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Chapter 1 

Miles
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Rain battered the windshield of his car when he pulled up to the small diner. The peeling-paint, weather-worn building sat at the lake's edge, with half of the building built over the water. A sign advertising canoe rentals hung half-off its hinges and swayed dangerously in the wind. Not that he’d wish to rent one at this time of the day, nor in the middle of a rainstorm. 

Miles stared down at the sticky note in his hand. The scribbles were barely discernible on the bright pink paper.

Kili’s Lakeside Diner 7:00 pm. She’ll be wearing a red dress and has light brown hair.

Miles leaned back in the seat of his car and eyed the lights shining through the diner windows. Rain fell so fast and hard he couldn’t make out any details inside. What was he doing meeting a stranger at night in the middle of a rainstorm in a place where someone could easily hide a body? He hated this, but he didn’t have many choices left. He needed some financial help, and as much as he loved teaching high school science. His salary alone wouldn’t foot this bill.

Principal Hendrix looked disheartened when Miles explained his situation, but there wasn’t anything he could do except approve a sub if Miles needed to stay home for the day. His fellow teachers didn’t know what was happening in his life, and he’d prefer to keep it that way. He’d only confided in Drake, which is probably why his wife Prissy set up this unconventional money-making solution through her matchmaking business. He never should have started an application with Hidden Hearts.

He looked at the drenched restaurant again and curled his hands into fists. He could do this. Besides, Drake said that Prissy ran a background check with her matching program, and hers could rival the FBI’s. So, the likelihood of this woman being a serial killer was low.

With a deep breath, he pulled the hood up on his coat, opened the door, and darted through the rain to the small restaurant. Shaking off his coat, he turned to look around the room. Small booths surrounded the windows. A large U-shaped bar with red faux leather-topped bar stools took up most of the space. What looked like the wet bar and kitchen took up the middle of the room behind the U-shaped bar.

A few people sat at the bar, but no one had a booth, and no one wore a red dress. He looked at the clock on the wall. 6:52 PM. He could have arrived here first. 

“May I help you?” asked a weather-worn man in overalls as he walked up to the counter by the door. 

Miles shrugged, still hardly believing he was going to go through with this meeting. “Yeah, a booth for two. I’m meeting someone, but I think I arrived first.”

The man shrugged. “Probably did in this weather.” He grabbed two menus and motioned for Miles to follow him. It took everything in him to follow the man to a booth in the corner. He slid into the seat facing the door to keep an eye on who entered.

“I’ll grab you two glasses of water unless you want something stronger?” asked his host.

Miles shook his head. “Water is fine for now.” He put his coat on the bench beside him. All this woman knew about him was that he’d show up in a dark blue shirt and he had brown hair. Miles hoped that, after all this effort, she’d show.

He watched the clock tick slowly to seven, and then five minutes passed. A car pulled up and parked, but the lights remained on, and no one ventured through the rain. He’d give her ten more minutes and then call it. He might want help, but he wasn’t about to appear desperate or waste his Wednesday night.

He did have two more days of school this week, and with one weekend and only two more days next week before Thanksgiving Break, he had a lot to do before the end of the semester.

Five more minutes passed before the lights in the car outside turned off. Miles watched someone in a long dark coat dart through the incessant rain to the restaurant doors. The heavy rain spattered door opened, and a dark-haired woman stood on the landing. She closed a simple black umbrella and looked around the room. 

It took only a moment for her bright blue eyes to find him. Her lips curled in as if contemplating something before she undid her rain-soaked jacket, revealing a bright red dress. Miles couldn’t help himself from giving her a once over. She seemed to be sizing him up as well. After a moment, she strode forward and walked directly to his table. 

“I assume you’re here to meet me unless you’re not waiting for someone else.” Nervousness laced her words, but otherwise, she sounded business-like.

“I am waiting for someone.” He showed her the pink sticky note where Prissy had scrawled her message.

The woman nodded once and then let one short laugh escape her. “I almost didn’t come in.”

Miles smirked. “I nearly didn’t either.”

She nodded as if his statement gave her some comfort before she slid onto the opposite side of the booth. She fiddled with her coat momentarily before she turned to face him. “How much did Prissy tell you about my...offer?”

He shrugged. “Only that she knew of a way to help me with my financial problem, and if I wanted to know more, I needed to meet with someone. She told me that she’d done a background check on both of us to make sure neither of us was a criminal or an uncontrolled gambler and handed me this note.” He nodded to the sticky note now on the table. 

The woman retracted a sticky note from her pocket and placed it next to his. 

Kili’s Lakeside Diner at 7:00 p.m. He’ll be wearing a blue dress shirt and has brown hair. He can help.

Miles shook his head. “If I didn’t trust Prissy and the quality of her background checks, I’d feel a little concerned about meeting you or anyone for that matter way out here.”

The woman smirked and took a sip of water. He held out his hand. Better introduce himself before she ran away. “I’m Miles Eldridge. I’m a science teacher at Alvin High School. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Karen Green,” she said, taking his hand and giving him a firm shake as if she was used to shaking hands with men. “It’s nice to meet you too, Miles. Thank you for meeting with me in a discreet place.”

At least this place was on purpose, he thought. “My pleasure, although I am not exactly sure why I am here.” He looked at her expectantly.

Karen clasped and unclasped her hands. “It’s much easier addressing a boardroom full of executives than talking about my personal life.” 

She shrugged. “Here it goes. I have found myself in a situation where I need an unconventional solution. I reached out for help, so...” She gestured to the diner. “So here we are.”

Miles squinted at her. “I’m going to need a little more information. I’m not sure what you want from me.”

Karen took a deep breath. “Okay, here is the deal. I need a husband by Thanksgiving.” She said this in a rush. So fast it took a second for her words to register in his head.

“Did you say, husband?”

Karen took a deep breath. “Yes. A husband.” Her fingers played with her cup, the only hint of her discomfort. 

“I know it sounds completely crazy, but I can’t do this alone. I can’t live through another dinner with my mother and father trying to marry me to one of their business associates. Prissy mentioned that she knew a great guy who could help and needed some financial help of his own, and it sounded like a good idea... at the time. Look, I’m not asking for forever or even for a couple of months; this would be a temporary, non-physical arrangement. We’ll annul it as soon as possible. Before Christmas, I promise.”

She turned to look him directly in the eye, a more profound plea in her eyes that she wasn’t saying. She opened her mouth as if she wanted to say more but then shut it.

He swallowed hard, her words rolling through his mind. “Let me get this straight. You want to help me with my financial issue if I agree to marry you through the Thanksgiving holidays.”

“Yes.” Her hands stilled, and she looked at him steadily. “This is a business arrangement, a fake relationship, one where any form of intimacy is not acceptable, and that is all. I specifically asked Prissy to find me an incredibly nice guy who was not my match so we wouldn’t have any fuzzy lines or any hope for a relationship that would never happen. She referred me to you.”

Miles leaned back in his chair, his head whirling. What did he say to that? “Okay. I can see your point, but I’m uncomfortable lying to people. I have to set a good example for my students.”

She leaned forward, her voice lowering. “Then we won’t lie. We might need to cover the basics extremely quickly. We can say we were set up by a mutual friend, which is true. Our first date was at a restaurant,” she gestured to the room. “And,” she looked down at her lap. “We chose to elope.”

Miles’s eyebrows scrunched while he processed her words. The idea was insane. Crazy insane. But if it was a marriage only on paper, could it be worth it?

The old waiter wandered over. “Looks like she made it. Excellent. Are you ready to order?”

Karen shook her head, her lips trembling, and stood up. “Never mind. This is a mistake. I’d better go.”

Miles’s hand shot out of its own accord, and he placed it over hers on the table. “Please stay. He turned to the older gentleman. “We’ll start with an order of fries; thank you.”

Miles slid his hand off Karen’s and waited until she looked at him. “I didn’t say no.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “You’re considering my offer? My insane plan?”

He tapped his fingers against the table. “If this is a business relationship, then I understand what you are getting out of the deal: a husband for the holiday so you can escape a push to marry someone you don’t want to marry, but for me...we aren’t talking only a hundred bucks, are we? I need a little more help than that.”

Karen gave him a weak smile. She reached into her purse and withdrew a contract. “I assume you don’t know who I am.” She pointed to a number three with four zeros after it. “If you do this for me, I will write you a check for this amount.”

Miles gasped. Thirty thousand dollars would save him. “You’re not serious.”

She looked down at her paperwork. “I’m dead serious. Miles, my mother, wants me to marry this odious man’s son. She’s been hinting and manipulating my life in a way that might force me to accept him. I gave the guy a chance at a charity ball six months ago and regretted every second of that encounter. I can’t get out of this alone. Thirty thousand dollars is worth my freedom.”

Miles leaned back and stroked his short beard. “Then what happens after we break up?”

Karen nodded slowly. “I understand your concern. I live and work in a man's world. A business world where I am hardly accepted or respected because I am just an unmarried woman. The daughter of the boss. Once I am married, I’m no longer just the daughter. I’m no longer seen as the dessert course or the way to get in good with my father. I swear to you that being a divorced woman in the business world where I work is so much better than what I am right now. And I hope that I can kill whatever passion everyone has for me to marry this...guy. If we are successful, I bet he’d find a new target and leave me alone.”

A different waiter delivered their fries. “Anything else?”

He looked at Karen, and she shook her head. “We’re fine, thanks.”

Miles rolled all this information around in his head. He’d tried for weeks to come up with a solution to his and Grandma Tilly’s problem. She needed twenty-four-hour care, and he needed a way to pay for it. He was Tilly’s only hope, and Karen was his only hope to pay the medical expenses that had suddenly dropped in his lap. This might seem like the craziest thing he’d ever done, but he desperately needed the help.

Miles picked up a fry and swirled it around in the ketchup before he popped it into his mouth. He wasn’t hungry anymore, not after this discussion. “So, if I agree, what happens next?”

Karen picked up a fry and rolled it in her fingers but didn’t eat it. “I, like you, have a problem with lying about everything. I have a terrible poker face. So I’d say we need to cram in a date or two to talk about if needed, and then this weekend we can go to the courthouse for a quick ceremony. Since you are a school teacher, I know you have a few more days of school before the break, and then we’d need to go to my parents' house for the holiday. I’ll bring you home as a surprise, which I’ve already hinted at to my mother, and we both get what we want. Simple as that.”

He’d lost his mind entirely even to consider this, but this woman needed him. He’d always been a sucker for someone in need. Darn, his upbringing. Tilly needed him, too. This proposition would help both ladies, and if the relationship were fake, he wouldn’t have to worry about anything but acting a part. He shook his head. He was insane to consider this. It was unconventional, but he must admit this solution answered his prayers. The only solution. 

“Alright, I agree. Let’s meet up tomorrow night and get to know each other a little, and then on Friday, I’ll propose. I’d like that opportunity if you’re okay with that, even if this is all for show. I’d rather it was me who asked and then...”

“I already have an appointment at City Hall for Saturday morning,” Karen said shyly.

Miles swirled his straw around in his ice water. “Right. This is crazy. You know that?”

Karen nodded and finally ate the fry. “Crazy and desperate.” She held out a hand. “So, are you in?”

Miles couldn’t believe he was doing this. “I must be nuts, but okay.” He shook her hand, sealing the deal.
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Karen
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Karen Green let out a long breath. Miles had texted to meet him at his place after school. It felt strange to reply to him as if she knew him, but if they’d “dated” long enough to marry, she needed to think of him, not as a new acquaintance. She had to force her mind somehow to think of him as the man of her dreams. 

Thank goodness he hadn’t laughed in her face yesterday or proved worse than Phillip Vanderbal—the one guy she’d apparently do anything to avoid marrying. Even marry a complete stranger.

“I can do this,” she said, stepping out of her car. She glanced at the old cottage house surrounded by overgrown trees and a wild-looking backyard. This didn’t look right. She looked at his text to double-check the address. It was indeed correct. 

The front yard of the old house was cut and maintained, but the rest of the property looked wild compared to the lovely new homes surrounding the oversized lot. It took everything she had to convince herself not to run back to her car and forget all about this, but the image of Phillip’s sneering face made her carry on. 

It’s not that she didn’t like Miles; he seemed like a nice guy. Everything Prissy had promised, but he would be her husband in less than seventy-two hours, and she was paying him to marry her. That fact alone made all this feel... weird.

She walked up onto the wide porch. “Please let him not do anything romantic with candles and chocolate,” she mumbled to herself. This was not a romance deal. It was a business deal, plain and simple. She had a contract stating that fact and everything. The only reason she came over today was so they had something to tell people about their relationship. Neither one of them wanted to flat-out lie.

With every brave cell in her body, she knocked on the door. There were some shuffling sounds before he slipped out the door, almost like he didn’t want anything to get out behind him. He wore a short-sleeved button-up shirt, but unlike her colleagues, whose shirts were solid, one color, and custom-cut, his was light blue plaid, with a saying stitched across the pocket: “Today was Solar Fun!”

She smirked before she could help it. His eyes darted down to where she’d been looking. “Yeah, I teach teenagers who appreciate corny jokes.” He gestured to a porch swing. “Would you like to sit?”

It looked a little weather-beaten, but she liked the idea of staying outside for now. He was still a stranger even if they had a signed contract. “Sure.”

Miles sat across from her on a wicker chair. Immediately, she felt a bit of the uneasiness in her stomach loosen. Most guys she knew would have sat beside her, forcing proximity she wasn’t ready for yet. He didn’t—one point for Miles.

“So what are we going to do?” she asked.

He turned and chuckled, making it seem like he was laughing at himself. “Do you believe in the scientific method?”

She smirked. “You mean to ask a question, form a hypothesis, test, and conclusion?”

He smiled and nodded. “Yeah, with a couple more steps.”

She pushed on the porch with her feet to get the swing moving. “Excuse me, Mr. Eldridge, it’s been a few years since I attended science class.”

He leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees, his fingertips pressed together. “I know I agreed to this, but I still struggled last night with the idea. But then I decided to think of it as an experiment.”

Karen didn’t know how she felt about that. “Okay...”

He let out a long breath. “I know, it’s just how my brain works, and it makes me feel a little more comfortable about this whole thing.”

Karen understood what he was saying. She still didn’t know how she felt about it, and it was her idea. She wanted to learn more about how he planned to approach their deal and whether he had found a way to make this easier. “Go on.”

“Before any good experiment, you need to start with a question. But not just any question, the right question.” He stood up and paced in front of her like he must do in his classroom. “That one was harder to figure out with our situation. So I wanted to ask your opinion.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Really?” She usually had to force her opinion into a conversation. She worked hard at her job, but the men she worked with didn’t always value what she had to say. Did Miles, or was this some kind of trick?

He leaned up against the window sill. “We are partners in this experiment, are we not?”

Karen nodded slowly. They were, and maybe it would help if she didn’t think of this as a relationship. She wasn’t one to experiment often, but taking out the word relationship sounded appealing. Partners was a much easier word to settle on. “I suppose we are.”

He clapped his hands together. “Good. The possible questions I settled on were: One: Are Karen and Miles a good fit? Or two: Can Miles be a good husband? Three: Can a marriage work without a foundation? Or...”

“Is this a long list?” Karen asked.

Miles shrugged, looking a little sheepish. “It could be.”

She leaned back in the swing, her business brain kicking into gear. “I think I like the third one. We are jumping fully into an “experimental relationship” without knowing much about each other. I think that question fits the best. Even if we have already decided the marriage will end, we could still answer the question of whether a marriage could work without a foundation.”

He nodded slowly. “Okay, I agree with you. Step two is to do some research and form a logical hypothesis.” His gaze dropped to his shoes. “I kind of started gathering research today.”

“Okay...” she said, drawing out the word.

“I asked my students to take a quiz on the scientific method with a hypothetical question.” He stood up and grabbed a briefcase sitting by the front door. “I gave them the question. If a quick relationship could work with complete strangers and asked them to go through the steps of the scientific method. It’s still academic. I wanted to see if they could remember all the scientific method steps without prompting, only a question, so this was still for their benefit.” He pulled a pile of papers out of his case. 

Karen laughed. He sounded like he wanted her to know he was a good teacher. “So your research is from high school students?” They were so not a match. Research cost her company thousands of dollars, and here he was trying to get it for free.

“Why not? It’s as good as any anonymous study we could find online. Or better because our question is very close to theirs.” 

He tapped the papers against his legs before splitting the stack in two and handing her half the papers. He pulled a red pen out of his pocket and leaned back on the chair. “I hope you won’t mind me grading my half while we look at the data.” Without waiting for an answer, he started reading his first page.

Karen glanced between him and the pages on her lap. She guessed this was what she got for choosing a teacher. However, they could hardly count this as a date. She read over a few pages before noticing that several had excellent points. She pulled out her purse, retrieved her small notebook and pen, which she always kept inside, and jotted down a few things she saw. 

When she finished with her stack, Miles smiled, traded her the ones he’d finished grading, and added hers to the bottom of his stack of papers. 

Shrugging, Karen took the pages and added a few more points to her list. At least he wasn’t trying to romance her. This time, she also read the notes he left his students. He didn’t simply put a hard red mark through something they missed or an ominous letter grade on the top of their page. He wrote things like "I like your thinking," "good point," and “expanded on this thought a little more next time.” He simply wrote it in if they missed a step, so they’d know immediately what they’d missed. 

She snuck a glance at the man sitting across from her. His brows were scrunched as he read, and his pen tapped his bottom lip. A realization struck her. He was a good teacher. He was not lazy or mean or crass, but someone who cared about his students—point number two, Miles.

She finished before he did and leaned back
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