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WHAT HAPPENS AFTER the fairy tale? 

What happens when life comes in between the cracks of your fairytale castle? Old hurts, ex-boyfriends, past traumas that seep in and turn your happily ever after on its head?

When the unthinkable happens, will your love still stand?

When Liam is arrested for the unthinkable, Bailey must put aside her own feelings to help prove the charges are bogus. But how far is she willing to go? What demons will she have to face to free him? What dark places will she have to go to?

More importantly, will their love survive?

[image: A person standing next to a book

Description automatically generated]

Contents

The Perfect Interior Design Series

Find Lexy Timms:

The Mood Board Blurb

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

The Perfect Interior Design Series

Dead Ahead FREE COPY

Find Lexy Timms:

FREE READS?

More by Lexy Timms:

[image: A person and person posing for a picture

Description automatically generated]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


Liam 
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“THANKS, FRANK.” 

I held my hand out to the man who had been my driver for the past two weeks, a man nearing sixty with bristly hair and an even more bristly New York disposition. He took my hand solemnly and shook it. 

“My pleasure, Mr. Bradford. Any time you’re here in New York, call me up, and I’ll come drive you around town.” He said it as sincerely as a vow, and I believed that the man standing at the side of the open Town Car door would dump any current client and speed over to wherever I was. 

“And next time, I’ll get you a private jet home. No need to fly commercial for someone of your stature.” He touched the side of his nose and winked. 

“Thank you, Frank. I’ll keep that in mind.” 

I appreciated the offer, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to know exactly what was behind the gesture and the wink. And I wasn’t about to tell him I chose to fly commercial—I had never felt comfortable flying private for most things. I just wasn’t that guy.  

Except for our honeymoon, of course. I was pulling out every single stop I could. I didn’t do much with my money beyond charities, but I had no compunctions about using as much of it as I wanted on the woman I loved. My fiancée—who would then be my wife—was entirely worth it, and I planned to show her that truth in every way possible for the rest of our lives together. 

I was only a teenager when my mother passed away, and it showed me just how short life was and how easily you could lose the people in it. I took every chance to tell the people close to me how I felt, Bailey most of all. 

“You have plans when you get home?” the man asked as he handed my messenger bag over. 

“Nothing except holding my fiancée for as long as she’ll let me,” I confessed, taking the bag and then the rolling suitcase. 

“I’m glad to hear you have someone waiting for you at home.” Frank took the tip I gave him smoothly. “A good woman is hard to find. I hope you don’t mind the advice, Mr. Bradford, but don’t let her go.” 

“I won’t, Frank,” I assured him. 

“Have a safe flight, Mr. Bradford.” Frank held up a hand before he disappeared into the car. I did the same as he eased it into traffic, a final thank you for taking me around New York and waiting through my meeting, some of which had seemed interminable. 

Those few moments when I’d had a break, the man had taken it upon himself to show me his city, as he had put it, which meant holes in the walls, food carts, and even a food truck court. If nothing else, I had eaten well on this trip between the exclusive restaurants and catered social events. 

The only thing lacking had been Bailey, who I missed with a fierce ache that surprised even me. The trip was only two weeks, not forever. But it had felt that way without her beside me at the seemingly endless parade of dinners, intimate gatherings, and especially in the big, empty hotel room bed at night. 

I missed her curled up beside me, missed the reassuring sound of her breathing. I even missed how she would pull the blankets from on top of me to curl up into a cocoon when she got cold in the middle of the night. 

I missed everything about her, to the point I had called my assistant to help me charter a private flight home. Except the one time I wanted one, there were no planes to be had. 

Tonight couldn’t come fast enough—I couldn’t get Bailey in my arms fast enough. 

To have such a strong, driven, bright, funny, and loving woman in my life was everything I had hoped for and so much more. 

She had stumbled into my life, almost literally, when I had gone up to look for something in my best friend’s—the CTO of our company—home office. The interior designer working on his new home, I had been the one to stumble after opening the door and finding her working there. My heart had stopped and fluttered for a moment, and from that moment on, Bailey had been the only thing I could think about. 

Which led me to my idiotic plan to have her re-design the interior of my home. Well, that part hadn’t been quite as idiotic—I hadn’t needed my house redone, but she had done an incredible job, and I hadn’t regretted it for a second. 

No, the truly idiotic part had been when I had bought two more houses for her to design under the guise they were mine, and had been mine, just so I could see more of her. 

Would it have been smarter just to ask Bailey out? Absolutely. But she had also been extremely gun shy from her asshole of an ex-fiancé, who had cheated on her repeatedly, lied about everything, and tried to make her believe it was her fault for being a “workaholic.” 

At the time, I rationalized the problem by telling myself she would have said no if I had asked. She needed to get to know me first. Which wasn’t entirely wrong—it had given me the time I needed to show her I was a good guy. But it had been built on an enormous lie of omission that had grown larger and larger until it had gotten away from me. When Bailey found out, I had nearly lost her. 

Despite our blossoming romance, I’d expected her to leave at that moment and never look back. She had every right to, and I wouldn’t have blamed her even with a shattered heart. 

But by some miracle, she had given me a second chance. And there hadn’t been a moment since that I wasn’t trying to earn her love. 

It was early enough that the airport was still quiet. I checked in, made it through security relatively easily, and headed for the first-class lounge, where a warm cup of coffee waited for me. And maybe a last bagel before heading home. 

I was halfway through the bagel when my phone buzzed in my pocket, and I was surprised to see Bailey’s number on the screen. 

“Hey, what are you doing up?” I said, holding the phone up to see the video on the other end. 

“I wanted to catch you before your flight left” was the sleepy reply, and she yawned as if to prove the point. Bailey’s voice was still rough with sleep, her hair mussed, and pillow lines pressed into one cheek. It was adorable and sexy and warmed my heart. 

“You didn’t have to do that. It’s way too early for you,” I replied, but I couldn’t help the grin that spread over my face at the sight. She was even sleeping in one of my old T-shirts, which was gigantic on her. 

“I didn’t want you to get on the plane without saying good morning.” Bailey shook her head as though shaking off the cobwebs of sleep and brushed her hair away from her face. Her engagement ring glittered in the dim light from the bedside lamp. “I’ve missed you so much, and I can’t wait for you to get back.”

Bailey yawned through the entire sentence, stretching again, but it didn’t matter—the sentiment still made that spot in the center of my chest glow, butterflies dancing and fluttering along with it. 

My fiancée looked like she was halfway to falling asleep again, trying to stay awake and talk to me, and I wasn’t sure she had ever been this beautiful before. I had thought the exact thing many times since we had been together, and it was always true. 

Bailey was easily the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, from her thick dark hair to her dark eyes and a body I could stare at for hours. But more than that, I had fallen deeply for the woman she was. I loved every part of her, from how she ran her business to her odd sense of humor and the snort that would occasionally escape when she was in the throes of laughter. I loved the way she held my hand and held me. I loved how she got along with my family, employees, and Tom. I loved how hard she worked and how hard her heart loved.  

I loved the way she loved me. 

But instead of putting all that into words, I simply smiled and asked, “You know how much I love you, right?” 

She nodded, and I hoped it was true—I tried every day to show her, not just tell her, how she filled my entire heart. The way I was so incredibly grateful she was in my life, especially after my idiot mistake had almost driven her away. 

“You know how much I love you, too, right?” she asked. 

“I do,” I replied solemnly. But I couldn’t stay solemn for long—it wasn’t me. Bailey’s grin grew at the sight of mine, and she giggled. 

“I wish you were home right now,” she sighed with a huff. 

“Me, too, sweetheart.” I would never tire of hearing her say “home” because she meant our home. 

Our home together. 

“I’ll be there before you know it.” I took a sip of my coffee. “My flight gets in before you get home. Do you want me to pick something up for dinner on the way back from the airport?” 

“Whatever you want” was the yawned response. 

I chuckled, wishing so badly to be beside her in that bed it was painful. “Go back to sleep, okay? I’ll be home soon.”

Bailey grinned. “Whatever gets you here faster. I’d sleep the whole day if I could.”

“Getting home to find you in bed would be the best homecoming.” I bit my lip, trying not to picture what would come next—that would make the ride home possibly more excruciating. Bailey didn’t have that problem, though, and the way her grin grew into something mischievous made that apparent. 

“I’ll see what I can do” was all she said, and I bit back a groan. 

“Don’t tease me,” I begged, but all I got in reply was laughter. 

“By the way,” I added, dragging my thoughts forcibly away from Bailey in bed and all the things I wanted to do to her. “Have you been getting the mail?” 

“I’ve been getting it from the mailbox.” Her answer was too careful, and I knew that was code for “it’s all piled up by the door.” She was among the neatest and most organized people I had ever met. Her one bad habit I had found out about after she had moved in with me was that she left the mail to itself until it was a gigantic pile. 

I shook my head, chuckling again. “Okay, well, if you get a chance, please look through it. I’m expecting a letter. If not, I’ll look for it when I get home.” 

“Sure.” 

A glance at my watch told me it was time to head to the gate. “I have to go, sweetheart. I’ll be home soon, okay?” 

“You better” was Bailey’s reply, and I longed to kiss the mouth curved into a sweet smile. “I can’t wait.” 

“Me, either,” I said. “I love you.” 

“Love you, too. Bye.” 

“Bye.” 

The call ended, and my screen went dark as I stuffed it into my pocket and stood. And that was one more thing to be excited about, as if seeing Bailey wasn’t enough. That letter held the trip itinerary for a surprise I had planned for the two of us, a drive up Highway 1, staying at the best places along the coast. I knew Bailey would be ecstatic. 

I couldn’t wait to get home.  
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Bailey 
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“HEY, COULD YOU GRAB that drawer pull?” 

I heard the request, but only distantly. Even when I wasn’t holding it physically in my hands, I could see the letter, read the words without having to read them—that’s how many times I had gone over that folded piece of paper since that morning. 

Had it only been eight hours since I had found that plain, white envelope there among the pile of mail I had knocked onto the floor? It seemed like days since I had run my finger under the envelope flap and pulled out that terrible, horrible, tri-folded atrocity, the one that threatened to blow apart everything I had built and knew about my relationship and the man I wanted to marry. 

The lines hadn’t stopped swirling in my head since I had read them: 

You got what you wanted—you got the ring and the money that goes along with it. Are you happy? I didn’t realize you were a gold digger, but I should have known. But you’re making your bed, and if you don’t wake up, you’re going to have to lie in it. Are you sure you know who you’re marrying? Maybe you should look into where the money from his company came from. Does he know?

Do you know? 

I still had no idea who the letter was from or why they sent it. Why now? Why me? What were they trying to prove or bring to light? 

It was all such a mystery. I had tried to put it from my mind, intent on waiting until Liam got home. But even the knowledge of it refused to be set aside until it was all I could think about. 

“Bailey?” 

My name jerked me out of my tumbling thoughts to Bianca. From the way she was poised with one hand on the dresser we were supposed to be putting together, I had missed a request. Well, supposed to be we. I’d been so distracted she’d been the one doing most of the work.

“Sorry, what?”

“The drawer pull—could you hand it to me?” The woman’s finger indicated the piece of hardware beside me, which I put into her hand. 

“Thanks.” 

I watched her put the pull into the slots on the big, sturdy dresser and screw it in place, checking to make sure it was secure by pulling the drawer in and out a few times. 

Bianca and I were in the final stages of decorating the latest of the Hope’s House Foundation’s houses, homes renovated and decorated to give families and individuals using the cancer center at the local hospital a warm, comfortable place to stay. As Liam had put it at the formation of the Foundation, named for his mother, who had passed from cancer when he was in high school, it was bad enough to have a loved one in treatment for the disease or be there yourself. It was worse when you were far from home with no place to stay. 

But Hope’s House gave families and individuals a chance to have a place to call home, even if it was temporary, with soft beds, a place to relax, and a kitchen to cook in. And it was all low- to no-cost. 

Someone who had not only conceived that idea and seen it through to thriving completion could never have taken illegal money to begin his company. 

Right? 

“Hey, are you okay?” 

I looked up, realizing I had drifted away again, to find Bianca watching me, eyebrows drawn in with concern. 

“I’m fine,” I replied, knowing my answer was too quick and too high-pitched to be the truth. 

“In the time I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you nearly this distracted. Something is up,” Bianca said, calling my bluff. 

The woman across from me hadn’t known me for that long. We had been working together since the founding of Hope’s House. She was the one who oversaw everything from guest intakes to changeovers to cleanings and everything in between. She was a powerhouse, and Liam couldn’t have found anyone better to do the job and get things done. 

Which was why we had become such fast friends. A miracle, really, when I had very little time to make new ones, and I had lost most of mine when I had left my ex-fiancé, Russ. In fact, before Liam, my only friends had been my assistant Kristen and the guys who did the hard lifting for my interior design business. 

I was grateful for Bianca’s friendship and her help running and designing the homes, and so was Liam. Even better, she had become friends with Liam’s chief technology officer. The two spent a lot of time together, talking nerdy, watching movies, and playing video games, which I thought was adorable. 

Despite what her name might suggest, Bianca had dark hair and olive skin, a nod to her Mediterranean heritage. She was shorter than I was, too, which rarely happened. I wasn’t the shortest person I knew, but I wasn’t tall by any standard. Next to Liam, I looked tiny, even with heels. The top of my head only came up to the middle of his chest—there were times I wasn’t sure how we made it work, but we did. 

Besides, I wouldn’t have given up his swimmer’s body and all the muscles it came with for anything. 

At the thought of Liam, my stomach plummeted to somewhere around my feet once again. It had been up and down all day until I felt physically sick. I hadn’t even been able to eat much. 

That damned letter—I wish I had never found it. I wish I had kept the mail in that stupid pile to deal with when I got home. Or Liam got home. He would have seen the stack, as always, and gone through it methodically until he had found the letter. Liam would have known what to do with it immediately, and we would have faced the issue together. 

Except he hadn’t been there, and now my mind was going terrible places. I had known that morning that this was some kind of blackmail situation, that someone was trying to take Liam, or both of us, down. As far as I had come when Liam and I were together, I still had trauma in my past. My brain was still wired to jump to conclusions I wished it wouldn’t. 

If the letter to me had been about my ex-fiancé Russ, there would have been no doubt in my mind of his involvement with ill-gotten money. I would have believed it immediately.

As I reminded myself, Liam was not Russ. But just like Russ, Liam had lied to me. In an enormous way, for months, keeping the story going until it was so big, it had burst and nearly drowned us both. I had almost walked away but had finally given him a second chance I had never regretted. 

Until now, that is. As much as I had tried to put that damn letter out of my mind, it continued to come back. I had used every trick I knew to keep my thoughts from going to those dark places I knew they could, from distraction to talking to myself to dismissing my fears as unfounded and unneeded. 

But the problem with trauma was that it has a way of twisting things, and by the time I had met up with Bianca, I was in a cold sweat. 

What if Liam was a liar, the little voice in the back of my head whispered. What if he’s been fooling you this whole time, just like Russ fooled you for years? What if he’s an even bigger Liar than Russ? You chose Russ, after all. You believed him, believed in him, and he went and did the worst kinds of things behind your back. And worse, he made you think you were the problem. 

Even now, after I had spent time and effort healing, after Liam had come into my life and shown me what a good guy was, that small voice in the back of my head still believed in some way that I was responsible for Russ’s actions. 

If I had just been good enough at my job, if I had just been beautiful enough, tall enough, a better partner, worked less, been less ambitious, he might not have strayed or mistreated me. 

In the light of day and a more rational mind, I knew all that was complete and total crap. I had nothing to do with how Russ treated me—that was all him. He was a terrible human being, despite being charismatic, and I’d had blinders on for a long time. Part of growing past the trauma was forgiving myself and realizing I had been young and in love and had done the best I could. At least, if nothing else, I had finally woken up and left. 

But in the dark recesses of my mind, it was more challenging to see things from a rational point of view. And my mind had been at it all day, twisting rationale into something unrecognizable. Until what I had been so certain about seemed less clear. 

A crash of thunder shook me from my thoughts as dark as the afternoon, with clouds and rain blocking the sun. It was part of the storm that had delayed Liam’s flight, which meant he would take even longer to get home. 

“So are you going to tell me or just get lost in la-la-land all day?” Bianca motioned at my head. I tried a smile, but it didn’t work. 

“I got something in the mail today that didn’t agree with me,” I finally answered, having cycled through less-acceptable replies. 

“Is everything okay?” Bianca’s eyebrows dipped in concern. “Is it a test result? No, I guess they would have called about that. A bill you didn’t expect? A lawsuit?” 

The line between her eyes was growing deeper the more things she counted off. 

“No, nothing like that,” I answered but stopped myself from continuing. Liam was her boss and her boyfriend’s best friend. The last thing I wanted to do was get her involved before even Liam knew. 

Bianca tilted her head. “Are you sure? You seem shaken up.” 

“I’m sure,” I replied, taking a deep breath. Even if I didn’t feel confident in my answer, I had to pull it together enough that Bianca wouldn’t ask more questions I couldn’t answer. As much as I desperately wanted to talk to someone. 

Liam had to be the first one. This was about him, after all. 

But would I believe him when he told me he had nothing to do with this? 

I hoped so. 
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Liam 
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THE HOUSE HAD NEVER looked so inviting as it did, the windows glowing warmly against the storm whipping around it in the dark. More important, though, was what waited inside. 

Who waited inside, and I could not wait another second to see her. 

Far from the easy journey home, delays, sprints across airports, and more waiting in lounges and on the tarmac had plagued the day, and I was exhausted. It had been enough that I had actually considered chartering a plane the rest of the way home. 

But I was here, the scent of home on the breeze coming in through the open car window, and I could not wait to have Bailey in my arms. 

Her car was in the garage, as I had hoped. There had been a fifty-fifty chance she would still be at work, although the delays meant it was much later than I was supposed to have gotten back. I couldn’t get out of my car fast enough, and with the garage door closing behind me, I pushed into the laundry room, where I dropped my bags, and then into the kitchen. 

But Bailey wasn’t in the kitchen. A takeout bag rested on the counter beside half-open takeout boxes, chopsticks scattered around the counter, but it was quiet. Nor was she in the dining or the living rooms. 

“Bailey?” I called. 

Was she sleeping? Or maybe she was waiting in bed to surprise me, as she had teased me that morning. It
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