Emma flinched.

      “The old married couple I knew didn’t argue.” Memories flashed through Will’s mind as the city, already amped up on that unique Manhattan energy, rushed by him.

      “Am I your assistant right now or your fake girlfriend?”

      Will sighed. “Both? This was Jared’s idea. I’m sure someone will take a photo of us souvenir shopping. He’d probably approve.”

      Emma huffed and hesitated before exiting the SUV and followed him into the nearest souvenir store.

      A guy eyed her, even bundled up in her hat and scarf. She was cute, he’d give her that, but he wasn’t sure about her personality. It was as if she didn’t want him to like her and she didn’t want to like him. He scratched his head and followed her inside.

      The salesman tried to sell her everything on the shelves. “My dear, we have everything for you to bring back home. How long is your visit?”

      “I live here. I’m just looking,” she said in a different tone than the one she used when speaking to him.

      “Then perhaps I could interest you in—"

      “Actually, I’m shopping,” Will said, stepping in.

      The man’s eyes landed on him and lingered there a moment too long.

      Even though he hadn’t shaved, he knew in that instant the man recognized him—not hard with his image splashed all over the city. It was like the split second before a channel changed on TV. It was in the blink of an eye. “My son is a big fan. Wait one minute. He’ll be right back. Went to get bagels. He’ll want to take a picture with you.”

      “We’re in a rush. I’ll just take this. Will grabbed a snow globe with the New York City skyline, threw a twenty-dollar bill on the counter—even though the price tag said ten dollars—and rushed out of the store. He promised his niece a gift from every city he visited, especially when he was gone for long stretches of time. Will wasn’t ready to go home. He didn’t want to deal with the pending tragedy he’d avoided facing and whatever other dumpster fires waited for him in London. He certainly didn’t want to return to the flat with all the soured memories it held between its walls.

      Will waited in the SUV as Emma emerged from the store, looking bewildered. A man who was a younger version of the shopkeeper entered as she exited. He gave her a long, lust-filled look. She strode passed as though she didn’t notice the guy ogled her. Either that or, like him, she’d learned to ignore it.

      Without a word, she buckled her seatbelt. She wasn’t the usual model type he dated. She certainly lacked the height and from what he’d gathered, she didn’t swear off carbs, something he appreciated even if he couldn’t enjoy them himself. He put the emphasis on dated in his mind because the last thing he wanted was a relationship. That’s what made his current lifestyle so appealing. He could kiss and walk away. No strings, emotions, lives, or anything with a heartbeat attached. Talk about a dumpster fire. The very notion of being in a relationship made his skin burn.

      With Emma, it would all be fake. No real emotions. No real relationship. No real flirting or anything beyond that.

      He could pull this off and pull his reputation from sliding into the gutter. Jared didn’t know the photos were usually a result of him being in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people or the paparazzi altering the images. But there was little he could do to prove it false. He’d tried and as soon as one picture was removed, another popped up.

      Emma’s voice floated to him through the murk of his thoughts. “Do you mind if I stop and grab my things? I won’t be long; my clothes are still packed. I hope my sister will be there. Hopefully, she’ll understand.”

      That was the last he heard as he rested his head against the back of the seat. He felt tired, so tired. Maybe it was the weather, his worries, or whatever. His eyes closed and he dreamed. He’d loved Veronica, and she’d loved him, at least she’d claimed. He’d thought they were a team, together forever. Then he walked in on her with someone. Only it wasn’t a dream but had happened in real life. Will had caught Veronica with some guy. He never found out whom. Didn’t want to know, afraid of what he might do to him. He dreamt about it frequently. Not knowing the guy’s identity haunted him. Sometimes it was his trainer, other times his cousin, strangers he’d seen earlier that day. The guy was different each time, but the scene was always the same: his ex-girlfriend cheating on him.

      Someone pushed his head off their shoulder. Disoriented, he sat up.

      “Will, we’re here. I think. I don’t know. Maybe this is like in the movies and you’re going to dump me off in the middle of nowhere. Stranger things have happened today.” Her voice was only slightly familiar but sweet.

      He wiped his mouth, fearing he’d drooled as the snowy scene took shape before him. His new assistant, the one he needed to date to recover his career as a wholesome role model, came into focus. She was cute. Her nose was like a button. Her lips like cherries. He remembered it was Christmas. He sent a quick text ahead of their departure. “Sorry about—" He gestured to her shoulder. “It looks like we’re here.”

      The driver opened the door and escorted them to the sleek jet waiting on the runway. As they walked up the ramp, Emma said, “Classy. I missed my calling as a gym owner.”

      “I made smart investments early on with my modeling money. My mentor saw to it I didn’t spend all of it foolishly. Then I had the opportunity to start a health and fitness line of supplements, protein shakes. I got involved in a lucrative business model. The brand exploded. Then the gym franchises. It happened fast.”

      Her expression was familiar, like the last several hours of her life had accelerated. He understood the feeling. That had been the last decade of his. He’d longed for it to slow down. That was his intention with Veronica, but as quickly as it had started, everything fell apart, leaving him in pieces.

      Will settled into his usual seat on the plane.

      Emma turned around a few times, her face unreadable.

      “Sit wherever you’d like.” He reclined in the large cushioned chair, ready to sleep through the flight and not think about the bittersweet reality of their destination. He’d made it a point to stay away from London as long as possible because he couldn’t bear the reminders of love and loss. But there was always the tug, drawing him back. One he’d learned to ignore as best he could, along with the fans going wild, the people staring, and the questions in his heart.

      He felt Emma watching him and blinked his eyes open.

      She sat opposite him as the plane taxied on the runway. The look she gave him was as if she’d understood his thoughts, the conflict raging inside, and how he perched on the edge of a kind of flight of his own, or maybe she just had a perma-scowl.

      “Shouldn’t you adjust your seat?” Her voice was firm but concern pinched the space around her eyes.

      Will looked around as though his surroundings would provide the obvious answer.

      “On every airplane I’ve ever been on, the flight attendants insist on having seats in the full and upright position during takeoff and landing.”

      Will smirked. “How many times have you flown?”

      She pursed her lips but her fingers trembled slightly. “Three times.”

      “On a private aircraft?” Will elaborated. When she didn’t answer he said, “It’s fine. You can recline.”

      “I don’t want to.” She seemed flustered. Maybe she was having second thoughts about their arrangement.

      “Then why did you ask?”

      “It seems like you play by your own rules.”

      Perhaps she needed a dose of the famous Will Wheaton charm. It wasn’t only his good looks that earned him the private jet, sizeable bank account, and the other accouterments of a billionaire. “Rules? None for me. I do have my own playbook. Would you like to know what’s in it?” Will leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He looked down at his hands and lifted his eyes slowly to meet hers.

      She took off her jacket, revealing her trim physique despite her supposed propensity for cookies and ice cream. She smoothed her hair, sat back, buckled in, and placed her hands in her lap.

      His eyes didn’t waver.

      Her cheeks grew rosy as though she was self-conscious.

      He counted the three guideposts of his public persona. “Have a good time. Make sure it’s fun. Don’t regret it in the morning.” He flashed his most charming smile. He left out work hard, be kind, and always choose what’s right over what’s easy—all things Sydney instilled in him.

      “Yup, you have your own rules. Mr. Wheaton, can I get you anything before we depart?” Derision laced her voice.

      He flashed a cocky smile. “I don’t think you’d be willing to give me what I need.”

      “That sounds arrogant.”

      He sighed. He’d meant it flirtatiously, testing her, trying to work his charm. Most of the women he’d encountered would have responded with what do you want, practically offering him the world. Emma had simply called him out. He liked that about her but wasn’t sure how to turn off the charm.

      He hated that he’d even questioned whether she was like the other girls, greedy for money and fame. She had a fixed dollar amount, which meant she had a hardship or a goal. Even though their arrangement wasn’t real, she was and that was refreshing. “You could’ve asked for more than twenty-nine thousand five hundred dollars. Why didn’t you?”

      “And sixty dollars.”

      “Precisely. Why didn’t you ask for more?”

      “Remember? No questions.”

      He leaned back, amused, confused, and curious about her as the plane suddenly became weightless, suspended as it lifted into the air.

      Emma gripped the armrests of her seat. She gazed at the ceiling. Despite her apparent fear of flying, it amused him how she was actually there to do her job as an assistant rather than fall for him. He may not live by the rules common to most people, but not to have to play the game, at least not with Emma, was a relief. She intrigued him.

      However, she trembled as the plane gained altitude and panic seeped into her features.

      He got out of his seat and crossed to the empty chair beside her because it was the right thing to do and Will didn’t even need to hear Sydney’s voice in his head to urge him.

      “Will, you’re not supposed to get up.” Emma’s voice quaked.

      “Remember, no rules.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can just walk around the plane when it’s—"

      He buckled next to her, to ease her nerves and not because he always wore his own seatbelt. “Look. I’m fine.”

      She wasn’t. He wasn’t sure what to do. He felt tempted to hold her hand and let her know they were safe, but she didn’t seem like she’d appreciate that.

      “I’ll be fine once we’re cruising.” Emma took a deep breath.

      “What if I told you I have Santa’s best reindeer at the helm?” He chuckled to lighten the mood.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and tears pierced the corners.

      “If I’d known you were afraid of flying, we didn’t have to go through with this.”

      “I thought we were staying in New York and then it happened so fast. It’s not that I’m afraid of flying. It’s takeoff and landing.”

      Will considered this. Sydney would say there’s a metaphor in her comment or was it an analogy? He could never remember the difference. Starting or ending something was usually the most challenging whereas going along on autopilot was easier. Even though he wasn’t sure if they were going to last more than the next few hours together he hated the idea of Emma suffering. She was smart so telling her not to be afraid wouldn’t be effective. He took a deep breath and said the first and only thing that came to mind. “Look, out the window. Do you see it out there?” He infused his voice with excitement.

      Emma slowly opened her eyes and turned to the small porthole window. Will leaned over her shoulder, inhaling her vanilla scent. “That red blip. Do you see it? I think it’s Santa, heading back to the North Pole.”

      She gazed out the window. “Do you mean the light on the end of the plane’s wing?”

      Nevertheless, he glimpsed the beginning of a smile form on her lips, suggesting he’d eased her fears, at least for the time being. She was quiet though, and she continued to tremble beside him.

      Will wasn’t sure what else to do, so he did something he hadn’t done in well over a decade. He sang Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. He fumbled over the words a few times but on the second round, Emma joined him and their voices, though far from perfect, echoed through the cabin on the cloudy Christmas afternoon.
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      The reality of Emma’s situation came at her slowly like water turning to ice. One moment it was liquid and the next it was solid, hard, and impenetrable. She knew going to London meant flying and she knew that taking off and landing paralyzed her with fear. But what terrified her was falling. There was no one there to catch her. No safety net. She was alone. She’d fallen for Everett and knew how that turned out.

      When she’d gone back to the apartment to grab her still-packed suitcases, her sister was out, so she’d left a note, promising to call as soon as she landed.

      Landing.

      In London.

      She reviewed the hours that elapsed since she woke up: Penny exposed her ice cream addiction, encouraged her to date twelve guys, and now she was fake-dating one.

      A famous one. A rich one. A hot one.

      An arrogant one.

      A guy who played by his own rules, whose agent was clearly nuts, and who sat across from her humming Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.

      It was sweet of him to try to pull her out of the spiral of anxiety as she visualized falling through the gray sky to her doom. That didn’t change the fact that she sort of hated him, what he stood for, and their new situation. However, it meant money to erase the past so she could finally move on.

      Resolved to go through with it, no matter how absurd, she straightened in her chair.

      She was keenly aware of Will’s presence. She couldn’t deny or ignore how she felt a little fluttering inside as she had every time she saw her high school crush. Emma frowned when she realized that was the last time she’d experienced that inner lift, the butterflies dancing in her belly, and the surge of fizziness throughout her body when she sensed his eyes on her.

      “What are you thinking?” His voice was smooth with a British accent yet masculine with a hint of a gravelly undertone.

      She realized she’d been staring at him, lost in her thoughts. “I told you no personal questions.”

      “You could’ve been thinking about the stock market, politics, or the inner workings of my watch.” He shook his wrist. “Nothing too personal.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      Just then, a man wearing a modern tunic-style suit appeared from the back of the plane pushing a cart.

      Will twisted in his chair. “Basil, how are you, chap?”

      The man with a trim mustache nodded.

      “We are doing wonderfully now that you’re here.” Will rubbed his hands together as Basil removed the cloches from the tops of the plates to reveal steaming potatoes, sausages, and peas.

      “I didn’t realize anyone else was on the plane with us,” Emma stammered. “Thank you,” she added as Basil presented the meal.

      “We couldn’t miss Christmas dinner. I figured since we’ll be arriving in the evening and due to the time difference…"

      “It was very thoughtful.” She couldn’t imagine how he’d planned this so quickly given the fact he’d learned they had to go to London on short notice. Starved, she started eating, not giving the conveniences money could buy another thought.

      Will lifted his glass of sparkling water. “No wine. Empty calories.” He patted the rock solid abs hidden under his shirt by way of explanation. “But I’d like to make a toast. To our alliance.”

      Emma lifted her glass. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

      “A business agreement? A pact of sorts.”

      “Whatever. I just want to get it over with.”

      They clinked and sipped.

      Will hesitated before he took a bite of his potatoes like the words hit a nerve. After a few minutes of awkward silence passed he said, “I’m doing this because I have to clean up my image. What’s in it for you?”

      “I told you not to ask.”

      “How can we pretend to be dating and have a conversation if I can’t ask questions?”

      “There’s no one watching us here on the plane.”

      “But we should practice and get to know each other.”

      Emma stuffed a heaping mound of mashed potatoes in her mouth.

      “I’ll start singing Christmas carols again,” Will teased.

      She already missed her sister and might have enjoyed that, but didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. This was a business transaction, as he’d said. Typically, she didn’t get chummy and sing during board meetings.

      “On the first day of Christmas, my true love gave to me the cold shoulder and a plate full of peas.” He sang and then pointed at her plate. “I see you didn’t eat your peas. But you like ice cream and cookies. Good thing there’s dessert.”

      Basil appeared carrying a tray. On a plate in the center was an assortment of cookies: chocolate chip, gingerbread, peanut butter, sugar…

      Emma’s eyes lit up as Basil set them in front of her. They were still warm. She couldn’t resist and plucked a chocolate chip cookie from the top and sang the entire Twelve Days of Christmas song true to her and Penny’s agreement, changing a few of the lyrics. “On the first day of Christmas, my nemesis gave to me, a chocolate chip cookie…"

      “Nemesis? I thought we were fake dating.” He clutched his chest, mock insulted. “A nemesis wouldn’t get you cookies from the best bakery in New York City,” Will boasted.

      “New York City doesn’t have its best bakery yet.”

      “Oh, wait. She speaks. What’s this you say? I’m intrigued. Tell me more.” Will chuckled.

      “My sister, Penny, is the best baker I’ve ever known and by default, her bakery would be the best. We even conducted a study. She has a baking blog and one summer we tried every single cookie at every single bakery in Manhattan that was worth
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