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          Five years ago

        

      

    

    
      Anthony

      A slender arm snaked around my waist, and my shoulders slumped.

      Catie.

      I should have broken up with her a week ago when she showed up at my high-rise apartment unannounced. Well, not totally unannounced.

      My doorman called to let me know she was on her way up. I’d meant to revoke her visitors’ access and get my locks changed, but then, I’d gone to Paris for this fashion thing. Then my ex… it didn’t matter. Long story.

      I was ninety percent done with Catie. Maybe. Something kept me from ending our raucous, three-week entanglement. The fling started promisingly enough. I met her at an art show for a rising New York City sculptor. She was catering an event at a friend of a friend’s gallery in Chelsea. Between the opening potato pancakes and the last bite of plum dumplings, we talked German expressionism and got drunk on Bohemian sekt.

      God, how much of that low-booze bubbly did you have to drink to get as wasted as we’d been? For twenty-four hours, it felt like kismet to wake up headachy and sexed up at my place. She made me scrambled eggs naked, and I thought…maybe…

      My parental units wanted me to stop “carousing,” as Granddad put it, and move back to Dallas full time like an adult. As if living in New York was for children. 

      If I were going to settle down, wouldn’t be with someone like her? Sexual. Indulgent of my wild side. Not too serious. But smart, educated, and interesting.

      But something hitched in me every time I thought of making this permanent.

      No. Tonight was the end of me and Catie.

      I’d break up with her tomorrow.

      She spun me around and launched herself. Her arms clasped around my neck, and her taut form slammed into me. The heat such contact generated only a couple of weeks ago had faded. Damned disappointing.

      Catie was great. Maybe the problem wasn’t her. Before I could ponder my own shortcomings, she shouted into my ear.

      “Happy birthday!”

      “Thanks.”

      I pulled her arms from around my neck and took a deep breath. The cool air blowing off the water kept the party thrown in my honor comfortable. This summer in the Hamptons had broken heat records left and right, but maybe the spell was breaking finally as September loomed. I stood by our table in the corner of the rooftop bar as all the guests danced and drank a few yards away.

      “You have to meet my sister.”

      Catie pushed forward a shorter, curvier woman with streams of curly black hair flowing down her back.

      She grimaced, and her shining dark eyes—so deeply brown, they were almost black—stopped just short of rolling.

      “Stepsister. Since I left for college seven years ago. She likes to exaggerate.”

      The deep, smoky voice rising out of someone so petite sparked curiosity. Maybe too much. I ripped my focus from her and smiled at my date for the weekend, who did roll her eyes.

      “We’ve been sort of family for longer than that. Anthony doesn’t need the boring details. I’m giving him the highlights.”

      I extended a hand. “Anthony Star-Hunter.”

      “Sarah Pennington. Catie’s told me so much about you.”

      Her mouth arched in smile-like fashion, but the flash of judgment on her face was unmissable. Sarah Pennington didn’t approve.

      Of me.

      Of her sister. No. Stepsister. She made that clear.

      Of us together.

      What had Catie told her?

      Sarah looked from her stepsister to me and pulled her lips into her mouth, biting it shut.

      “What brings you out tonight?” I asked.

      Catie didn’t let Sarah answer. “Her birthday is next week, and she had nothing planned. Nothing! Can you believe it? So, I told her to pack a bag and get out here for the weekend.”

      She paused and winked at Sarah before continuing.

      “This is why I’m good for you.”

      That proclamation finally elicited a genuine smile from the other woman, even though it came with a soft, dismissive snort.

      “Are you?”

      Catie flipped her straight, wheat-colored hair over her shoulder. “Totes. I’m going to grab a drink and say hi to Matt. I have to thank him for hosting.”

      Matt was one friend in the chain who led me to the art show. We’d known each other since college. So Catie was off, leaving me with her judgy stepsister.

      Great.

      “Well, happy birthday, Sarah Pennington.”

      “Happy birthday, Anthony Star-Hunter,” she said, pronouncing my name with drama. “That’s quite the mouthful. Like you’re the commander of a spaceship.”

      Her nose crinkled adorably—if still judgementally.

      “My mother couldn’t let her children forget we were Stars.”

      “Pun intended?” Sarah snorted again, louder this time.

      I laughed. “Not so much. She’s not full of praise. Just family pride.”

      “And your father?”

      I flinched. “Also proud. We settle the dispute with a hyphen, but secretly, I think Dad finds it emasculating.”

      Sarah’s eyes went wide at my familial confession. Sometimes I over shared without the expected level of shame—especially by someone as buttoned up as this one. She tugged her light cardigan closed and looked away in search of her ride. Several yards away, Catie flitted around the food table, chatting with more acquaintances.

      “What’s your father like? Other than married to Catie’s mother for seven years.”

      “You haven’t met him?” she dodged.

      “I’ve only been seeing Catie for two or three weeks.”

      Sarah narrowed her eyes. “I must have misunderstood. She mentioned having a key to your apartment.”

      Which I regretted. God, I rushed carts before horses all the time, then wrecked, then wondered how I got myself in these messes. One day, I’d learn my lesson.

      I forced my tone to a casual register. “Still seems early to meet her father.”

      Sarah bristled.

      “Stepfather.” I corrected, noting the tension creasing her eyes before she continued her description of her dad.

      “He’s indulgent.”

      “He spoils you?”

      “No,” she clipped.

      Emotion swirled in her face. Catie gushed about Edward Pennington. She adored him, and much like she didn’t call Sarah her stepsister, she referred to him as “Dad” or, occasionally, “Dad 2.0.”

      “Catie loves him. I gather she didn’t have a great relationship with her biological father.”

      The hard light in Sarah’s eyes softened. “She didn’t.”

      “And?”

      Sarah certainly wasn’t as chatty as her stepsister.

      She sighed. “And Dad stepped in. She was seven when he started seeing her mom.”

      I did the math. “Seven or eight years is a long wait to get hitched.”

      Her mouth puckered. “Divorces can take time—especially the expensive ones.”

      “Ah, those boring details Catie wanted to skip.”

      “Exactly.”

      No wonder Sarah was so restrained. Catie might wax on about how great it was to have Dad 2.0, but Sarah’s family had imploded.

      I lowered my voice, not wanting to be as insensitive as Catie had been, but also needing the answer to one question.

      “So why come? She obviously gets on your nerves. And whatever she told you about me didn’t impress you. Now that you’re here, you don’t appear to have changed your mind.”

      Sarah didn’t answer right away. She chewed at the edge of her full bottom lip, then leveled her shoulders with fresh resolve.

      “Catie’s a lot of things. Some of them annoy me, but she’s right about one thing. I need to get out more, and it is my birthday.”

      She spat the last word.

      “You don’t like your birthday?” I asked.

      “I’ve had some shitty ones.”

      “How shitty?”

      Her face shadowed so darkly, I winced and swallowed. Her brows shifted high and low as she weighed how to respond in the face of something deeply awful.

      “Never mind,” I said.

      Her sadness wouldn’t do. It pierced my chest with indescribable sharpness. I tightened a fist to keep from smoothing her forehead with my fingertips and stroking her cheek until it lifted back into proper position with her probably rare, but gorgeous, smile. The compulsion to make her feel better unsettled me, but after all, tonight was supposed to be a party. My party. Sour guests killed the vibe.

      But telling her my usual jokes or funny stories wouldn’t pull her out of the darkness.

      “My worst birthday was when I was thirteen. I begged my dad to take me and my friends for a shooting weekend in Arkansas.”

      She recoiled. “A shooting weekend? What’s that?” 

      “Hunting. Or, more accurately, firing rifles off in the country. I was born in Texas. My dad grew up hunting in Arkansas, and no, that’s not how we got our name.” I squinted and laughed. “Or maybe it was back in the British isles centuries ago.”

      One corner of Sarah’s lips curved up a millimeter. Her hard-won amusement was enough of a victory for me to continue.

      “So he took me and a few of my buddies, along with their dads, up to his friend’s cabin near Hot Springs.”

      Hank Milani and Dad had grown up together. He lent us the cabin for the weekend. That was back before everything between our families blew up.

      My celebration started off like a normal guys’ trip. The dads set up tents outside for the boys while the men slept inside. The kids made a campfire and woke up Saturday morning to go fishing. When we got back, Dad and Marty Samson were blurry eyed and stumbling amidst beer cans.

      “Dad’s friend Marty was drunk. Dad was hammered. I’d never seen him like that. All the other boys caught fish. Michael, Marty’s son, caught five, but I horsed around and mostly swam. When I came back with no fish, Dad looked at me and said, ‘Figures. You think everything should come easy. Just like your slut mother. Worst part is that it will. Might as well drop the Hunter. You don’t need it, and you sure as shit don’t deserve it.’”

      “All of that over fucking fish?” 

      Sarah’s husky voice pitched high. She reached out and gripped my forearm. I tensed at first, then relaxed. Indignation flexed her jaw. Tiny as she was, her body coiled as if poised to go find Dad and knock him the fuck out. Her protectiveness sparked warm relief in my gut, displacing the nostalgic pain that usually lived there.

      I hated that feeling and tried to minimize it. What was I supposed to do? My father was my father. It wasn’t like I was getting another one.

      I shrugged Sarah’s comforting hand away.

      “He was just drunk. Dad has these moments where he resents his situation.”

      She crossed her arms. “What kind of situation justifies talking to your son that way?”

      “It’s a long story, but that weekend was the beginning of my fights with my dad. We still don’t get along. Maybe we never will.”

      “Yeah. That’s a shitty birthday.”

      I hoped the story would make hers seem not as bad or at least let her know she wasn’t alone. But as we stood silent, taking in the shittiness, my stomach ached. The weight of unexplained trauma was too much for a brilliant late summer afternoon on the shore.

      “But today,” I exclaimed, “is a new day and a better day. No Debbie Downers. What’s your poison?”

      She grinned, and my spirit turned buoyant again.

      “I’m not particular. Surprise me.”

      But I didn’t have to. Catie returned with drinks. 

      “What’s going on over here? You guys look like you’re at a wake,” she said with a pout and handed her stepsister a cocktail.

      Sarah’s curls swung to the side as she tilted her head. “You two. I get it now.”

      “You doubted my judgment?” Catie pressed her lips tight in humored annoyance.

      Sarah slipped to her quasi-sister’s side and knocked the taller woman with an elbow, smirking. “I’d never in a thousand years, but I can see why you do.”

      “Hey!” I barked, not wanting to be offended. Still, Sarah’s dismissal smarted.

      “Sorry.” She put up an apologetic palm.

      “It’s not really a debate. I’m pretty doable.” I grinned.

      Our eyes met, exchanging an unspoken challenge. I checked in with Catie, who appeared unruffled. Then, Sarah’s smirk recaptured my attention as my date chimed in.

      “You’re not serious enough for her. But she doesn’t understand that we can have our own version of serious.”

      “After three weeks?” Sarah balked.

      Defensiveness straightened my spine. “You never know where this could go.”

      “I’m not negging your relationship. I’m saying you both like keeping things light. You don’t let the hard stuff harsh your buzz. So I get how you ended up…”

      Her voice trailed off as she chose not to categorize my liaison with Catie.

      “This is a party. It should be light and fun,” I replied.

      Sarah waved her palms in apology.

      “I’m not criticizing. It’s a good thing. I could learn the lesson.” 

      She nodded her head decisively to emphasize her point, and the shadow returned to the edges of her gaze, which flicked over my shoulder. Avoiding me? Dismissing me again?

      Maybe I wasn’t serious about her stepsister, but that didn’t mean I was incapable. 

      Catie turned in front of me and lifted to her toes, brushing my cheek with her lips. Her effervescent expression pushed away contemplation of the past. Perhaps I hadn’t given her enough of a chance.

      But I could. My breakup plans could wait. And if it worked out, I’d do a victory dance. My thrills with Catie might have faded, but the goal of proving Serious Sarah wrong about my capacity for a relationship motivated me more than anything had in a long, long time.
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      Anthony

      A strand of fallen hair swung forward and back over my bed partner’s forehead like the pendulum of a grandfather clock, reminding me I was running out of time.

      Shayna stirred, rolling over and tucking her face in my neck. Before she got too comfortable, I slipped away from her and scooted to the edge of the bed. Her head dropped softly to the pillow.

      Perfect. She’d sleep better like that and not wake up with a crick in her neck.

      You’re welcome.

      I scanned the darkness for my pants and shoes. My shirt was in the living room, minus a couple of buttons. She’d gotten overly excited when I met up with her after my sister’s party. The night turned early morning had been fun—as had the whole last year or so of tumbling the tabloid reporter when I came home to Dallas.

      Shayna didn’t know I knew who she was. Yet I bedded her as if I were the silly fool she—and everyone else in my life—thought me to be. Maybe she’d be mad if she found out, but turnabout was fair play. She was hiding as much as I was. I knew she used the bits and pieces she overheard at the Starlight Club and McMurray’s to fuel her tawdry gossip column. At the beginning, I found it entertaining.

      Of course, now, all of that had to stop.

      First, the family oil business likely couldn’t handle any more airing of our treacherous laundry. Like stories about my grandfather’s dying tied up in bed with a hooker. Or the revelation that he had a whole other set of heirs from a secret child he had decades ago. Or that Dad embezzled money, pinned it on an employee, and covered it all up by bribing the investigating FBI agent. The Star family had gone from being stalwart members of Dallas’ upright citizens brigade to a complete fucking joke.

      And to think how often everyone chastised me for a few indiscrete affairs and, yes, one DUI, which I’d regretted immediately and paid for in spades. How could I be the black sheep when everyone’s fleece was filthy?

      Second, I had a deadline.

      April 16.

      Tick, tock.

      I had only two months left to get engaged and then a ninety-day grace period for the wedding. When the lawyer explained the conditions of my inheritance, a year seemed like plenty of time to find a woman and fulfill the terms of Granddad’s trust.

      The unnamed future Mrs. Star-Hunter and I would have to live together for five years. I couldn’t cheat, had to pass drug tests, and couldn’t get arrested, which I hadn’t for years. I don’t know why people thought I couldn’t stay out of that kind of trouble.

      Tick off the boxes, and I’d collect the first five million of my inheritance after the wedding and get five million each year for five years. After that, we wouldn’t have to stay together. I could collect the rest of my inheritance and toss my soon-to-be ex-wife some scratch for her trouble. Then we could both move on with our lives.

      Finding a woman to say yes wasn’t the issue. The problem was finding a woman I could live with because she’d be my only entertainment. No “shenanigans” as the attorney put it. Living together. Staring at her from my eggs over easy to my new nightcap tea ritual. After-dinner Scotches were no longer an option.

      The getting married part was easy. But domesticity, monogamy, and sobriety? My skin itched.

      I sighed and glanced back at Shayna. No. She wouldn’t do. One former tabloid reporter in the family was enough, and Carter—one of my newfound cousins—had already married a reformed scandal hound. Nisha used to work with Shayna. That’s how I knew who she really was.

      No, I needed someone less troublesome. Maybe even decent. But not too decent.

      After all, I had some personal requirements not tied to Granddad’s rules.

      I prayed my plan would work, or the Shaynas of my life might be my only option.

      I wiggled my toes through the cheap, thin living room carpet until I hit a twisted pile of cotton and wool gabardine. Pulling on my boxer briefs, my finger ran over a tender spot on my ass. What that a hickey?

      I grinned in the dark and tiptoed to collect the rest of my outfit, glad I couldn’t take her suggestion to go to my place. The only place I had in Dallas was the family manor. Going there with Shayna was definitely not an option. As much as she enjoyed screwing me—her deep moaning of my name into my neck told me that—I knew going to “my place” was part of her snooping game.

      A woman at my sister’s party almost captured my attention. The redhead from out of town had no idea who I was, which was tempting. But she played coy and required seduction, and I wasn’t in the mood for chasing. These days, I enjoyed being off the road before the bars closed. So when I left Reese’s party, I called my familiar hookup and was on my way to her apartment.

      I shrugged on my jacket, shielding against the February chill as I opened the front door. My toe caught on the first step of my quiet escape. The heavy black script on the thick welcome mat made me snicker.

      “I like it dirty.”

      No one could accuse Shayna of being coy. I chuckled and closed my eyes, tacking down the memory. She might be the last spontaneous strange I had before the matrimonial police caught up with me—maybe longer if I didn’t end up hating my wife.

      Two hours ago, she hadn’t even closed the door before dropping to her knees and giving me quite the cordial welcome. I’d tipped my head back with pleasure seeping through my veins, watching the bugs do their jig around her porch light.

      Come to think of it, that might not be a hickey on my ass. Was it a mosquito bite? No wonder I was itching. God, I’d probably catch West Nile.
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      Sarah

      My father ducked his head, darting a look at Catie and her mom. My stepmother and stepsister bunched together at the edge of the living room, chattering about some video on Catie’s phone.

      Dad turned his attention back to me and lowered his voice.

      “Can you help me out?”

      An ache slithered behind my eyes, over my scalp, and down my spine.

      Could I and would I were two different questions. The answer to both was a begrudging probably.

      His problems weren’t my responsibility, but the problems caused by his problems? I was up to my ass in alligators over those.

      Dammit.

      Wasn’t he supposed to be the parent? I’d been asking myself that question since I was fifteen and found out Dad was sleeping with his secretary, Bitsy, now his wife. On my freaking birthday. The first of many those two would ruin.

      I’d grown up since then. Dad had just gotten older.

      “I don’t have a quarter of a million dollars sitting in a bank collecting dust,” I whispered back.

      I had the money, but in my retirement accounts. I’d lose a ton withdrawing it now. My remaining savings were for a down payment on a condo in Brooklyn. Even with my enviable salary at the consulting firm, I could only afford to be bridge and tunnel. I’d already committed the money. Fingers crossed, the sellers would back out of the deal.

      Maybe if I didn’t also have to help Mom. Maybe if he’d paid her his divorce settlement years ago like he was ordered, but no, he had to set up his new life with Bitsy and Catie. Be their hero.

      The words “go pound sand” burned in my throat, but I wouldn’t say them. He was still my dad, and being pragmatic, I needed him calm and amenable. And solvent.

      He sighed. “You know I’m sorry for asking.”

      I knew no such thing.

      “It’s just I can’t move that kind of money out of our joint accounts without Bitsy noticing. Everything else is…under scrutiny.”

      He meant frozen by the government, pending the investigation into Dad’s business, which he swore was all above board. Only the Feds needed to unravel his former business partner’s accusations: embezzlement and a Ponzi scheme with a light sprinkling of insider trading. Thirty years running the investment firm together and the breakup had gone from hostile to outright war.

      “I’ll get my annual bonus at quarter end, and there’s one more piece of business I can close that would go on last year’s books. That’ll give me enough for your retainer.”

      A Dallas law firm with offices in New York was looking for a new retirement and benefits company. Coltrane and Bergen, where I worked, was in the running. One of the firm’s partners was attending my friend Matt’s wedding in Mexico next week. Catie was a bridesmaid, and I was her plus one. A little schmoozing, and I could nudge him in our direction.

      Hobnobbing wasn’t my strong suit. My style was analytics, spreadsheets, and bullet points, but under pressure, I could force myself to do almost anything.

      My pressure source wiped his forehead. “And if your bonus isn’t as big as you expect?”

      “Then you’ll have to figure something else out. Won’t you?” I snapped.

      He winced, and I almost felt sorry for him. Even if I had $250,000 tomorrow, his defense could reach into seven figures. With his assets frozen, who knew where he’d get the money?

      “I know this isn’t your responsibility.” He swept a hand down his face, then pasted on a wry smile when Bitsy glanced over with a concerned look.

      The acknowledgement was as manipulative as his fake grin, but I was grateful nonetheless. I didn’t want him in jail—especially if he didn’t deserve it, and we needed him earning.

      For thirteen years, Mom let the divorce decree slide because she was working and the bits and pieces he paid were enough to satisfy her. She only had so much energy for the legal wrangling. She also felt like she’d sacrificed enough time on a relationship that always required more than it gave.

      She didn’t just change her last name when she married. Marguerita Duran became Margie Pennington, and she started cooking more recipes from Mastering the Art of French Cooking and fewer recipes pulled from her memory or deciphered from my late abuelita’s terrible handwriting. Mom was both the good little housewife and the breadwinner in the early days of their marriage while Dad built his investment firm.

      Over time, she gave up Sunday dinners at her family’s house because Dad wanted to socialize at the country club. She trimmed some of our more boisterous relatives from guest lists because Dad wasn’t sure how they’d mix with his business partners. He pushed relentlessly for power and connections and was quick to slough off anything—or anyone—that didn’t help him climb the social ladder.

      Mom kept up for a while. Then she didn’t care. Then Dad found Bitsy. After the ache of betrayal dulled, I think she was glad to be done obsessing about money. She focused on her family and living the life she wanted.

      But since getting sick, she barely worked and had medical bills. Cancer treatments and surgery tapped us out. Dad came up with a bulk payment a few months ago, but nothing since. He still owed her—for a lot of things—but the remaining portion of the three million dollar settlement was no longer the least of them.

      Thank God, her PET scans were clear, and she was on the mend physically. Financially and emotionally? Not so much.

      Damn him.

      And I wasn’t crazy about Bitsy either. Only years of therapy allowed “his side piece Bitsy” to no longer be the first moniker that came to mind.

      And she thought I couldn’t forgive the past.

      “I’ll do my best,” I promised.

      The law firm would be my biggest deal ever. The pressure from my bosses to close it was already giving me an ulcer before Dad’s big ask. Now it was a war each day. Which ached more? My cluster headaches or my stomach?

      When this was all over, I was taking time off. After business school, circling the globe as a consultant sounded glamorous to my inner spreadsheet nerd. I loved data and breaking down where businesses could improve support for employees. Helping workers felt like saving the world. But the workload, plus the push to land new clients if I wanted to make partner, was getting to me. It wasn’t fun.

      Dad straightened up. “If you need me to make some calls on your behalf, I can. I still have some influence.”

      Being a dealmaker and having everyone know his name was very important to him. Now, it could get him in trouble.

      “Please don’t. I can handle my own business, but you’ll have to pay me back—with interest. I’m not a—”

      “Why are you two so serious?” Bitsy interjected and wrapped her arm around Dad’s waist. “Catie tells me you two are going to Mexico together next week. Won’t that be fun? A sisters’ trip.”

      Stepsisters. I didn’t correct her anymore. None of what happened was Catie’s fault. My stepsister was bright and social and a good person behind the veneer of shallow selfishness she wore to avoid getting close to people. Her coping mechanisms weren’t any more dysfunctional than mine. I tried to get along when we were together.

      Catie carried the torch of her mother’s excitement. “We’ll have a blast. Tulum is amazing. I did a yoga retreat there a couple of years ago. So relaxing.”

      It was now a work trip, but Catie had no clue. Dad didn’t want them to know he was in trouble. They weren’t like me. “They didn’t understand business, and this will only stress them out.”

      Of course, that was crap. Bitsy worked for Dad for two decades. Catie co-owned a catering business in SoHo. Their pretty little heads wouldn’t explode if he explained his predicament, but their hero worship likely would.

      He could be honest with me. I already knew what an ass he could be. I was also the only one capable of giving him money.

      I cut off the train of thought, so I wouldn’t bolt from the house and leave him to his troubles.

      Our meeting with the attorney last week gave me hope Dad hadn’t exaggerated his position. His angry ex-partner was in trouble, but nothing indicated Dad’s involvement. They ran the two sides of their business independently and then parted ways a couple of years ago. He should escape as long as he had good representation.

      Hence, his drama becoming my drama.

      “I’m looking forward to it,” I said.

      “You know who else is going to be there?” Catie asked, eyes alight.

      “Who?”

      “Anthony Star-Hunter.”

      “Your ex?”

      “Yeah. I saw him at a gallery thing last fall and then at Matt and Estefania’s engagement party. We talked.”

      If I knew them, they more than just talked. Catie didn’t get this excited over talking.

      “Are you two getting back together?”

      “We might. Who knows?”

      The thought disappointed me. I remembered meeting Anthony. I thought they were each too good for the other—if that was possible. Catie longed for a steady, loving home life and family and attached herself way too fast to all the wrong men. Something about Anthony hinted at a sadness he covered with liquor, partying, and sex. Instead of coming together for something better, they descended to the lowest common denominator and flamed out after two months. Catie cheated, then overcompensated by demanding he commit.

      She confessed to me about her liaison with her on-again, off-again and again boyfriend. Radleigh was some British aristocrat with enough commitment issues to require medication. That wasn’t even his name. It was his title, but that’s what Catie called him.

      “You’re going to demand a man you just cheated on marry you?” I’d asked her.

      “He doesn’t know about that, and it’s irrelevant. We were keeping things loose, but he’s more likely to settle down than Radleigh. I’m ready for someone to put a ring on it. Preferably at least three carats.” She’d waved her empty left ring finger.

      “I don’t understand you.”

      “What? It’s not often you meet a guy with connections like his, who’s a good time and not a total douchebag. Unlike Radleigh, Anthony’s always honest. He’ll make a good husband one day.”

      “That day is today?”

      “With the right push, he could ask me to marry him. Underneath it all, he wants more than just to fool around. If you can get someone like Anthony Star-Hunter to propose, you say yes. There are worse fates than fucking him for the rest of your life,” Catie had declared.

      “So romantic.”

      “Who needs romance when you can have security?”

      I never forgot that conversation—even though her ultimatum five years ago hadn’t worked. I doubted Anthony knew about the cheating. He just ran at the thought of committing. Or maybe he got bored. Either way, he dumped her.

      I looked at Catie now, and like then, the wheels turning in her head put a scheming glint in her eyes.

      “Why revisit the Anthony merry-go-round now? Aren’t you still seeing the Brit?”

      “Radleigh? He’s never settling down.”

      “What’s this about Radleigh?” Bitsy piped up from the other side of the room.

      The woman had keywords flagged in her brain. Her hopeful inquiry made as little sense as Catie’s excitement over recycling Anthony.

      “Nothing. We’re talking about something else,” Catie answered, then lowered her voice. “Don’t say anything to her. She’ll get excited and pester me. I don’t know if this thing with Anthony is going anywhere. I can just tell he’s looking for something more solid. He’s sober now.”

      “Really?”

      The night we met, he and Catie got so drunk, they left without paying their tab. I settled up after they went stumbling into the night.

      The next day, he texted me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Got your number from C. How much was the tab? She says you paid.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        $3500

      

      

      

      

      

      Before I could respond, my phone buzzed with a $5,000 notification from my payment app.

      
        
          
            
              
        Some extra for your trouble. Sorry. 😘

      

      

      

      

      

      My stomach in knots over the kiss emoji, I texted him a quick, “Thx,” and went on with my life—mostly.

      He was Catie’s speed, not mine. That didn’t stop the smirking, dark-eyed playboy from routinely showing up in my dreams—usually after breakups or bad dates or if it had been a while since either. I’d fall asleep and bam…Anthony’s face. Sometimes we’d be on a date. Sometimes we’d be living together or even married. Sometimes he wasn’t even Anthony—just a stranger with his face who couldn’t keep his hands off me.

      Getting handsy was a key feature in every dream. Then, we’d have the best sex of our lives. Or so one of us would declare.

      He was just so good looking. His handsomeness hit you like a punch with its perfection and charm, then left you dizzy. My dad had charisma like that. It was untrustworthy. When I ran into Anthony with mutual friends, I steered clear.

      Catie kept selling him as a catch. “He’s even working at his family’s company again.”

      “Good for him.” The few times we spoke, his position at J.P. Star Energy sounded more like ceremonial nepotism than a career. No, he jaunted around the world, depleting the family coffers, not adding to them.

      God, that sounded familiar.

      Dad would probably love him. They’d down rare-find Japanese whisky together and chase skirts. Okay, maybe now not the booze. Either way, his fast life was as much what I didn’t need as it was what Catie wanted.

      “We’ll see him at the wedding. Should be fun. He is fun.”

      Dad joined us, making a face as she waggled her eyebrows.

      “I don’t need to hear about you two and your dating adventures.”

      “As if Sarah had any,” Catie giggled.

      The truth of her words kept me from taking offense. “Work takes all my time. Even more so these days. I’m trying to land a big account.”

      Dad cleared his throat. “Don’t give Sarah a hard time. I’m proud of her.”

      He slid to my side and patted my back, smiling broadly.

      For a moment, his approval felt real. I looked away, trying to hold on to the shining acceptance in his eyes before the need and greed behind it turned the moment sour, but it was too late.

      He needed something from me, so he was all hugs and attagirls.

      History didn’t lie. The attention he poured on Catie and her mother didn’t make me jealous anymore because I knew the price. His adoration came with strings, like never calling him on his selfishness. My expecting accountability would always limit our relationship.

      The housekeeper called us to dinner, and Dad walked to the dining room hand in hand with Bitsy. Catie caught me by the elbow.

      “When you see Anthony at the wedding, feel him out for me.”

      Although Catie’s history with Anthony was an exception so far, her intense pursuit of a goal usually meant success. I dreaded the thought of sitting across from him at holidays for the rest of my life, trying not to think of how often he showed up naked in my dreams. Although maybe a marriage would burn him from my subconscious.

      Catie lowered her voice. “If I have a shot at being a Star, I don’t want to blow it this time by being too available.”

      Availability was less of a problem than her demands and past infidelity, but she wouldn’t see it that way.

      “Do you still have feelings for him?” I asked.

      Her nose twitched as if she were allergic to the idea. “Feelings aren’t the point. He’s a prime catch.”

      “Mexico should be interesting then.”

      “We’ll see,” she sang.

      If Catie wanted to go down that road again, that was her business. I would have nothing to do with it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Anthony

      After leaving Shayna’s, I ducked back into my family home for a quick shower. I grabbed my packed bags and hurried to the private hangar at Love Field, where Matt waited with his family to leave for his week-long wedding celebration.

      Like me, he lived in New York, but his family was in Texas. They chartered a jet to fly the groomsmen and several other guests down today. My early morning tryst had me running late, but at least instead of being nauseated and hungover, I was merely tired.

      Three cheers for sobriety.

      With our bags on the plane, we boarded and sat waiting for taxi and takeoff.

      “Are you ready?” I asked, slapping my buddy on the back.

      He and I huddled at the back while Patrick, another groomsman, chatted up one of Matt’s attractive cousins who’d just graduated from college. Matt’s parents fussed over their two sets of parents, who needed help getting situated.

      Matt’s face radiated happiness. “More than ready. Stef called me today. Everything is set. The house looks amazing, and the weather is perfect. This time next week, I’ll be on my way to Tanzania for my honeymoon.”

      His fiancée, Estefania, was born in Mexico, and while her family lived in New York, they kept a seaside vacation home there. Matt had talked for months about escaping the cold winter for the beach and then a safari.

      “I get the feeling you may not come back,” I said.

      He rolled his eyes. “I wish. But I have a company going public in four months. I’ll be back.”

      Matt’s venture capital firm invested in a tech startup that was expected to make a big splash. I envied how much he enjoyed his work. Hell, I envied how much he enjoyed his life. He and Estefania—he was the only one to call her Stef—were a great match.

      I was about to ask him another question, but my phone buzzed in my pocket.

      “Hold on. It’s Nate.”

      “Oh, yeah, you have to tell me about the big party last night.”

      I answered the call, and my cousin and I exchanged greetings.

      “Where’d you disappear to last night? I tried to catch up with you to see if you wanted to grab food,” he asked.

      Reese’s party had gone right until two and several of the revelers kept the party going at an after-hours breakfast spot.

      “Shayna.”

      I rubbed my eyes as if I could shield myself from Matt’s shaming glare. He groaned and shook his head while Nate chastised me.

      “Oh my God, you’re still fooling around with her? That woman is messy.”

      “I know. I know.” I mumbled and downed some coffee.

      “Please tell me she’s not the bridal candidate you were telling me about,” Nate begged.

      “Of course not. You remember that woman in New York? Catie?”

      “The caterer/model/art dealer?” he laughed.

      I turned toward the window and lowered my voice. Matt knew about my inheritance situation, but I didn’t need everyone on the plane to know. Matt pretended not to hear, but when I mentioned Catie, he frowned.

      What did he expect me to do? He’d had a front-row seat as I crossed name after name off my list.

      “Her best friend is the art dealer. She owns a catering company,” I clarified. “We dated five years ago, and I ran into her recently. She was always angling for a ring. It’s why we broke up.”

      Nate snorted. “A woman you didn’t want to marry five years ago is a good prospect now?”

      “She’ll be at the wedding, so it’s the perfect time to close the deal.” I tipped my head back and remembered why I’d settled on this plan.

      I was running out of time, and Catie was a nice enough woman. Beautiful. Smart when she let herself be. I had few even close to passable alternatives. Nate didn’t let up with the skepticism.

      “How does that work? You just tell her you have to get married and set a date?”

      “No. I charm her a couple of days. See if we still have chemistry. Then propose. If she’s the same woman I remember, the more of a surprise I make it, the more romantic she’ll think it is,” I explained.

      I didn’t have time for an organic relationship. I would explain the ground rules before getting hitched. William Traynor, the estate attorney, had already drafted a prenup. Whoever I married would get a million for each year of our five-year adventure. We’d have our clear path to separation set in advance. The last thing I wanted was to be held hostage by the woman I married.

      Nate clucked his disapproval. “You’re really going to marry for the money?”

      “You’re lucky you didn’t have to do anything to inherit your share. Carter’s taking one for the team.”

      “For all of us,” Nate reminded me. “I just can’t imagine marrying for any reason other than love.”

      “I didn’t know you were such a romantic,” I replied.

      Granddad’s primary requirement for anyone to inherit was for Nate’s older brother, Carter Jr., to serve as CEO of the family’s oil company. Carter Sr. was the son Granddad had with Etta Cross, Nate’s grandmother, before he married my grandmother, Abigail.

      Etta refused to have Carter Sr. involved with J.P. No one knew exactly why, but we could guess. I loved the old man when he was alive, but he was controlling, arrogant, and always a wildcard.

      If despite being alone, unmarried, pregnant, and black in rural 1950s Texas hadn’t kept Nate’s Grandma Etta from making her way in the world, surely I could do the same. He was right. I didn’t have to get married. I could just forgo $100 million.

      But everyone knew I wouldn’t do that.

      Besides, the idea of settling down was growing on me. The way I’d been going, what was my future? Whoring until I dropped dead like Granddad? The tabloid photos of his dead body in that hotel room flashed through my mind.

      So embarrassing.

      The marriage didn’t have to be forever, and maybe Catie and I could be happy.

      Nate wouldn’t understand that. He and Carter and Jasmine were new to our shitshow. They still had their fine-tuned moral compasses, bless them.

      “I’m a lover, baby,” Nate announced loud enough for Matt to hear and start laughing.

      I lowered my voice. “With the trim you run in and out of your place, I didn’t know you were so sentimental.”

      My cousin’s cackle blasted again, then he eased back into his therapy voice. “When I meet the right woman, I’ll focus my attentions on one person. That’s why you get married. You have that urge. Not for money.”

      Nate sounded reasonable and ethical and all the things that didn’t apply to how the Star side of the family operated.

      “I hear you. I don’t have time.”

      He sighed. “Maybe when you’re down there, you’ll get thunderstruck by someone who can actually matter to you.”

      “Sure,” I snorted. “I’ll see you in a few weeks when I get back to town for the board meeting.”

      “Sounds good. Have fun celebrating your friend’s true love and commitment by getting fake engaged to your grasping ex-girlfriend.”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      When I hung up with Nate, Matt picked up where he left off.

      “Are you sure you’re up to being my best man? You mentioned romance and looked like you were about to gag on your coffee.”

      Before Matt met Estefania, he bedded his way through the five boroughs. However, with his Meemaw and Pawpaw a few yards away saying grace before they ate their croissants, I was nice and didn’t mention it.

      “I’m glad you’ve fallen in love and are a brand-new man,” I said instead and smirked. “That’s not my path.”

      “We all deserve a real relationship. Including you.”

      “I don’t even know what that means. A real relationship.”

      Like my parents who cheated on each other less discreetly than they imagined? Like Granddad pretended he had with my grandmother while hiding an entire branch of our family tree?

      Unlike Nate and Matt, I didn’t have romantic ideals for myself. I dealt in reality. Most relationships were transactional. They want something. You want something. You negotiate the terms.

      “So figure it out. Catie’s a great friend to Stef, and she’s a lot of fun, but you two don’t fit. You need someone who can balance you out, not encourage your worst impulses. That’s not Catie,” Matt said.

      “I’ve run out of time to be picky.”

      “You were picky because, regardless of all this, you actually care about being happy. How much money is worth being miserable? You don’t have to jump through those hoops to survive. You have a job, and it’s not like your family won’t look out for you.”

      Matt had a higher opinion of my scruples than they warranted.

      “I want the money. I’ve dragged my feet long enough.” I dropped my coffee into the drink holder in the seat console with a decisive thud.

      My screen lit up with another incoming call, and I thanked Heaven for the interruption—even if it was my lawyer. I’d made peace with my decision. I didn’t need to hear anymore of my friends’ idealistic chatter.

      Their admonishments were the exact thing paralyzing me for the last year. I’d put too much stock in finding the perfect woman. All I needed was good enough. This wasn’t romance. It was a business deal with benefits. Injecting emotion would only complicate the already imperfect scenario.

      Before answering Traynor’s call, I twisted in my seat to quell the nervous flutter in my stomach. He had my grandfather’s barking manner, and since Granddad’s death, he’d taken over haranguing me about my life choices. His job was making sure J.P.’s heirs fell in line if they wanted to inherit, which I did.

      “I wanted to confirm you received the prenup draft my associate sent. Look it over and send any changes back as soon as possible. I shouldn’t have to remind you that you’re nearly out of time,” he bellowed.

      “No. You don’t. I plan to be engaged by next week,” I said, ignoring Matt’s purse-lipped huff.

      “So, you have a young lady in mind?”

      “I do.”

      His blustering harrumph bloomed over the line. “Does this lucky lady have a name?”

      “Lucky” had a snide curl to it, and I pictured the grizzled, bespectacled lawyer at his mahogany desk, giddy over my dilemma and mocking any woman fool enough to marry me.

      “I don’t want to say anything until I speak to her. We’ll be together this weekend at a friend’s wedding in Mexico. That seems fair, don’t you think? That she hears of my intentions before some lawyer who works for my family?”

      I added the last part to remind him—and myself—who worked for whom.

      William chuckled. “You’re feeling your Cheerios today. You must be close.”

      “I am.”

      Come hell or high water.

      “Fantastic.”

      “When I make an announcement, you’ll be the first to know. I haven’t given her the full picture yet, and I need to tread carefully. No good woman will sign for this without preparation.”

      AKA, I hadn’t mentioned any of this to Catie. I wanted to spend time with her first.

      “That’s probably wise.” Shock threaded his response.

      “Believe it or not, I’m occasionally capable of wisdom.”

      “I didn’t mean to insult you.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t,” I said, sarcasm growing.

      “Your grandfather would be pleased you’re taking this seriously.”

      Was that condescending accolade supposed to make me feel better? I was caving to manipulation, which was neither maturity nor wisdom.

      “Of course, I am. This is my life.”

      I itched to get all this over with so I wouldn’t have either man making me feel two instead of thirty-two. For five long years, he’d still be in my business, making sure I wasn’t cheating or drinking. I could handle it. The hardest part was not drinking, and that was getting easier by the day. Watching Dad fall into a bottle over the past several months had that effect.

      My sisters and I talked about doing an intervention when Quinn came for a visit in a few weeks. She was the smartest and the luckiest. She told Mom, Dad, and Granddad to fuck off years ago after her wedding to a guy they didn’t like. Although, the old man must have had a begrudging respect for her choice. Quinn was the only one to get her inheritance without strings attached.

      She stayed half a continent away in Seattle, visiting once or twice a year if we were lucky. Hopefully, she would at least come for my wedding.

      “Before you propose, let me know which one of Matt’s guests you plan to make Mrs. Anthony Star-Hunter. I’ll have our investigator look into her first.”

      “Matt didn’t mention that you were on the guest list.” My voice curled up with surprise, and it was my turn to glare at my friend with disapproval.

      “His father is one of my oldest and dearest friends. I’m flying out tomorrow for the week of festivities with Anna and the girls.”

      William and Anna’s “girls” were in their mid-twenties.

      “How are Amber and Jemma?” I asked, trying to conjure up what I remembered of them. Amber was shy to the point of fright, and Jemma, bless her, had her father’s hawkish nose and waspish personality.

      “Focused on their studies and not ready for marriage,” he boomed.

      Message received. He had no trouble taking my grandfather’s money for years, but he drew the line at marrying one of his daughters off to the likes of me. The jab was unnecessary.

      “Having you as a father-in-law is the furthest thing from my mind. Trust me. It’s bad enough having you stalking me as my attorney,” I said.

      He barked again. “It makes no difference to me whether you fulfill your grandfather’s wishes, but I’m going to. I’ve got my eye on you and on the timeline. You’re cutting it close.”

      “I can’t marry just anyone.”

      The lawyer laughed with a snort, his voice muffled. That’s exactly what he’d expected me to do. I might have nearly run out of time, but Catie Pennington should be perfect.

      I could be engaged under the wire of my mid-April deadline. No problem. We just had to marry within ninety days of the engagement, and I’d be golden.

      “Are you staying at the house with the family?” William asked.

      “Yes.”

      The entire wedding party would be at the house, including bridesmaid Catie and me as the best man.

      “Then, I’ll see you in Mexico.”

      “Looking forward to it,” I lied. “Is that all? My flight is about to take off.”

      “No. That’s all.”

      “Goodbye.”

      What was I signing up for? Maybe my friends were right, and I should walk away right now. But when I closed my eyes, I thought of all I could do with that money. Start my own company. Be an angel investor. Give it all the charity.

      Whatever the hell I wanted. That’s what I could do.

      And I could taste it.

      No. I wasn’t a fool. Or if I were, at least I’d be a $100 million fool.
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      Sarah

      “I wonder if Anthony and Matt have arrived yet?”

      Catie surveyed the expanse of lawn and yucca trees in front of our home for the next several days. A warm breeze filtered through the car. Rolling down the windows on the way from the airport let me enjoy the delicious break from a New York winter. My weather app said highs would be in the mid 80s, and as we approached mid-afternoon, the temperature had to be close.

      I ignored Catie’s question. “How many guests are they expecting?”

      “A couple of hundred.”

      Her face lit up, and I turned in the direction of her gaze. Another car pulled up. Our driver got out and opened her door before coming to my side. I waited as if I were incapable of finding my way out of the backseat.

      “Thank you,” I said with a smile glued to my face.

      The source of Catie’s excitement came forward with his friend.

      “Hey, you two!” she shouted.

      Matt encircled her in a bear hug. Over his shoulder, her ex, Anthony, lingered, his face inscrutable behind dark Prada sunglasses.

      “Great timing. Stef is already here. Get settled, and I can give you a tour. We’re going to have a blast,” Matt exclaimed, letting go of Catie and turning to me, hands extended with cautious affection. “I know you’re not a hugger.”

      I laughed. “No, I’m not, but glad to be here. Congratulations!”

      “When Catie said you were her plus one
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