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Preface
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There is a kind of love that asks you to become smaller. To take up less space. To be grateful for crumbs swept from someone else’s table and call them a feast.

This story begins in that kind of love—the kind where a woman reshapes herself to fit inside a man’s life, only to discover that the space he carved out for her was never really hers. It was always being held for someone else.

Serena Ashford is not a saint. She is sharp-tongued, fiercely proud, and more than willing to throw a punch—or a set of car keys—when the situation calls for it. She loved a man who saw her as a stand-in, a placeholder, a beautiful approximation of the woman he actually wanted. And when he discarded her, she did what so many of us struggle to do: she walked away.

But this is not simply a story about leaving. It is about what comes after—the disorienting, exhilarating, terrifying act of allowing yourself to be loved again. And loved properly this time. Not as a consolation prize. Not as a mirror reflecting someone else’s lost dream. But as yourself, fully and without apology.

I wanted to write about the moment a woman stops asking “Why wasn’t I enough?” and starts asking “Why did I ever settle for so little?” That shift—quiet, internal, seismic—is where Serena’s real story begins.

And then, of course, there are the twins.

I will not pretend this is a conventional love story. It is messy and greedy and unconventional in ways that might make you raise an eyebrow—or both. But at its heart, it asks a question I think is worth sitting with: What if a woman’s heart is big enough? What if she doesn’t have to choose between tenderness and passion, between the man who brings a folding chair up a mountain and the man who bakes pastries at two in the morning? What if the real audacity isn’t wanting too much—but accepting too little?

This book is for every woman who was once someone’s second choice and decided she would never be anyone’s second anything again. For every woman who has been told her love was too much—and found someone who said it was exactly right.

Open your hands. Let someone hold them—both of them.
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Chapter 1: The End of Us
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The moment I climbed out of Adrian Sinclair's bed, I reached for what was left of my red dress—the one he'd torn apart, again. Before I could even hold it up, he extended a black credit card toward me.

"I'm getting engaged next month." He exhaled a stream of cigarette smoke, his voice low and detached. "Vivienne's uncomfortable with... the situation."

He paused, as if choosing his next words carefully.

"I've set up a date for you. Go meet him. Consider the ten million dollars a parting gift—call it a dowry."

The blood drained from my face. I shook my head.

He reached out and brushed the tear from the corner of my eye. His touch was gentle—achingly so—but his tone carried a warning that cut right through the tenderness.

"Baby, the title of Mrs. Sinclair belongs to Vivienne. It always has."

He tilted my chin up, forcing me to meet his gaze.

"Be good. I don't want to hurt you. Do you understand?"

He'd misread my refusal. I wasn't rejecting the blind date because I still harbored some desperate fantasy of marrying him. My father had already arranged a match for me back home. The moment I returned to San Francisco, I'd be walking down the aisle.

But when I sat down in that café and looked up at the two identical faces staring back at me from across the table—I froze.

Two of them.

This can't be right.
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Chapter 2: How We Began, and How It Ended
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Floor-to-ceiling windows. Late afternoon light cutting across the bedroom.

My legs were so weak I could barely stand. If not for Adrian's arm holding me up, I would've collapsed right there on the hardwood floor. When it was finally over, I picked up the shredded remains of my red dress and pouted.

"You ripped my dress again. I really liked this one—I've only worn it twice."

Normally, when I complained, Adrian would laugh, pull me into his arms, and murmur, "My fault. I'll have two new ones sent over in the morning."

But today he said nothing. He shook a cigarette loose from the pack and lit it, his jaw tight, his brow furrowed.

Through the haze of smoke, I saw the tension in his face, and a familiar dread curled in my stomach.

Sure enough, the next moment, he held out a black card and said in a hoarse voice:

"I'm getting engaged next month. Vivienne isn't comfortable with you being around."

"Serena, I've arranged a blind date for you. Go meet the guy. The ten million is my gift—consider it a wedding present."

The bitterness hit me like a wave, all-consuming and suffocating. I lowered my lashes to hide the sudden redness flooding my eyes.

This day had always been coming.

Ever since Vivienne Chase finalized her divorce two months ago, I'd been bracing myself. After all, Vivienne was Adrian's great unrequited love—the girl he'd wanted since they were teenagers and couldn't have.

He'd once gotten into a street-racing accident trying to win a necklace she'd admired at auction. He spent two months in the hospital for that stunt. He'd also trudged through a blizzard, searching every bakery in the city for her favorite pistachio macarons.

And me? The only reason I'd caught Adrian's attention in the first place was my face—a face that bore a passing resemblance to Vivienne's.

When we first got together, Adrian treated me no differently than the other stand-ins who'd come before. No sweet words. No driving me home. Barely a kind sentence between us. Most of our communication happened in bed, and his touch was always rough, almost punishing. Even when I begged him to be gentler, he didn't listen.

No matter how late things went, he never let me stay the night. He'd call his driver and send me away.

Everything changed because of an accident.

Someone—a business rival—had tampered with Adrian's car. When the crash came, I threw myself over him. I was hurt badly. The doctors almost lost me on the operating table.

After that, the way he looked at me shifted. Something in his eyes softened.

He started holding my hand when we walked through the city. He cooked dinner for me with his own hands. He called me baby in a voice so tender it made my chest ache, pulling me onto his lap to kiss me slowly, patiently. He asked me to move in, and every night, after we made love, he held me while I fell asleep.

Three years of that kind of happiness made me reckless enough to dream of forever.

Then Vivienne came back, and every one of those dreams shattered.

It happened on my birthday.

I waited at the restaurant until they closed. The only message I received was that Adrian had gone to the airport—to pick up Vivienne.

From that moment on, my heart never stopped racing with dread. I kept telling myself: As long as he doesn't say it's over, we still have a future.

But today, everything was settled.
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Chapter 3: The Last Goodbye

[image: ]


The anguish was a wild, thrashing thing inside my chest. My tears spilled over before I could stop them.

Adrian tipped my chin up and swept his thumb across my cheek, wiping the tears away. He let out a soft, almost amused breath.

"Still such a crybaby. Come on, don't cry. It breaks my heart."

Liar.

If I really broke his heart, he wouldn't be setting me up on blind dates.

I sniffled and shook my head. "I'm not going on any date."

His lips stayed curved in that half-smile, but his eyes went several degrees colder, and his voice took on an edge.

"Baby, now that Vivienne's back, the role of Mrs. Sinclair is hers. Full stop."

"Be smart. Don't do anything foolish. I don't want to hurt you. Understood?"

His wariness wasn't unwarranted—I had a history.

Over the past three years, while Adrian hadn't been with any other women besides me, plenty had tried. The ones he rejected sometimes turned their venom on me, hurling insults about my background, sneering that I wasn't good enough for him.

And I, emboldened by Adrian's indulgence, never took it lying down. I got into it with several of them—physically—and I won every single time.

I remember one incident vividly: the daughter of some tech mogul ended up with scratch marks across her face. She ran to Adrian in tears, calling me a lunatic, threatening to press charges.

Adrian raised an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth lifting.

"I



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CNEVER 4HIS “-
NECOND CHOICE

='A SHORT ROMANCE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





