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Chapter 1 – The Proposal.
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Samantha Delaney didn’t believe in fate. She believed in good lighting, clean lines, and contingency plans. So, when her assistant burst into her office waving a manila folder like it was a winning lottery ticket, she knew something had gone wrong.

“Before you yell,” Jamie said, panting slightly from the stairs. “You’re going to want to see this.”

Sam set down her coffee—black, no sugar, just like her patience—and arched a brow. “You have five seconds before I start yelling.”

Jamie slid the folder across her desk with the caution of someone who’d once seen her fire a contractor with a single eyebrow twitch. “We got shortlisted for the Hadley Resort renovation.”

Sam froze. “The Hadley? In the Bahamas?”

Jamie nodded. “Multi-million-dollar budget. Press coverage. Celebrity clientele.”

“And?” Sam asked, because nothing this good came without a catch.

Jamie cleared her throat. “The owner, Mr. Hadley, is big on... family values. He thinks your marriage to Ethan is a key selling point. Something about shared vision, unity, long-term commitment. It’s all over the firm’s website. You kind of... forgot to update your bio after the divorce.”

Sam stared at her. “I’ve been divorced for three years.”

“Technically, it says ‘partnered with renowned architect Ethan Delaney.’ That’s not a lie.”

“It’s definitely not the truth.”

“He wants to meet both of you next week. In the Bahamas. Together. Like... still together.”

Sam didn’t answer right away. She looked past Jamie, out the window, where the city carried on without her. People hailed taxis. A dog in a sweater peed on a fire hydrant. Somewhere, the universe laughed.

“I’m not calling him,” she said flatly.

“Then you’re passing up a seven-figure project and six months in paradise.”

Sam picked up her coffee. It tasted bitter. “Find me another way.”

“Sure,” Jamie said. “If you know another architect you used to be married to who’s still hot enough to pass for your fake husband.”

Silence.

“I’ll draft the email,” Jamie said, already backing out.
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An hour later, Sam sat at her desk, laptop open, cursor blinking. The number was still in her phone, not because she was sentimental—because she hadn’t dared delete it.

Ethan Delaney – Do Not Call. Ever.

Her finger hovered over the screen. She could still hear his voice. Cool, calm, just a little smug. It had been three years since she’d heard it in person. Three years since they’d split their assets and their lives with surgical precision.

She hit “Call” before she could talk herself out of it.

One ring. Two.

“Sam?” His voice, low and unmistakable, slid through her like a needle under the skin. “Well. This is unexpected.”

She took a breath.

“I have a business proposal,” she said. “And before you say no, just remember—I never call without a good reason.”

There was a pause on the line. Not the kind filled with awkwardness—but calculation. Sam knew it well. Ethan could measure silence like other men measured time.

“I’m listening,” he said finally.

“There’s a resort in the Bahamas—luxury, oceanfront, absurd budget. They want a couple to co-design it. You and me.”

A laugh. Low, dry. “You and me, back in business? You’re kidding.”

“They think we’re still married.”

Another pause.

“And you didn’t correct them?” he asked, a little sharper now.

“I was going to.” She stared at the ceiling. “Then I remembered your gift for smiling through lies and making them sound like promises.”

“I’d be offended if that wasn’t completely accurate.”

She ignored the pang his voice brought. “It’s six months, max. We show up, pretend we still like each other, land the deal, and walk away with enough money to never speak again. Clean.”

Ethan exhaled. “And what makes you think I’d agree to that?”

“Because you like money,” she said. “And your name’s still attached to a firm that doesn’t know you ghosted your marriage like a bad client.”

That landed. She heard the shift—silence again, heavier this time.

“So,” he said slowly, “I play house with the woman who divorced me by FedEx, and I get what?”

“Fifty percent of the project.”

“You don’t need an architect,” he said. “You need a believable husband.”

“Same thing, apparently.”

A soft snort. “Still charming, I see.”

“And you’re still impossible.”

Another beat. Then, “When?”

“Flight leaves Sunday morning. We meet with Hadley Monday.”

“You’re serious?”

“Deadly.”

He was quiet again. She hated how her heart held its breath. Hated that she cared what he’d say.

“Fine,” Ethan said. “But I’m not sharing a bed.”

“No one asked you to.”

“Just making sure.”

“You’ll behave?”

“I’ll fake it better than you will.”

She hung up before she said something she’d regret.

Across the office, Jamie leaned in the doorway, chewing a pencil like it owed her money. “Well?”

Sam didn’t look up. “He’s in.”

Jamie grinned. “So... you’re going to paradise. With your ex-husband. Pretending you’re still in love.”

“Not in love,” Sam corrected. “Just convincing.”

Jamie’s eyes danced. “Same thing, eventually.”

Sam didn’t answer. She was too busy wondering how long she could fake something she wasn’t sure she’d stopped feeling.
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Chapter 2 – Terms and Conditions
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Love is war. So is contract negotiation.

Ethan Delaney arrived at the airport looking exactly as Sam remembered—like trouble, dressed in expensive jeans and the kind of smug expression that made waitresses forget their names.

He spotted her near the check-in counter, phone in hand, tapping like the screen owed her money.

“Sam,” he said, like it was a dare.

She looked up, and her eyes did that thing they always used to do—tightened, softened, then slammed shut. “You’re late.”

“You’re early.”

“I’m organized.”

“I was being dramatic. It’s part of my charm.”

“You’re not charming. You’re consistent. Like a tax deadline.”

He grinned. “Still throwing punches before coffee. Some things never change.”

“And some things should’ve.”

The flight to the Bahamas was five hours of strained silence, interrupted only by petty squabbles over armrests, drink orders, and whether the overhead light was “too bright” or “just fine, thanks.”

By the time they landed, Sam was deeply regretting every decision she’d made since she said “I do.”

They were greeted at the resort by a woman named Elise—Hadley’s assistant—who looked like she’d stepped out of a yacht catalog.

“You two must be the Delaneys,” Elise said, beaming. “We’re so thrilled to have you! You’re in the honeymoon suite, of course.”

Sam blinked. “I’m sorry—the what?”

Elise laughed. “It’s tradition! All our design couples stay there. Great for inspiration, and press photos later. Come, come!”

Ethan leaned down, lips brushing her ear. “You should’ve read the fine print.”

She elbowed him in the ribs.

The suite had a view of the ocean, a private balcony, and—of course—a single, king-sized bed.

Sam stood at the threshold like it was a crime scene.

“We’ll need to set some ground rules,” she said.

“Obviously.”

“No touching. No flirting. No reminiscing.”

Ethan opened the minibar. “No fun, then?”

“Only in front of clients.”

“And behind closed doors?”

“Don’t tempt me.”

He turned, two mini-bottles in hand. “To the happiest fake marriage money can buy.”

She took one, clinked it against his, and downed it in one go.

He watched her, amused. “Still drink like you’re avoiding feelings.”

“Still talk like you’re trying to hide them.”

They stared at each other a second too long.

Then Sam turned away, tugging her suitcase into the bedroom like she was storming a battlefield.

Tomorrow, they’d pitch their vision for the hotel to Hadley himself.

Tonight, they had to survive each other.

The next morning, Sam wore a navy sheath dress and a smile sharp enough to cut glass. Ethan, naturally, looked like he’d just stepped out of an ad for casual luxury—crisp white shirt, sleeves rolled, top button undone.

She hated how good he looked when he didn’t try. She hated more that he knew it.

“Ready to lie to a billionaire?” he asked as the elevator opened to the Hadley executive floor.

“I already do that. It's called being a woman in business.”

The boardroom was glass-walled, with a panoramic view of the beach. Mr. Hadley, a silver-haired titan in linen and loafers, stood to greet them like he was handing them a yacht.

“Mr. and Mrs. Delaney,” he said warmly, shaking Ethan’s hand first. “You two look just like your photos. It's a pleasure.”

“Thank you for the opportunity,” Sam said, professional and poised. “We’re honored.”

“We’ve been reviewing your joint portfolio. Impressive range. Modern taste, strong lines... and such cohesion. That’s rare in couples who design together.”

“We work well under pressure,” Ethan said, without missing a beat.

“Even when we don’t agree,” Sam added with a tight smile.

Hadley chuckled. “That’s marriage, isn’t it?”

She felt Ethan glance at her and ignored it.

The pitch began. Sam launched into her presentation—eco-luxury themes, organic textures, a seamless blend of Caribbean culture and clean, modern elegance. Her slides were sharp, her notes airtight.

Then Ethan stood and flipped the direction entirely.

“What if,” he said, clicking to a blank slide, “we go retro-chic instead? Think 1960s Riviera. Bold, vibrant colors. Statement pieces. Less beige, more... bragging rights.”

Sam’s jaw clenched.

Hadley raised a brow. “You don’t share a vision?”

“We compromise,” Sam said quickly. “Constantly.”

Ethan smiled. “It's how we keep things interesting.”

They pitched. They bantered. They disagreed—artfully. And when it was over, Hadley looked delighted.

“Excellent energy between you two. I love the push and pull. We’ll move you to phase two immediately—collaborative concept draft. I want something by Friday.”

As they left the boardroom, Sam waited until they were out of earshot before rounding on him.

“Retro-chic?”

“You’re welcome.”

“You undermined my entire proposal.”

“I saved it from being boring.”

“I’m not here to play the nostalgia card, Ethan.”

“And I’m not here to blend into the wallpaper.”

They stopped outside the elevator, too angry to care who saw.

Sam exhaled. “We need to get on the same page.”

“I’m on a page where we don’t pretend the past didn’t happen. It’s what gave us our edge. Or have you forgotten who taught you how to present without sounding like a TED Talk?”

“I haven’t forgotten anything. Especially not how you always had to win, even if it meant losing everything else.”

The elevator dinged.

He didn’t get in.

“Then maybe you should’ve stayed divorced.”

She stepped in, expression unreadable. “We did. You’re the one playing husband.”

The doors slid shut between them.
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