
Legally Yours

A Second-Chance Romance

by

Camille Marley

Copyright © 2025 by Camille Marley

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Published by BridgingTheGap369


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

The Will

The Reunion

The Proposal (Again)

The Conditions

The Cracks

The Slip-Up

The Fallout

The Distance Between

The Return

The Vow

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication

[image: ]


For everyone who’s ever gone to a wedding single—and discovered that sometimes the best dates are the ones you never saw coming.
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Tessa Langford hadn’t cried since the funeral. Not when she packed up her grandmother’s cardigans, not when she stood in the quiet bookshop that still smelled faintly of cinnamon tea and old paper, not even when the lawyer said the word “probate.” But now—sitting in a stuffy office surrounded by polished mahogany and the scent of dust—her throat burned like someone had wedged a stone behind it.

Across from her, Ethan Mercer looked maddeningly composed. Of course he did. He’d always been calm under pressure, all pressed suits and steady eyes, the kind of man who read legal jargon like bedtime stories. She’d forgotten how infuriatingly centered he could be.

The lawyer cleared his throat. “As executor of the estate, I’m required to read aloud the pertinent clause of Mrs. Langford’s will.”

Tessa nodded, hands twisted in her lap. “Right. Let’s get it over with.”

He adjusted his glasses and began. “To my granddaughter, Tessa Langford, I leave my shop—Langford’s Books—and the apartment above it, on the following condition...” He paused, glancing up at her with a look that made her stomach dip. “That she remain legally married to Ethan Mercer for no less than twelve consecutive months from the date of this reading.”

Tessa blinked. “I’m sorry—what?”

The words hit her like a slap. “Remain married?” she repeated, her voice a broken whisper that climbed fast toward disbelief. “We haven’t been married for five years!”

Ethan’s jaw tightened, though his expression didn’t change. “Apparently, your grandmother didn’t get that memo.”

The lawyer shuffled his papers, uncomfortable. “It seems she never filed the dissolution paperwork on her end. Technically speaking... the state still recognizes your marriage.”

Tessa’s pulse skittered. “That’s ridiculous. We signed the divorce papers ourselves.”

Ethan’s voice came quiet, too controlled. “We signed them, Tess. We just... never mailed them in.”

She turned to him, eyes wide. “What?”

He lifted one shoulder in that maddening, rational way of his. “You left town before we finalized it. The papers sat on my desk, and then life happened. I thought—well, it didn’t matter anymore.”

Her mouth opened, then closed again. “Didn’t matter?” she echoed. “You thought our marriage didn’t matter, but apparently it matters enough to determine whether I get to keep my grandmother’s shop?”

The lawyer coughed. “Technically, yes.”

Tessa slumped back in her chair, half laughing, half gasping. “Unbelievable. Absolutely unbelievable.”

The shop had been her grandmother’s heart—her sanctuary. Every shelf held memories: story hours with children perched cross-legged on the rug, tea shared with regulars who felt more like family, the creaky stairwell that sang when someone came home. Losing it wasn’t an option. But the idea of being tied to Ethan Mercer again, even on paper, felt like walking barefoot over broken glass.

Ethan sat quietly beside her, hands folded, expression unreadable. Only the faint tension in his shoulders betrayed him.

“So what happens,” she said finally, “if I refuse?”

The lawyer winced. “Then the property reverts to the town historical trust for auction.”

Translation: sold to whoever wanted to gut it and turn it into another boutique coffee chain.

Tessa pressed her fingers to her temples. Her grandmother, God love her, had always been dramatic—but this? This was a soap opera twist from beyond the grave.

Ethan’s voice broke the silence. “We could make it work.”

She snapped her head toward him. “Excuse me?”

“For a year,” he said evenly. “We sign the papers, stay legally married until the condition expires, and then finalize the divorce properly. You keep the shop. I’ll make sure the legal side’s airtight.”

Tessa stared at him, incredulous. “You’re offering to stay married to me. For business reasons.”

His mouth curved slightly. “That’s one way to put it.”

She laughed once, sharp and disbelieving. “You think we can just fake a marriage for twelve months without killing each other?”

“Technically,” he said dryly, “it wouldn’t be fake. It would just be... extended.”

The look she gave him could’ve set wood on fire. “You haven’t changed.”

He tilted his head. “Neither have you. Still dramatic.”

“Still impossible.”

“Still determined.”

The lawyer cleared his throat again. “If I might suggest—this arrangement could be formalized quickly. All it requires is your mutual consent.”

Tessa turned back to him. “Oh, it requires a lot more than that. It requires me not losing my mind.”

Ethan’s voice softened. “It’s one year, Tess. You’d get to keep everything your grandmother built. Isn’t that worth putting up with me for twelve months?”

She wanted to say no. She wanted to throw his words back at him and storm out like she had the last time their lives collided. But the image of Langford’s Books flashed in her mind—the warm light spilling across wooden floors, the rows of worn novels waiting for her touch. Her grandmother’s laughter echoing through the aisles.

Her throat tightened. Damn it.

“One year,” she said finally, her voice low. “No more. And no pretending this is anything but a business transaction.”

Ethan’s eyes met hers, calm and steady. “Agreed.”

The lawyer exhaled in visible relief, scribbling notes. “I’ll draw up the paperwork.”

As they stood, Tessa caught her reflection in the glass of the office door—her own expression somewhere between disbelief and resignation. Behind her, Ethan adjusted his tie like the world hadn’t just tilted sideways.

She turned on her heel. “If you start calling me Mrs. Mercer again, I’m walking.”

He smiled faintly, that same maddening glint in his eyes she remembered all too well. “Wouldn’t dream of it, Mrs. Langford.”

Her glare said she didn’t buy it. But when they stepped into the sunlight outside, she caught the faintest whisper of her grandmother’s voice in her memory—warm, amused, and maddeningly prophetic.

“Love always finds its loopholes.”

Tessa groaned. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Ethan glanced over, brow raised. “What?”

“Nothing,” she muttered, shoving her hands into her pockets. “Just ghosts being dramatic.”
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The bell above Langford’s Books jingled like it always had, a small sound that carried years of memory. For a heartbeat, Tessa almost expected her grandmother to appear behind the counter, apron dusted with flour from her morning scones, humming some tune from the ‘60s. But it was only her—and the echo of what used to be.

She stood in the doorway, box of paperwork in her arms, eyes tracing the shelves. Dust motes drifted through slanted light, catching the gold lettering of worn spines. The place was a little crooked, a little tired, but it still felt like home. Until the thought of him intruded.

Ethan Mercer.

Her not-quite-ex, not-quite-husband, and apparently, her new roommate by legal obligation. The words made her cringe. She still couldn’t believe she’d agreed to this insanity. But the shop was her grandmother’s legacy—she’d clean toilets, balance ledgers, or endure Ethan Mercer’s perfect posture if that’s what it took to keep it.

She set the box down on the counter and blew out a shaky breath. “One year,” she muttered. “Three hundred sixty-five days. I can survive that.”

A knock on the glass made her jump. Of course.

He stood on the other side of the door, tall and maddeningly put together in a crisp white shirt and dark slacks, a cardboard tray of coffees in one hand and a folder in the other. Even through the glass, she could see that faint smile that
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