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      Harrison

      Eight months ago I married a stranger to help with a “green card” situation. Now I need a wife for real to help save my family’s ranch. I’ve only met Birdie the one time, but I remember very clearly that she’s remarkably smart, adorably shy and has curves I want to spend the rest of my life exploring. But now I have to give her an ultimatum: either be my wife for real or we have to get divorced so I can find someone else for the job. The only problem; she’s the only woman I want.

      Birdie

      The only thing I remember about the man who came to my rescue is that he’s a barrel-chested, thick-thighed, bearded cowboy who keeps invading my dreams. Okay, so I remember a lot about Harrison. But our union was for nothing more than practicality as far as he’s concerned. Our union serves a practical purpose as far as he’s concerned, but for me, there's more to the story. Like the fact he saved me from an unwanted arranged marriage to an obnoxious crown prince. I just want to lead an ordinary life, and now I know I want that life to be with Harrison. But will he want me if learns the truth about my past?
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      Harrison

       

      I’m the fourth of six and I’m a twin. I grew up never having anything that was just my own. To this day, I still live on the ranch that I run with two of my brothers. I love the ranch—and my brothers when they aren’t being dumbasses. I’d do anything for my family but there are times when I crave solitude. Especially when I have a problem that needs solving. 

      Which is why I made this trip from Saddle Creek to Houston by myself. I needed time to think. Time to plan. 

      It’s been less than two full weeks since we found out that our grandfather has some crazy shit written into his will. The old man—much like Voldemort himself—is too mean to die without a fight. Although, he’s had a stroke, which means that day might not be too far off. Our asshole uncle—whom we call Uncle Umbridge—didn’t want us to know any of this. Why? Because if our grandfather dies before we’re married—with prenups he approves of—our land could go to Uncle Umbridge. 

      If it was simply a matter of finding someone to marry, I could do that. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to jump into marriage just to satisfy the requirements of my grandfather’s will, but I could.

      Except I can’t.

      Because I’m already married.

      It’s a long story. One I haven’t shared with anyone in my family, except my brother Roe. It was Roe who suggested I skip town without telling the rest of the Crawford clan about my marriage, that I talk to Birdie first and figure out where she’s at before I spill the beans to the rest of the jackals. 

      Don’t get me wrong. I love my family. Even the ones who piss me off most of the time. But, sometimes, I need for them to not be up in my business.  

      I’m thankful as fuck I made the right choice in confiding my secret to Roe. It’s given me a blissful twelve hours of silence. The entire drive from Saddle Creek to Houston, and my night in the hotel. 

      I could’ve tried to get in touch with Birdie last night. I have her address and her phone number. But I just needed the time by myself to figure out how the hell I’m going to handle this. 

      Seeing my wife after eight months is weird because not only do I know next to nothing about her, but she’s also my wife in name only.

      What I do know is that she’s from Saldania, which is some tiny country in the North Sea near Finland. I’d never even heard of it and had to look it up on Google Maps. Mike, my best friend growing up, was having trouble getting Birdie’s work visa renewed because her parents are diplomats and had arranged a marriage for her back home. 

      I would’ve helped just because Mike asked, but finding out what I did about her situation sealed the deal. No grown-ass woman in the modern world should have her career hamstrung because her parents are trying to arrange a marriage for her. That’s bullshit, no matter where you’re from. 

      So I stepped in to help. Eight months ago, I told my brothers and sister I was visiting Mike for the weekend, drove down to Houston, and married Birdie seventeen minutes after meeting her for the first time. Less than twenty-four hours later, I was back in Saddle Creek, and I haven’t seen or spoken to her since.

      Now I’m sitting in my truck, parked in the multi-level parking garage near Mike’s office. My phone has been vibrating with incoming messages for the last fifteen minutes. Clearly, my siblings are now all aware of why I’ve left town.  

      I open my messages to our group text that my sister annoying named, “The Jolly Ranchers.”

       

      
        
          
            
              
        MADISON: So are we not gonna talk about the fact that Harrison left town to go get his WIFE?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MADISON: His WIFE!!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        JOHNNY: Wait, what?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        HAYES: In a meeting, so I’m muting y’all. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MADISON: <gif of the Olson twins rolling their eyes>

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MADISON: Do you think he even read my original text and realizes his twin brother is married? 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        QUINN: Did anyone know?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ROE: He told me before he left town. Mostly because he knew y’all would ask questions. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        QUINN: Obviously that’s why he didn’t tell Mad. She would’ve had 172 questions. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MADISON: As if y’all don’t have them too. I mean seriously? How has he kept this from us? Where is she? How did they meet? How long have they been married? 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        JOHNNY: Exactly. I want to know everything too. Damn. About to take a test though so I’m going dark. 

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I will answer y’all’s questions when I get home.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MADISON: OMG! Harrison? Are you with her now? What’s her name? Can we have a picture? 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        QUINN: Jesus, Mad, this is why no one talks to you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MADISON: <emoji of middle finger>

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Patience, Mad. I’ll either show you a picture or you’ll be meeting her soon. 

      

      

      

      

      

       

      With that, I silence and pocket my phone, then get out of my truck. I glance down at myself and wonder if I should’ve dressed up more. The truth is, I’m a simple cowboy. I married her to help her with a situation and now I need her to reciprocate. So it shouldn’t matter if I’m wearing jeans and a t-shirt. 

      I already know that my buddy, Mike, isn’t in the office because he’s traveling to some gaming con.

      Plus, I’m not here to see him. 

      I get off the elevator on the floor for PenDragon Games and find myself facing a large reception desk. As I exit the elevator, a woman nearly runs straight into me. She skitters back a step, like my very presence startled her. I’m a big motherfucker, despite my efforts to change some of that. I can’t do a damn thing about my height, but I did try diets and eating salads for a while to try to slim my waistline. 

      Nothing worse than being one half of a set of fraternal twins and you’re known as the “fat one.” Hayes, my brother, he would be the “hot one.” Whatever. So yeah, I’m a big guy. I’m strong as the proverbial ox and I’m thick everywhere. My oldest brother, Quinn, is sort of built the same, but he has more definition in his abs. I’ve got abs, they’re just under a layer of padding. Or a layer of pudding as my Mama used to say. 

      Behind the reception desk, there’s a massive wall of frosted glass with the company’s name and logo etched into it. Behind the desk are two people—a guy with short-cropped bright blue hair, and a petite woman with owlish eyes.

      I walk up to the desk, tip my hat, and say to the woman, “Excuse me, ma’am.”

      She blinks up at me, then titters. Probably because she’s younger than me and I called her “ma’am.” I know my manners are old-fashioned, but it’s how I was raised. 

      “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for⁠—”

      Before I can finish the sentence, the guy elbows his co-worker and steps up to the desk. “Oh, my God. You’re Birdie’s husband.”

      The woman looks at him, confused, then back at me. 

      I clear my throat, uncertain what the right response is here. I didn’t tell anyone in Saddle Creek about the wedding and it didn’t occur to me that she might have handled things differently on her end.

      Understanding dawns on the woman’s face. “You are, aren’t you?”

      I nod, reluctantly.

      She titters again, shooting a conspiratorial grin at the guy. “We were beginning to think you weren't real.” She leans in and whispers as if confiding in me. “We actually have an office pool.”

      “A what?”

      “You know, like a bet. I mean, she has a picture of you in her office from y’all’s wedding. And she talks about you, but no one has ever seen you. And you never call.” She lifts a bony shoulder in a shrug. “We sorta thought you weren't real.”

      I stare at the woman, waiting for the punchline because surely that’s not it. Do all of Birdie's colleagues whisper this shit behind her back? 

      “Some of us thought you were a figment of her imagination,” the woman continues. “She's a strange one, that Birdie.”

      I don’t try to hide my glare. “I think ‘creative’ is the word you're looking for. Or perhaps intelligent. My wife is brilliant, and as you can see, I’m not a figment of her imagination.” I hold my arms out to emphasize my size. 

      The woman eyes me up and down and visibly swallows. “Yes, I do see. Well, she should be in her office.” She scurries around the reception desk and uses a badge to swipe open the door. Gesturing me in, she adds loud enough that others can hear, “Birdie’s office is the third door on the left. But since you’re her husband, I’m sure you know that.”

      Offices line the outer rim of the floor, but the center is a weird combination of beanbag chairs, yoga balls, large pillows, and gaming chairs. Seems like everyone is wearing those giant headphones covering their ears. 

      I nod and walk away, but I can hear the whispers all around me. I glance back over my shoulder and see that the guy from reception has joined the woman, along with two other people, and they’re all whispering. 

      If they hadn’t been paying attention before, they sure are now. I wonder if Mike knows how much time his underlings spend gossiping.

      The offices that line the bullpen all have big glass windows. So as soon as I spot Birdie’s office, I can see her through the window. My steps slow as I drink in the sight of her. Her desk is angled toward the opposite wall, so she doesn’t see me. Maybe
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