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“This is one addictively swoony book. At this point, I’m convinced Julie Murphy is personally trying to sweep me off my feet!”

—Ali Hazelwood, #1 New York Times–bestselling author

“No objections, but I will not hold my peace—Student Union is exactly what I want in a fake marriage plot. Julie Murphy reached into my soul and gave me just what I needed.”

—Julie Soto, #1 New York Times–bestselling author

“Come for the bratty rich boy with a good-girl kink, stay for the post-sex midnight grilled cheese. I fell for this messy, horny, delightful book at page one but didn’t realize it was true love until the Joe Pesci striptease. Now I will never be the same. There’s only one thing left to do— Julie Murphy, will you marry me?”

—Ashley Poston, New York Times–bestselling author of The Seven Year Slip

“Julie Murphy proves she’s at the top of her class! She aces the assignment, with a story so charming it deserves extra credit.”

—Meghan Quinn, New York Times–bestselling author

“Julie Murphy writes bold, big-hearted stories that are unforgettable, and Student Union is no exception. 10/10, no notes.”

—Amy Daws, USA Today–bestselling author

“Julie Murphy casts her magic spell yet again! No idea how she can make something this fun and sexy—a veritable trope-a-palooza—feel so grounded and real and unique, but that’s why she’s in a class of her own. A+!”

—Julia Whelan, international bestselling author of My Oxford Year

“Student Union is the college-marriage-of-convenience rom-com you have been WAITING for. Heartfelt, hilarious, and horny … Julie Murphy never misses!”

—Rachael Lippincott, New York Times–bestselling author

“This book has heart and humor out the ass!”

—Rebekah Weatherspoon, bestselling author

“In the syllabus of rom-coms, Julie Murphy is required reading.”

—Nisha Sharma, author of Dating Dr. Dil

“Julie Murphy is an absolute treasure—I’ll read anything she writes!”

—Morgan Matson, New York Times–bestselling author
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To my pookie bears:
May we always turn left and may our glasses runneth over with endless cream puffs
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To make a prairie it takes one clover and one bee,

One clover, and a bee,

And revery.

The revery alone will do,

If bees are few.

—To Make a Prairie

by Emily Dickinson

“Mawage. Mawage is wot bwings us together today.”

—The Impressive Clergyman,

The Princess Bride
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Prologue

[image: ]
Clover

I’m all dressed up and fully prepared to be left at the altar.

Well, technically the judge’s bench.

“Did he say he would be here?” asks Marianne. “He’s probably just running late.”

My stomach is swimming as I realize this isn’t going to work. Bennett is going to be a no-show, and this absolute Hail Mary is about to sail right past me.

I wipe my sweaty hands against my thighs as I look up to Marianne in her polka-dot wrap dress. My mouth opens to thank her for taking the morning off work even if it was for no reason, when I hear the clicking of shoes. Expensive shoes.

“I’ve got eyes on the groom,” whispers Marianne as she frantically smacks my shoulder.

I turn and there he is, briskly making his way down the hall toward me.

“Don’t call him that,” I tell her. Despite what we’re about to do, I refuse to think of Bennett as my savior.

He wears a fitted navy tux and polished leather dress shoes. The black silk tie matches the lapels of his suit, and his crisp white shirt is simple and makes my mouth dry for reasons I have no plans to explore. My gaze lingers for a moment on his gold bumblebee tie pin. Leave it to Bennett to show me up on my own damn wedding day.

I traded in three of my old Reformation dresses over the weekend at Revived Threads, the secondhand store downtown. The dress I walked away with is a white raw silk shift with a boat neck and little white bows stitched all over in a scattered pattern. The back scoops down a little lower than I’m comfortable with. I also picked up organza wrist gloves and wore my hair in waves, half pulled back with a long, light pink tulle bow that Marianne’s daughter wore when she was in The Nutcracker last December.

I feel silly for dressing up, but he’s practically peacocking down the main corridor of city hall, so I guess this is better than underdressing.

He strides toward where I sit in front of the courtroom. A soft smile—the one that always has people forgiving him before they even know what he’s done wrong—reveals his dimples as he tucks his sunglasses into his breast pocket.

“You were supposed to be here ten minutes ago,” I tell him.

“Weddings never start on time,” he says.

Obviously one of us hasn’t spent the last two years getting paid hourly.

“Well, maybe this one could if the groom were on time.” I wave at his flashy suit. “And this is just the Cannon Beach courthouse. You didn’t have to come dressed as an Armani ad.”

“Tom Ford, actually.” He holds a hand out for me even though I have no intention of taking it. “I’m here now, Clo. You needed me and I’m here, aren’t I?”

I stand up. God, I hate the way he says needed. It sounds so pathetic. “My name is Clover.”

“Well, Clo is your nickname.”

“Nicknames are reserved for close friends and loved ones.”

He winces slightly but says nothing.

“The flowers are a nice touch,” Marianne tells him, and I’m annoyed with her for even trying to cut the tension. I give her a whose-side-are-you-on-anyway look, but it’s lost on her because she has been infected by Bennett’s charm and dimples.

“For you,” he says, presenting me with the bouquet of light green hydrangeas framed by eucalyptus leaves, with bright red berries and large peonies scattered throughout. Then I notice the small clusters of green peeking through. “Clover.”

He clears his throat into his fist. “And, uh, those are rowanberries.”

It’s … kind, which feels suspicious. And it makes the fact that this day is probably nothing either of us expected when we imagined our future weddings that much worse. I’m frustrated with him for trying to make this anything more than what it is: a means to an end. “Thank you, Bennett. This—you didn’t have to do this.”

“It’s nothing.” He brushes the palm of his hand up the back of his head, and my fingers tingle a little at the thought of what the short, prickly hairs might feel like against my fingertips.

What the hell is wrong with me? He walks in here with a suit and flowers and suddenly I’m thinking about touching his hair full of overpriced products.

The three of us wait in the courtroom, watching a few other couples in front of us take the plunge. It’s impossible to ignore the bouncing of Bennett’s leg, and I think for far too long about whether I should reach over to still it. By the time I decide that I should, the clerk calls our names.

The judge is all smiles, with ruddy cheeks and thick white hair. “Marcy,” he says, speaking to the clerk. “I think these two are the youngest I’ve had this month.”

She doesn’t look up from her desk but smiles all the same. “I think you’re right, Judge Morris.”

We turn to face each other, like two kids playing pretend, and it reminds me too much of when we were little and imagining scenarios that we were much too young for.

“I’ll just go through the vows with you,” Judge Morris says. “Then if you’re planning on it, you’ll exchange rings, and Mateo, our courthouse photographer—”

“Rings!” I gasp.

“Don’t worry, baby.” The pet name rolls off his tongue and the arch of his brow is entirely too smug. “I remembered them both.”

“Oh.” I turn to the judge. “Okay, sorry.”

Judge Morris chuckles. “Just goes to show what a good match you both are. My Delilah was always trailing behind me, remembering all the things that would fall out of my head.”

As the judge reminisces, the silence between us grows deep enough to fill a chasm.

With glasses sitting on the tip of his nose, Judge Morris begins. “People of the court, we are gathered here today to witness the joining of two souls in the bonds of matrimony. Bennett Andrew Graves—” He glances down at Bennett. “Of the Graves family?”

“That’s the one,” Bennett says.

The judge chuckles again and winks at me. “Lucky girl.”

Bennett’s dimples deepen as he takes my hands in his. “Oh, sir, it’s me who’s the lucky one.”

“Of course, of course,” Judge Morris says with a grin. “Let’s see here … ah, yes. Bennett Andrew Graves and Clover Rowan Walsh. Marriage is a serious, honorable matter. It should not be entered into lightly.” He peers down at the two of us standing as far apart as possible while still holding hands. “I trust the two of you have taken the time to determine what marriage means to you, and that you stand before this court ready to offer each other a lifelong commitment based on love, trust, and respect?”

Bennett’s throat works up and down as he gives one assured nod.

“Yes,” I whisper, despite the distinct feeling that I am in danger of being sent to the principal’s office or combusting into flames from lying in a courtroom.

What the hell are we even doing? I’m eighteen years old. Bennett is nineteen, turning twenty in just a few weeks. We have no business getting married. I don’t even know what all the dials on the washing machine do. I count two Uncrustables as a balanced meal. I get nervous walking into a bank by myself.

I hardly comprehend the rest of the brief ceremony.

Faintly, I hear Bennett clear his throat and say, “I do.”

“Clo?” he asks.

Then Marianne chimes in. “Clover? Sweetie?”

I blink. Once. Twice. And then look up from my black patent-leather platform Mary Janes and the sheer white socks I paired them with.

“Your turn,” Bennett says with an unsteady smile.

“Right.” A nervous laugh bubbles up like a spate of hiccups. “I do.”

“And the rings?” Judge Morris asks.

Why do I feel like I’m lying to my sweet old grandpa right now? I don’t even have a sweet old grandpa. Mom’s dad is dead, and my dad’s … well, he’s even more of a mystery than my father himself.

From his slacks pocket, Bennett takes a smooth gold ring that is as thick as the band on a cigar. I can hear myself saying the words, repeating after Judge Morris. My hands holding Bennett’s, his long fingers smooth and manicured, the wedding ring on his left and his family ring on his right, a G in an ornate script intertwined with a smaller B and A.

Then, he pulls my left hand closer and slides a slightly too-big ring on my finger, but that’s not what I’m concerned with. What concerns me is the oval diamond framed in gold on a thin, delicate band.

Instinctively, I pull my hand back like I’ve been burned, but Bennett doesn’t give me any space and instead leans toward me and whispers into my ear, “Calm down. It isn’t real.”

I nod and give him a weary smile. It’s fake. Just like this whole marriage, but that’s fine because this unholy union is about to provide me with some very real on-campus housing.

With a chuckle, Judge Morris says twelve words I’ll remember forever. “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

Bennett leans in for the kiss and I tilt my head just in time so that he only gets the corner of my lips. But I’m guessing Judge Morris has seen plenty of awkward kisses, because he’s unfazed as he beckons us and Marianne, our witness, to sign the papers that legally bind me to the one person I swore I’d never speak to again.




CHAPTER 1
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Clover

SEVENTY-TWO HOURS PRIOR

Three years ago. That was the last time I spoke to Bennett Andrew Graves.

I’m on my lunch break during one of my last shifts at Driftwood Diner. I’ve hardly eaten since cooking up this ludicrous plan, but I ordered a cup of chowder because for some delusional reason I think it makes me look less desperate.

Marianne delivers my cup with an encouraging smile and I resign myself to nibbling on oyster crackers because I feel like I could puke.

I rehearse the speech in my head again, and it takes shape, building logic and reason where there is none.

The air leaves my lungs as the wind chimes above the door jingle softly.

He wears a loose V-necked sweater with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows and the front French tucked into dark tan chinos that are rolled at the cuff in a near haphazard way that feels like the type of carefree look only money can buy.

His black Adidas Sambas are a change from the Italian loafers he wore to school most days at Calvin Prep. At least that’s what he wore before Mom removed me from the most elite private school on the coast because my tuition was one of the many benefits we lost when Bennett’s mother fired mine. Public school, however, was the exact right price at free ninety-nine.

Bennett points toward me when Marianne, my beloved work wife and single mother to a nine-year-old girl named Penelope and a high-needs Chihuahua, tries to seat him. She gives him a dizzy smile the moment he flashes his dimples. Marianne’s an easy target, but they are also objectively very good dimples.

He slides into the booth across from me, and without even looking up to greet me or take off his sunglasses, he peruses the menu until Marianne approaches with her pen and pad. Before he looks up, she gives me a wink. She has been the firsthand witness to my sheer panic over the last few weeks and is the only person who knows about my potential solution.

“Tuna and chips,” he tells her, and I’m not prepared for how his voice has deepened in the years since I’ve seen him. “Extra tartar sauce. And some of that banana pie.” He blesses her with his dimples again and she pockets her notebook without writing down his order because Marianne never writes down orders. The notepad is just there for emotional support—more for diners than for herself.

“You got it,” she says, and makes a show of reaching across the table, her breasts hanging between us like two (admittedly very nice) buoys. She looks down at me, her head facing away from Bennett, and mouths hot.

Bennett removes his matte black aviator Ray-Bans and places them on the table next to his key fob. He studies me with what seems like amusement, the blue of his eyes piercing and intrigued. The only sign that he is even the least bit anxious is the brief twitch along the sharp line of his stubbled jaw.

“Clover Rowan Walsh,” he finally says.

“Bennett.”

“Come on now.” There are those fucking dimples again. “You’ve got me burning with curiosity.”

“Is that all it took for you to remember that I exist? A bit of curiosity? How simple of you, Bennett. Did you get permission from Mommy to come out and play today?”

At the mention of his mother, he briefly grimaces.

I take a deep breath, filling my diaphragm. I hate this. I hate the fact that I have to even talk to him again, let alone ask him for something.

“I got an academic scholarship at Wexley.”

His eyes widen slightly, but his features remain, otherwise, neutral. “Congratulations, Clover.”

“Yeah.” I clear my throat and crinkle the plastic of my cracker package between my fingers. “I got a full ride.” I was nine years old the first time I visited Wexley and since then I have never been able to imagine a future for myself that didn’t involve that lush, bluff-side campus crawling with fog that always seemed to look right at home amid the late-1800s Gothic architecture.

“Your mom must be proud. How is she?” he asks, his voice teetering on genuine before he clears his throat. “So, I guess you wanted to meet up and split custody of the campus.”

I don’t look up, because I know that if he’s nice to me—hell, even just cordial—I’ll warm back up to him, and if I warm up to him, I’ll fall for his charm. Bennett’s charisma is powerful but rationed, and when he rewards you with it, it feels like the sun.

“No, actually, the family who finances my housing scholarship pulled funding after one of their grandkids was put on academic probation.”

“That’s shitty. I bet the kid’s a prick.” He cards a hand through his chestnut waves. “But aren’t first-years required to live on campus?”

I nod my head as I prepare myself to be humbled, my heart racing. “Yeah, the only exception is for residents of Wexley-on-the-Sea, and we live in Cannon Beach.”

It all comes down to numbers. A few years ago, I couldn’t remember even looking at a price tag, but now all I see anywhere I look is numbers. And my first semester at Wexley is racking up.

Tuition … covered (Thank fuck.)

Housing … $6,400/semester

Textbooks … $874

Meal Plan … $671/month

Now, with the question on the tip of my tongue, I realize that the hard part won’t be the ask at all. It will be the answer.

“Bennett, will you marry me?”

The pause is the longest of my life. At least ten breaths long. Maybe twenty or even a hundred.

Then … he laughs. The smug motherfucker laughs. Bennett nearly chokes, he’s laughing so hard. He downs his glass of water and Marianne refills it as an excuse to eavesdrop. Her brows raised at me as Bennett chugs his freshly refilled glass, and I give her a short shake of the head.

She refills him once more, and then finally his knuckles wipe the tears from his eyes as he takes in the one hundred percent serious expression on my face.

“If you’re finished, I can explain.”

Marianne returns with his food, and he holds a hand out for me to go on, like I am his own personal entertainment, as he bites into a few fries at once.

“There’s no way I can go to school without living on campus. I live outside of the waiver radius. And even if I were to get a fake address, I share a car with my mom. She needs transportation for work. When my housing fell through, I thought I was cooked. But then I read that newsletter that the housing office sent out last week.” I give him a moment to confirm he knows which one I’m talking about.

He shakes his head, a smirk curled on his lips. “Sorry, you’ll have to clarify. The last time I checked my email was April when I signed up for a VPN to access a Danish website that deals in … artistic films.”

“I don’t want to know about your weird Danish porn habits.”

“Of course it’s weird,” he says. “It’s Danish. And I wouldn’t be surprised if less than six people open the newsletters from the housing office.”

He is giving me an actual headache. I can’t believe there was a time in my life when I saw him every day and didn’t feel like splitting my brain open. “Excuse me for being invested in my future college career.”

That elicits an eye roll on his part.

“Anyway, the newsletter you did not read was about a new initiative to integrate nontraditional students into the more traditional aspects of campus culture. Greek life. Sports. Student government. And … housing.”

“How charitable,” he says. “And you are a nontraditional student how?”

“We aren’t,” I tell him. “Not yet. But as of this semester, married couples can sign up to live in traditional gender-neutral dorms.”

He leans back against the booth with his arms draped across. “I’m crushed, Clo. You mean to tell me that this marriage proposal isn’t from the heart?”

He’s needling me. Pushing for a reaction. But if I’m going to humble myself to this extent, then I’m not going to blow this opportunity on my short temper. Wexley is an exclusive school with an unusual history and quirky traditions, but it is one of the most prestigious schools in the country. In fact, it is often referred to as the Ivy of the Pacific Northwest or the Gray Ivy. My dreams of being a Wexley Bear rival some little girls’ dreams about their wedding day. (Ironic, I know.)

“My heart is in attending Wexley, the school I have worked my ass off to get into. Listen, you’re the only other person I know who’s going to Wexley in the fall. I just need this one semester and I’ll have something figured out by the spring. Trust me when I say that if I had any other options, I wouldn’t be sitting across from you.”

He flinches, and then turns rigid as he reaches into his back pocket and begins thumbing through his wallet. “Well, I wouldn’t want you to settle, Clover.”

In one swift motion, he slides out of the booth and stands, slapping two twenties on the table before he storms out.

Panic rises in my chest like water in a sinking car. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Marianne’s eyes widen as she frantically waves me after him.

“Shit,” I mutter as I shimmy out of the booth with much less grace than he did. “I can’t believe I’m chasing after that twat,” I whisper to Marianne.

She glances down to the table I just left. “Well, that twat is a great tipper.”

“And a rich boy piece of shit,” I call over my shoulder as I run out into the constant Pacific Northwest drizzle.

“Can you just wait?” I yell after him and his stupid long legs that are already halfway down the block where his vintage Toyota Land Cruiser is parked.

He doesn’t respond.

“Bennett!” I try again. “Just let me finish.” He’s reaching his car now, and I run across the street, darting out in front of a passing vehicle that responds with their horn.

That gets his attention, and he yanks me toward him as the back tire hits a puddle and splashes across the hem of my jeans. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” he asks as I backpedal until I’m pressed against his driver’s side door.

The rainwater from the car is seeping into my thin T-shirt and the back of my bra.

With his rearview mirror on one side and his fist braced against the doorframe on my other side, I’m hemmed in, and I think he’s gotten even taller since the last time I saw him. He’s hunched over so that even the rain can’t find me.

“Why me?” he asks. “Why does it have to be me? You could ask any random person on campus.”

A single rain droplet rolls off a rebellious curl above his ear and down the sharp line of his jaw until it disappears somewhere along the vein trailing the side of his throat. He’s not just the haughty spoiled boy anymore. No, in this moment, he’s absolutely predatory, and as he leans further over me, my head inadvertently tilts back to accommodate him.

“B-because you’re the only person I know at Wexley.”

His lips are less than an inch from mine, his gaze pinning me in place and then flickering down to my mouth. My silly little brain wants to know what would happen if I just closed the gap. If I let him kiss me.

But I can’t. I’m willing to humble myself enough to ask him for help, but I won’t stoop so low as to kiss him and let this potential marriage begin as anything more than what it is.

I shrink back against the car door as much as I can. I need space between us and I say the one thing I know will work. “Because you fucking owe me, Bennett Andrew Graves.”

His jaw twitches and space exhales between us as he steps back. With one little wave of his hand, he shoos me out of the way and then gets in his car.

“You can meet me at the courthouse tomorrow morning for the marriage license,” I tell him. “Ten o’clock. And if you’re not there, I guess I’ll have your answer.”

With his gaze trained on the road ahead, he nods once and then shuts his door, leaving me in the rain.




CHAPTER 2
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Bennett

TWO WEEKS LATER

“This is a great fucking town house.” I plop down next to a slouched Tex on the worn leather couch he hauled up here from Oklahoma in the bed of his truck.

“Yeah,” he says as he organizes the eco-friendly reusable moving totes he rented for the move so that they can be returned. “Too bad you’re not going to be living in it.”

My other would-be roommate, who is my cousin and sometimes best friend, Julian, lies on the island of our kitchen, hands held over his abdomen, feigning exhaustion as though he just carried each of his boxes up one by one instead of having a white-glove service move and unpack for him while he watched Tex wrestle with the freight elevator.

“At least you can always count on a Graves to pay their bills, so Auntie Sydney is still paying the mortgage while this idiotic motherfucker runs off and secretly gets married.” Julian sighs. “It’s like the first thing they teach rich kids with trust funds: Don’t get married without a prenup.”

“I’ve got to uphold my mantle as the Graves family fuckup,” I tell him. “Besides I couldn’t pay Clover to sully her hands with my money.”

“Well, she’s more than happy to use you for housing benefits.”

Tex scratches his chin. “He’s not wrong.”

“The real concern,” Julian announces, “is that the fuckability of this household has just dropped dangerously low.” He turns to Tex with a wink. “Not that I don’t still consider you highly fuckable, Tex.”

“I got drunk and let you kiss me on the lips one time after we won a game of strip table tennis.” Tex throws his head back, but it doesn’t hide the ruddy color of his cheeks.

“It was more like a headbutt than a kiss,” I say in his defense even though I have always thought the two of them would actually make a pretty good couple.

“Do you see the way he objectifies me?” Tex asks.

“That’s just the cost of doing business with Julian,” I tell him.

Julian and I have only known Tex for a year, but he’s the glue we didn’t know our friendship needed. In fact, after a big fight last spring, he was the one who brought us back together. Tex’s actual name is Miles Eugene Barrows III, which is a much stuffier name than is appropriate for him. The guy comes from a long history of oil barons but ran away to Oregon to get a degree in environmental sustainability that is being funded by his mother out of spite after a messy divorce from his father. The nickname Tex can only be explained by a drunken night and the fact that Okie doesn’t have the same ring to it.

“I don’t see why you can’t just live here with us.” Julian pouts as he sits up and hops off the counter. “Your marriage is basically a piece of paper. Who cares if you two share a dorm? If Clover is anything like I remember, I doubt she even wants to breathe the same air as you.”

“We have to play the part, chucklefuck. She’s my wife.” Shit, that word. “Besides, if I’m going to be married to Clover, I plan on using this opportunity to annoy the shit out of her.” I slap Tex’s knee as I stand up to head over to campus and check out my new living quarters, which I added on to my tuition at the last minute. I probably could have found someone to take my room at our town house, but I have no clue what the hell I’ve really gotten myself into and wouldn’t mind the insurance policy. Besides, my mom’s accountant pays anything that comes through with a Wexley logo on it without blinking an eye.

I scoop up the third key from the kitchen counter. “I’m out of here.”

“Don’t forget to carry your bride over the threshold,” Julian calls after me.

“Fuck you very much!” I tell him.
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Haystack Hall, named for the famous Haystack Rock off the coast just up Highway 9, is the oldest and most decrepit dorm on campus. It is one of two gender-neutral buildings, but most distinctly of all: It is simply not the housing assignment you receive when your family has an endowment. When Clover texted me to tell me where we had been assigned, I decided not to pull any strings and risk my mother finding out about this little situation any sooner than she needs to—which will hopefully be never, since Clover swears she will have housing lined up next semester and we can happily get divorced the moment we turn in our last finals.

I hover in the doorway of room 516. Behind me, the chaos of the hallway moves like a busy freeway.

Clover stands on a wooden chair in a pair of denim cutoff shorts, exposing her supple thighs and their shallow dimples. Her oversize hoodie skims the hem of her shorts as she drops her arms after failing in her attempt to hang a thin string of lights over the window on the left side of the room, which she seems to have established as hers. Because of course she wouldn’t wait for my input. The girl is about as tactful as a bulldozer.

All my belongings are already unpacked thanks to the same moving company Julian hired. They unloaded all my furniture at the town house, but I slipped them a little cash to bring most of my other things here.

The elephant in the middle of the room is the two twin beds that have been bolted together to make a king-size bed. Shit. This is one thing I hadn’t considered.

“I actually prefer the left side,” I say.

The string of lights she is trying to hook over the side of the window slips from her grasp and with a frustrated groan, she spins around with those small hands on her hips, the ring I gave her sparkling just as brightly as it had two weeks ago when I last saw her at the courthouse.

“Then maybe you should’ve gotten here first,” she says.

“Or maybe you could have had the decency to wait before you made decisions about our dorm room.”

She only glowers at me in return.

“Need help with those lights?”

She huffs like a frustrated Pomeranian, blowing a strand of hair out of her face. “No. Yes. No.”

“There he is! The groom!” chirps a sweet Midwestern voice from behind me. “I can’t believe there are married couples on our floor. So cute.”

“Sure,” responds a deadpan voice. “Cute.”

Clover steps down from the chair as two girls—both varying degrees of curvy—step in behind me. One wears a floral dress that is both virginal and slutty while the other is in bike shorts, Doc Martens, and an oversize T-shirt that says eat the rich. It doesn’t take much guesswork to figure out which voice belongs to whom.

“Uh, Bennett,” Clover says, “these are our neighbors from across the hall. Meet Daisy.”

The girl in the dress gives a shy smile and I make a mental note to keep her far, far away from Julian, who never misses an opportunity to corrupt.

“And Briar Rose.”

The one who looks like she stomps around involuntarily nods, her oversize and ornate septum ring glittering. “Actually, it’s just Briar,” she says. If I weren’t suddenly a married man, I might ask how she feels about being mean to me for a night.

Clover flings a careless arm out, presenting me. “This is Bennett Graves. My … husband.” She swallows the word like half-risen bile.

“Oh, right,” Daisy says, “of Graves Coffee? I’d heard Wexley was a Graves family tradition.”

“You know your trivia,” I tell her.

“I love the new slogan you guys came out with a few years ago,” Daisy says.

Briar almost smiles. “It’s pretty good. Graves Coffee—wake the dead.”

“That would be my mother’s idea.” Then, because I’m either committed to our sham marriage or just a prick, I sling an arm around Clover’s waist and tuck her against my side so closely that the warmth of her flushed cheeks radiates through the fabric of my T-shirt.

She lets out a quiet yip, but tries to play it off as a giggle, which she fails at. Miserably.

The top of her head doesn’t reach my chin, so I lean my cheek against her soft blond hair, inhaling the delicate scent of vanilla and amber. “How’s dorm life so far?”

With a harrumph, Briar crosses her arms. “It’s fine. Despite the fact that the building is old enough to be condemned and our narc of an RA made me get rid of my lava lamp. He said it was a fire hazard and I told him the whole goddamn building is a fire hazard.”

“I love it,” Daisy chimes in. “The building has so much character.”

“That’s generous of you,” I tell her, and she just blinks in response. “Look at the three of you! All flowers of some sort. Like a lovely little garden.”

Daisy beams, and I have a feeling she will be susceptible to the same magnetism my mother often calls on when I am her date to charity dinners. To my credit, I’m a real hit among older wealthy women who raise money from each other for fun in the name of causes like hedgehog rehabilitation and other things that don’t involve actual poor people.

Briar grinds her teeth so hard that they could chip, and beside me Clover looks like she would like to do unspeakable things to me. Sadly, not in a kinky way.

“Clover is typically considered a weed,” Briar says with a slight glower.

I might as well sign my own death certificate when I turn my head to kiss her on her forehead. “You’ll always be my flower.”

“Gross,” Briar mutters.

Daisy practically swoons. “I’m dying to know how you two met. And married so young! How romantic.”

Briar coughs “pregnant” into her fist.

Clover’s mouth opens and closes as she searches for the right answer, her cheeks and neck burning into an angry shade of red.

“It’s quite the story,” I tell them. “But one we’ll have to save for once we’ve unpacked. Right, baby?”

She pulls her head away so that my cheek loses its resting spot, and the soft line of her brow is furrowed with irritation. “Right, darling.” Without wasting any time, Clover politely steers our neighbors out the door. “Well, so good to see you both. I’m sure we will have plenty of time to get to know each other.”

Daisy spins around in the doorway. “Oh yes! At the dorm orientation tomorrow night? We’ll see both of you, right?”

“Alas, I have a family commitment and won’t be able to attend, but you’ll definitely see my sweet Clover,” I say as I lean forward conspiratorially. “In fact, she’s a bit shy. Would you mind knocking on her door when the time comes so she has friends to go with?”

Daisy nods excitedly before sighing. “You are such a good husband.” She shakes her head at Clover wistfully. “He’s one of the good ones.”

I turn to Clover, her hard gaze narrowed on me as I sweep a strand of hair behind her ear. “She’s the one who makes me good.”

“Darling,” Clover says as she clings to my arm. “I forgot to tell you! Your mother called and said she didn’t need your help tomorrow night after all, so we can get oriented together!”

My bicep flexes under her touch as my fist clenches. “Wonderful.”




CHAPTER 3
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Bennett

“I think the fuck not,” I tell Clover.

“We have no other choice,” she snaps back with a little stomp of her foot. Ah, there’s the know-it-all brat I once knew. “The beds must be unbolted. We are not sleeping in the same bed.”

“And you don’t think that will look suspicious to people?”

“Plenty of married couples sleep in separate beds. And who would even be in our room anyway?” With her phone in hand, she crawls under the bed. “We have to separate these beds. Don’t you have a toolbox?”

“Okay, first off: Sexist of you to assume that every man owns a toolbox. Second: I happen to have one out in my car. But I am not sleeping in a twin bed. And we are not sleeping in two beds.”

There’s a clunk under the bed and then an “Ow!”

“Fucking hell,” I mutter as I get down and army crawl under from the other side.

“Oh, so you are helping now?” She’s flat on her tummy and inspecting the leg at the foot of the bed where the two wooden frames are conjoined.

“Definitely not. I just came down here to make sure you’re not concussed because that would be very inconvenient for me as your husband.”

She looks up at me, the phone lighting her face and a vicious response on the tip of her tongue, just as a firm knock sounds at our door. “Come in!” she yells.

The door opens and it occurs to me that the only visible thing at the moment is my feet sticking out the side of this bed.

“Hello?” The voice is distinctly low. “Everything okay under there?”

“This discussion is not over,” Clover hisses before shimmying out.

“Feels over to me,” I manage to respond with a grunt as I crawl back.

The guy at the door is a fucking giant. His shaggy black hair blends in with his worn black T-shirt and jeans, and I think it’s fair to say he’s never smiled a day in his life. He wears wire frame glasses that you’d get punched for in high school but must play really well with the college girls who want to get drunk and talk about their Myers-Briggs type. “I’m Dylan, the fifth-floor resident adviser.” His lips hardly move as he speaks, making it clear he would rather be anywhere but here.

Me too, man.

I glance over to find Clover blushing and my chest puffs out like a fucking ape. I step up beside her as the dutiful husband I am pretending to be. “Bennett,” I tell the RA. “And this is Clover.”

Beside me, Clover audibly swallows, making it perfectly clear that she would climb this guy given the chance.

“Is there a problem with your bed?” Dylan asks.

Clover takes a step back and motions to her side made up with her comforter and sheets while my side is still bare. A far cry from the picture of a marital bed. “We were trying to disconnect the frames.”

The expression on Dylan’s face—and I use the term expression generously because the man is so mechanical in voice and movement—is puzzling. He checks his clipboard, his head tilted to the side. “I’ve got you two signed up for a married dorm.”

Beside me, Clover’s breath catches, and I am just a little pleased to be right that I’ve got her number when it comes to this guy.

“We were disconnecting them to reconnect them,” I explain quickly. “The beds felt a little loose.” I shake the foot of the bed, and of course the thing is firmer than the drop deadline for classes. “We just didn’t want to wake up the whole floor with our newlywed escapades, you know?”

Clo makes a shabby attempt at playing her grimace off as a smile.

“No, actually, I don’t know,” he says. “But I can call maintenance out if you need me to.”

Clover nods. “That would be totally—”

“Unnecessary,” I finish for her.

Dylan shrugs, his gaze still bored. “Right. You both already signed off on the housing contract, but I’m leaving a hard copy here for you. The housing office is trying to keep tabs on all the non-trad students, so don’t be surprised if they pop in from time to time.”

He opens the door and some very loud music blares from down the hall. “My fucking eardrums,” he mutters.

It’s just the two of us again and the noise from the hallway dulls as the door shuts.

Clover stands with her arms crossed over her chest. “We are not sleeping in this bed together.”

“Hate to break it to you, wifey, but I’m not sleeping on the floor.”

Her cheeks flood with a delectable blush, and I wonder what other things I can do to make her rosy with color.

“We need some rules,” Clover says, and then more to herself, “This is such a fucking joke.” She plops down on her side of the bed and takes the notebook off her dresser. “As you know, I plan on resolving this little housing situation before the end of the semester, so we can just go ahead and schedule our divorce for the last day of finals if that works for you.” With that said, she scratches December 9th across the top of the page.

“Fine,” I tell her as I slump against my desk with my legs and arms crossed. “First rule: one bed. Even you can admit that there’s no great way to explain two beds if we plan to keep this story going.”

She looks over the bed with a forlorn expression and pushes up the sleeves of her sweatshirt to reveal the familiar smattering of freckles on her arms. “At least it’s a big bed.”

“And we’ll need to get matching bedding at
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