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      Paige stood on the balcony of the penthouse overlooking Manhattan and sighed. It was a beautiful place, but not where she necessarily thought she’d end up at this stage of her life. Her free spirit nature had led her here originally, but love had kept her here for the last six months.

      She snuggled into the plush white bathrobe and eased back into the wrought iron chair as she sipped her coffee. It was bitter mixed with sweet, an irony that wasn’t lost on her when she thought about her fiancé and his family. Bitter mixed with sweet.

      She’d originally met Daniel Richmond, eventual heir to the Richmond real estate fortune, six months ago at a charitable event where she was serving appetizers. He’d caught her eye the moment he walked in, wearing his black Italian suit. She wasn’t hung up on money or status; in fact, it turned her off most of the time. Instead, she’d noticed the kindness in his eyes and the sparkle of his perfect smile. She’d never seen teeth so white and straight in person.

      He was flanked that evening by his mother and sister, both the epitome of snobbery. But not Daniel. He was grounded, happy and focused on what people were saying to him. Yet he kept looking at her. Smiling at her.

      Once his family had left the event, he’d cornered her and started a conversation - at first, about the charity. But eventually, he’d gotten her number and promptly called her the next day.

      The rest, as they say, is history.

      And just last night, in the middle of Central Park, he’d dropped to one knee and proposed. She’d felt like she was in the middle of a fairytale, and she didn’t want to wake up. Daniel was everything to her. He said all the right things, did all the right things. He was more than she ever thought she deserved.

      But today was the day they were going to tell the good news to his mother, and she wasn’t going to like it. Not one bit. She’d done everything in her power to make Paige feel like an outsider, like a “less than”.

      “Good morning,” Daniel said, leaning down and kissing her on the top of her head.

      “Good morning, my fiancé,” she said, her smile gleaming in the morning sun. “I still can’t believe I’m going to be Mrs. Paige Richmond soon.”

      Daniel smiled. “And I couldn’t be happier, my love. We’re going to do great things together.”

      Daniel had big plans, but they didn’t involve real estate. Although he stood to inherit the family fortune, he was more interested in being a full-time philanthropist and starting his own charity. They were going to give to the poorest of the poor all over the world, and they planned to travel to Africa shortly after their honeymoon to put wells in ten different villages.

      Her life was going to mean something because of Daniel.

      Her upbringing hadn’t been the best. Born and raised in a small Tennessee town, Paige had been abandoned by her teenage mother as an infant. She was bounced from one inadequate foster family to another until she ended up in the home of Ada Housley when she was thirteen years old.

      Ada was an older woman in her seventies who was known for taking in “problem children”, and Paige was definitely classified as one during her formative years. Ada had been patient and kind, but she was older and it was pretty embarrassing for Paige when she’d show up at school with her cane.

      When Paige was seventeen and had just graduated from high school, Ada passed away and she was left alone once again. So, she decided to become a bit of a gypsy, moving from place to place, taking on odd jobs to make ends meet. She’d lived in seedy motels and occasionally under a bridge, but she had lived life on her own terms. And surprisingly, she was happy most of the time.

      She had worked the oddest jobs during that period of her life. Singing on the street, though she couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. Working as a waitress at a zombie themed diner. Handing out goat food at a small petting zoo. But all of those weird and wacky jobs had sustained her for years on end as she made her way up the East coast.

      After a few years, she’d ended up in New York City at the age of twenty-three. Tired of traveling and living on scraps, she’d found a job working with a catering company as a server at high end parties. It was a dream job for her because she’d never seen such luxury, although she went home to her roach-infested motel room for weeks until she could afford even the most modest apartment about forty-five minutes from the city.

      Life hadn’t been easy for Paige at all, but she took it in stride most of the time. She was proud of herself and how she’d somehow managed to survive with just the internal fortitude she had. And normally, she was full of confidence, but when it came to dealing with Daniel’s mother, Madeline Richmond, she was like a puddle of goo on the floor.

      She stumbled over her words and had no idea what to say. She stammered and stuttered and her hands would sweat profusely, not to mention the rivers of sweat rolling between her boobs. She worried that she’d start dripping onto the elegant marble floors in Madeline’s home at some point soon.

      Madeline had been rude to Paige over and over again, usually when Daniel wasn’t in the room. But when he left to use the restroom or take a phone call, Madeline would make it quite clear that, in her eyes, Paige was not nearly good enough for her only son. And his money.

      Daniel’s father had died when he was a teenager, and his intention was for his son to continue running his real estate empire with an iron fist just like he had. Madeline inherited everything upon his death, but she too planned for her son to take things over and soon. The fact that he hadn’t done so yet was bothersome to Madeline as she really wanted to spend her days shopping and getting pampered instead of running a multi-million dollar real estate conglomerate.

      And then there was his sister - Tori Richmond-Gallagher. She was tall, perfectly built by the most popular personal trainers money could buy - not to mention the plastic surgeons - and married to Hampton Gallagher. His family ran vineyards from California to Italy, and his money was more than enough for her although her father had left her a trust fund before his death that would make sure she was never without all of the trappings that immense wealth could buy.

      Paige had mentioned his mother’s dislike of her to Daniel many times, but Daniel had always said things like, “she’ll come around” or “she’s just hard to get to know”, but it didn’t seem like either of those comments were true.

      “I just called my mother, and she’s expecting us for brunch in about an hour and a half,” he said, sitting down in the chair across from her and holding her hand. “I can’t wait to tell her our good news.”

      “Daniel, you realize your mother isn’t going to be happy about this, right?”

      “I think you’re misjudging her, sweetie. She only wants me to be happy, and being with you makes me happy.” He leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips, sending shivers up her body.

      “You know if you kiss me, we’re going to be late,” she said with a giggle before jumping up and running into the apartment. Daniel following, laughing as he caught her and swung her around.
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        * * *

      

      They pulled into the driveway of the Richmond mansion a little after ten. Madeline wasn’t going to be happy that her son was late for brunch, but Paige could hardly be upset about it. He was good at a lot of things, and this morning he’d shown her just how good he was yet again.

      Six months was quick when it came to dating and marriage, but Paige was ready to settle down in her life and she knew Daniel was the one. She figured why wait when you know the person is your soulmate?

      “Ready?” Daniel asked as they slowly walked up the brick staircase.

      “Nope,” Paige said, a nervous smile on her face. “But when has that ever stopped me from doing something?”

      Daniel rang the bell, an odd thing to do at his own mother’s house, but then his mother had weird requirements about a lot of things. Her butler - yes, an honest to God English butler named Edward - opened the door.

      He wore a suit, not a tuxedo as most butlers had in the movies Paige had seen.

      “Good morning, Mr. Richmond. Miss Emerson,” he said with his regal sounding accent. “Glad you could join us.” A stab of sarcasm, probably straight from Madeline Richmond herself.

      He led them straight to the dining room where his mother and sister sat at the table. To his sister’s right was her husband, Hampton. The trio looked at Paige and smiled, their faces hardly moving from the immense Botox.

      “Good morning,” Madeline said, standing and hugging her son. She ignored Paige and sat back down. Daniel pulled out Paige’s chair and then sat down beside her.

      “Good morning, everyone,” Daniel said as the butler put a plate in front of him and Paige. There were wine glasses filled with orange juice as well as fresh croissants on the table.

      “Daniel, it’s proper etiquette to always be on time for your commitments, dear,” his mother said. “I certainly hope you don’t keep our clients waiting this way.”

      “Mother, we were less than ten minutes late,” he said. The fact that he had to answer to his mother like a child made Paige crazy. Having never had a mother, though, she didn’t know if she was just sensitive or if she was completely right.

      “Hello, Paige,” Madeline finally said, looking her way only briefly before she turned to her daughter. “Tori, your hair looks beautiful that way…”

      And again, Paige felt woefully out of place. Mansions and fancy brunches were not her “thing”, but she did them for Daniel. Her hope was that after they got married, he would break away from his mother’s death grip and they could start a life together their own way.

      “How’s your omelet?” Daniel whispered to Paige.

      “Very good,” Paige said. “I just don’t…”

      “What’s that, dear?” Madeline said loudly as she eavesdropped on their private conversation.

      Paige looked up and cleared her throat. “I… I was just going to say that I don’t like green peppers.” Madeline glanced down at Paige’s plate where she had segregated all of the green chunks to one side of her plate.

      “Well, we’ll make note of that for next time,” Madeline said with a fake smile. “Or perhaps you could broaden your horizons.”

      “Mother…” Daniel warned.

      “Hampton, I tasted your new wine last evening. It was a wonderful addition to dinner,” she said, totally ignoring her son’s comment.

      “Everyone, I have an announcement to make,” Daniel suddenly said. Paige reached under the table and dug her fingernails into his leg. He jolted and then grabbed her hand in his. Surely he didn’t think now was the best time to tell everyone about their engagement. His mother was acting like a cornered rattlesnake at the moment.

      Everyone around the table went silent, and Paige felt uncomfortable under their gaze.

      “Yes, dear?” Madeline said, her syrupy sweet voice grating on Paige’s last nerve.

      “Well, we have some good news,” Daniel said, putting his arm around Paige as she looked up at him. “Last night, I proposed to Paige and she said yes. We’re getting married!”

      Then the world stopped spinning. Paige didn’t know that silence could be so deafening. It was one of those moments where she could have literally heard a pin drop, and she kind of wanted to yank out her earring and toss it onto the floor to both test the theory and distract herself with the pain of a ripped earlobe.

      “Excuse me… what?” Madeline finally breathed out, and Paige was unable to stop herself from looking at her mother-in-law-to-be. The woman looked positively dumbfounded, shocked and nauseous all at the same time.

      And then there was his sister, Tori. She was frozen in place, a piece of her omelet dangling off the fork she held midair, her mouth gaping open.

      “I said we’re engaged, Mother. You should be smiling right now,” Daniel prodded. Still, his mother and sister sat shellshocked.

      “Congratulations, Daniel. And you too, Paige,” Hampton finally said. Paige could tell he was just going through the motions and didn’t really mean it, but someone had to break the thick smog of silence in the dining room.

      “Would anyone like more orange juice?” Edward the butler said as he walked through the archway from the kitchen. Unaware of the current situation in the room, Edward had inadvertently allowed everyone to get their bearings as he nonchalantly walked around the table pouring more liquid into each glass.

      “Daniel, may I speak with you privately please?” Madeline said, her lips pierced so tightly that Paige was sure her cheeks might split open at any minute. Daniel shot a glance at his fiancee with an apologetic smile and stood up, following her out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel stood across from his mother in the downstairs office and watched her pace back and forth for a moment before she came to stop in front of him again.

      “Are you insane, Daniel?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Look, I understand that men have needs…”

      “Mother, stop! You’re being crude,” he said. “And this isn’t about my ‘manly needs’. I love Paige.”

      “Sweetheart, I know you think you love her. I get it. Once, back in college, I dated a boy who grew up on a farm. But I realized quickly that it couldn’t work, and I married your father.”

      “Wow. What an amazing love story,” Daniel said dryly, sitting down on the edge of the huge mahogany desk. “You should write poetry or something.”

      “Son, I want you to be happy. I truly do. And there’s no way this girl will make you happy. You need someone who challenges you. Who complements you.”

      “And how do you know Paige isn’t that woman? You barely know her, and you certainly haven’t made any effort to get to know her.”

      “Daniel, she’s a former homeless person with no family and no career. She’s not worthy of…”

      “Our fortune? Isn’t that what this is all about, Mother? The money?”

      Madeline jutted her chin out and looked down her long, slender nose at her son. “We are the most respected family on the East coast, and I won’t have you marrying some degenerate gypsy.”

      “Enough!” Daniel shouted in a loud whisper. He stood and faced his mother once again. “Paige makes me happy, and I’m sorry you’re not okay with that, but I won’t be bullied into the life you want me to live.”

      Daniel started walking toward the door. “Think of your father, Daniel.” He stopped and slowly turned back to her.

      “What?”

      “Your father worked his fingers to the bone building this company, and for what? If you don’t take things over, it was all for naught.”

      “You can run the company. Or Tori. Or, I don’t know, the board that runs it now can continue running it.”

      “He wanted his son to run it, Daniel. You know that. It was his dream. He wanted this company to grow and for you to be able to pass it on to your son one day.”

      “Okay, fine. Let’s say that I decide to run the company. Why can’t I do that with Paige by my side?” he asked, his arms crossed over his chest.

      She took in a deep breath. “Because it’s not right, and you know it. I won’t have our good name smeared by your little…”

      “Stop right there before you say something you can’t take back,” he said. “We’re leaving.”

      He walked out of the room and down the hall toward the dining room, but he couldn’t see Paige lurking in the shadows behind the door to the powder room. Oh, how she wished her hearing wasn’t so good.
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        * * *

      

      The ride home was quiet. Too quiet. She didn’t know if Daniel was thinking through his options and deciding how to break off their engagement, or if he was thinking of driving them both off a cliff. But it was too quiet. And there weren’t any nearby cliffs anyway.

      “Are you going to talk?” she finally asked softly.

      “I don’t know what to say,” he said, his piercing blue eyes staring straight ahead as they made their way through Manhattan traffic. As rich as he was, she never understood why he didn’t have a personal driver.

      “Look, Daniel, I would totally understand if you wanted to break off the engagement…” she started.

      He jerked the car into the nearest open space on the side of the road, almost mowing down two pedestrians in the process and turned to her, his eyes fierce. He reached across the space between them and claimed her lips against his.

      When he finally pulled back, she was breathless. “You listen to me, Paige Emerson. I will never give you up. Do you hear me? Never. Not for anyone. Not for anything.”

      She nodded her head and smiled, stunned by the ferocity of his words and his kiss. She’d never seen him like that, but right now all she could think about was getting back to the penthouse as quickly as possible… preferably while he was still in his alpha male mode. She wanted to try a few things…
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      Paige stood in the empty reception hall, looking around at the available space.

      “I think we can put the wine bar over here, but the wedding cake will probably have to go over there in the corner. Wait, where is the band setting up?” she asked her co-worker, Sandi.

      The wedding they were working today was one of the biggest she’d been involved in. Of course, her upcoming wedding to Daniel would probably be the affair of the year in Manhattan, and that made her nervous and uncomfortable. If it were totally up to her, she would elope to a beach somewhere to say her vows. Without Madeline Richmond.

      “So let me get this straight,” Sandi said as they sat down to take a break. “Your mother-in-law-to-be called you a gypsy?”

      Paige laughed. “Yep. Nice, huh?”

      “Yeah, she seems like a lovely woman. What are you going to do?” Sandi asked as she started folding the cloth napkins into swans.

      “I’m not going to do anything… except marry her son.”

      “Seems like that’s a death wish,” Sandi said with a laugh.

      “Maybe, but Daniel wants to marry me, and I want to marry him so she’s just going to have to deal with it.”

      “She doesn’t strike me as the type to just deal with things.”

      Paige walked across the room with a tape measure in her hand. “Do you think this corner is going to be big enough for the band?” she asked. And then she heard someone clear their throat behind her. She darted her eyes to Sandi who was frozen in place with her mouth hanging open and her eyes as big as saucers. “What?”

      Paige slowly turned to find Madeline standing in the doorway, her lips pressed together so hard that it looked like her face might shatter into a million pieces.

      She was dressed to the nines in her pale pink designer suit and stiletto heels. Her purse, which was worth more than two months of Paige’s salary, was pulled tightly against her side like she’d just walked into a prison instead of a pretty nice banquet hall.

      “I need to get something from my car,” Sandi said, rushing toward the door. Sandi didn’t own a car.

      “Hello, Paige,” Madeline said without smiling. “I think we need to talk.”

      Paige nodded, still without speaking, and walked to the same two chairs that she and Sandi were just sitting in. Madeline looked at the plastic folding chairs, sighed audibly and finally sat down, still holding her purse against her.

      “I understand from my son that you overheard our conversation the other day.”

      “I did.” Could she be about to apologize?

      “You know, eavesdropping is not acceptable, don’t you?” she said. Paige wanted to slap her across the face, but thought better of it.

      “It wasn’t intentional,” Paige said shortly.

      “Well, that’s neither here nor there,” Madeline said. “I came here to settle this issue once and for all.”

      “Issue?”

      “Your desire to marry my son.”

      “He wants to marry me too, Mrs. Richmond.”

      “He’s confused. He’s young and men have needs…”

      “Yes, I heard all about those needs during your conversation,” Paige said, trying not to giggle as she stood up. “And I fulfill those needs quite well.” Oops. Why had she added that little part?

      Madeline huffed as she sprang to her feet. “You really have no couth.”

      “Couth?”

      “It means culture. Manners. Refinement.”

      “Yes, I know what couth means. I just don’t know anyone who still uses that word,” Paige said, her feisty side finally making an appearance. “Look, Mrs. Richmond, or shall I say ‘Mom’…”

      “No. You shall not.”

      “I have a job to do here, and unlike you, I’m not able to snuggle up with bags of cash at night. So, can you please get to your point?”

      “Well, your insult was a nice segue into my point. You seem fixated on my cash, so let’s talk about how much it will take to get you on your way again.”

      “Excuse me?” Paige said, incredulous.

      “How much will it take for you to get out of my son’s life and break off this silly engagement? Ten thousand? Fifty thousand?”

      Paige couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Her mouth flopped open as she stared at the woman in disbelief.

      “Are you serious?”

      “I’m willing to go higher if needed.”

      “You are serious. Oh my God.” Paige turned and walked toward the window, her fingers sliding through her hair in frustration.

      “Okay, maybe you need more. One hundred thousand?”

      She turned to face Madeline. “Get out.”

      “What?”

      “I said get out of here.” Paige had lived on the streets long enough to know how to be tough, and right now she was as tough as she’d ever been, holding her balled up fist by her side.

      “Not until you tell me what it will take to get you out of our lives… for good.”

      Paige walked toward Madeline and came almost nose to nose with her. “Now you listen to me,” she said through gritted teeth. “I love your son and he loves me, and no amount of money will ever keep me from him. Do you understand me? I don’t care who you are or how much money you have. As long as Daniel wants to be with me, there is nothing you can do to stop that.”

      Madeline took a step back, her expression impassable and then smirked. “My dear, you have no idea what lengths I will go to in order to protect my son. You’ve made a grievous mistake here.”

      And with that she walked out and left Paige standing there, sweat seeping from her hands yet again. She had a sick feeling in her stomach.
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        * * *

      

      Paige stared out the plate glass window in Daniel’s penthouse watching the gray sky produce its first droplets of rain. The sky was getting darker as evening set in, and her mood was going with it.

      She hadn’t told Daniel about the confrontation with his mother, and maybe she should have. But she didn’t want to cause him more stress, and it would only put him in the middle. For now, her plan was to just deal with Madeline herself. Maybe that would be her wedding gift to her new husband.

      “You okay, sweetie?” he asked as he came up behind her, sliding his hands around her waist and nuzzling her neck.

      “I’m fine. Just a long day.”

      “Oh, that’s right. The Waverly wedding?”

      “Yes. We were doing some preliminary setup, but tomorrow is the big day. They’re a great couple,” she said with a smile.

      “Did it get you excited about our big day?” he asked, twirling her around to face him. She stared up into his gorgeous blue eyes.

      “Of course. I can’t wait to plan our dream wedding, Daniel. But more than that, I just want to be married to you. I don’t care if we run off to Vegas,” she said, a hint of hope in her voice.

      He laughed. “My mother would kill me if I didn’t have a big wedding. She’ll want to invite the whole city.”

      Paige sighed and then faked a smile. “Of course. I was just giving you the option.”

      “So,” he said between the kisses he was planting on her cheek over
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