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        For all the wonderful women out there.

        You are more than enough.
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        He is my only chance at freedom.

        She is the daughter of my enemy.

        Will their love survive?

      

        

      
        “I am asking you to marry me.”

        “Are you asking or ordering, Sultan?”

        “I am asking, Princess.” I smiled at her.

        “For now.”
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        “Paige. You can’t pat my crotch and not expect me to react.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          DEREK

        

      

    

    
      The bass thumped through the walls of the house. It was too loud and wild for the small living room packed with drunk and sweaty teenagers. Empty red cups littered every surface, and someone had spilled beer near the kitchen doorway, making the tiles sticky.

      I kept my hand curled around my drink, which was a soda, scanning the room for one person.

      Paige.

      She was laughing near the couch, her blond hair falling in loose waves down her back, catching the neon lights and looking far too angelic for a place like this. 

      The dark blue dress she wore was shorter than anything she had ever worn before. It hugged her lithe frame as if it were a second skin. Her hazel eyes sparkled with life, wild and rebellious, making my heart beat faster and my pants impossibly tight.

      I had been in love with her since we were kids. But seeing her enjoying herself might have made me fall a little harder. 

      She looked beautiful. Too beautiful. Too tempting. And too damn far out of reach.

      And might be too fucking drunk.

      I pushed through the crowd, ignoring the elbows, the teenage sweat with the stench of beer and cheap cologne. When I reached her, I gently took her cup away.

      “Hey,” I said, leaning close so she could hear me. “Slow down, okay?”

      She blinked at me, her cheeks flushed from the alcohol. “I’m fine,” she said with a grin. “I promise.”

      I didn’t trust anyone there. I trusted myself even less around her, but I trusted myself to keep her safe.

      “Come with me,” I said, guiding her away with my hand on her back, glaring at any guy who even dared to glance at her. “I want you to meet some people.”

      Some of my friends were good and safe.

      I introduced her around, saving Jack Mitchell for last. Jack had an annoyingly symmetrical face, easy smile, and the kind of confidence that made girls giggle.

      Paige’s gaze lingered a second longer than I liked.

      “He’s cute,” she whispered to me when Jack walked away.

      I’m cuter. 

      I shrugged, pretending that it didn’t land like a punch. “If you say so.” 

      I didn’t think too much about her comment because tonight wasn’t about Jack. I just had to make sure she didn’t trip over her own heels, didn’t drink too much, or didn’t fall into the pool like Jane Rosewood had two parties ago.

      But then someone yelled, “Truth or Dare!”  And because drunk teenagers were feral creatures, a circle quickly formed on the floor. 

      Paige dragged me with her. It didn’t take long for someone to turn to her with an evil glint in their eyes.

      “Paige! Truth or dare?”

      She lifted her cup dramatically. “Dare!”

      The crowd cheered, and I felt my stomach sink.

      Fucking hell. I had made sure there was soda in her cup, and still she was acting like she was tipsy. 

      “I dare you…” the girl smirked and continued, “To go into the Seven Minutes in Heaven room. But with a twist.” She held up a black piece of cloth and grinned. “Blindfolded!”

      “Blindfolded?” Paige giggled, looking around. “Seriously?”

      “Unless you’re scared…”

      Paige was just tipsy and reckless enough that the challenge made her hazel eyes sparkle.

      “Give me that thing,” she said.

      The cloth was tied around her eyes. My hands clenched into fists. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like not knowing who would go into that room with her. I didn’t like the way a few guys perked up, suddenly way too interested.

      I didn’t like any of it.

      But Paige squeezed my fingers before leaving. “I’ll be fine, Derek,” she said, assuring me as if she knew I was worried about her. “It’s just a silly game.”

      Except it wasn’t a silly game to me.

      When she stepped into that dark bedroom, blindfolded and tipsy… I knew exactly what I was going to do.

      I was going in.

      After every drunk person promised they wouldn’t tell Paige who it was, I slipped into the room.

      She was standing near the window, and the moonlight from the open window made her look breathtaking. The sight made blood pound in my ears. Her legs looked soft and long. The black dress was stretched taut over her stomach and hips, making me painfully aware of every curve. She wasn’t a girl anymore. She was a woman. 

      Did she feel the same pull of attraction as I did?

      I swallowed as the door clicked softly, rubbing my clammy hands on my pants. 

      Paige let out a nervous laugh. “Hi?”

      I couldn’t speak.

      “Oh,” she said, tilting her head toward the sound of my footsteps. “So you want to be a mystery man. I see.”

      I stepped closer. Not touching her, but close enough to breathe her in. Vanilla and something sweet from her lip gloss.

      My hand brushed hers, and her smile softened into something more… vulnerable.

      “To tell you the truth,” she whispered, her fingers curling slightly as if searching for mine. “I-I’ve never done this.”

      I took her hand in mine and gently rubbed soothing circles into her soft skin. She sighed, tension leaving her shoulders as her body melted toward mine.

      I wasn’t expecting that. I just hoped she couldn’t hear my raging heartbeat.

      Her cheeks were rosy, and her pouty lips parted when I lifted my hand, cupping her cheek.

      Her hand tightened around mine as she licked her lips, and I nearly forgot how to breathe.

      I want to kiss her. Taste her lip gloss. 

      “I should warn you,” she whispered. “I’ve never done this either.”

      I paused.

      “I mean kissing,” she said quickly. “Like… you know. The real kind. French kissing. The one in movies. I’ve only ever done pecks, and I don’t even know if I was good at those, and⁠—”

      I smiled. She was rambling. 

      My Paige. Beautiful, nervous and completely unaware of how hard my heart was hammering.

      I stroked her cheek, the pad of my thumb brushing along her bottom lip.

      She stopped talking instantly.

      There were rumors about me. How I was a player. But I had never kissed anyone because I was saving my first real kiss for her.

      Maybe it was foolish to wait. But now… maybe my dream might come true. 

      So I leaned closer and kissed her.

      It was awkward at first with our teeth bumping. Her hands hesitated before grabbing my shirt like she didn’t know what to do with them. My lips tingled, and my heart raced. She made a tiny squeak that nearly made me laugh against her mouth.

      But then it got better. Softer, sweeter and fucking perfect.

      We pulled away, both of us breathless. The air in the room felt electric and charged with lust. 

      I wanted to take her home and strip her out of her stupid perfect dress.

      “Oh wow,” she whispered.

      I barely had time to swallow before she grabbed me by the front of my shirt and tugged me down again.

      “More.”

      I could never say no to her. Her demand was an order.

      So I kissed her again, harder this time. Her body pressed against mine, warm and soft, with her hands sliding up my arms, around my shoulders, then into my hair. I groaned when she tugged lightly and arched into me.

      I was so fucking done for.

      My lips trailed down to her neck, tasting her skin and breathing her in. She let out a small, helpless moan that nearly unraveled every bit of control I had. I was so fucking hard, my cock aching for her⁠—

      Knock knock.

      We both pulled away.

      Her chest rose and fell rapidly, her lips swollen. I wanted to stay and demand another seven minutes. 

      Another seventy.

      But I slipped out and went straight to an empty bathroom, splashing water on my face, trying to calm my racing pulse and the very obvious problem straining against my jeans. I don’t think my dick had ever felt so hard before. 

      My cheeks were burning when I checked my reflection in the mirror. My blue eyes were glazed, pupils dilated.

      I’ll tell her tomorrow. Once she was sober. Once we were alone. 

      But when I stepped back into the hallway⁠—

      She was laughing with none other than Jack Mitchell.

      She looked happy looking at him like he had hung the fucking moon.

      When she saw me, she rushed over and grabbed my hands, her face bright with excitement.

      “You have no idea how hot my first kiss was!”

      My stomach dropped.

      “W-what?” I asked, my voice low. “With w-who?”

      She tipped on her toes, her pupils dilating as she whispered, “With Jack freaking Mitchell.”

      My chest ached hearing his name leave her lips. 

      I forced a smile. “That’s great, Paige.”

      She didn’t notice my voice was straining. She didn’t see my jaw clench as she talked about him and how caring he was. Maybe I should’ve told her the truth. Grabbed her by the shoulder, kissed her and revealed to her it was me. Her best-friend, Derek Peterson. 

      But I didn’t have it in me to break her excitement.

      Maybe I will tell her someday. Maybe after she got over him.

      I promised myself I would.
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            DON’T BE JEALOUS, PAIGE-BEAR

          

          PAIGE

        

      

    

    
      The giggling stopped me cold at the front door.

      It felt wrong. 

      My hand froze on the doorknob of my apartment, keys dangling from fingers. It was barely past five. I had left work early for once, so I could surprise Jack with his favorite takeout and maybe, just maybe, reclaim a shred of the marriage I had been watching crumble for months.

      The giggling came again. It was high-pitched and feminine. And most definitely not from the television. 

      It was Lily’s nap-time, so Jack wouldn’t play something on his phone so loudly as to wake her up. 

      My heart hammered against my ribs, and perspiration coated my temples. I took a deep breath and pushed the door open. 

      The apartment was dark except for the hallway light I had left on that morning. Lily’s baby monitor sat on the console table, its green light blinking. Our home was small and cozy with walls covered in framed photos of our wedding, my pregnancy and Lily’s newborn baby-pictures.

      The sight of them always warmed my heart after a tiring workday, even though I knew Derek tried to lower my workload, making me do admin tasks ever since I came back from maternity leave. But I couldn’t relax my shoulders seeing them.

      Because I couldn’t ignore the feeling of something being wrong. 

      I moved toward our bedroom on autopilot, each step feeling like I was wading through concrete. My ears started ringing as a part of me screamed to turn around, to grab Lily and leave, to preserve whatever ignorance I had left. 

      But I couldn’t stop. I had to know.

      I need to know. I need to see it with my own eyes. 

      The door was cracked open. 

      And there they were.

      My husband. The bed I had made that morning before rushing to work. Our marital bed he was sharing with a woman who seemed familiar. 

      The sight of them felt like a slap in the face. 

      Long limbs and perfect skin, with her head thrown back in a laugh that made my stomach lurch. Jack’s hands were on her slender waist, his mouth—the one that had kissed my cheek that morning after breakfast—on her neck. The sheets I had washed just days ago were tangled around their bodies.

      For one whole second, the world went completely silent.

      Is it a prank? Is there a crew with cameras and crew in our small apartment? Is it one of weird Derek’s pranks? Like the time he poured blue dye in my conditioner when we were kids and I was called Smurf for two entire months because he’d hated the guy I was dating.

      But then Jack looked up. 

      His face drained of color so fast that I was going to puke. 

      “Paige. Shit! This isn’t⁠—”

      “Don’t,” I said with deadly calm. My voice felt colder than I knew I was capable of. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

      The woman scrambled for the sheets, her eyes widening with guilt or fear. 

      Why? How could he? 

      I… we were together for decades. Since childhood and now he⁠—

      Lily. I had to get Lily out of there.

      I turned on my heel and walked straight to Lily’s nursery, my body moving on pure instinct while my brain struggled to process the nuclear bomb that had just detonated my life.

      My hurried steps slowed when I saw my daughter sleeping peacefully in her crib, her tiny chest rising and falling in that perfect rhythm that usually soothed me.

      She had no idea her father was a lying, cheating bastard. That her family had just imploded. That everything I had been working so hard to build for her—for us—was crumbling to ash.

      “Paige, wait. Let me explain—” Jack’s voice came from behind me, and I heard him struggling into clothes.

      I didn’t turn around. I grabbed the diaper bag from the changing table and started throwing things in like diapers, wipes, and formula. My movements were jerky and frantic, but I forced myself to focus. 

      Lily needed bottles, changes of clothes, and even her pacifier.

      I can’t afford a crashout right now. I can have it later. 

      “It’s not what you think⁠—”

      “Oh, really?” I turned to face him, and let out a bitter laugh. “Because I just found you screwing another woman in our bed while our daughter—our one-year-old daughter—slept twenty feet away. Please, Jack, enlighten me on what I am getting wrong.”

      I wanted to punch him. Slap him. Tell me it was some stupid prank⁠—

      But he had the audacity to look wounded. His hair was a mess, his shirt was buttoned wrong, and there were lipstick stains on his collar that made me want to scream.

      “You have been distant and so fucking cold! Ever since Lily was born, you have barely looked at me, and I’ve been craving⁠—”

      I laughed, tears threatening to burst through my eyes. “So this is my fault?” 

      My voice rose dangerously close to waking Lily, and I forced myself to breathe in and out. 

      Don’t let him see you break. Not yet. 

      “I’ve been distant because I’m exhausted, Jack! Because I’m working full-time and taking care of our daughter while you stay late at the office doing God knows what!”

      I knew I didn’t need to explain to him why I was being distant. That I was feeling like shit in my body after giving birth and working more hours so I could give my daughter the childhood I never had. Spoil her with Disneyland vacations, give her a car on her sixteenth birthday and pay upfront for her university fees. 

      “Babe—”

      “Don’t call me that!” I snapped, zipping the diaper bag with trembling fingers and lifted Lilly, who stirred but didn’t wake. “We are done.”

      The world felt small in that tiny room, which we both had painted with happy smiles. I remember kissing him and thanking the universe for having such a good husband and friend. 

      Now I wish I could never see his face again. 

      “What do you mean we are done?” He said, scoffing and shoving his hands in his pants, which were unzipped. Strange. I had known him for years and yet had never seen him make that face before. At least not in front of me. What else didn’t I know about him? 

      “You can’t just leave. Where are you even going to go?”

      I didn’t answer, mostly because I didn’t know. 

      My parents were halfway around the world on their retirement cruise. My sister was in Texas with a new baby of her own. 

      I pushed past him, heading for the door. He grabbed my arm, and I whirled on him with such anger that he stepped back.

      “Touch me again and I swear to God, Jack, I will make you regret it.”

      He raised his hands in surrender, but his expression was shifting from shock to anger to something different. Did I really know this man?

      “Fine. Leave me for all you care! But don’t come crying back when you realize you have nowhere to go. You need me, Paige. Who will look after Lily?”

      The words hit like a slap, but I refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing me flinch. 

      “Anyone but you,” I snapped, walking out of the apartment with nothing but my daughter in my arms and her bag without looking back.

      The tears didn’t start until I was in my car.

      I sat in the parking garage, Lily’s carrier secured in the back seat, and let myself fall apart for exactly two minutes. 

      Yes, I put the timer on. 

      I silently sobbed until the anger and sadness melted away into the disappointment of reality. I couldn’t cry forever. I had to provide shelter and food for my baby. 

      So I wiped my face with the back of my hand, started the engine, and drove.

      I had no destination in mind. Just away. Away from Jack and his lies and the wreckage of everything I had thought my life would be. The city lights blurred past my windshield, and I blinked hard to clear my vision. 

      My phone buzzed in the cupholder. Jack, probably, with more excuses or accusations or whatever toxic thing he had decided to throw at me next. I ignored it.

      I had only five percent battery left, and I hadn’t brought my phone charger with me from the office. The one at home was on the nightstand—home? 

      Is it even my home now?

      It wasn’t until I pulled up to the familiar high-rise that I realized where my subconscious had been steering me all along.

      Derek’s building. His place. 

      Instead of a hotel. 

      I stared up at the sleek glass tower, my hands still gripping the steering wheel hard enough to hurt. 

      This is insane. 

      Derek was my boss.

      Yes, we had been friends back when we were kids running wild through the neighborhood, but that was a lifetime ago. Now he was Mr. Peterson. A successful attorney, bachelor, and I was his assistant who organized his dry cleaning and scheduled his revolving door of dates.

      Speaking of which, he had a date that night. I had put it on his calendar myself that morning, teasing him about which Michelin-star restaurant I should book. 

      I remembered his smug smile when he leaned over to flick my forehead. “Don’t be jealous, Paige-bear. I’d take you to dinner instead, if you ask me.” 

      I had stuck my tongue out at him in response. I had hated the word Paige-bear ever since we were kids, so he never stopped calling me that. 

      But he had dinner at eight with a woman named Alessandra. A supermodel.

      I should leave. Maybe call Sean—no, he was traveling with his girlfriend Chelsea. 

      It’s okay. I will find a hotel. Figure this out on my own like a rational adult.

      But the thought of checking into some hotel room with Lily and being alone with the crushing weight of what had just happened, made my chest tighten until I couldn’t breathe. And underneath all the hurt and anger and humiliation, there was hope. 

      Maybe Derek would understand. Maybe he would know what to do.

      He had always helped me and been there whenever I needed him. Like the time my high school crush broke my heart, how he’d shown up at my window with ice cream and a look of quiet anger, when I was broke and needed a job. Or the time when I broke my water, how he carried me to his car and held my hand during my labor.

      Before I could talk myself out of it, I got out of the car and unstrapped Lily from her carrier. She barely stirred, her little body heavy with sleep as I settled her against my chest. Grabbing the diaper bag and the carrier in the other hand, I headed for the entrance, my heels clicking against the concrete, and making my heart pound harder.

      The doorman recognized me from the countless times I had dropped off documents or picked up keys for Derek. He smiled and waved me through without question, and then I was in the elevator, watching the floor numbers climb higher and higher until I reached the penthouse.

      That was when the panic really set in.

      I stood frozen, staring at Derek’s private entrance. My finger hovered over the doorbell. 

      What am I doing? This is my boss. 

      My childhood friend, yes, but somewhere along the way—between college, career and my wedding to Jack—we had lost that easy familiarity. Now he was just my boss. The man whose coffee I fetched, whose meetings I scheduled and whose perfectly pressed suits I picked up from the dry cleaner.

      And I was about to show up at his door at six o’ clock on a Friday night, mascara streaking down my face, with a baby on my hip and nowhere else to go.

      Lily whimpered, and the sound shattered my overthinking. I pressed the bell, instantly regretting the decision. 

      The seconds stretched, and I almost turned back. Almost stabbed the lobby button and fled back to my car. But then footsteps approached from inside, and the door swung open.

      Derek stood there, and for a moment, neither of us moved.

      He had clearly just gotten out of the shower. His dark hair was damp and disheveled, water still beading at his temples. He was wearing gray sweatpants that hung low on his hips. His chest was bare, all lean muscle and golden skin, and I might have found it distracting if I weren’t currently falling apart. 

      His blue eyes, the same eyes that had watched me climb trees and scrape my knees when we were kids, went wide with shock.

      “Paige?”
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            WHAT’S YOUR SIZE?

          

          PAIGE

        

      

    

    
      My name came out rough and confused out of his mouth.

      I watched his gaze travel from my face to Lily and back to me.

      I had left the house so fast I hadn’t even grabbed my coat. My white blouse was wrinkled and stained with spit-up. My hair had fallen out of its usual neat bun with a few strands sticking to my wet cheeks.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. My voice was nothing but a broken whisper. “I shouldn’t have come here. I didn’t know where else… I couldn’t⁠—”

      My words cracked and then the careful control I had been clutching just shattered.

      A sob tore from my throat. It was raw, ugly and utterly mortifying. I pressed my hand over my mouth, trying desperately to shove it back in, to be Professional Paige again. But it was too late. The dam had broken.

      “She was in our bed, Derek,” I said, my words coming out strangled between sobs. “While I was at work, while I was getting your dry cleaning and confirming your dinner reservations, he was⁠—”

      I couldn’t finish. Flashes of them together, giggling and kissing as our bed creaked, made me want to be sick.

      Derek moved fast.

      One second he was standing in the doorway looking shocked, and the next his hand was on my arm, warm and solid, pulling me inside.

      The door clicked shut behind me, and suddenly I was in his space. His home.

      “Your date,” I said between my sniffles. “You have a date tonight. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

      “Paige,” he said, his deep voice cut through my spiral. It was firm but gentle. “Stop. The only thing that matters is that you’re here now.”

      I looked up at him, and his expression made my chest ache. He wasn’t looking at me as if I were his assistant. He was looking at me as if I mattered and someone worth saving.

      Like his friend, maybe.

      “Sit down,” he said, and it wasn’t a request.

      His hand moved to the small of my back, steering me toward the massive leather sofa. I let him guide me because I didn’t have the strength to do anything else. Lily had started to fuss, picking up on my distress, and I bounced her while my hands shook.

      He disappeared into the kitchen and returned instantly with a tall glass of water, pressing it into my trembling hand. “Drink this. Now.”

      I obeyed, taking small sips while Lily’s fussing escalated to full crying. I rocked her, bounced her, made the shushing sounds that usually worked, but tonight everything was wrong.

      “I can’t even calm my own daughter,” I choked out, getting annoyed at myself. “What kind of mother am I?”

      “Stop it.” Derek crouched in front of me, and the intensity in his eyes made me catch my breath. “You’re a perfect mother, Paige. You protected her. That’s all that matters.”

      Protected her. The words hit hard. I had grabbed Lily and left without looking back, even when Jack called after me with panic or anger or whatever emotion he had manufactured.

      “I didn’t know where else to go,” I whispered. “My parents are in Europe. My sister’s in Texas. And I couldn’t stay there another second. I couldn’t breathe, Derek.”

      His jaw tightened and in the dim light, with his wet hair falling across his forehead and his eyes gleaming with protectiveness. He looked nothing like the smooth, charming playboy I knew.

      He looked dangerous.

      “You did the right thing,” he whispered. “Coming here to me, to my home. You did exactly the right thing.”

      Lily’s cries had subsided to hiccupping whimpers. I realized Derek was making silly faces, and despite everything, a small, broken laugh escaped me.

      “Is that your solution? Ridiculous faces?”

      “Hey, it’s working.” The corner of his mouth quirked up. Then his expression sobered. “You’re staying here tonight. Both of you. This isn’t a discussion.”

      “Derek but I⁠—”

      “No arguments, Paige,” he said standing up and running a hand through his damp hair. “I’ll cancel my date. You and Lily take the guest room. My home is your home and tomorrow we’ll figure out the rest.”

      Tomorrow. The word felt impossible.

      I looked down at Lily, at her perfect little face and her wide, curious eyes.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, blinking up at him.

      When Derek looked at me, I suddenly couldn’t breathe. This wasn’t just about being friendly to someone you grew up with or helping an employee in trouble. It was something else.

      Something deeper.

      “Always, Paige,” he whispered, his eyes softening and displaying a different set of emotions that were hard to decipher. “You should have come to me a long time ago.”

      I let myself wonder just for a moment. What would have happened if I had?

      I blinked back those dangerous thoughts and followed Derek’s voice through his massive penthouse.

      The space smelled of leather, wood, and rain. It was clean and masculine in a way that made me hyperaware of how disheveled I must look. Upstairs, he showed me the guest room, wearing a faded t-shirt that stretched across his shoulders, his hair still damp and curling slightly at the nape of his neck.

      Despite the chaos I had fled, there was something oddly intimate about seeing Derek like this. Barefoot and casual in his sweats. Showing me where he kept the shower products and asking if I preferred something with shea butter. This wasn’t the sharp-suited attorney who terrified opposing counsel. This was the boy who used to steal cookies from my mom’s kitchen.

      “I’ll leave these for you,” he said, setting folded clothes on the edge of the bed. His attention shifted to Lily, who was nestled between pillows on the mattress, and his entire expression softened. “Hey there, little one.”

      “You’re so cute,” he whispered to her in an exaggerated baby voice.

      “She has your hair,” he observed, glancing between us. “Your nose too. And⁠—”

      He leaned in closer to examine her face, and Lily’s tiny fist shot out like a viper, latching onto a fistful of his dark hair. She yanked hard enough to make him yelp.

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed. Actually laughed for the first time in hours as panic flooded Derek’s face and he froze like he had been caught in a trap.

      “Don’t move,” I said, still laughing as I carefully pried Lily’s determined fingers open, cooing softly until she finally released her death grip on my boss’s hair.

      “And most definitely your temper,” Derek breathed out, smoothing down the disheveled strands.

      He offered to watch her while I showered and changed into clothes that didn’t smell like baby spit.

      He cleared his throat, suddenly very interested in the ceiling. “I, uh... what’s your size?”

      I blinked at him.

      His eyes darted down from my neckline to my waist before snapping away. He looked back, his eyes dark, dropping to my cleavage and returning to my gaze.

      “Before you call me a pervert,” he said quickly, rubbing the back of his neck. “I only need it so I can order you some comfortable... clothes. Pajamas. And, you know. Lingerie or whatever.”

      Despite everything—despite Jack and my broken marriage—I felt a smile tugging at my lips. Derek looked genuinely flustered, which was not an expression I had ever seen on him in the office.

      “I thought you remembered it well,” I said, unable to resist teasing him about the time he had barged into my room when we were teenagers and tortured me about my bra size for an entire school year.

      Teenage Derek was a jerk. A cute jerk, though.

      His blue eyes widened. Then his gaze dropped to my chest and returned to my face with the most serious expression I had ever seen.

      “I remember perfectly,” he said, his voice dropping an octave. “And they’re definitely not thirty-four B anymore, Paige.”

      The air felt suddenly charged as heat flooded my cheeks.

      “I-I… you…” I stuttered, grabbing a pillow and throwing it at his head. “Pervert!”

      He caught the pillow with a wolfish grin.

      “I’m just being helpful,” he said, blinking innocently. “Accurate measurements are important for online shopping.”

      “Shut. Up.” I could feel my cheeks get hotter.

      “Thirty-six C, maybe?” he asked, tilting his head. “Thirty-six D? Post-baby curves look good on you, Paige.”

      “Derek. Jane. Peterson⁠—”

      His laughter echoed through the room. It was warm and genuine, and despite the worst night of my life, I found myself smiling once I locked the bathroom door behind me.

      Maybe, just maybe, I am going to be okay.
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            WE SHOULD GET ENGAGED

          

          DEREK

        

      

    

    
      The sound of the shower running just a few feet away was a sweet torture that did absolutely nothing to calm the rage that burned in my veins.

      I sat on the bed of the guest room, phone in hand, staring at Jack’s name lighting up my screen for the fifth time in ten minutes. My thumb hovered over the decline button before I finally just silenced the damn thing.

      Like hell I was talking to that bastard tonight.

      Lily made a soft, cooing sound from where I had propped her carrier in the middle of the bed. I turned my attention to her instead. She was awake now, her big eyes watching me with that intense baby focus that suggested she was judging my every move.

      “Your dad’s a complete waste of space,” I said, moving closer to unbuckle her from the carrier. “Just so you know. Complete and total idiot. But you, kid… you’re perfect.”

      She kicked her little legs in response, and I couldn’t help but smile as I lifted her. She was heavier than I expected, solid and warm in my arms, and when she immediately grabbed a fistful of my shirt, my chest tightened. It was a strange, fierce instinct that this tiny person was mine to protect.

      I had loved Paige since we were kids. Ever since she punched Tommy in the face for making fun of my stutter. I got hopelessly attached to the fierce little blonde who defended me without a second thought.

      Then Jack happened. Smooth-talking, charming Jack swept in during high school and made Paige laugh in a way that made my heart hurt. I had watched her fall in love with him, watched her marry him, watched her slowly dim over the years as he took and took and took without giving anything back.

      And now this. Cheating on her, in their bed while their daughter slept down the hall.

      My phone buzzed again. A text this time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jack: I know she’s with you. Tell her to call me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t reply. Lily was trying to gnaw on my knuckles, drool pooling on my hand, but I shifted her to my hip and started making calls.

      First, my interior designer. I didn’t care that it was late. Monica owed me a favor after I had gotten her out of a contract dispute last year, and she picked up on the second ring.

      “Derek? It’s late. What’s wrong?”

      “I need you to convert my second guest room into a nursery,” I said, bouncing Lily gently when she fussed. “Full setup. Crib, changing table, everything a one-year-old would need. And I need it done by tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Tomorrow?” There was a pause. “Derek, that’s impossible⁠—”

      “Monica. Please. I’ll pay whatever it costs.”

      Another pause, and then she sighed. “Did you get someone pregnant? Found out about a surprise baby?”

      “No… but it’s for someone special.”

      “Fine. Send me the
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